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Prologue


 


Koltan walked swiftly through the arched hallways that were
mostly cloaked in shadows.  He did not cast a spell to light his way - the
shadows worked to his advantage.  He knew that he was short on time, as his
report was due this night.  Although it was not his fault, his master accepted
no excuses for failure.  It was a dangerous task, but the payoffs would be
immeasurable.


He now knew, by what he had overheard today, that the agent
in the Imperial Palace in Tala'ahar had done their job well.  A shipment was to
be sent to the embassy in the Imperial City.  This was the moment he had been
told to expect, and now he had to complete his task or his master would indeed
be angry.


He found the chamber he was looking for easily, as he had already
spent some nights on duty here.  Due to some bad turn of luck he was not on
duty tonight, and his other errands had taken him longer than they should
have.  Damn Faradan to the Abyss!  Making him recopy the runes until he got
them exactly to his teacher’s liking took bells longer than it should have. He
looked at the ink staining his hands.  Anyone else would have been satisfied by
his first or second attempt.    But ten!  Curses upon the man!


He opened the door to the chamber and stepped inside, leaving
the door ajar.  The student on duty turned from the book of spells he was
studying with a quizzical look on his face.  “Has my shift ended already?” 
Koltan remembered the student’s name from some of his classes – Griffan.


“No, sorry Griffan,” he started as sincerely as possible, 
“I took too long in copying my runes, so Faradan Shilaar decided that he would
send me to relieve you as my punishment.”  He kept his annoyance on his face
for the other to see, and made sure he used the honorific.  Koltan moved over
to the table and pulled his own book of spells out as if to study.


Griffan collected his things into his pack.  “It has been a
quiet night so far, I took only two messages.  They’re in the log.  Have fun!”
he called back wryly over his shoulder as he left, pulling the door shut behind
him.  Koltan went and made sure the door was latched and then threw the bolt. 
He could not be interrupted on the task he was about this night.


He turned from the door and moved to the desk upon which
rested the magemirror he needed.  Normally the senior students were tasked with
monitoring this room, and two others around the citadel, in case any general
messages came in through the mirror.  Tonight, he would be sending out a message,
a very important message; a message that would make him a very powerful man; a
message that would change the world.









PART I


 


I have determined that life is all about choices.  Some good,
some bad, most with immediate consequences, and some in which the outcome isn’t
felt for years, if at all.  I’m not talking about what you may choose to eat
for dinner, or which cloak to wear; we’re talking about Choices – with a
capital ‘C’.


It was an assignment like any other; steal something rare and
valuable for money.  And yet, it was different than all the previous jobs I had
taken, more danger, but also more reward.  It was enough gold that I could
retire from my thieving ways, even after the guild took its cut.  I was always
cautious.  Heck my motto was “It's better to be careful than dead.”  I
looked at every angle, watched all the players, checked the timing, and tested
all the angles.  I could do it.


Seven Hells, they had come to me for this
assignment.  I was the best in Tala’ahar, possibly even the Empire.  I wasn’t
in it for the glory, only the money, and possibly, if the chance came along –
revenge.  There was always revenge.  


But I was talking about Choices.  And little did I know
that by accepting this particular job, by making that Choice to say
‘yes’, that I would set in motion events that would destroy my world,
and possibly, just quite possibly, the entire world.


Journal of Hoyle Dardanel


The 5th of Jarn,


In the year 89 IR (Imperial Rule)


 


 


 











Chapter 1


 


Stepping over a steaming puddle laced with floating detritus
of human waste at the head of an alley, Hoyle glanced back over his shoulder.  With
his footsteps sliding in the ankle deep snow along the side of the Imperial
Way, he refocused his attention on the road ahead. His furtive glance had not
shown anyone following him, but of course, that was the reason he was using the
wide, straight avenue through the Imperial City.  With its wide expanse of flagstone
that would allow four wagons to pass abreast, its narrow boulevard containing
the tall, narrow, skeletal worshyr trees, and the wide walkway siding the
building faces, there was very little concealment available for his pursuers to
use.  Of course, it was the morning after the night’s savage spring storm
dropped a rare hand’s span of thick, wet snow on the city, piling much higher
in spots where it fell off the steeper roofs.  And he was out early in the
morning, barely dawn really, which meant he was one of the few people on the
avenue.


             Stopping to take a short rest from the exertion
of slogging through the snow, he stepped into the relatively dry recessed doorway
of a dress maker’s shoppe that was yet to open.  He caught a glint out of the
corner of his eye, but he turned to find that it was only the reflection of the
silver firebird earring he wore in his left ear appearing in the shoppe’s
window.  He ran his fingers over the earring, his only affectation – the
earring his sister gave him before she was murdered.


Hoyle pulled his dark woolen cloak tighter about him against
the crisp, damp wind that was all that remained of the night’s storm, and
watched a man guide a team of wagon-pulling oxen through the deep snow yet to
be cleared by the veklian slave teams.  Looking ahead to his left, he could see
the distant Imperial Sky Citadel floating above the shadowy Palace Square at
the end of the long, straight thoroughfare newly lined in a cleansing cloak of
white snow.  Like a vulture hovering over its kill he thought.


Looking back to his right, from whence he came, from where
he should still be, warm under the down-filled feather mattress, the lithe
Salrissa at his side, nuzzling at his neck, he felt a pang of reluctance.  He
let the warmth of that recent memory flood through him to ward off the chill
morning air.  Turning his face up at the band of sky visible over the avenue, he
could see that the clouds had moved off, and that the day was going to be
clear. However, it also told him that it was nearing the sixth bell and he was
running out of time.


             Hoyle checked the store signs to confirm his
location, realized that he only had three more streets to go, one over and two
down, and pulled his black cloak even tighter as he stepped from the scant
protection of the recessed doorway.  Moving as swiftly as he could through the
soupy mess that covered the ground, he turned the corner and ran straight into
the chest of a man coming the other way. Rebounding off the larger man, he lost
his footing and fell to the ground, catching himself awkwardly on his hands.
Without apology, but several curses, the barrel-chested man moved off around
the corner leaving Hoyle sitting in the slush cursing under his breath.


             Realizing he was going to be late, he picked
himself up and brushed off the snow and slush as best he could. His clothes
were soaked through, and the wind began to bite through his clothes, causing a
chill to run up his spine.  Checking to make sure the pouch carrying his precious
cargo was still attached to the belt at his back, he settled his rapier and stiletto
at his belt and began to run, looking left and right, trying to determine which
building he was looking for. 


             Once he found himself on the correct street,
Hoyle slowed to take a more careful look around.  It seemed this street had
quite a few early risers based on the foot traffic.  He spotted two taverns and
an inn further down, possibly explaining the anomaly, however, there were still
very few people out in the chilly spring air; he only noted one man several
buildings down sitting on a barrel smoking a pipe.  


Hoyle finally located the described building.  It was a
three-storey stone and wood structure, overhanging the street at the front and
crammed nearly to the neighboring buildings on each side.  The whitewashed plaster
was in bad repair, and falling off in chunks and the slate roof looked in need
of repair.  He proceeded to the side of the building and down the narrow alley
as directed.   His steps finally found him at the bottom of a rickety set of
wood stairs crammed between the two buildings that led to the second floor and
above.  He could see through the open stair piles of refuse and broken
furniture beyond. 


             Hoyle climbed the creaky stairs, and came to
the blue door that had been described to him.  Following instructions, he
knocked twice and pushed the door open quietly.  He stood to one side as it
opened easily on freshly oiled hinges.  Peeking in from beside the door, he
noted no obvious danger, in fact no movement of any kind. Stepping inside, and
closing the door as quietly as he opened it, he turned to find himself in a
dimly lit, sparsely furnished, living area.  There was a small table, two
wooden rail-style chairs, and a three-legged stool in the middle of the room
with a small bed and bedside table in the shadows to his left.  Long, heavy
curtains that hung almost to the floor shrouded the windows looking out over
the street to his right.  At least he assumed they looked out over the street,
it was the correct direction.  In the dim light of the single candle, there
appeared to be no one in the room.


             “Hello?” Hoyle whispered, taking a careful look
around with his hand on his stiletto.  He heard movement from behind a door to
his left, hidden in the flickering shadows beside the bed at that end of the
room.


             “Just a minute,” came the muffled reply from
behind the door.  Shortly, a tall, thin man with a hawkish nose, wearing dark
robes came through the door, carefully closing it behind him. “You are he?” he
inquired quietly with a slight accent.


             “Yes, I’m Hoy-...“


             “Names are not required,” the tall man
interrupted with an accented whisper, looking briefly over his shoulder towards
the back room.  “You have the package, I presume?”


             “You have the money, I presume?” Hoyle quipped
back.  Although he had already surveyed the room, he kept his eyes on the
shadows.  Though this thin, almost frail man did not appear to be a threat, he
wasn’t about to take any more chances than he already had to get to this point. 



             The tall man walked over to a foot locker at
the end of the bed, unlocked it with a small key and lifted the lid.  Hoyle
could see gold glinting in the candlelight.  “Five thousand Imperial Marks, as
agreed,” the robed man quietly stated with an accent that seemed familiar, but
Hoyle could not place.  Hoyle’s heart skipped a beat at the number.  It was
enough to set him up in comfort for the rest of his life.  It was also a
number to make men brave... or stupid he thought.


Without further talk, he pulled the pouch from the back of
his belt and walked over to the small table.  Loosening the draw string, he
poured the contents of the pouch upon the table.  Nine small stones, each a
different color of the rainbow, glowing steadily from within, rolled out onto
the table, dramatically increasing the illumination in the room.


             “Unbound quafa'shilaar,” Hoyle stated frankly. 
"Magestones, to the common man."


             “Power to others,” whispered the tall man. 
“How did you obtain so many?” 


             “Stealth, skill and no small portion of luck.” 


             Still staring at the stones on the table, the
tall thin man waved dismissively at Hoyle, “Take your gold and go.”


             Hoyle stood where he was for a moment, slightly
annoyed.  A little appreciation and awe wouldn’t have been too much to
ask for, would it?  He turned from the table and cautiously walked over to the
chest, closing and locking it with the small key still in the lock.  Crouching
down, he went to lift the chest, and was barely able to move it – five thousand
gold marks weighed a lot!  A quiet creak of hinges alerted his highly
tuned senses, honed through years on the streets, causing him to drop and roll
to the side as a loud thunk sounded from where he had been.  He turned
and saw a quarrel was stuck in the bedpost above the chest, still quivering
from the shot.  Still in his low crouch he saw the door to the back room now
wide open, with shadows moving towards the opening.  Hoyle jumped forward with
his back to the wall beside the door as the hiss of swords leaving
scabbards echoed throughout the dark back room.  Hoyle tried to pull the door
shut, but it was wrenched from his hand by a large man in dark leather armor,
who began to advance through the portal while drawing his broadsword.


             Backpedaling away from the door, Hoyle assessed
his options.  The tall, thin man (whom he had just decided to call Whisper) was
holding the magestones and chanting quietly in the middle of the room.  As the
magestones flared brightly, he saw that the large man was through the door
maybe two strides from him now, with two more men behind him.  A fourth was on
his knees, reloading the crossbow that had nearly claimed Hoyle’s life mere
seconds ago.  Hoyle drew his thin rapier and stiletto.


Whisper’s voice grew louder, and the glow of the magestones grew
brighter, based on the increased illumination on the walls.  Hoyle did the only
thing he could think of – he lunged.  The large man with the thick eyebrows who
was advancing on him was caught off guard, but managed to parry Hoyle’s quicker
rapier with his heavier steel.  It accomplished what he had intended.  The move
brought his opponent’s forward momentum to a halt, trapping the other two soldiers
with swords in the back room.  Turning quickly, he deftly sent his stiletto
turning end-over-end at Whisper with a quick flick of his wrist.  It wasn’t
meant for throwing, but it still hit Whisper awkwardly in the shoulder - point
first, eliciting a cry of pain, scattering the magestones around the room, and
disrupting what could only be a magic spell of some sort.  Ducking a swing he
felt must be coming from behind by dropping into a crouch, he heard, more than
felt the blade whistle over his head.  Finally, he jumped high, spinning with
his foot out, to kick the large man in the center of his chest before he could
recover his back swing.  Staggering back, the large man (he had by now decided
to call Brows) bumped into his compatriots, yet again blocking their progress
from the back room.


In the flickering illumination from the scattered
magestones, Hoyle noticed that the crossbowman had managed to reload by this time
and was waiting for a clear shot.  Inspiration came to him – so he lunged a
second time.  Or at least he pretended to.  As Brows flinched from his fake
lunge, Hoyle turned and ran, aiming for the heavy curtains at the far end of
the room.  As he ran past the wounded Whisper, he grabbed his stiletto from the
man’s shoulder, eliciting another cry of pain.


“Thank you for holding that,” he quipped as he took three
more steps and hurled himself shoulder first as hard as he could at the
curtains.  His shoulder jolted as it made contact with, and broke through, the
thin glass pane behind the curtain.  As he fell towards the street, he grabbed
the heavy fabric to slow his fall.  He finished his fall, unrolling from the
tangle of the heavy fabric curtain and dropping the last two paces to the
ground into a crouch.  He heard shouting from up above, and heard the door at
the side of the building crash open.  Looking up he saw the crossbowman
fighting his way through the now flapping curtains, as the breeze was still up
and was tossing them about, impeding a clear shot.


Hoyle turned and ran down the still empty street.


---o---


 


Three blocks later, Hoyle stopped and leaned against the
wall to catch his breath.  Peeking back around the edge of the building, he
could not see any sign of pursuit.  He could hear the whistles of the City
Guard several blocks over, however.  Maybe they had caught his ambushers, but
he knew he was going to have to check – his gold was still back there.


Still shivering from his earlier fall in the puddle and his
more recent adrenalin rush; he doffed his cloak and reversed it so that the interior
greyish-green was to the outside, the black to the inside, and re-donned it. 
It wouldn’t fool anyone looking closely, but it was enough of a change that he
wouldn’t be recognized out of the corner of someone’s eye.  It was also a less
suspicious colour now that the sun had crested the horizon.


Taking a circuitous route back to the scene of the struggle,
he noted only one guard patrol, and they seemed to be headed the wrong
direction.  Once he was in the alley behind the buildings across the street from
the shoppe, he climbed a drainpipe up the two storeys to the slate roof of a
random residence above another shoppe on the main floor.  Lying with his back
against the cold tile, he braced his foot on one of the peaked dormers and
inched his head up so he could see over the peaked roof into the front street
below.


A large black carriage was parked out front of the apartment
he had just fled from, tethered to two large, black draft horses.  The curtain
still flapped in the breeze from the second floor window of the residence. 
More importantly, he witnessed Whisper and Brows exiting the building via the
side stair and enter the carriage, Whisper cradling his injured arm.  The three
remaining soldiers followed them down less than a minute later, two carrying
the chest containing his gold.  One climbed up into the driver’s seat at the
front, the other two hefted his chest of gold into the back of the carriage and
stepped up on the running boards, grabbing onto the side handles.  All three men
looked uncomfortably around as an early morning crowd was starting to collect
at either end of the tight street.  The driver cracked the reins and the horses
began to canter down the street at a leisurely pace, forcing the small crowd at
the end of the street to slowly part, allowing the carriage through.  Turning
the corner heading northbound, it was lost to sight.  Hoyle looked at the sky;
all this had happened in the time it took the sun to climb a finger width into
the morning sky.  He knew he should follow the carriage, but realized that by
the time he got back to ground level it would be pointless.  Besides, a
carriage like that was not easy to hide, and would be noticed, so he adjusted to
a more comfortable position and settled in to see what events might yet transpire.


A short time later, a squad of six city guards showed up,
being led by a small lad who had obviously been sent to fetch them. An older
lady at the front of the growing crowd caught the small boy’s shoulder, pulling
him back against her dress as she began to spin her tale of events to the squad
captain.  After briefly listening to the woman, the captain relayed an order;
four of the guardsmen unclasped their cudgels from their belts and climbed the
stairs into the apartment.  The fifth guardsman trotted to the end of the
street the carriage had disappeared down and began looking left and right, no
doubt trying to see if the carriage was still in sight.  One guardsman stuck
his head out of the window, fumbled with the heavy curtains still flapping in
the morning breeze, finally pulling them inside, and looked each way up and down
the street.  Hoyle ducked quickly as the guardsman began to turn his head and
look up.  


After a thirty-count, Hoyle raised himself up to his
previous position, hoping that he hadn’t been seen.  As he did, he saw a scene
that chilled his spine, even though he knew there was a remote possibility it might
happen.  Two black robed and cloaked Rak’soraa strolled down the street from
the east, leading a pale figure on a chain linked to an iron collar loping
along between them.  A Scaazi, a Scenter, an aura sniffer with pale grey,
almost white, skin and long upper arms with oversized clawed hands that almost
dragged on the ground when it walked in its normal hunched position.  It had
large white eyes with no irises, and a wide mouth with numerous razor sharp
teeth.  But it’s most telling feature was the six slotted gills on the front of
its snout.  It was rumored that these gills allowed these aberrations of nature
to sense auras.  More importantly, they could follow the auras left behind
across leagues.  It was rumored they could even follow these auras through the
magegates the Empire used.  It was a Fear Squad like this one, one of a dozen, the
Rak’soraa and a Scenter, that were personally assigned tasks by the
Emperor himself.  He noticed that the street was now empty.


Hoyle gulped audibly.  What had he gotten himself into? 
He watched as the squad captain engaged in a brief debate with the taller Rak’soraa
before the second cloaked Rak’soraa led the leashed creature up the side stair
and into the apartment.  Within moments, the remaining guardsmen quickly left
the apartment and returned to the street, looking relieved.  


A few minutes later, Hoyle saw the Rak’soraa and Scenter
return from the apartment.  The returning Rak’soraa had a brief conversation with
the remaining Rak’soraa and the squad captain, who was obviously not happy. 
The Fear Squad turned and left the area, in no apparent hurry, causing many doors
and shutters to quickly shut with audible clunks and bangs.  Shortly
thereafter, the squad captain blew his whistle to assemble the squad, and they
left too.  By that time, Hoyle had shimmied down the drain pipe and was blocks
away.


---o---


 


“You’re joking.  You’re not joking.” Hicks stated
disbelievingly, “A Scenter?  What have you gotten yourself into?  You
took precautions of course?”


“What do you take me for, a no-wit that just got off the
boat?  Of course I took precautions,” answered Hoyle.  It was rumored Scenters
could only find, or smell, people’s auras on solid material.  Metals worked
best, stone and jewels only moderately less well, but cloth and similar
material not-at-all.  The guilds had paid very dearly to confirm the rumors. 
The rumor regarding metal, stone and jewels had proven to be fact, at a cost of
a whole squad from his guild.  The strength of the aura also seemed dependent
on the length of time one had in their possession the object in question.  That
was the reason he was careful to retrieve his prized stiletto from Whisper’s
shoulder, the stiletto he had owned for the last five years.  Using it, there
would be nowhere in the Empire he could hide.  The Scenters would find
him eventually.  It was also the reason that he had purchased the small pouch
for the stones the day before yesterday, and only had the magestones in his
possession since yesterday, just in case the rumors of cloth were not true.  It's
better to be careful than dead.


Hoyle sipped from his mug of still warm cider and looked up at
Hicks.  Her mouth ended with a small upturned sarcastic smile, her eyes alight with
a merry twinkle.  Even though she was his best friend, knowing Hoyle could be
in trouble always put a smile on her face.  Tossing her black hair over her
shoulder and glancing around the mostly empty inn, she leaned in and whispered
“What exactly did you do?”









Chapter 2


 


Celia walked down the dimly lit corridor swiftly, her long
brown hair trailing behind her, her robe sweeping the floor with each step. 
She grasped her amulet in one hand, the quafa'shilaar glowing azure through the
gaps in her fingers, a nervous habit she had picked up during her training. 
She had never quite felt good enough to be a Dar'Shilaar, even though she
performed in the top half of her class.


It was possible that the theft had not yet been detected, as
she had been the one to oversee this batch of quafa'shilaar - magestones to the
common man, destined for the next class of Dar'Shilaar graduates.  For some
reason, this graduation ceremony was to be held in the Imperial Palace instead
of Mahad'avor.  Celia did not understand the breach of protocol, but it was
obvious that some sort of politics was at work, and politics was not her area
of expertise - far from it actually.


  The unbound quafa'shilaar had arrived three days ago by
courier via magegate from Sky Citadel Mahad'avor.  She had placed them in the
secure vault immediately, activating the wards, and casting a few of her own. 
And yet, within bells, they had been stolen.  She had done everything within
her power, yet it was all for naught.  


Even if no one else at the embassy had discovered the theft,
she had decided she must inform her mentor of ‘the incident’ as she was
calling it to herself.  Climbing the stairs to the top of the stone tower that
housed the Dar'Shilaar embassy in Tala’ahar, the centre of Imperial power,
Celia knocked on the rough oak door.


“Come in,” came the female voice from inside the room.


Pushing the door, Celia stepped into the large round room
and closed the door quietly behind her.  Turning to face her mentor Zazaril,
she surveyed the room.  It served as the office of the senior Dar'Shilaar at
the embassy, and was filled with simple, yet sturdy furniture.  A wide oak desk
and chair sat in the middle of the room, facing the door with two additional
chairs on Celia’s side.  A quill and ink bottle, a stuffed owl, and a small
knife for opening letters rested on the top of the desk.  Bookshelves filled
with books, scrolls, and miscellaneous curios covered the walls between the
four large, glass paned windows that faced the four cardinal directions.  All
the windows were covered with heavy curtains except the south-facing one where
they were drawn back, letting in a sliver of the early morning sun.  Celia
could just make out the view to the boat masts of the harbor through the lightly
frosted glass.  The embassy’s felia'shilaar, a magemirror, a full length of
mirrored glass in a large, ornately crafted, gold embossed frame with stand,
stood beside the bookcase to Zazaril’s right.  The three quafa'shilaar set in
the frame glowing softly azure, vermillion and indigo, each individual
combination of touches linking it to a different mirror elsewhere.  A small
winding oak stair wound its way up to Zazaril’s apartment at the top of the
tower, the floor above.


Turning her attention back to her mentor Zazaril, who sat in
her sturdy oak chair reading a letter, Celia cleared her throat quietly. 
Zazaril did not indicate that Celia was to sit in either of the two chairs on
Celia’s side of the desk, so she remained standing.  Celia studied her mentor,
a woman she desperately wanted to emulate, to even be, in the future.  Zazaril
was so confident that it inspired yet terrified Celia.  Her long, raven black
hair to the middle of her back, her lithe figure with ample curves that she
kept hidden behind a stylish Sarethan gown, the authority with which she
presented herself; all caused Celia to feel plain and unworthy.  Today the gown
was black to match her hair, trimmed in some fur Celia didn’t recognize.


“Quafa'shilaar were stolen,” Zazaril looked up from the
letter.


“Yes,” squeaked Celia, holding her amulet in her hand and
twisting the cord, “two nights ago.”


“Why did you not bring it to my attention immediately?” her
mentor demanded.  Deep amber eyes bored into Celia’s.


“Because of the unique nature of this event, I cast a trace
spell on the stones as soon as they arrived,” Celia straightened as she
answered, slightly indignant.  “I was... am planning on dealing with this
myself, but needed to be excused from my duties in the embassy in order to do
so.  This was the first free moment I have had since I discovered the theft to
discuss the matter with you.”


Zazaril stared at Celia for a long moment without speaking. 
“I am impressed by your forethought, but I have already taken care of the
problem.  We should have the stones back very shortly.  You are dismissed.”


Celia’s mouth opened.  She stared at Zazaril, who turned her
attention back to the papers on her desk.  What did she mean that she had
already taken care of the problem?


“Please close the door behind you,” her mentor instructed.


Celia stalked out, and just barely stopped herself from
slamming the door behind her.  As she stormed down the winding stairs towards
her room, she decided that her mentor’s answer didn’t satisfy her, and that she
would take matters into her own hands.  How did the thief get past her
wards? Celia fumed.  She was angry, at herself and the thief for shaming
her in the eyes of her mentor. She also hated herself for the fact that she was
intrigued.


---o---


 


Reaching her room in the two-storey annex at the back of the
tower, Celia closed the door and packed some things into her small backpack. 
She looked around her small room, scanning for any other items she might need,
but the room was only so big, with a single bed with a lumpy straw mattress
resting just under the window, a small desk, and a wardrobe completing the
furnishings.  This room, along with the eleven others on this floor were meant
as temporary living quarters for visiting Dar'Shilaar, so they had nothing in
them but the bare necessities.  She grabbed her cloak off the peg beside the
door and looked at herself in the small mirror over the desk.  Noticing her
glowing amulet, and unsure how the general populace of Tala’ahar would react to
a Dar'Shilaar walking unescorted through the city, she tucked it inside her
robe.


Having only been in Tala’ahar for a month, she had not had a
chance to venture more than two streets from the embassy tower.  When she had
left the embassy previously, she had been ‘escorted’ by one of the six city
guardsmen stationed at the embassy.  Based on what Celia observed, she was not
sure that they were at the embassy only for the protection of the Dar' Shilaar. 
She decided to leave down the back stairs, past the kitchen and out into the
alley running behind the annex.


She stepped carefully out of the back door into the thick
snow that was slowly turning to muddy slush. She grasped her amulet through her
robe and quietly chanted the words to activate her trace spell.  Almost
instantly she felt the slight pull in her head, indicating the rough direction,
and based on strength, approximate distance, to the quafa'shilaar that had been
in her care before they were stolen.  Getting her bearings, and pulling her cloak
about her for warmth, she set out toward the end of the alley.  Once there, she
nervously looked around the corner to the front of the embassy to see the two
guards standing against the wall on either side of the front door.  Celia
stepped out from the mouth of the narrow alley, blending in with the crowd of
the many other cloaked figures.  There was a biting breeze that was coming in
off the water of the bay.  It was time to track the thief.


---o---


 


By early afternoon she found herself in the trade quarter of
Tala’ahar, standing in Merchant’s Square studying a squat, square stone tower
across from her.  The quafa'shilaar were within, but she was at a loss on how
to proceed.  As it was, her stomach complained due to lack of food, distracting
her from her ability to concentrate.  Browsing among the stalls of the square,
she paid a copper for a hot meat tart from one of the vendors and sat on the
small fieldstone wall that surrounded the small, currently dry, fountain in the
center of the circular plaza, to eat it.  Finishing quickly, she returned to
purchase another, and then sat facing the tower to observe while she slowly ate
the second tart.


Based on the window spacing, the tower was three short
stories tall, the battlements perched atop it were no more than seven or eight
spans from the ground.  The windows were barred on the outside, and none of the
shutters were open to the early spring sun.  She saw a large, closed wooden
gate to the side, connecting the tower and what appeared to be a warehouse or
stable of some kind, blocking access to the yard beyond.  Turning her attention
back to the front of the tower, she noticed a shield with a bull’s head crest hung
above the door.  She recalled this crest from her history lessons at Mahad’avor;
it was the royal crest of Goralon.


It occurred to her suddenly that she could no longer feel
the pulling sensation from her trace spell.  That could only happen one of
three ways: she had dispelled it willingly, her concentration was broken, or
another more powerful caster had removed it or shielded it.  She was pretty
sure her hunger didn’t cause her enough distraction to lose the spell, so she
went back and replayed events in her mind.  No, it was cut off suddenly!
Celia thought.  That meant a more powerful caster was within the tower at this
very moment.











Chapter 3


 


Hoyle sat in the late afternoon shadows on the third landing
of the side stairs of a four storey building located on the edge of Merchant’s
Square.  He sat with his cloak pulled tight against the breeze that had not
relented all day, watching the squat tower across the square with the Goralon
emblem on the shield above the door.  From his vantage point, he could see over
the gate blocking access to the yard, and it appeared, based on the warehouses
behind the tower, this was the Goralon merchant guild's headquarters in Tala’ahar. 
As it was late afternoon and the spring sun was setting, the merchants were packing
up their stalls and wagons for the night, and proceeding home for the day.  A
few of the more questionable food vendors hawked the items remaining from the
day.  The other more successful ones had sold out of food by mid-afternoon.


It had taken the better part of the day to track down the
final destination of the carriage through his street contacts.  He had been
double-crossed by someone, or it had always been planned as a trap.  Hoyle
wasn’t sure which angered him more.  He had to be here.  The Silent Blades, the
thief guild he belonged to, were expecting him to have their cut of the five
thousand Imperial Marks by the end of the week, and they did not take kindly to
being left out. His motto 'it's better to be careful than dead'
screamed across his mind, but he had no choice but to ignore it.  'A roach
caught between a boot and a rock' also crossed his mind.


His gaze swept the slowly emptying square.  He noted a few
other members of his guild working the remaining crowd, as well as a couple
from the other guilds.  The seven thieves’ guilds each had tried staking claims
to a portion of Tala’ahar some twenty years ago, but that had gotten bloody
enough that the Emperor was forced to step in and settle things.  The three
remaining thieves’ guilds were forced to maintain an uneasy truce so that business
could continue in the shadows, even though Hoyle was sure someone at a high
level was getting their share so the guilds would be left alone.


As his gaze continued to travel around the square, he again
noticed the slender cloaked figure sitting on the fountain wall that had been
there since he had arrived.  The figure stood, took one step toward the same tower
he was watching, stopped, and sat back down on the edge of the fountain.  He
studied the figure beneath the cloak and saw wisps of long brown hair escaping
the confines of the hood.  The woman stood up again a few minutes later, took a
dozen steps forward, and then stopped.  She whirled around to face the
fountain, arms stiff at her sides, with her hands in a fist.  She was saying
something, and although Hoyle was very good at reading lips, the distance and lingering
light made it impossible.  As she turned again to face the tower, she bumped
into a squat man with unkempt hair ambling past, and was almost knocked off her
feet into the thick mud that was all that remained of the overnight snowfall.


Hoyle sighed.  He recognized the squat man from his gait and
the same clothes he wore day after day.  Coop had just made this woman a pouch full
of coins poorer.  Hoyle sighed again and stood.  He wondered at her interest in
the tower.  He was going to have to introduce himself.


---o---


 


Reaching the ground at the side of the building, he stayed
in the shadows as he watched Coop disappear around a corner.  He drifted
through the lengthening shadows, expecting to see the lamplighters appear any
time to light, and refill if necessary, the three pace high oil lamps spaced
about ten spans apart along the major avenues and city squares.  All the lamps
did was give false comfort to the unwary, and more shadows for him and his ilk
to work within and from.


Moving quietly in his soft-soled leather boots, he
approached Coop, whose real name was Cooper.  “How much?” he asked as Coop
poured the coins from the woman’s coin pouch into his hand.


Coop jumped, just about dropping his precious haul.  “None
of your business.  Go away,” Coop replied indignantly, turning his back on
Hoyle.


“I will let you take two marks, but I take the rest – and
the pouch” he stated glibly. “That’s more than fair trade for the amount of
work you’ve done to ‘earn’ it.”


“What makes you think I’m going to give you any?” Coop
queried still with his back to Hoyle.


“You mistook my statement for a question.  I’m not asking.”


Coop turned to face him, a jagged knife in his hand, but
stopped short as the point of Hoyle’s rapier rested against his throat. 
“Wha-?” Coop sputtered.


“Mine’s longer.”  He smiled.  “You’ll have trouble drinking
all that money away if you have a hole in your throat.  Two marks, the rest are
mine.  That’s more than enough to keep you drunk for a week.  Or...” 


“Fine, but the guild’s going to hear of this,” Coop
threatened, as he counted out two marks worth of coin and tossed the pouch with
the remaining coin to Hoyle.


“Much obliged,” he quipped, “but I’m in a different guild. 
My apologies.”


Coop grunted something about Hoyle watching his back as he
returned his knife to his belt and drifted into the deepening shadows.


---o---


 


Hoyle returned to the corner of the building and surveyed
the square.  To his right was the Goralon tower, three buildings over.  A guard
now stood beside the front door in similar, non-descript garb as that of the
soldiers who had tried to kill him just this morning.  Hoyle was pretty sure
this one was different from the three this morning. He was certainly not the
massive Brows or the skeletal Whisper, but he wasn’t completely certain.


The woman had returned to sitting on the fountain wall,
still staring at the tower and fidgeting.  She had one hand clasped around
something under her robes, possibly a necklace or brooch.  Hoyle watched for
some time; watched her stand, move toward the tower, then change her mind and
go back and sit down.  She did this several times.  The guard noticed too, and
seemed to have a bored indifference, but even at this distance Hoyle could
sense more than see a predatory gleam in the soldier’s eyes.  The woman must be
somewhat comely, but as Hoyle could now only see her from the side, with her
cloak up over her head, the only thing he had been able to tell was that she
was tall, and had long shapely legs.


Finally, the woman got up and strode toward the tower, her
chin held high.  This could be interesting thought Hoyle, as he rounded
the corner and sauntered two buildings closer, trying to stay inconspicuous. 
He leaned against a post holding up the second floor of the building beside the
Tower grounds.  To get to the front door of the tower, all Hoyle had to do was
pass the front wall of what he assumed was the stable, the gate and two spans
of the building front.


The woman reached the bottom of the stairs and called to the
guard “I have business with your master.” She was still gripping the necklace
beneath her robes.


“Sure you do little lady” responded the guard slyly.  From
this vantage point Hoyle could confirm the gleam in the guard’s eye.  “What’s
his name?”


The woman seemed taken aback for a moment, apparently
thinking.  “He didn’t provide one.  He told me to come here if I wanted
training as a wizard,” she replied somewhat shakily.


“Goralon’s got no use for wizards,” the guard answered
angrily.  “It’s got a use for whores though.  Want to come in and spread your
legs for me and my boys?”


“You’re a... a... a disgusting pig!” The woman exclaimed. 


At this, the guard started moving down the stairs towards
the woman.  Hoyle moved quickly from his position to intercept the guard. 
Pretending to be winded, Hoyle stepped between the woman and the guard as he drew
his sword.  He put his right hand on the guard’s chest, while bending over to
‘catch his breath’.  He peeked back at the woman, seeing her face for the first
time.  She was beautiful. 


“Please sir, don’t mind my sister,” he said as he raised his
eyes to meet the soldier’s.  Thankfully he hadn’t met this particular soldier
this morning, thank Voral.  “She’s not in her right mind since the death of our
mother.”


The guard took a step back, “Get your hands off me!” he
demanded, pushing Hoyle backwards into the woman.  Hoyle purposely stumbled
slightly before standing erect.  He faced the guard, the woman a mere handspan
behind him.


“Your sister!” the woman cried, “I haven’t seen you before
in my life!”


Hoyle looked at the guard, and made a finger motion to his
own forehead.  “See, so out of her mind with grief that she doesn’t even
recognize her own brother,” Hoyle turned to face her, grabbed both her
shoulders and looked into her eyes with a wink, “Keela, Keela, don’t you
remember me?!” Hoyle said as he shook her shoulders slightly.


The woman looked perplexed, which in this situation worked
perfectly, as Hoyle handed the guard an Imperial Mark, and added “Thank you for
taking care of her.”  


The guard muttered something he could not hear. Hoyle led
the woman from the square and down a small side road, until he found a small
alley to steer her into.  She was still sputtering about the ordeal.  She
stopped suddenly, realizing where she was.


“What are you doing?” the woman demanded, looking around the
tight confines, Hoyle purposely standing, blocking the end of the alley.


“Saving your life,” Hoyle responded quietly, tossing her
coin pouch towards her.


“My pouch!” She exclaimed as she caught it out of reflex.  “You
stole from me, and now you expect me to show you some gratitude?!”


“A little would be nice!” Hoyle replied resentfully, “Do you
know what that guard was going to do to you before I stepped in?  Do you?” She
looked confused.  


Hoyle took this moment to study her.  She was tall, as tall
as him, with long legs under her robes.  Her robes and cloak were a deep
burgundy, the cloak trimmed with rabbit fur.  Her long brown hair fell from the
hood of her cloak, her bangs framing the alabaster skin of her face.  High
cheek bones resided below large, brown, doe-like eyes; ruby lips completed her
beauty.


 “I returned your purse to you, admittedly lighter than when
you lost it, but it was not me who took those coins.  I am tempted to leave it
three Marks lighter still, just to prove a point to you about paying attention
in this city, but I have enough here of my own,” He held up the guard’s coin
purse he had just palmed.


“Leave me alone!” the woman demanded, and started past Hoyle
who grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the alley.


The woman staggered in the mud and filth littering the
narrow chasm between buildings, but then recovered and took two backwards
strides.  “Cravash!” she intoned, flinging her hands out in front of her
body, fingers rigid and pointing at Hoyle.  Small marbles of light appeared
suddenly and shot towards Hoyle’s chest so quickly he didn’t have a chance to
flinch.  As they hit his chest, they dissolved into a light mist and
dissipated.  He could feel his firebird earring grow warm, but other than that,
the spell had no other apparent effect.  Hoyle looked up from his chest to see
the woman’s stunned look.


“You stole the quafa'shilaar,” she whispered just loud
enough for him to hear.


 











Chapter 4


 


 Celia was stunned.  It all fit together in her mind.  The
thief must have had some immunity to magic, which is why the magic wards she
had cast on the vault hadn’t incapacitated them, and why the magic alarms
hadn’t notified her.  Here was a thief who had her coin pouch and had quite obviously,
based on her failed spell, some immunity to her magic.  But why then did her
trace spell lead her to this tower, and not to him?


 She took a closer look at him as he was touching something
by his left ear, or possibly brushing his hair back.   He was as tall as her,
his eyes at the same level as hers, and he wore fine, though drab, clothing; a
dark jacket and trousers under a greyish-green cloak finished with dark leather
boots.  His face was average, with dark brown eyes, narrow nose, with dark hair
dropping down in front to slightly cover his eyes.  Completing his look was a
neatly trimmed goatee.  His only piece of jewelry was an earring in his left
ear that was barely visible under the hood of his cloak – a small silver
firebird.  She could swear that its eyes had just been glowing.


 “What? What makes you say that?” the man asked warily,
clearly caught off guard.


Celia shook herself.  “It only makes sense,” she stated
matter-of-fact.  “You are obviously a thief, and you are apparently immune to
magic.  Only someone with both these traits could steal from the Dar'Shilaar
embassy.”


“Someone stole from the Dar'Shilaar embassy?!” the man
sounded shocked.  “They stole magestones?!”


“Only the thief would know that.  Further proof,” she
accused.


“I beg to differ, but I believe that you just accused me of
stealing magestones,” the man retorted nonchalantly, “right after I saved you
from what that guard was planning to do...”


Celia grasped her amulet through her robe. She ignored the
man’s comment. “The more important question is, if I am correct and you are the
thief, then why are the quafa'shilaar in that tower, and not with you?”  


She saw him scowl briefly out of the corner of her eye, but
it was gone just as fast as it had appeared.  Perhaps she had only imagined it.


“Fine, if you’re not going to thank me, then you’re
welcome!  I’ll be off now.”  The man turned and disappeared out of the alley
into the dark.


Celia looked around the dark alley skittishly and hurried
after him.


---o---


 


The man was striding quickly down the narrow side street,
away from the tower when she caught up with him, her long strides matching
his.  He glanced at her sideways, but did not change his gait.  She was not
sure where he was going, but she was smart enough to know she didn’t want to be
alone in Tala’ahar at night.  Even being with this thief was better than trying
to wind herself back to the embassy through the dark maze of city streets.  While
the main thoroughfares were lit with oil lamps, connecting the main squares of
the city they were not on a main avenue now.  It was behind them.  They were in
the dark heart of the trade district now, twisting and turning past closed shoppes
and tall warehouses lining the tight streets, dark alleys like gaping mouths
spread at uneven intervals between buildings.  Some buildings leaned on others,
like drunken friends.  Celia could hear movement down some of those alleys, and
every once in awhile could see dark shapes moving at the edge of the deep
shadows.  At those times, the man beside her would slide his rapier slightly
out of its scabbard with a slight hiss, and the figures would fade back
into the safety of the dark.


After a time of walking, she grabbed his arm gently and
offered “Thank you.”  While walking through this rats nest, she had had enough time
to reflect on the possibilities of what could have happened to her.  She was
smarter than that, but she had still managed to make a mess of things. “Could
we stop for a short rest? It’s been a long day.”


Without slowing, the man glanced at her again, “Not here.
Keep walking.”  He sounded annoyed.   One of the temple bell towers chimed the
hour, with others throughout the city joining in.  Eight bells.


Celia did not talk again for a while.  “Why Keela?”


“What?” the man responded absently, sounding confused.


“Back in the square, you called me Keela,” she replied. 
“Why Keela?”


“Oh.  I used to have a hound named Keela when I was a
child.  It seemed appropriate... at the time,” he now sounded amused.


“A hound!?”  Celia fumed as they kept walking.  She had lost
track of where they were, except that the glowing lights of the Imperial Sky
Citadel hovering a hundred, or maybe fifty, spans above the city gave her a
small frame of reference.  That was the only landmark she could glimpse between
the buildings, and that still did not tell her exactly where they were.


“Okay, what is your name then?” the man asked.


“Celia,” she answered reluctantly.


He laughed loudly, startling her, and several others, based
on the sounds she heard from nearby alleys; bottles clinking, one bottle
smashing amid curses.


“What’s so funny?” Celia demanded.


“Close enough.” The man stated as they finally rounded a
corner to a more brightly lit street.  Noises of music, singing and
conversation rose from several of the well-lit buildings along the street,
distracting Celia.  She counted two inns and several taverns along the street
before it turned a bend out of sight.  Other than the Imperial Way, and its
sister Trade Way, she was sure not one other street ran straight in the entire
city.


---o---


 


Stepping into an inn with a sign painted with a red rooster
hanging out front, Celia was assaulted by heat, noise, and pipe smoke.  While
she welcomed the first, coming in from the freezing night air, the other two
overwhelmed her senses.  The man she was with paused, looking around the
crowded common room.  He saw someone he apparently knew, grabbed her by the arm
and threaded his way through the crowd, dragging her gently behind.  As they
wound their way towards the back of the room, she glanced around.   The inn had
a high ceiling in the common room, as they went she supposed, with sleeping
room doors overlooking through a balustrade on the walk above.  A hearth at each
end fed their warmth into the large room.  A long bar up the center of the room
served drinks on three sides, the fourth opening to what Celia could only
assume was the kitchen at the back, based on the smells and noises she could
sense from that direction.  A small stage sat in the far corner where three
musicians played a catchy tune that drifted about the room.  The man dragged
her past the near end of the bar, heading towards the far corner where his
acquaintances sat at a small round table.


As they approached the table, being jostled by the generally
jovial crowd, Celia sized up the two women sitting at the table.  One of the
women was slightly heavier than she, with curling blonde locks and ample curves
apparent within her tight blouse under her leather vest.  The blonde’s eyes had
small wrinkles at the corners that told her that she was prone to smiling,
which was confirmed by the twinkle in her eye.  The other woman stood as she
and the man approached, and gave the man a small kiss that spoke of more than
friendship.  This woman was tall and lithe, and was dressed in men’s breeches
of black leather, with a leather vest over a dark grey blouse, and wore a knife
on the belt at her side.


“Hoyle,” she said after she stepped back from the kiss. 
“Hicks tells me you have gotten yourself into some sort of trouble that even I
didn’t know about.” She stated with an arched eyebrow.


“Has she?” the man, apparently named Hoyle, responded
looking at the other woman.


“Didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to share,” admitted the
second woman they had called Hicks as she picked up her mug and took a long
drink.  Celia could sense an undercurrent of tension from her that appeared to
be directed at either Hoyle or the other woman, or both.


“And who do we have here?” asked the leather clad woman as
she settled back into her seat, gesturing to Celia.


The man named Hoyle sat himself in the only other vacant
chair, beside the still unnamed woman and introduced her, “Salrissa, Hicks,
this is Celia.  Celia, this is Salrissa and Hicks.” 


As Celia was nodding to the two women who had pierced her
with cold stares, Hoyle had hooked a chair from a neighboring table with his
foot, causing the man who had leaned out of it to fall to the floor with a
curse.  Hoyle presented it to Celia while at the same time glaring at the man
who looked ready to start a confrontation.  One of his friends grabbed his
shoulder and whispered into his ear.  The man looked back at Hoyle, who smiled,
and the man and his friend moved off.


Celia looked at Hoyle with an arched eyebrow, fingering her
amulet under her robe.  She didn’t feel she was in immediate danger from these
three, yet she didn’t feel entirely safe either.  “Aren’t you forgetting
someone?” Celia prodded.


Hoyle looked confused, “Salrissa... Hicks... You... Nope,
not forgetting anyone.” He said with a slight smile.


“She means you, you dundering fool!” Hicks explained.


“Oh, what, you didn’t know me by sight?!  My reputation
hasn’t worked to the far corners of the Empire?  I’m wounded...” Hoyle feigned
falling off his chair.


All three women rolled their eyes at the same time, and
catching the others in the same motion, shared a smile.  “His name is Hoyle,
and he’s notorious for his overinflated ego and poor dancing skills. Why are
you here, Celia?” asked Salrissa warily as Hoyle mimicked getting stabbed in
the chest beside her. Salrissa ignored him.


Celia looked around the table at three serious faces, trying
to decide where to start, when Hoyle stated quietly “She believes that I stole
something from her, more specifically, from the Dar'Shilaar embassy.  She’s
also interested in the same building I– we are.”  At the mention of the
embassy, the expressions of the two women facing her became decidedly frigid,
though Hicks quirked her eyebrow in Hoyle’s direction.


“And what building are we interested in?” queried
Hicks staring at Hoyle intently.  There seemed to be some underlying tension
that Celia was noticing, but unable to determine the source.


“Why the Goralon Merchant’s Guild, of course!” replied the
smirking man.  “Apparently they have Celia’s, my apologies, the embassy’s,
stolen trinkets, as well as the money they owe me for some work I did for
them.”


“I see,” said Salrissa, looking at Celia coldly, “and why do
you feel that they have your trinkets?”


“Dar'Shilaar do not use trinkets,” Celia replied
indignantly.  “I placed a trace spell on the items in question.  It led
me to the Goralon tower on Merchant’s Square,” she admitted more firmly than
she felt.  Her pulse was pounding, and her breath was shallow as she sat on the
edge of her seat, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.  She gripped her amulet
through the thick fabric of her robes, its familiar presence calming her only
very slightly.


“Needless to say, we need to help her get into the tower and
retrieve her items,” stated Hoyle with the most serious expression she had seen
on his face in the short time since she had met him.  “Along with my gold.” He
added, looking pointedly at Salrissa and Hicks.


The table was quiet as a serving woman brought two mugs of a
brown, cloudy liquid, and two plates of stew slathered over a thick piece of
bread.  Celia hadn’t noticed who had ordered, but was thankful as she realized
just how hungry she was.  Sampling her meal daintily, she took a bite of bread
soaked in warm stew, careful not to spill any on her robes, and felt the warmth
spread throughout her body.  Once the serving woman was gone, no one spoke
immediately.


“So what is the plan?” asked Salrissa finally.


 


 











Chapter 5


 


Hoyle watched Celia carefully as the three of them waited on
the side of the Merchant’s Square.  She still gripped her necklace or brooch
under her robes with one hand while holding her cloak tight against the bitter
wind with her other.  He could see her brown, fawn-like eyes widen at every
noise.  To say she was not comfortable was an understatement; it appeared to
him that she had never been out in the Imperial City at night, or any city for
that matter.  Thankfully, her deep burgundy robes and cloak appeared black in
the night, and had allowed them to hide in the deep shadows as several City
Guard squads passed them in the night.  During the day, the City Guard had some
modicum of professional restraint, but at night they had been given free rein
to do as they pleased.


The third of their group was Salrissa, now wearing her full black
leather armor, which covered her head to toe, including a faceplate that left
only her piercing blue eyes and a small portion of her forehead exposed.  She
walked through the shadows like she owned them, like they were her obedient servants. 
Hoyle liked to think she had feelings for him, but he was under no illusions.  Their
time together was a release for her, and nothing more.  Her emotions were
buried deep.  But he was glad she had come.


Hoyle thought back to when they had retreated to his room in
the Red Rooster Inn after their meal to make plans.  Celia had been wary and
nervous, even with her eyelids drooping, and moved a stool over to sit by the
room’s only door.


“We’re going to have to try and use stealth to get in, which
shouldn’t be too much problem for some of us,” Hoyle began.


“Um – we?” queried Hicks “I don’t think so Hoyle.”


“Why not, you’re fair with a sword.  Only as backup mind
you.”


“You and Salrissa may work at night, but I have a day job,
and the days start when the rooster crows, whether I like it or not.” Hicks
stated.  “I’m out.”


He looked at Salrissa, who turned from looking out the
window and shrugged, “I need the exercise,” was all she said before turning to
once again look out the small window.


“There must be some other way...” Celia stammered.  “Can’t
we go to the City Guard and have them arrested?  I mean, if they did steal the items.”
She looked at him from the corner of her eye, still gripping whatever necklace
she wore beneath her robes.  He could tell she might be a bit naive and
inexperienced, but she was far from stupid.  Even though neither had mentioned
it since the encounter in the alley, Hoyle couldn’t believe how quick she had
put the pieces of the truth together from so little information.  He fingered
his earring while he thought.  


“The Goralon Merchant’s Guild, as well as their embassy over
in the government quarter, are effectively Goralon soil by treaty.  If the City
Guard so much as went onto the property without being invited, it could provoke
war with Goralon.  Or at least have them pack up and halt trade with the
Empire,” Salrissa concluded quietly.  She still had not turned from the window.


“How would they know?” Celia questioned.


“The mirrors,” was all Salrissa replied.


“Magemirrors?  But they were created to help people,” Celia
protested.  "Besides, we prefer the name felia'shilaar..." she said
the last under her breath.


“Best intentions...” Salrissa trailed off, her back still to
the room.


“I’m not sure what you mean...”


“Did you flaming wizards," she threw the word
out as a curse, "ever consider what might happen if the Emperor got a hold
of these trinkets of yours?  Did you ever think how much power the
Empire would wield with these mirrors, and gates, and skyships?  And then your
precious Dar'Shilaar went and just handed it all over to our dear 'benevolent' Emperor
Randramas.”


Hoyle watched the exchange quietly, noting that Hicks was
staying out of it also.  He could sense a deep resentment from Salrissa, but of
course, didn’t know why.  Another fact to remember, he thought.


“We needed a place of safety...” Celia whispered.  She could
vaguely recall the words from one of the historical manuscripts she had studied
in Mahad’avor; 


Our survival requires us to come to compromise with the lesser
of two evils.  May our children forgive us if we choose wrong, for into those
hands we will hand over the ability to stabilize, and possibly conquer the
Continent of Kaladahn.  For better or for worse, only the future will tell.


“How safe do you feel now?”  The question, with no emotion,
looked like it stung Celia somewhat.  Celia let in hang in the air, unanswered.


---o---


 


Now they were standing tight against a building, using it as
shelter from the wind, while watching the tower across the square.  Two
soldiers were now out front, holding their cloaks against the wind with one
hand, while resting the other on the pommels of their swords.  The windows were
still all shuttered, but light peaked around a few shutters on the lower two
floors.  The top floor was dark.


“Let’s stick with the plan, and only enter the tower if
necessary.” Hoyle said.  “Salrissa, I will need your pouch for this to work.”


Salrissa handed over a small black pouch, ornamented with a
very small shard of a black magestone; she gave a quick nod and vanished into
the shadows with a single stride.  Celia jumped slightly in surprise, turning
her head side-to-side.  She seemed shaken yet again.


“Why don’t you wait here?” Hoyle asked.


“Then what guarantee do I have that you will retrieve my
items?”


“Nothing other than my word”


“Yes, well then I’m coming,” Celia stated.  Apparently
trust was still an issue.


“Fine, stay close, and stay quiet,” Hoyle directed and moved
out from the shadows and across the square towards the alley near the tower. 
As fast as he moved, Celia stayed within three paces of him, and was fairly
quiet considering she wasn’t in the business.  Staying in the shadows, Hoyle
worked his way to the carriage gate to the side of the tower and tapped softly
twice.


After a short wait, the gates opened a crack, and piercing
blue eyes looked out from the shadows.  Salrissa stepped back and let the two
of them into the stable yard.  Hoyle looked around, surveying the yard.  To the
right of the gate was the carriage house and stable, further into the yard
looked to be warehouses.  The tower windows on this side were also barred and
shuttered, with light peeking out from a few.  He proceeded to the carriage
house, lingering outside as he listened for guards, but he could not hear any,
so he stepped inside.


The interior was almost black as pitch, but he could see the
darker shadow that was the carriage.  He moved towards it in the dark, stopping
briefly as he heard a noise further back.  Listening he could hear the chuffing
of horses breathing in the deeper darkness, so he continued to the rear of the
carriage.  Opening the rear hatch, he confirmed that the chest with his gold
was not there.  It was worth a shot he thought, fingering the small key
he still had in his pocket from that morning.


“Rounds!” Salrissa warned with a whisper from near the open
doorway, as she and Celia moved into the shadows within the carriage house and
pressed their backs against the wall.  Hoyle kept one hand on the pommel of his
sword, and ducked down behind the carriage wheel in the dark.


A silhouette moved in front of the open doorway, backlit by
the meager light from the tower windows.  He turned his head side to side, a
small glow giving his scarred face a reddish cast.  Hoyle could smell the
strong cigar from where he was hiding, more than eight paces away.  The soldier
turned and walked to the gate that Salrissa had closed behind them, checked it,
and moved toward the back of the tower in no particular hurry.


Salrissa and Celia moved over towards him, Salrissa gliding
through the shadows as if she could see through them, Celia stumbling over some
uneven floor, nearly falling.  “Well?” Salrissa inquired quietly.


“It’s not here, so we’ll have to get into the tower.” He
responded.


“By it, you mean the chest or pouch containing the items, I
assume?” retorted Celia.  By the tilt of her head she was trying to see Hoyle’s
face, but he suspected that there was not enough light for a good look.


“Yes, that among other things,” was his reply.


“Wait here,” directed Salrissa as she vanished through the
doorway and into the shadows.


Hoyle counted.  It was just habit while he was waiting.  It
was part of his rule “It is better to be careful than dead.”  Nothing he
could think of could take more than a one hundred count that hadn’t gone
wrong.  He had yet to be proven wrong, so that became a part of his rule.  If
he got to a one hundred count before Salrissa returned, that would be his cue
to bolt.  In the past, he had only ever reached eighty-nine seconds whenever
Salrissa had told him to wait.  Tonight was no exception, reaching only a
sixty-three count before she returned.


“Follow me,” she said, and turned back the way she had come.


Hoyle and Celia carefully made their way out of the dark
carriage house and followed Salrissa’s dark shape to the back corner of the
tower and around.  The area by the back tower entrance was dark, but Hoyle
could still smell the acrid smoke of the torches.  The entire yard was dark,
but he could see the darker silhouettes of the warehouses about twenty paces
across the yard.  He saw a lumpy pile off to one side of the steps to the door,
and distracted Celia from what must be the soldier’s bodies.  Whether Salrissa
left guards alive or not was always uncertain, probably depending on whether
she took them by surprise or not.


“Shouldn’t there be guards?” asked Celia, looking around.


Ignoring Celia, he turned to the door, bent down and
retrieved his “lock resetting” hardware from a small hidden pocket inside his
boot.  Within seconds he had the door unlocked.  He pushed it open as quietly
as he could manage, peeking into what appeared to be a well lit hallway. 
Seeing no one, he opened the door all the way and led the two women into the
hall.  “Can you do something about this light?”


Salrissa swung her arm with her cloak over it, similar to a
bird’s wing, or maybe a bat’s, and the candles for the closest half of the
hallway went out in the small, but deceptively powerful gust of wind. 
“Better?” she asked quietly with an arched eyebrow.


Hoyle nodded absently and quickly took stock of the area. 
The hallway ran straight through the tower to a door at the other end which no
doubt opened to the stoop, containing the two soldiers guarding the front of
the tower.  On one side, about halfway down, a stair rose to the upper floors. 
They could smell delicious aromas from the door to their immediate right, most
likely the kitchen, and loud voices could be heard from a door on the left,
across from the base of the stairs.  


He moved quickly and quietly down the hall and peaked up the
stairs to ensure it was clear.  Noting that it was, he began to climb the steps,
the ladies following.  He was pretty sure whatever items of value were held in
the tower would be as far from street level as possible, which meant the third
floor.  It was also most likely that any high ranking guests would have
quarters on the upper-most floor, away from the day-to-day business of the
guild.  That being said, Goralonians were an odd bunch, zealously worshipping
the death and battle aspects of Voral the Father, or Benraw the Twin: war, destruction,
strength, chaos.  At least, those were some of the rumors he had heard growing
up in a small village near the border of Goralon. 


Cresting the first run of stairs, he came face-to-face with
a statue of Voral’s death aspect; a muscular male form, wearing a knee length
torva with the head of a flaming skull.  The statue was in a small alcove
facing the stairs, and was probably meant as a warning for someone like him. He
ignored it, listening for noise from the doors along the length of the hallway beside
the stairs.  A second flight of stairs was obvious at the other end of the hall,
superimposed over the ones they had just come up.  The hallway was much darker
on this floor, so he could see that some of the rooms were obviously occupied
based on the light coming under the doors, but could hear no obvious sounds
from the occupants.


“Where are we going?” Celia whispered tentatively.


“Top floor.” Hoyle whispered in reply.


“Why?”


“That’s always where the good stuff is,” he replied.
“Always."


"Not always..." Celia said under her breath
resentfully.  The vault she had put the quafa'shilaar in was underground.


Salrissa slid past them at the top of the stairs with a look,
and swiftly moved down the hallway, briefly listening at each door she passed. 
Hoyle followed her to the base of the next flight of stairs and up.


As the trio reached the top floor, they began to hear
shouting from outside the tower.  They rounded the banister and looked along
the hall, seeing two doors at the near end and two at the far end.  Hoyle could
see flickering, multi-hued light from under one of the doors at the far end of
the hall, so he moved in that direction.  As they reached the mid-point in the
hall, with a wall to one side, and the waist-high banister along the stairs to
the other, they heard a loud crash from below.  Almost immediately, shouting
and the ringing sounds of swords clashing echoed up from below.  Then the
unholy screaming began.


---o---


 


What is happening? thought Hoyle as he was forced to
cover his ears.  He watched the door with the flickering light, but nothing
seemed to change.  However, a door from behind them burst open, revealing a
large form cursing as he pushed his way through while settling his armor.  The
man looked up and met Hoyle’s eyes.  “You!” he exclaimed, and drew his sword,
almost ignoring the two women with him.  He glanced down the stairs toward the
screaming, and then advanced toward the trio, his eyes not leaving Hoyle’s.


“Where’s my money Brows?” he demanded.


“And the quafa'shilaar - the magestones,” Celia added with a
squeak, as she stepped behind Hoyle.


“And the magestones?” he continued smoothly.


“What will you need with any of that, since you’ll be dead
in a minute anyway?” taunted Brows with a sneer.  He swung his broadsword in
lazy loops in front of him as he closed the distance.  


“You got this Salrissa?” Hoyle asked, glancing at her out of
the corner of his eye.


“Yes.”


“Hey Brows, I’d like to introduce you to a friend of mine.  Please
meet Salrissa, a member of the Sisters Kass,” Hoyle swept his arm toward
Salrissa with a bow and a flourish as she stepped between him and the larger
man with a questioning eyebrow for Hoyle.  She hadn’t known that he knew she
was a former Sister.


Hoyle saw a brief flicker of doubt, or possibly fear, on Brows’
face, as Salrissa pulled out a double-edged knife in each hand and took a relaxed
fighter’s stance in the narrow hallway.  He moved towards the door at the end
of the hallway, pushing Celia in front of him, as the sounds of steel hitting
steel began behind him.  The screaming from below dropped to a lull, and they
could hear the sounds of soldiers moving through the lower floor, and coming up
the first flight of stairs to the second floor below.


Hoyle tried the door, even though he knew it would be locked. 
It was worth a try.  He dropped to one knee and retrieved his lock picks
from his boot and made short work of the lock.  He could tell without looking
back that Salrissa was easily holding her own, hearing the clangs of weaponry
ebb and flow up and down the narrow hallway behind him.  By Celia’s flinches
and gasps, he could sense when one of the combatants got close to wounding the
other.  Turning the handle, and cracking the door open slightly, he peered into
the scintillating light of the darker room.


Stepping into the room with Celia following close behind,
Hoyle saw a disturbing sight.  At the far end of the dark room, was the pulsing
light, coming from a small altar to Voral.  He could tell there was some sort
of runes drawn in blood around the skull-headed figurine of the god.  A tall,
thin, robed figure rose from his knees and turned.  It was Whisper.  He was
wearing some sort of thin, metal circlet on his brow that held a glowing
magestone.  Runes of glowing blood covered his cheeks and forehead, with the
blood running down over the magestone.


Celia pushed past him, “Where are the rest of the quafa'shilaar?!”
she demanded.


“You are in no position to make demands, silly girl.”
Whisper responded quietly, but fiercely, his gaze on Hoyle.


“Oh, but I am.  Cravash!” Celia intoned, pointing her
rigid fingers at the robed man.  Small marbles of light coalesced quickly at
the ends of her fingers and shot towards her target.


Hoyle watched as Whisper countered with a spell of his own,
mouthing the words to the spell quietly.  He waved his hand in an arc in front
of him, which trailed a wide swath of shadow that hung in the air.  The glowing
orbs hit the shadow and vanished – like candles being snuffed out.  Celia stood
with a stunned look on her face, but recovered quickly, beginning to chant the
words to another spell.


Whisper was quicker however, and with a sharp “Vortu!”
he fired shadowy spikes from his hands towards Celia.  Noises from the hallway
were getting louder.  Noting that Celia had not completed her own spell yet,
Hoyle stepped in front of Celia, trusting that his luck would hold.  The shadow
spikes hit him, and instantly his firebird earring flared white hot, and pain
shot through his body, wracking his muscles with tightening spasms.  He dropped
to his knees as Celia finished her spell.


A bright light burst in front of the robed warlock, causing
him to flinch back and shout with pain and surprise.  Hoyle dropped to his side
on the floor, his body wracked with pain.  He could not make his muscles respond. 
Apparently, he had found the limits of his earring's magical resistance.  How
bad would this have been if I wasn’t partially resistant to magic?


“Cravash!” Celia intoned again, this time the marbles
hit her target, and Whisper screamed with pain.  Intoning under his breath,
Whisper completed another spell, and stepped backwards into the shadows,
vanishing in the swirling darkness.


Celia dropped to her knees beside Hoyle, who still could not
unlock his muscles, even to speak.  “Let me help you.”  


Hoyle watched from the corner of his eye as Celia stood
suddenly and looked out into the hallway.  Loud noises began coming from the
hallway, and suddenly Salrissa appeared at the door.  “Time to go!” she stated,
looking quickly at Hoyle.  Turning to look over her shoulder she cursed
quietly, understanding dawning on her face.  Looking at him once more, she
declared “I will come for you.”


Salrissa grabbed Celia, pushed her towards the shadowy
corner opposite the one Whisper disappeared into, flipped up her black cloak over
the two of them and vanished into the swirling shadows.


More noises came from the hallway, which included swearing
and cursing that Hoyle recognized as coming from Brows, which suddenly cut
off.  He could hear the sound of something scraping on the floor, and suddenly
a scaazi Scenter was coming through the door, the two robed Rak’soraa
closely behind.  The deformed humanoid circled the room, sampling the air with
its six gills, including sniffing along his leg and arm.  If his muscles weren’t
still frozen, Hoyle would have found it hard not to scream.


Two City Guardsmen entered the room.  One came over to
Hoyle, kneeled down and with a sneer said “Good night,” and then hit him across
the jaw with his mailed fist.  That was the last he remembered for a long time.


 


 











Chapter 6


 


 “You just left him to that creature!” Celia tried to
scream, but it barely came out as a croak.


“Quiet!” Salrissa whispered at her, looking down the alley
towards the tower they had just been in.  Celia could barely move.  Her muscles
felt like she had been turned inside out and back again.  She was trying to
piece the last few events together in her mind while her body recovered from
whatever Salrissa had done to her.


She remembered the shadowy arrows striking Hoyle as he
stepped in front of her just before her flare spell blinded and disoriented her
opponent.  When Hoyle dropped, her anger flared, and she had cast her magical
orb spell to wound the robed man.  The warlock vanished through the use of some
spell she was unaware of, and with the immediate danger gone, she dropped to
her knees to help Hoyle.


Immediately however, she felt the stirrings of fear, deep
irrational fear.  She stood up and looked into the hall, watching the final
blows between Salrissa and the beefy guard before they backed away from each
other and turned to face the stairs.  Celia could now hear what sounded like
claws scraping on wood coming up the stairs.  Soon a scaazi reached the hallway
landing, followed immediately by the two black-robed and cloaked Rak’soraa with
glowing eyes.


The man Hoyle had named Brows cursed profusely and charged
the scaazi, but one of the Rak’soraa raised one hand and pointed a metal rod at
him.  A flash of light leapt from the end of the rod into Brows' chest dropping
him to the ground unconscious in mid stride.  Celia could hear the clanking of more
guards coming up the stairs behind the trio as Salrissa turned and dashed her
way.


Celia couldn’t move from the fear that was overcoming her.  It
seemed to be coming in waves off the grey-skinned aberration moving towards
them down the hall, its knuckles dragging on the carpeted floor.  The only
other thing Celia could remember was Salrissa grabbing her in a rough embrace, darkness...
then excruciating pain.


She managed to push herself up to her knees, and then to her
feet by grabbing a drainpipe on the side of the building.  Slowly moving up
beside Salrissa at the end of an alley, ironically the same alley that she
confronted Hoyle in earlier this evening, she watched as a huge number of City
Guardsmen swarmed around the Goralonian Merchants’ Guild.  They were bringing
out prisoners, most of them stunned, and throwing them into two caged wagons
like so much cordwood.  Those that weren’t stunned were protesting loudly or
thrashing, but they were beaten until they quieted.


They watched as the Fear Squad left the building, the scaazi
ahead of the two Rak’soraa.  Four soldiers followed them out, two each carrying
an unconscious Brows and Hoyle.  They threw each of them into the separate
wagons, on top of the pile.  One of the soldiers locked the wagons, and the
soldiers began to move out, leaving several behind to secure the building.


“What do we do now?” wondered Celia.


“We retreat,” answered Salrissa without emotion.  Celia
noticed that the other woman was holding her hand to a bleeding slash along her
ribs.  Only because Salrissa hadn’t said anything did Celia hold her tongue.


---o---


 


The bell at the Temple of Saveesha, the Mother, rang twice
as the two women worked their way back to the Red Rooster Inn through the dark
city.  They seemed to be following the same path that Celia and Hoyle had
followed earlier that evening, though Celia was having significantly more
trouble keeping up with Salrissa, even with the other woman wounded.  She
strode quickly down the streets that Celia was having trouble seeing, and
though her own legs were at least as long as Salrissa's, she kept stumbling
over the cobbles.


“Is it true?” Celia asked.


Salrissa didn’t answer for a time, but just as Celia was
about to ask her question again, Salrissa responded, “Is what true?”


“Are you a Sister?”


A longer pause.  “Was.”


“I thought they were a myth to keep the Empire’s enemies in
line and to scare small children?” Celia stumbled again, and went down to one knee
with a grunt of pain.  She realized how physically drained she was as she stood
and ran to catch up with Salrissa, who had not slowed.


“No.  If only that were true...” Salrissa replied bitterly.


Celia was quiet as she absorbed Salrissa’s tone and her obvious
reluctance to continue with any details, so she changed topics.  “What are we
going to do about Hoyle?”


“I am going to rescue him; you are going back
to wherever it is you came from,” came the emotionless reply.


“But you will need my help.  There were more than thirty
Guardsmen back there...”


“No, I will not,” Salrissa interrupted.


“...and you’re wounded,” Celia finished anyway.


Celia was frustrated beyond measure.  They had lost her quafa'shilaar,
whatever gold was owed to Hoyle, and now Hoyle himself.  Hoyle’s supposed
friend, or possibly his lover, who was a former Sister of Kass, the Empire’s
mythical secret sect of assassins, was going to rescue him mysteriously without
her help.  She was going to lose the only trail to the quafa'shilaar that she
had.  She grabbed Salrissa’s arm, quietly casting a spell.  “You will
need my help!” she insisted.


Salrissa grabbed her wrist with her unoccupied hand and
broke her hold easily.  She twisted Celia’s arm violently as she stopped and
spun her against the side of a building.  “No.  I won’t.”  She let Celia go. 
“Go home.”  And with that, Salrissa turned and started down the street,
vanishing into the shadows.


Rubbing her sore shoulder, Celia let her go.  She did not
have to follow her now.  With the tracking spell she cast on the arm piece of
Salrissa’s armor, she would be able to locate her wherever she went.  At least
for a numbers of days until it wore off.  However, with everything that had
happened since this morning, she realized how weary she was.  Looking up and
realizing that she was alone in the dark streets of this unfamiliar city, she
started moving.  Based on the location of the Emperor’s Sky Citadel floating
above the city, and since she knew that it was always centered over Palace
Square, she turned down the next street, beginning the process of finding her
way back to the embassy.


Tripping over another slick cobble in the road, she drew on
the power of her quafa'shilaar, her magestone, once again, and created a
floating ball of light just behind her right shoulder.  Now she could see, but
fortunately or unfortunately, it would announce to any that saw her that she
was Dar'Shilaar.  Hopefully, that would protect her enough to get her safely
home.  Assuming she could find home.


 


 











Chapter 7


 


Hoyle awoke slowly, being jostled awake by the motion of the
wagon on the cobblestones.  His jaw ached badly where the soldier had struck
him.  He opened his eyes to a squint, determined not to give away the fact that
he was awake.  He was lying amid several other unconscious bodies in a caged
wagon, hands tied together with coarse rope.  His muscles were stiff due to the
after-effects of the dark magic, bad positioning, and the cold breeze that
still continued unabated.  He checked quickly, moving as little as possible,
but he was not surprised that he was unarmed.  It appeared several others were
awake, sitting up against the bars near the front of the wagon.


It was still dark, and they were just pulling up to a tall,
fortified wall, lit with just a few torches.  Apparently there was another
wagon in front, because he could hear it creak to a stop just ahead.  He heard
a call from down near the front of the first wagon, and a reply from above on
the wall that were both carried away by the breeze.  Hoyle then heard loud
clanging noises, and his wagon lurched forward.  They passed through a gate
tunnel maybe six spans thick, the portcullis still being lifted above them.  Hoyle
could see murder holes, for shooting invaders from above, lining the ceiling. 
As the wagon he was prisoner in passed out from under the gate, he heard the
portcullis drop back into the ground with a thundering boom.  Based on the black
stone of the walls, this must be Parr’ador, the large fortress at the east end
of Tala’ahar.  


The Imperial City was laid out about equally on either side
of the River Aerilynn as it flowed into the bay.  The wall around the city was
anchored on the west side of the bay with the small citadel, Dar’agen; its
large catapults and ballistae capable of hitting ships hundreds of spans into
the bay.  The citadel rested on a high cliff that projected out into the bay,
giving it a strategic advantage that was yet to be tested in war.


The protective wall wrapped around the city proper, running
all the way around to the fortress Parr’ador on the east.  Parr’ador housed the
Imperial Army, the Imperial Shipyards, and the dungeon known as The Depths. 
Parr’ador was a massive collection of high walls, towers, barracks, smithies,
and the main fortress; almost a city unto itself.


The main courtyard of Parr’ador was ablaze with light from
torches spaced at regular intervals set in portable metal stands.  There were
dozens of Imperial Soldiers surrounding the wagons as they stopped.  The soldiers
wore banded mail, and wore swords at their hips on one side.  Some carried crossbows. 
The wagons came to a full stop and the guardsmen unlocked the cage on the first
wagon and began to start sorting prisoners.


“Take him up, he seemed to be one of the leaders,” ordered
what Hoyle assumed must be an officer; referring to someone he couldn’t see
from his position.  “The rest go to The Depths.”  You could hear the capital
letters in his voice.  At this pronouncement there were several shouts, and he
could hear the thrum of several crossbows firing, followed by two screams. 
“Does anyone else want to argue for mercy?” the officer demanded.  It seemed like
a mercy, for rumors implied that no one got free from The Depths.


Finally, the soldiers arrived at Hoyle’s wagon.  By this
time he had determined that there was no benefit to pretending to be asleep.  He
would just get roughed up by the soldiers more than if he moved on his own two
feet.  So, when commanded, he climbed awkwardly out of the wagon as calmly and
quietly as he could manage and moved toward the area directed.  He noticed
several things in the steady torchlight.  The first was that Brows was
separated from the group, guarded by four Imperial soldiers with four guardsmen
to one side looking at them and him furiously.  The Fear Squad stood near the
front of the first wagon, near the oxen.  Apparently draft animals weren’t smart
enough to be afraid of the scaazi.  A large squad of soldiers, possibly as many
as thirty Hoyle estimated, were surrounding the area, guarding the prisoners.  He
noticed two bodies of Goralon soldiers lying a short distance away with
quarrels in their backs, lifeblood slowly spreading along the flag-stoned
courtyard.  Several veklian slaves moved towards the bodies of the dead
soldiers under the watch of a task master holding a whip.


The veklians were waist high, dark skinned humanoids with no
body hair and thick, tough, scaly hide.  Their eyes were all black and they had
a small vestigial tail a handspan long, and recesses for ears.  The Empire had
enslaved the race to do the dirty jobs no one else wanted to do.  The
taskmaster’s whip cracked several times near them as they began to drag the
bodies away.


 Hoyle noticed several dark doorways leading further into
the fortress, and the one large gate tower they entered the courtyard through
blocked by the thick portcullis.


One of the black robed Rak’soraa leaned in to talk to the
officer Hoyle had singled out by his voice, the Rak’soraa’s glowing yellow eyes
focused on him from the depths of his hood.  The officer paled slightly as he
listened, looked at Hoyle and ordered, “Put him with the other one.  He’s going
topside.”


Hoyle rubbed his jaw with his tied hands as he was prodded
towards the group guarding Brows.  “We meet again,” Hoyle quipped to Brows, who
was also unarmed with his hands tied.  A hard smack across the back of his head
nearly knocked him to the ground.


“No talking unless asked a direct question!” brayed one of
the younger City Guards, his voice just out of puberty.  Hoyle looked back at
him with a look of warning, and the young guard stepped back involuntarily
before checking himself.  The guard captain smirked at his subordinate but
stepped forward with a hand on the pommel of his sword.


“Are we going to have any trouble out of you?” the captain
inquired of Hoyle with a glint in his eye, his breath frosting in the air.


“Not tonight,” Hoyle replied.  He noticed several cuts on
Brows face, and a more recent bruise around his left eye as the man glared at
him.  The former were most likely from Salrissa, the latter from these soldiers. 
He bent slightly and rubbed his hands on his legs to try and get circulation
and warmth back into his fingers.  The ropes were very tight.


He watched as the remainder of the prisoners were led to a
sturdy oak door at the side of the courtyard.  They were forced through the
door into darkness, a group of eight city guards escorting them.  Two veklians
followed behind.  The Imperial soldiers watched warily as the remaining guardsmen
surrounded Brows and Hoyle, two carrying full sets of chains.  The ropes were
removed roughly by the guards and replaced by chains linking each hand to each
other, in addition to the chain that was clasped to each ankle.  Hoyle gasped
as the cold steel was clamped around his wrists.  The two of them were able to
move their feet enough to climb stairs awkwardly, but running was completely
out of the question.


Hoyle caught Brows eye, and raised one eyebrow.  Brows just
glared death back at him.  He wondered exactly why Brows was mad at him.  After
all, it wasn't like he had set Brows up to steal something valuable and then
try to kill him. That was why he was mad at Brows after all.  Was he mad about
me setting Salrissa on him.  Or was it because the City Guard descended on the
tower.  But then, Hoyle realized, Brows couldn't know whether he had called the
City Guard or not.  But why would Hoyle have called the guard, he just wanted
his gold, and the city guard would just confiscate it as "evidence". 
Probably already have.  For that matter how had they found them? wondered
Hoyle.  He looked over at the Fear Squad, and saw two sets of glowing eyes
watching him back from the depths of their hoods.  Looking at the scaazi now,
he didn’t feel the same crippling fear that had claimed him in the tower.  Was
that a power they were able to control?


Once their chains were in place, the Imperial soldiers herded
the two of them up the stairs towards a door that led into the back of the fortress
proper, leaving the guardsmen in the courtyard.  The fortress interior was
unadorned stone, with torches lining the hallway, giving off acrid smoke. 
Hoyle saw soldiers and veklian slaves at various tasks as they passed through
the corridors.  


They were ushered through a door at the end of the corridor
into the main hall.  There was a raised platform the officers’ table rested upon,
set above the remaining tables for the men.  They were herded towards a door at
the back.  One of the officers used two different keys on a chain to unlock the
two locks on the door.


Hoyle gasped as they were pushed into the next room.  Even
Brows took in a deep breath of surprise.  The only furnishing in this bare
stone room was a large, golden arch, a span and a half tall, holding five mage
stones the size of Hoyle’s fist, glowing azure, amber, vermillion, garnet and
indigo in the otherwise unlit room.  A Magegate.  A magegate that could only
lead one place Hoyle realized – The Emperor’s Sky Citadel.


---o---


 


Hoyle and Brows were ushered to one side of the room as the Fear
Squad entered behind the contingent of Imperial soldiers.  One of the Rak’soraa
approached the magegate while the other watched the two of them intently with
his unnatural eyes while holding the scaazi’s leash.  The white eyes of the scaazi
seemed to look through him.  Hoyle shuddered involuntarily.


The Rak’soraa facing the magegate uttered a complex web of
syllables in the language of magic and the magestones flared to life.  The Rak’soraa
raised a gloved hand and touched the stones in a series, each magestone flaring
brightly as it was touched.  Hoyle felt something pulling at him, draining his
energy, and tried to brace against it.  Brows grunted next to him, and even some
of the Imperial soldiers seemed to be feeling what he was feeling, several gritting
their teeth.  As the center of the magegate wavered, like a swirling pond
instantly stilling, showing a view of a dark courtyard like through clear
glass, Hoyle felt himself physically drained.


The Fear Squad gathered together and stepped through the
magegate, looking like water rippling around their forms.  Hoyle and Brows were
ushered into the gate roughly, giving no time to comprehend that they were
going to travel hundreds of spans in distance with one step.  Hoyle tried to
brace himself, but felt only as if a quick chill breeze passed over his body as
he stepped down onto the flagstone courtyard of the Imperial Sky Citadel.


---o---


 


Hoyle looked around him as they found themselves in a small
courtyard, the magegate mounted in a covered alcove behind them, near the wall
of a tall spire-like tower.  They appeared to be near the center of the sky
citadel.  Hoyle could see the lights of towers high above, surrounding the
citadel on all sides, with high walls running between.


They were marched through a small gate in a wall to their
right, finding themselves in a large courtyard facing the main fortress. 
Behind them the curved wall revealed itself to be the base of the central
spire, the tallest tower at the center of the sky citadel.  There appeared to
be no entrance from this courtyard either.  Lights glowed from sconces around
the courtyard with evenness that no torch or candle could match, their light a
cool white, casting shadows without flicker.  It gave the scene an unearthly
quality that ran a chill up Hoyle’s spine.


As they were prodded across the courtyard, he noticed palace
guards on the high walls, some moving, some motionless.  Turning his head
toward the front of the fortress, he could see why the Emperor did not fear to
show them the way to him.  That was assuming they were being taken to the
Emperor in the first place.  There were so many guards, gates and secrets you
would need to know and bypass just to get this far.  And they hadn’t made it
through the doors ahead.  


These doors appeared made of iron, banded in some other shimmering
metal Hoyle could not identify.  Each door had mounted to it a sculpture of a different
monstrous face made of the shimmering metal.  Each face had two eyes that
appeared to be ruby-coloured magestones glowing eerily.  The faces were each
set with a fanged grin.  He would not want to meet the creatures they
represented, if in fact they were real.


Each Rak’soraa moved to one of the faces and placed one
gloved hand inside their mouths.  Hoyle had a suspicion as to what might
happen, but he noticed Brows flinch as the mouths clamped shut on each of the Rak’soraa’
wrists.  He wasn’t close enough to tell, but he was pretty sure the fangs bit
into their wrists.  The ruby eyes flared brightly, and then the doors creaked
and then groaned as they swung open on their hinges.


Inside, the doors opened to a short hall that ended at
another, less ornate set of doors.  Guarding the room was eight palace guards
in their shiny plate and chain mail, blood red cloaks hanging down their backs,
each wearing a sword and hand crossbow.  They all stood at attention, polearms
raised and eyes wary.  They were huge.  Hoyle was not short, but these guards
dwarfed even Brows by a handspan or two.  The closest one had muscular arms as
thick as Hoyle’s legs.  As the group moved forward, the guards stepped aside,
opening the interior doors.


Prodded from behind, they were ushered forward, immediately
behind the Rak’soraa.  Hoyle glanced at Brows from the corner of his eye, and
saw the fury there, barely restrained.  He wasn’t sure if the larger man would
try anything stupid, but he could tell that he wanted to.  They were led into a
vast chamber that dwarfed anything Hoyle had ever been in.  Arched stone
columns and ribs soared overhead to meet at the roof at least ten spans high. 
A balcony ran down both sides of the room about a third of the way up.  Large
fireplaces along the walls battled with the sconces throwing light around the
room, but won the battle in removing the chill from the air.  There was no
furniture in the room aside from the throne on the dais at the far end of the
room.  Many doors and doorways entered the room, each guarded by two palace
guards.  Hoyle made a mental note, ten entrances – twenty guards. 
Tapestries of many varied scenes covered the stone walls between the
fireplaces.


They were led to within three spans of the throne, and then they
were roughly forced to kneel at the same time as the captain ordered “Kneel!”


“You could have asked first,” Hoyle muttered under
his breath quietly.  His chains allowed for some movement in this position, but
he kept his hands down near his thighs.


Brows growled quietly beside him like some barely restrained
hound.


Suddenly the guards around the pair stiffened to attention. 
Soft footfalls came from one of the balcony doorways, and then were overpowered
by the sound of the hard boots of the guards as they escorted the person along
the balcony and down the stairs to the rear of the room.  Hoyle watched as a
middle-aged man in long flowing jade green robes, trimmed in gold, walked up
the steps to the dais, touched the arm of the throne almost wistfully, and then
stood beside it.  His face was of a darker shade than the normal Imperial
subject, with slightly tilted eyes and narrow cheekbones hidden behind a razor
thin goatee.


“Report please captain,” came the gravelly but calm voice. 
The man’s eyes flickered briefly over to the Rak’soraa and the Scaazi standing
to the side, but returned quickly to the captain.


“The raid in the Merchant’s Square was a success, capturing
all of those within the building,” the captain began nervously, and continued
quickly as one of the Rak’soraa stepped forward “except for two women who
reportedly vanished into the shadows.  One was fighting this brute until the Fear
Squad arrived.”  The captain pointed at Brows. The Rak’soraa stepped back to
its previous position.  Hoyle snuck a quick glance at the man on his knees
beside him.  Brows had dropped his head to cover his smile.  He knew
that Whisper had escaped.


“Was anyone able to get to their magemirror?” A threat hung
unspoken in the air.


“No, your Honour.  Not that we know of.” the captain
clarified.  Hoyle was confused by the title.


“Good.  Tell me of these two.  The large one is obviously
Goralonian by the black hair, overhanging brows, and mean disposition.  The
other man obviously has some Goralon blood in him, but more imperial blood,
based on his features.  I would guess that he hails from one of the Eastern
Provinces.” The robed man paused.  


Hoyle was confused.  Goralon blood?  His mother had never
mentioned anything about the father Hoyle had never known.  Could his father
have been Goralonian?  He drowned out the next words as his thoughts
drifted.  His sisters had both been fair of skin and hair the same as their
mother.  He still had her features around the eyes, and cheek bones, but his
darker hair set him apart.  He had tried asking his mother about it one day,
but she had distracted him with errands and chores, and he had forgotten that
she had not answered his question.


Something that was said brought him back to the present
moment.


“ – and this man was reportedly stunned on the floor when
taken, just after the two women disappeared into the shadows.” finished the
captain.


“So let me summarize what you have told me captain, just so
I can be clear when I report to the Emperor,” began the robed man as he
strolled over to the taller Rak’soraa and had a quickly whispered
conversation.  Hoyle noted that the robed man never made eye contact with those
glowing yellow eyes of the Rak'soraa.  Walking behind the pair, and around the
guards surrounding them, he continued, “A large man, fitting his description,
was seen by witnesses leaving a scene of a disturbance this morning, though
truly yesterday morning by now.  He left in a dark carriage with a taller,
thinner, older man, who is obviously not this man.”  He gestured at Hoyle,
having rounded the group and now stood in front, one hand to his thin goatee,
apparently thinking.  “Within the back room of the domicile on the second floor,
there was the body of whom the neighbors describe as the owner and shopkeeper
of the shoppe below.  Also found on the premises were: a single crossbow bolt
and a magestone, carelessly dropped beneath the bed.  A magestone I have been
assured was one of the ones stolen from the Dar'Shilaar Embassy not two days
prior.  Is this correct so far?”


“Other than the magestone being stolen, as you are far wiser
than me your Honour, that would be correct,” replied the captain deferentially.



Hoyle had wondered how the Fear Squad had been able to find
them at the Merchant’s Guild, but if they had left the crossbow bolt in the
bedpost, then that would have led the Scenter straight to the guild
soldier, and thus the guild.  The magestone was a surprise though.  He would
have thought that even in a hurry, they would have spent the time to collect
them all.  They were each worth a small fortune, unbound.


“So, knowing that nine magestones were stolen two –
no... three days ago, and we have recovered only one, that means the Goralonians
still have eight.  And you indicated that none were found within the Guild
tower?  If none were found in the tower, how do we truly know the Goralonians
were even involved?” he asked rhetorically.  


Hoyle started.  How did this man know how many
magestones were stolen? Something bigger is going on...  He thought he
caught a small smile at the corner of Brows' mouth out of the corner of his
eye, but it was gone when he looked closer.


"Begging your pardon your Honor, but I don't understand
the question," the captain stated.


"Of course you don't Captain, I was merely thinking out
loud."  Tapping his finger to his lips thoughtfully, he continued, “So we
surmise that this brute, or one of his compatriots,” he gestured this time to
Brows, “had arranged to buy stolen magestones...  Why then were you,” he looked
Hoyle directly in the eye, “at the Guild tower, immobilized on the floor by
some dark magic?  I’m guessing that you had a run-in with another that managed
to escape, hmmmm?” He turned and looked at the captain over his shoulder, who
looked a little more than concerned.


“We saw no other,” the captain whispered.


“I’m certain.” He turned and walked back to stand by the
throne, looking away from the pair.  Hoyle noted that Brows had said nothing
the whole time, though he was still growling softly.  “It matters little; we
will get the truth from you both eventually, especially what the Goralonians
want with magestones.  Take them to Robart.  All should be revealed in no
time.”


“Yes, First Chancellor!” the captain saluted.  The Palace
Guards also saluted crisply before lifting the pair of them to their feet, and
began to hustle them along to a fate that Hoyle suspected would not be
pleasant.  Probably far from it...


 











Chapter 8


 


The sun was hidden just beyond the horizon in the east, bleaching
the sky to a lighter shade of dark, by the time Celia finally managed to find
her way back to the embassy.  As exhausted as she was, she forgot that the
embassy was guarded at all times.  She walked up the stairs, her thoughts elsewhere,
and grabbed the handle to the door.  A hand gripped her shoulder roughly.


“What are you about miss?  This is the Dar'Shilaar Embassy,
and it doesn’t open until ninth bell” one of the guardsmen noted not too
unkindly.


She raised her face to the guard, who was not much taller
than her.  She saw recognition dawn in his eyes and he changed his tone, though
Celia wasn’t sure if it was for the better.  “You! What have you been up to?! 
You know full well that you are not to be out in the City without an escort, it
can be dangerous!” he rebuked, “I am afraid this indiscretion will have to be
reported.”  To who, he did not say.


People were now starting to be more numerous on the street,
mostly merchants getting ready for the day.  Some stopped to watch the confrontation
with the guard.  Celia was too tired to care.


“If you please?” Celia asked quietly, gesturing to the door.


The guardsman looked annoyed, but turned and unlocked the
front door with the key on a heavy chain around his neck.  She stepped through
and heard the key in the lock behind her.  The main petition chamber was
relatively dark, compared to the lightening morning sky outside, with but a few
candles flickering on the tables; tables that separated the petitioners from
the wizard or wizards who would sit at them.  In front of the tables was a low
railing, to prevent people from getting too close.  She saw a few clerks
organizing papers, who looked up at her entrance, but then went back to work
once she pulled her quafa'shilaar out from under her robe.


As she moved through the railing and past the tables to the
door at the rear of the room, she was intercepted by the head clerk.  He stood in
his standard rigid posture just enough in her way to make sure she would have
to step around him if she wanted to ignore him, but not enough in the way to
offend.


“Yes, Wendinard?” Celia asked as politely as she could.  She
had debated whether to walk around him, but relented at the last minute.  She
could already feel her mattress under her back, and did not want to delay that
reality.


“Good morning, Celia Shilaar.  I would like to inform you
that Zazaril Shilaar had inquired as to your whereabouts yesterday afternoon,
and was quite upset when you could not be found within the embassy.  She
implied that I was to inform you immediately upon your arrival that you were to
attend her in her study.” He stated in his crisp, efficient manner.  He looked
her up and down without moving his head, and continued, “It is a shame that I
missed you before you saw yourself to bed, and that I wouldn’t think to check
on you in your quarters until at least the lunch bell.”


Celia rested a hand on Wendinard’s arm as she passed him,
“Thank you,” she stated quite thankfully.


“For what exactly?  I won’t be seeing you until the lunch
bell,” he replied with a slight wink, still without moving his head an inch.


Celia rested her hand on the door handle, and then her head
against the door for a moment.  Knowing that most of the other Dar'Shilaar
would still be abed, she trudged carefully to her room on the second floor. 
She closed the door behind her and latched it quietly.  Shedding most of her
outdoor clothing, she climbed into her bed in just her underclothes, her lumpy
straw mattress the most comfortable thing she could imagine.


She was asleep the minute her head touched the equally lumpy
pillow.


---o---


 


Celia looked around her, her head foggy with sleep.  Had
she fallen asleep in class again?  No, she was lying on the carpet in a
dark hallway.  She stood.  She could see by some ethereal light coming from
nowhere and everywhere at the same time.  She could see dark shapes moving at
the far end of the hallway, but they kept to the shadows that persisted there. 
She could hear a persistent sound coming from the stairway to the left.  It
sounded like claws on wood.  She thought she could recognize it, it sounded
familiar.  She could feel the stirrings of fear.  Looking around, she could
only see one door, behind her at the other end of the long hallway.


She started moving that way, hearing the sound get closer. 
She looked back over her shoulder and could see the grey-skinned scaazi
following her down the hall, its knuckles dragging on the floor, its gills
undulating, tasting the air.  Two pairs of glowing yellow eyes followed in the
encroaching darkness.


Celia began running towards the door at the far end of the
hall.  She could hear the scaazi getting closer behind her.  After a hundred
steps, when it should have been ten, she finally reached the door breathless
and pulled it open, rushing inside and slamming it behind her.


She turned and stifled a scream!  Standing with its back to
her was a tall demon, wings tucked tight to his back, black and red skin oozing
a viscous liquid.  It was tearing into something on the altar in front of it. 
Glowing light came from behind the large shape.


Stepping to the side, into a dark corner, Celia edged around
the room with her back to the wall, trying to get a view in front of the large
beast.  The coppery smell of blood permeated the room.  The beast lifted its
arm, and a strip of something flexible and pale was laid over a spike on the
altar, blood dripping to the floor.  She finally edged far enough past the
creature to see what it was doing.


Lying on the altar was Hoyle, wide awake, mouth open trying to
scream, but no noise came from his throat.  The beast was tearing long strips of
skin off his body, exposing his muscles beneath, draping the skin over the long
spikes of the altar.  Finally a long scream left Celia’s body, her fear and
terror finally taking hold.  


Suddenly loud banging on the door caused Celia to jump. 
Inevitably, the creature turned slowly to face Celia.  The demon had the face
of the warlock that had attacked her and Hoyle last night, glowing magestone
dripping with blood on a horrid spiked crown.  The warlock’s eyes were glowing
red, pulsing to match the magestone on his forehead.  The demon reached a
large, clawed hand towards Celia’s face, blood dripping from the long sharp
nails.  Loud banging from the door turned Celia that direction.  Celia closed
her eyes and screamed with all her heart and soul – and lurched awake.


---o---


 


She was in her room, bright sunlight streamed past her
curtains.  Her covers were wrapped around her torso and legs, binding her in
bed.  She sat up, and tried to shake the images from her mind.  She washed her hand
over her face, coming away damp with sweat.  A knock sounded from her door.


“Just a moment,” answered Celia.


“Are you okay Mistress?” inquired Wendinard in his crisp,
efficient manner.  “I heard screaming.”


“Just a bad dream,” Celia responded as she untangled herself
from her bedding, and donned her robe on her way to the door.  Unlatching the
door, she saw Wendinard’s concerned face staring back at her.  Well really, it
was just one raised eyebrow.  It was the most emotion she had seen on
Wendinard’s face in the short time she had been in the embassy.


“It is twelve bells Mistress.  I brought lunch,” he said as
he presented a covered tray.  “You should eat prior to visiting with Zazaril
Shilaar.”


Celia winced.  She had forgotten about the request that was
more of an order.  Wendinard stepped into the room, laid the tray on her desk
and removed the cover to reveal a small roast chicken, with roasted vegetables
and a bowl of warm broth.  A slice of thick buttered bread and small glass of
water completed the tray.


“Thank you Wendinard.” Celia said gratefully as the head
clerk quietly left her room, closing the door quietly behind him.  She dug into
the food eagerly, the smell of roast chicken and warm bread overwhelming her
senses.  She cleaned the plate of all but the bones.


With warm food in her stomach, and almost six bells of
sleep, Celia felt refreshed.  She washed her face in the small basin, drying
her hands on the small hand towel hanging from the back of her chair.  Settling
her clean robes properly on her shoulders, and running a brush through her
hair, Celia looked at herself in the mirror.  She was stalling her meeting.  She
really did have trouble lying to herself.


Climbing the stairs to Zazaril’s study, her mind went back
to the same trip the morning before where and when all this started for Celia. 
Was it only the morning before?  It seemed like a lifetime.  She stopped
at the top of the stairs facing the rough oak door, pausing to take a breath.  She
reached forward to knock, when the door opened inwards and another woman
stopped abruptly, coming out of the study.


She was shorter than Celia, but most women were.  She had
straight blonde hair that came to her shoulder and tapered at the front.  She
was wearing a deep purple gown, with a white fur vest over top.  Her deep blue
eyes glared daggers at Celia.  The other woman brushed past Celia and headed
down the stairs.  She was one of the new sorceresses, but her name escaped
Celia.


She stepped through the door and closed it behind her. 
Zazaril stood, turned away from the door, looking through the eastern window
from her study.  The Dar'Shilaar Embassy was located just off the Trade Way, which
ran straight through Tala’ahar from west to east.  From this height, you could
see all the way down the straight road, over the undulating rooftops, all the
way to the Eastern Trade Gate.  That road led to Goralon two hundred leagues
east.


“Puralina was quite upset, as you can imagine, not having a
full magestone to bond with now that her training is done,” Zazaril had still
not turned from the window.  “The fact that the quafa'shilaar were stolen was a
rumor that I had managed to keep contained – until you vanished yesterday and
did not return.”  Celia’s mentor turned to face her, standing as she did so. 
She noted that, though Zazaril only came to her shoulder, Celia had stepped
back and gripped her magestone in her hand.


“Now it has spread like wildfire, if you count the eight
graduates, six wizards, including yourself, me and the clerks.”  She paused. 
“At least this hasn’t spread past the embassy.”  At this, her gaze bored into
Celia without relent, expecting answers.


“No.  Not that I know of...” Celia trailed off under that
penetrating stare.


As suddenly as it was there, her glare was gone.  “Good. 
But I suspect that it will get out eventually.  So, what did you learn?” 
Her tone was now frosty, the heat traded for ice.


“I learned that the quafa'shilaar were stolen by Goralonians
who were being sheltered by their Mechants' Guild,” Celia began, wondering to
herself why she had left Hoyle out of the beginning of her story.  “They were
being led by a warlock of some power who has combined ancient Goralonian blood
rituals to amplify the power of the magestones.”  Zazaril’s one eyebrow rose in
question, but she let Celia continue.  “The City Guard raided their Tower, but
the warlock managed to escape using his magic.”  Celia cringed inwardly to
herself as to how many holes her story had.  


“So, you managed to track the stones through the use of your
tracking spell to the Goralon Merchants’ Guild, get yourself invited inside,
met the warlock who arranged the theft of the stones, showed you ancient blood
rituals you are somehow familiar with, and were let go by the city guard during
or after the raid?”  Zazaril asked slightly incredulous, one hand one her hip. 
“Truly?”


Celia withered under that stare.  “I had the help of some...
acquaintances.”


Zarzaril stared at her for a long few minutes.  “Never mind,”
Zazaril waved her off with one hand, turning to the south window and leaning
against the frame, looking out toward the harbor.  Celia could feel the warmth
of the afternoon sunshine spilling into the room, lighting up Zazaril’s red
gown, trimmed in silver thread, her black hair up in a bun today.  It looked to
be a good day outside, water dripping past the window from the eaves above
indicated warmer weather than the day previous.  She could still feel a chill
creeping up her spine.  Something was off.  


“Everyone needs their secrets Celia, just be careful that
they don’t turn on you.  Even though I forbade you to go chasing after the
stones, you did anyway,” Celia cringed inwardly again, “Even when I indicated
that I had taken care of it.  That shows a few things, I think.”  She paused
for a while, Celia not daring to speak.


“You are on petitioner duty this afternoon, tomorrow and the
day after to make up for your absence. Please show yourself out, I need to
think on this awhile.”  Zazaril did not turn from the window as Celia left the
room, knees weak at hearing the disappointment in her mentor’s voice.


---o---


 


The only thing wrong with petitioner duty, thought
Celia, is the feeling of helplessness.  Each petitioner had a valid
concerns or a heart-wrenching story, but most of the time she was unable to
offer help.  Those times she was able, most could not afford the price.  Of
course, most thought magic was free - it was magic after all, but as a Dar'Shilaar
she knew there was always a cost, even if sometimes she could not define or
explain it.  Trying to explain that fact to the common citizens was the
heart-wrenching part of the day, forcing her to turn many of the petitioners
away to the temples.  Most explained to her that they had already been to this
temple or that, and been sent here instead.  She had no answers.


Celia tried to forget that she had only been at it for four
bells this afternoon and was going to have to sit through two more full days.  She
made her way back to the dining hall in the annex with the others, delicious aromas
lingering in the hallways.  The embassy did have good cooks, and those that worked
petitioner duty generally got served first at supper.


She took her seat at one of the round oak tables, joining
one of the other sorceresses from petitioner duty.  She noticed four of the new
graduates enter the dining hall and take a table in the far corner.  Puralina
was with them, and glared at Celia before pointedly turning her back to her and
ignoring her.  Celia sighed loudly and turned to her meal that the server
placed before her.


“Don’t mind her,” said her table-mate, a mousy little woman
with straggly light brown hair streaked with grey falling past her shoulder,
“twasn’t your fault someone broke in and stole them stones.”  From her accent,
she was from the western edge of the Empire, or possibly further.  Celia
remembered her name as Mindeela from the introductions on her first night at
the embassy.  “The fact that they were stolen falls on all of us, and Zazaril
most heavily, I think...” she trailed off, tearing her bread roll in half and
dipping it into her thick stew.


“It feels like my fault,” she said quietly to herself.  If
it wasn’t her fault, why did she feel so guilty?


Mindeela spoke around a mouthful of food, “It reminds me of
a time back in my village, ‘fore I became a Dar'Shilaar of course, when this
boy decided that...”


Celia’s mind wandered, though she managed some polite ‘ohs’
and ‘ahs’ at the appropriate times in the other woman’s story – she didn’t want
to seem rude, after all.  She went through the events of the past thirty-six
bells in her head, trying to piece together why the Goralonians needed the quafa'shilaar. 
What could they use them for? Almost anything she answered to herself.  She
was determined to solve this one riddle, knowing that she would have to leave
Salrissa to help Hoyle by herself.


She finished her dinner without really tasting it, stood up,
made her excuses to her table-mate, and headed for the embassy’s small
library.  She had some research to do.











Chapter 9


 


Hoyle sat alone in the dark.  Okay, maybe not quite alone. 
He could hear the skittering and squeaking of rats nearby.  His thoughts began
to drift.  How did rats get onto a sky citadel?  It was an absurd
thought considering the situation he was in.  He laughed out loud, the sound
echoing in the dark.


“Did your mind break already thief?” came the deep
voice from Brows in the cell across the corridor.  Hoyle couldn’t see the brute
in the darkness, but he heard his movement as his chains rattled.


Hoyle did not answer.  His muscles were cramped due to the
chains linking him to a ring in the floor.  He could not stretch out fully, nor
stand upright, so his muscles had started to cramp and joints ache.  The cell
he was in was cold stone, which added to his muscles' misery.  It was not large
enough in any direction, that should the chains allow him to stretch fully; he
would not be able to lie flat or stand without hitting his head anyway.  He
knew that Brows would be having it worse, being the larger man.


He did not know how long they had been imprisoned, but he
had drifted off at least once.  He had been brought a thin, watery stew once a
few hours ago, by a thinner than average veklian, so Hoyle guessed it was after
breakfast, but not yet twelve bells.


No outside sounds reached the cells at the center of the
stone island that the sky citadel rested on.  The only other sounds were from
other prisoners down the corridor from them.  He could only hear three, and
they had been here longer and were much weaker than Hoyle or Brows.  The only
sounds they made were some moans and the rattle of their chains as they moved.


The First Chancellor’s predictions were, so far, not true. 
All hadn’t been revealed in ‘no time’.  In fact, since they were locked in the
cells, the only person they saw was the veklian who brought them the stew.  And
the veklian was not generally regarded as a person.  Whoever this Robart was
that they were threatened with; he had yet to make an appearance.


“No witty banter thief?” taunted Brows.  “Nothing to
say?  Your women managed to escape, yet you were caught.  So much
for being the ‘best in Tala’ahar!’”  He broke out into deep, booming laughter,
which caused one of the other prisoners to begin screaming.  “Shut up!” Brows
yelled at them, turning the screaming into whimpers.


Hoyle had thought on the last few minutes in the guild
tower.  He asked himself more than once since.  Why had he sacrificed
himself to protect Celia?  He had never risked his life for someone he had just
met before, so why now?  He remembered the look on Salrissa’s face when she
saw him.  It was a look of frustration and disappointment.  She knew that he
had lightening quick reflexes, and was rarely caught by surprise.  But he
focused on her last words to him; “I will come for you.”  He trusted her.


His mind turned to other things, things it had been working on
as he had gathered various pieces to the puzzle of the magestones.  Why had
the Goralon faction needed magestones?  What were they going to use them for? 
Granted, Whisper had hit him with a powerful spell, and he suspected that the
magestone mixed with the blood had something to do with it, but he had only
seen the one stone.  If the First Chancellor had another one, that left seven
remaining.  For that matter, how did the Chancellor even know that
nine had been stolen?  Lots of questions, less answers.


---o---


 


Another indeterminate time later, Hoyle was awoken from a
light, uncomfortable sleep by the sounds of banging.  He heard the creak of the
door at the end of the corridor, muted voices, and footsteps.  His eyes stung
from the light of the torch they carried.  The three men stopped in front of
Hoyle’s cell and looked in through the bars.  All three were large.  Two of the
men were palace guards with their blood red cloaks over plate and chain armor. 
One was carrying the torch, which was casting flickering shadows around his
cell.  The guard placed it in an iron sconce on the wall just beside his cell
door.


“I want the Goralonian first,” said the third man.  He was
just as large, as thick as he was wide, with a bald head and a bright orange
beard.  He wore all black; leather armor, leather leggings, leather gloves,
leather boots.  All easy to wash blood off of, or so Hoyle understood from
Salrissa.


The guards opened up the cell across from Hoyle, and he
could see Brows lunge for the guards as they opened the bars on his cell.  He
was pulled up short by his chains, and fell back.  One of the guards stepped in
and slapped him with a mailed fist across the face.  Brows reeled, and
collapsed on the floor of his cell, sputtering.  He looked up at the guard,
death showing in his gaze.


The man in black stepped into Brows’ cell, and pulled a
short silver rod from a belt loop and touched it to Brows’ cheek.  A flicker, a
sizzle, and then a sharp bang knocked Brows to the floor – limp.  The smell of
cooking meat drifted through the air.  “That will be enough out of you - for
now,” the man in black noted with a sneer in his voice.


One of the guards lifted Brows while the second one unlocked
the chains from the ring in the floor.  Then each one lifted him with their
shoulder under an arm, and proceeded to drag more than carry him down the
corridor and through the door at the end.  Hoyle watched them from his position
on the floor of his cell.  The man in black remained behind, looking at Hoyle
with no emotion in his eyes as he put the silver rod back on his belt.


“I’ll be back for you when I’m done with this one,” he
gestured vaguely down the hall.  He grabbed the torch and headed back down the
corridor toward the exit.  Hoyle shifted so he could watch the lingering light
until it was gone.    


He really hoped Salrissa would hurry.


---o---


 


Hoyle woke again to the sounds of the door at the end of the
corridor creaking, hard boots thumping on the stone floor and something heavy
being dragged.  He hadn't meant to drift off, but with no light, only the inky
blackness for company he found it hard to stay awake.  Flickering shadows lit
his cell as two guards dumped an unconscious Brows back into the cell across
from him. They reattached his chain to the ring in the floor and stepped out. 
They closed his door with a loud clank, and Hoyle could hear whimpering from
further down the hall.  In the flickering torchlight, he could see fresh blood
on Brows face and clothing, but other than being unconscious, he appeared to be
fine.


He watched intently as the guards turned to his cell, and
unlocked the door.  The man in the black leather, stepping in front of his
cell, held the torch in his left hand and the small silver rod in his other. 
“I know you’re not going to be a problem, are you?” the man asked.


Hoyle shook his head after finding that his throat was too
dry to speak.  He waited quietly while the guards unlocked his chains from the
floor ring, and managed to stand awkwardly, his muscles stiff and sore.  Once
in the corridor, he was able to stand fully upright and take the opportunity to
stretch his back out.


The man in black stepped aside to let the guards usher him
down the corridor.  A few steps from his cell, he heard movement in the
adjacent cell, and the deep voice of Brows say quietly to the man in leather,
“I will enjoy watching you die.”


The man in black chuckled softly to himself, shaking his
head as he followed Hoyle and the guards from the cell block.


The guards led Hoyle through the guardroom at the end of the
corridor, past the stairs up, through several more doors and along passages,
until they came to a large room with no other exits.  The guards placed Hoyle
in a strange metal chair in the center of the room, and strapped his arms and
legs to the chair with thick leather straps.  The two guards went to stand on
each side of the now closed and locked door.


He looked around the mostly dark room, lit with only a few
candles.  There were a couple of dark alcoves that he noticed at first, but
those were now behind him based on the way the chair was facing.  He faced the
door.  To one side was a rough wooden table with various sharp implements laid
out in a leather case.  There was also two pitchers and some goblets, a bowl of
fruit, several candles in holders, and a pile of clean rags.  On the floor next
to the table was a wooden pail containing a bunch of bloodied rags.  Next to
that was a typical wooden chair.  Now that Hoyle concentrated, he could see
fresh stains on the stone floor below the chair he was sitting in.


The man in black leather walked over to the table at the
side of the room and poured something from a metal pitcher into a goblet. 
Turning, he walked to Hoyle and raised the goblet to his lips, “Drink,” he
ordered.


Hoyle drank warily, but it was fresh water so he consumed
the entire goblet.  “Thank you,” he said, actually grateful.


The man placed the goblet back on the table and ran his
hands over the leather case almost lovingly.  He picked up one of the other chairs
and carried it over to the middle of the room.  Placing it so the back of the
chair was facing Hoyle, the large man straddled the chair facing him, and
rested his arms on the back.  From a pace away, he could see the man’s dark
eyes as they stared at him intently.  He raised his left eyebrow inquisitively.


“You’re Robart, I assume?” guessed Hoyle quietly.  He
glanced at the guards over Robart’s shoulder.  They did not move.


“Correct, but some call me 'Slowkiller'” he paused, “Guess
what I want to know?”  His eyebrow was again raised.


“I would say the current exchange rate between the Goralon
Archer and the Imperial Mark, but though I suspect that is going to change in the
near future, therefore my information may not be of much value.  Am I close?”
Hoyle arched his eyebrow to mirror that of his questioner.


“And see, here I thought you were smarter than the other
brute, but it seems you just have a smarter mouth.”  He backhanded Hoyle across
the face.  He tasted blood.  He felt his split lip with his tongue.


“Well, would he even have considered the implications
to the exchange rate between the Archer and the Mark?” he ventured.  “Or did he
even do anything but growl?”  Hoyle could tell he hit the mark with that
comment.


“Oh, he did more than growl, I assure you.  Now, are you
prepared to answer my original question?”


“I thought I had,” he said with one corner of his mouth
turned up.


Robart pulled the silver rod from his belt, and pressed it
to the arm of the chair.  Hoyle’s whole body went slightly rigid as arcs of
lightning flowed along the chair and jumped along his arms.  His earring
started to become warm, and then finally hot as it absorbed the magic of the
rod.  And then the earring was finally overwhelmed and the excruciating pain
coursed through his body.  He could smell burning, and realized it was him.  Finally,
he could grit his teeth against the pain no longer and let out a giant wail.


As suddenly as it was there, it was gone.  So that’s
why the chair was metal...  It took Hoyle a few seconds to recover, his
muscles twitching and jumping.  His earring was hot against the side of his
face.  It would not be able to absorb any more magic for many hours.


“That was on the lowest setting,” said Robart, his eyes
wary.  He seemed to sense something wrong.  “Shall we try again, with a more
direct question?”  His voice was booming in the stone chamber.


Hoyle nodded as best he could.  He did not trust himself to speak;
his mouth was always making bad situations worse.


“Why were you in the Goralon Merchants' Guild when the guard
stormed the place?”  He went straight to the point.  The First Chancellor must
have briefed him.


“They had some things of mine, and I wanted them back.”
Hoyle replied more casually than he felt.  It was more of a stutter than his
regular voice.


 The large man stood, stroking his orange beard.  “And what
was it they had of yours?”  He strode to the table and poured from a second
pitcher into another goblet and took a long drink.  Hoyle saw that he had the
tattoo of an eagle across the back of his bald head.


Hoyle knew he had to be careful here.  “Gold and gems.  I
did some work for them, and they refused to pay.”


“You stole something for them, and then they stiffed you.” 
The larger man wiped the dark wine from his beard with the back of his hand as
he put down the goblet.


“I found something for them, and then they stiffed
me,” he corrected.


“And what did you find for them?” he demanded,
walking behind the chair to which Hoyle was strapped.  Hoyle’s muscles suddenly
jumped from the twinge of lightning running through the chair.  “That was the
medium setting a handspan from the chair,” warned his questioner.  “Don’t make
me touch the chair.”


Hoyle stayed quiet.  He knew those magestones were important
and that his life was possibly forfeit if he answered truthfully.  Hoyle
screamed as the rod touched the chair.  And screamed, and screamed.  Finally,
he passed out.


---o---


 


Hoyle laid in the grass staring at the clouds as they
drifted across the blue summer sky, his older sister Vanda beside him.  They
were finding shapes in the clouds.  Keela, his Sarethan hound bounded up to the
two of them and licked their faces until they were laughing.  His younger
sister Niala was down playing in the creek at the bottom of the rise upon which
they lay.  


It was his tenth birthing day, the twenty-fifth of Jarn.  It
was five days before High Sun, the longest day of the year.  The town was
readying for the celebrations, hanging wreaths and decorating their houses for
the festivities.  Several caravans full of spring produce had arrived earlier
in the day and the men of the town were helping unload.  Some merchants had
arrived from deeper in the Empire, and some from across the Whitetooth
Mountains, from Goralon to the east.


It was said that one of the Emperor’s mythical sky citadels
guarded the pass from Goralon; a fortress in the sky.  He would love to see one
of those someday; if they even existed.  Tomrin, one of the other boys in town,
had said he had seen one once, but everyone knew Tomrin lied more often than
not.


Niala came running up the hill, out of breath.  Keela jumped
up, knocking her down in a tangle of limbs and then began licking her face. 
“Can we give it to him now?!” she asked Vanda, still giggling, rolling on the
ground with the hound.  “Can we?”


“Give me what?” he said excitedly, sitting up.


“Your birthing day gift,” said Vanda as she sat up also. 
She was almost fifteen, and tried to match the maturity of the older girls,
usually quite successfully.  She was failing right now, however.


“You didn’t have to get me anything,” he said, with even
more excitement, but he didn’t really mean it.  He was ten.  Ten!  It was a
special year, and he should get presents.


Vanda reached into the small rucksack they had brought their
lunch in.  The adults were glad to send them on a picnic, getting them out from
under foot.  She brought out a small item wrapped in a bright cloth and
presented it to Hoyle.


He opened it reverently, and saw a small silver firebird
earring. It had flecks of red stone for eyes and its wings spread as if in
flight.  He was speechless.  This must have cost Vanda all her chore money for
the past year.


“The merchant said it was a charm to keep one safe,” said
Vanda.  “And mother helped out.  She knows how much trouble you get into.”  She
smiled as she said it.  Her smiles lit up her face, and made others wants to
smile too.  She had dark hair like his, but bright green eyes that sparkled.


“And it’s really pretty too,” added Niala, who was eight.


Hoyle looked at the hook on the end, and became
apprehensive.  How was he going to wear it?  It was supposed to poke through
his ear, but that was going to hurt.  He turned to Vanda, who wore an earring
in each ear.  She noticed his look, and took the earring from his hand.


“It only hurts for a second, and is sore for a day or two. 
You have to make sure you wash your ear every day for a week, or it will get
rotten.” She instructed.  “Agreed?”


“Okay Vanda, I will.”


“Promise.”


“I promise,” he said as solemnly as any ten year-old had
ever said the words.


“Which ear do you want it in?” Vanda asked as Niala sat up
in the grass beside them, looking on intently.  She did not have any earrings
yet, their mother would not allow it.


“The left,” Hoyle decided, after thinking it through for a
short time.  He often went to sleep on his right side.  He gritted his teeth as
Vanda held his head steady and poked the earring gently against his ear to
position it.


“On three,” she said and started counting, “One... Two...”
And then a sharp pain shot through Hoyle’s ear as she pushed the hook through
his earlobe.


---o---


 


Hoyle woke to the large man tugging on the earring, causing
sharp pain to lance across the side of his head, “you said on three...” Hoyle
accused his sister, waking from the dream.


 “Awake now are you?” Robart asked as he let the earring
go.  He stalked to the water pitcher and poured more into the goblet he had
allowed Hoyle to drink from earlier.  He walked back and splashed it in Hoyle’s
face.  “There, that’ll help.”


“What was the question?” Hoyle asked groggily.


His only answer was a slap across the face.  He could feel
blood running down his chin from his split lip.  He looked up at the large man
looming over him.


“You hit like a girl,” he responded.  This time the punch
broke his nose and sent tears tumbling from his eyes.  Blood now flowed freely down
his face and dripped from his chin.  A small, dark form was beside him then,
wiping up most of the blood with a wet cloth.  He thought he recognized the veklian
as the one who served him the meal earlier in the day, but his vision was
blurry and his head spinning.  “Okay... maybe not a girl... more like a barmaid
swinging a wet rag.”  Hoyle braced himself for another blow, but nothing came
immediately.


Suddenly, a booming laugh burst from the larger man,
startling the guards at the door.  “I must admit,” Robart said as he finished
his laugh, “you do have a backbone... and grit.”


“I’m glad you’re impressed,” he replied, spitting out blood
into the rag the veklian held beside him.  “That was always my goal all along –
impress the torturer...”


“I prefer to refer to myself as an artist,” came the
response from behind him.  Robart stepped quickly in front of him and with a
swift motion drove a dagger down and into the meat of his thigh.  Hoyle gritted
his teeth as the immense pain swept through his body.  The blade was in to the
hilt, so the tip must be through and out the bottom of his leg.  He could hear
more blood dripping on the floor.  Robart leaned in front of him, staring into
his eyes, and asked for about the eighth time in the last day, “What did you
find for them?”


Hoyle stayed silent, more because he was starting to fade
again due to blood loss this time more than the pain.  Robart glared at the veklian,
and the creature retreated to somewhere behind Hoyle.  Hoyle's head started to
droop as his vision started to tunnel.  He saw Robart motion out of the corner
of his eye, and then he heard the soft voice of the priestess.


“Be still,” she said as her hands touched both sides of
Hoyle’s head.  “I cannot heal him with the knife still in his leg,” she
chastised his torturer.  A sudden tug at the blade in his leg, and Hoyle lost
consciousness.  For at least the fifth time in two days.  Not that he was
counting...











Chapter 10


 


It was the second full day of petitioner duty, mid-afternoon,
when Celia looked up to see that the line was done.  She sighed, stood and
raised her arms above her head and stretched her back.  She felt several pops
up her back as things realigned.  The only thing she hated more than the
helplessness she felt being unable to help most of the petitioners, was the
hard wooden chair she had to sit in all day, with only a short break for lunch
as a repreive.


Zazaril had assigned it as a punishment, but she felt it was
more of a duty, which is the only thing that had gotten her through the last
two days.  As it was, she had had a hard time focusing, her mind wandering back
to the feelings of the trace spell she had cast on Salrissa.  She had spent the
first half of the day before in the southwest quarter of the city, the trade
quarter, at the Red Rooster Inn, Celia assumed.  After that she had moved
around the far side of the city until well after dark.  The first time she
‘jumped’, it caught Celia off guard, causing her to spill her tea on the tome
she had found in the library.  One moment Salrissa was in the southwest, the
next she was in the southeast.


That must have been how she had gotten them out of the guild
tower, but Celia was still not sure what it was Salrissa had done.  She had
‘jumped’ again several times that night, seemingly stepping from one end of
Tala’ahar to the other in an instant.  Celia still shuddered at the memory of
what that trip had done to her body.  She was not eager to repeat that event
anytime soon.


This afternoon, she was still in the southwest quarter of
the city, most likely the trade quarter.  It seemed she was more active at
night, and Celia understood why after spending that time with her.  It was as
if the night was her natural element.


Celia gathered her petitioner notes, mostly names and
requests that would go on to Zazaril.  Most would have to be ignored, but
sometimes the notes taken revealed something of interest to her mentor, and the
people were summoned and their requests granted.  She placed these in the
cherrywood box at the end of the table. She nodded to the other wizard on
petitioner duty, an older man named Theus, with greying hair, a strong chin,
and thoughtful eyes.  He had the habit of wearing deep red robes, and today was
no exception.  He nodded back to her.  She slipped out the back door and made
her way to the dining hall.


It was early, but she could smell dinner being prepared in
the large kitchen off the dining hall.  It smelled of roast ham and warm
bread.  She took a seat by one of the windows and settled in to wait.  She
pulled out the tome she had found in the small archives vault the embassy kept
in the basement two nights before.  It was titled Treatises on Modern Magic
and contained over a dozen essays written well over a hundred years ago; one by
Widune the Wise, one by Sarisha’ala of the Emerald Court, one by Vicalas
Ardasha; all respected wizards of their time.


Turning to the passage she had marked the previous evening
in the essay titled The Comparisons Between Ancient Goralonian Blood Rituals
and the Not-So-Modern Magic of Magestones, she read the passage by Widun that
had caught her interest.  


To compare Goralonian blood rituals to magic created with the
quafa'shilaar, is to compare a mule with a tree; neither will move, but for
different reasons; the mule, because it is stubborn and set in its ways, and if
you’re not careful it will kick you; the tree, because it follows the laws of
nature, and will bend when required, but only so far before it will break.  The
mule, if cajoled or beaten may move, but if your concentration wanders you may
find yourself someplace you did not wish to be.  From the tree, you may take
small branches, and burn them in your fire, but if you’re not careful, your
fire may consume the tree, leaving you without a source of warmth.


Celia thought this through, but came to the same conclusion
she had the night before; blood rituals were dangerous and possibly
unpredictable, which she already knew from her studies of ancient magic while
at Mahad’avor.  This passage also indicated the quafa'shilaar had limits. 
Celia was not that strong in her sorceress’s magical power, but she also had
not tested her limits beyond what was required at Mahad’avor to gain her
magestone.  This passage seemed to indicate that one could burn out the
magestones.  Was that true?  What did it truly mean? How? Or was it the
wizards who burned out?


She continued to read until the server brought her dinner to
the table at least a full bell later.  She was so engrossed in the tome she only
noticed the other two that sat at her table when she looked up to her meal. 
She looked around the room, shaking the chill off from the last passage she had
read, by Sarisha’ala of the Emerald Court, a respected elven sorceress: 


Based on the magical entropy the elvish race has experienced
in its inherent magical nature since the spell-storms of the great Elf-Orc war
from 526 to 534 PC (post cataclysm), it begs to question if the magic of the
entire world is in jeopardy of decline, or complete entropy – if so, is the
result a null-state or a Apocalypse event?


Based on her knowledge of history from her classes, Celia
did the math quickly and determined that the great war mentioned by the elven
sorceress was just over two-thousand years ago.  If the elvish people were part
of the inherent magic of the world, and they had caused some sort of imbalance
in nature that had caused the entropy that was affecting their entire race, and
that had grown worse over the last two millennia, how hard was it to believe
that you could burn out a magestone, or the wizard wielding it?


“What is the matter deary?” asked one of her table mates,
who, as it happens, turned out to be Mindeela.  “You look a little pale.” 
Celia looked at the small woman, who was in a bright yellow dress, and thought
that though she meant well, that she shouldn’t be commenting on that particular
fact.  The yellow dress just accentuated her own dreary skin and drab hair.


“Nothing important.” Celia finally replied when the other
woman waited patiently for her response.


“Do you truly be certain?” asked the other woman at the
table.  Arandella was the opposite of Mindeela in about every way.  Heralding
from the Seven Isles in the Southern Sea, she was tall, with rich, glowing
tanned skin, dark mischievous eyes, long black hair, and a presence that
generally uplifted an entire room.  She was wearing a multi-coloured floral
dress with gold trim and a deep neckline to ample cleavage, several gold
necklaces that drew the eye down to said cleavage, as well as several more
bracelets of various types that jingled when she gestured.  “It do be looking
like you have seen a spirit.”


“It was nothing,” Celia asserted as she buttered her warm
bread and took a bite to stem more questions, or at least having to answer them. 
The steaming ham slice on her plate was covered in thick vakirberry sauce that
added a pleasant sweet yet tangy taste to the meal.  She realized how hungry she
was.  She put the most recent passage out of her mind and dug into her meal
with more gusto.


Mindeela and Arandella began to chat quietly about their
several areas of study, Mindeela on trying to recreate the healing magic of the
priesthood through magic, Arandella regarding the transport of people and goods
across long distances.  She had managed several sub areas of study, including
creating sustained wind to speed transport ships, but her passion was to try
and replicate the magic of gatal'shilaar - magegates, by spell alone.  She felt
that the gatal'shilaar were limited due to their small size preventing wagons
from traveling through.  Because the Seven Isles were really comprised of seven
large main islands and multitudes of smaller islands in a full archipelago
containing islands as large as a three-day walk across, to those that a person
could throw a good-sized stone from one end to the other, she was concerned
about how to get goods or medical help to those distant locations.


Celia tuned them out after she had finished her meal, as
had apparently become her habit she thought wryly.  All her research over
the past days had not brought her any closer to the reason why the Goralonians
would steal the magestones.


 


 











Interludes I


 


Gorlag


 


Gorlag stood at his balcony in the evening light and looked
down at the grey city below him.  Smoke rose from most chimneys against the
early spring chill, he could still see snow in the shadows of the buildings,
where the sun could not reach.  The smoke was thick with the smell of charcoal
and steel.  The air was thick with the sound of smithies working unceasingly,
forging armor and arms.  Those able bodied men that were not working those
smithies, or some other critical function of the Kingdom of Goralon had been
conscripted for the army.  It was a country preparing to go to war - at his
command.


He looked across the capital city of Karvesh, with its squat
towers along the wide walls he could see ringing the city through the smoky
haze.  All the other buildings in the city were squat, with steep sloping roofs
of grey slate to throw off the snow brought by the severe winter storms. 
Everywhere there was grey, and if not grey; black or white.  He was sick of
grey.  And black.  And white.  


Karvesh was nothing like Tala’ahar, with its tall, ancient,
glorious, elven-built towers, and magnificent bridges.  He had visited as a
young boy when his father had been forced by the Emperor to travel to the
Imperial City to renew terms of the peace treaty.  A small faction of
Goralonian rebels had declared war on the Kastrun Imperium and had attacked several
small border towns, killing hundreds, before they were captured and executed. 
What he remembered most from the trip to Tala'ahar were the soaring towers and
streets full of color - the complete opposite of Karvesh.


 Karvesh was built by his human ancestors centuries ago; a
tribe that had survived through all the events, cataclysm, and genocide history
could throw at it.  The low sturdy, thick walls had repelled almost all
invaders, and even when the Dartang tribes to the north had breached the outer walls
two centuries ago, they found two more rings of walls within, and were crushed
between them.


Eighty-nine years ago, Emperor Randramas Kastrum had
appeared out of nowhere at the head of a small army that claimed no allegiances
to any of the eight warring provinces of Morteva, the central portion of the
continent of Kaladahn across the Whitetooth Mountains to the west of Goralon. 
With only his small army, he managed the impossible; the defeat of the
provincial army of Baran, and the seizure of its capital, though there are no
records of how.  With this success, a newly forged alliance with the Dar'Shilaar,
and his growing army, he succeeded in defeating one province after another,
until he had six of the eight provinces within his newly named Kastrum Imperium. 
The other two provinces, realizing the inevitability, bowed their heads to the
self-appointed Emperor.


The Empire flourished, while Goralon waned, watching from
across the mountains to the east.  Imperial envoys were sent to Goralon ensuing
for peace, but were imprisoned, tortured for information, and killed.  Once his
grandfather believed he knew enough about the Emperor and his Imperial forces,
he sent his armies through the pass to the west, attacking their eastern
territories.  For almost two months the Goralonian army went uncontested, until
the Imperial Army arrived, overseen by three floating sky citadels.


The Goralonian army was crushed down to the last man in less
than two days.  Reports indicated that the sky citadels rained flaming death from
the sky, to which there was no defence.  Those same citadels followed the
Imperial army through the Pass of Maran’toral, to the walls of Karvesh, and
demanded the Goralonians’ surrender.


King Gorath, Gorlag’s grandfather, had no choice but to
accept the peace treaty offered.  A peace treaty at least, not outright defeat
and absorption into the Empire.  It was the only thing that kept his family on
the throne.  Even as a figurehead, his grandfather saw it as a bitter pill to
swallow.  But since the Emperor had left a large contingent of Imperial
soldiers behind to ensure the peace treaty was enforced, no other choices were
available.  The Emperor even left a sky citadel guarding the only pass through
the Whitetooth Mountains for hundreds of leagues north or south.  On clear
nights, sometimes you could even see the lights of the sky citadel hovering
over the mountain pass thirty leagues to the northwest.  It was meant as a
none-too-subtle reminder of the consequences of his grandfather's choice.


Gorlag wasn’t even born when his grandfather died, a hollow
shell of the man he was in the past.  His father, King Gorlan, became bitter
after he ascended the throne, even with the new prosperity that Goralon had
found in the twenty years since the Emperor had occupied Karvesh.  His father’s
greatest accomplishment in Gorlag’s eyes, and this was saying very little, was
that he managed to convince the Emperor that the Imperial garrison was no
longer needed to maintain the peace.  His father had ruled the occupied kingdom
for a long time, before passing it to his son cleansed of Imperial oppression.


Upon his father’s death, Gorlag had become King of this grey
city and the Kingdom of Goralon.  Growing up, he had seen how the resentment of
the Empire had wormed its way through his father, eating him from the inside. 
But he played his part well, and the Emperor did not suspect that which Gorlan
was planning with his closest advisor, the warlock Kartem.  


The tall, thin warlock who only spoke in whispers summoned
Gorlag to his father’s private study that fall day over nine years ago.  It was
on that day his father changed Gorlag's perception of him.  It was then that he
revealed his plans to destroy the Empire and kill the Emperor.  The plans that
he had been working on since he attained the crown, plans he had been working
on for over forty years.  Plans he passed on to Gorlag that fall day, knowing
his health was beginning to fail.  Plans he had carried forward for another
nine years.  Plans that were now coming to fruition.


The Emperor had managed to reign now for eighty-nine years,
taking power in his twenties.  He had command of evil magic, Gorlag knew, his
spies in the Imperial Court indicating that he did not look much older than
when he commanded his armies and built the empire.  He had to die.  The fate of
the entire world rest on that fact, his priests had told him so.


---o---


 


King Gorlag turned and strode from his balcony back into his
private study, the room where all the planning was exposed to him that fateful
day.  Standing at attention was his spymaster, Tregor.  Gorlag was not sure if
Tregor was loyal to him, the Throne, Kartem, or the position, but he did his
duties well, and was rewarded appropriately.  He looked the man over.  He was
as average as a person could be and still exist - bland hair, slightly stooped
posture, and standard leathers of a lowly officer in the military.  Not common
soldier fare, enough rank to get him to those that needed to be informed,
without hassle from the common rank and file.  Of course, if needed, he also had
a special tattoo that he could present that would allow him to be recognized as
a special agent of the king.  With that he could give the king’s orders to
generals, orders which they would obey without question.


“What have you to report?” ordered Gorlag as he turned and
closed the glass doors and then drew the heavy curtains over them.  He had left
the spymaster standing at his desk for a long while since he had appeared
through one of the two secret entrances to his study.  The other was the King’s
secret alone.  Of course, he wouldn’t put it past the other man to know.  What
kind of spymaster would he be if he didn’t?


“Kartem has reported that the plan is proceeding... mostly
to... well - plan,” answered the spymaster carefully.  He was trimming his
fingernails with a small knife, and did not look up.  That riled Gorlag
somewhat, but he kept his temper in check.


“Mostly to plan?” the king questioned, “What exactly went
wrong?”


“Actually, it went more right than anticipated, with one
minor snag that is being rectified as we speak.  The Tala’aharian city guard
assaulted the Goralon Merchants' Guild and arrested everyone within.”


“Everyone?”


“Well, everyone except Kartem himself, of course.  Marcon
got himself nabbed by a Fear Squad, and Kartem indicated there was some outside
interference, but indicated that it was well taken care of.”  The spymaster had
turned and was running his hands along the books in the long bookcase against
one wall.  “It looks like you will now have a reason to go to war.” Tregor
probed.


“All in good time, you insidious worm,” the king warned.  He
hadn’t shared the entire plan with anyone since his father and the warlock had
informed him of it.  It was a good thing he had a sharp mind, as the
complexities of the plan were, in some cases, so subtle that it had taken hours
to go through it in the first place.


“The king’s compliments are always welcome,” his spymaster
purred.  “Your orders, my liege?”  He was impossible to insult.


“Close the borders to trade, and send an envoy to Tala’ahar
with this letter,” the king picked up two pieces of parchment from his desk,
selected one, rolled it and sealed it with wax, imprinting the royal seal from
his ring.  The other he tossed in the crackling fireplace opposite the
bookcase.  He saw the spymaster flinch slightly from the corner of his eye, and
the king knew Tregor saw a secret vanish in flame that he would never know. 
The man hoarded secrets like others hoarded gold.  What he could not know is
that both letters were written months ago, the day he and Kartem put their
plans into action.


 


 









Marisha’ilea


 


Marisha’ilea stood at a lectern to one side of the grand
chamber taking notes with her quill.  She was one of three Recorders that stood
at equal angles around the room.  Everything said in the Dar'Shilaar council
sessions was duly noted and recorded.  The three transcripts were cross-checked
by junior clerks, and compiled into one True Account of each council
session.  There were no secrets among The Seven.  Her elven ears were keen,
even when someone spoke under their breath she picked it up.  It did not hurt
that she had a keen mind and eidetic memory, able to remember anything she had
witnessed or heard personally, and recall it perfectly at any later date. 
Being an elf, this did mean some days her head felt like it was getting full,
she thought wryly, being one hundred and sixteen, though still young for an elf. 
It was a burden she was willing to bear, and it had served her well in learning
the magic she could craft.  


She could remember all the syllables of each spell perfectly
on the first try, therefore advanced through her classes quickly to the envy of
many others, even the handful of elves that had travelled from Shi’Shilaar to
learn with the humans.  She was still working on the intensity and strength of
her spells; however this could only come from practice and personal investiture
in the spell.  This used to come easily and naturally to all elves before the
Elf-Orc war two millennia ago, but since the spell-storms that had been
released during the war had ravaged the world, it seemed that the elves were slowly
losing their magic completely.  Long life was still theirs, but they lost the
immortality that had been granted by the Goddess almost immediately after that
war ended.


The current evening session was focused on a report from Tala’ahar
that indicated that the shipment of quafa'shilaar was stolen from the embassy
almost a week ago, and had only now been reported.  Apparently Zazaril, the
head ambassador, felt that she would have things back under control in a short
time, and did not want to bother the Conclave with a ‘trifling matter’ she had
called it.  Now however, only one of the nine stones had been recovered.


“The perpetrators have been arrested, and are being
interrogated in Imperial custody.” Zazaril stated to The Seven.  “It is only a
matter of time,” she added, tossing a lock of hair over her shoulder with the
flick of her head.


“So you say, lady Zazaril, so you say...” archmage Endergot
replied, a serious expression on his face.  As head of the Seven, he was one of
the eldest and most powerful Dar'Shilaar in the world, at least for this era. 
He was small, several hands short of a full span, hinting at extinct gnomish
ancestry somewhere in his distant bloodline.  He had white hair, more coming
from his overly large ears than on his head, with a magnificent white beard. 
Age spots dotted his face and hands, and he walked using a staff that was
almost twice his height.  Even though the Dar'Shilaar were ruled by the entire Council
of Seven, his opinion carried the most weight.  


“Who’s to say the Emperor will pass any information along to
us, should they obtain any?” demanded Brilon.  He was the newest member of the
Seven, appointed just over five years ago.  In that time he had proven himself
to be brash and hasty, even for a human, thought Marisha’ilea.  He had
dark hair, as all Goralonians had, which matched his dark demeanor.  Many
questioned his appointment, but he had earned it in some of his encounters with
the druid rebel group, the Drake’s Fang, six and seven years ago now.


“I have an arrangement with the First Chancellor.  It is
possible that the Emperor does not even know of the incident regarding the
stones.” Zazaril looked indignantly at Brilon.  Marisha’ilea noted that her
stare was intense and wary.  There was something more lurking there.


The soft voice of Avara’etha inserted itself into the
conversation, “I assure you, the Emperor knows.  The First Chancellor may be his
advisor, and in charge of the governing of the empire by edict, but he is not
his only advisor.”  She was soft in body, as well as voice, her curves
out of proportion to her elven frame.  She wore her plain grey robes, unaware
for the most part that she had a body women envied and males - even proper
elven males - lusted after.  Her long copper hair fell to her waist in a tight
braid, and she wore no jewelry, other than the simple silver circlet that held
her garnet quafa'shilaar on her forehead.  She was one of the few elves currently
in Mahad’avor.


“Whether the Emperor knows or does not know is not the
question of importance,” Endergot stated, “the more important questions are:
Who has stolen the gems?  Where are they now?  And: What are they being used
for, or planned on being used for?” His expression was as serious as Marisha’ilea
had ever seen.  "In addition, we must also ask ourselves if this
particular theft was planned prior to the shipment."


"What do you mean?" Avara'etha replied curiously.


Endergot coughed into a handkerchief before he responded. 
"What I mean, is that this was to be the first time the graduation
ceremony was to occur outside Mahad'avor.  This was a request by the Emperor
himself, according to our Ambassador," he continued, gesturing at Zazaril. 
"The premise was to instill goodwill with the Throne and have a grand
ceremony at the Palace."  He looked pointedly at Zazaril, who paled
slightly.


“Regardless of the reason they were in Tala'ahar, we know
who took them.  As I said, the perpetrators are in custody,” insisted Zazaril.


“Yes, but if that truly be the case, where be the remaining
stones?  For that matter, where be the stone you say was recovered?” came the
blunt question from Doratellan, the Dar'Shilaar from the Seven Isles.  “Be it
possible that one who be having the stones may have escaped from the
apprehension?”  His emerald eyes matched his quafa'shilaar in colour and
intensity, as it pulsed on a choker at his neck.  


“You did inform us that Goralonians stole the magestones,”
Endergot summarized, using the more common term for the quafa'shilaar.  Marisha’ilea
saw Brilon shift uncomfortably in his seat, the movement so slight it appeared
that no one else caught it.  “However, you have not confirmed that they were
not just using the guild as a staging area, and were actually from, or with,
some other faction.  And Doratellan’s questions are still valid regardless.” 
His eyes bored into Zazaril.  “You will involve yourself directly in the
investigation.  We need answers.” He waved his small hand in dismissal.


The Seven waited until Zazaril had left the chamber and the
doors had been closed before opening up into a debate.  Marisha’ilea kept
clear, concise notes, but did so with only a small portion of her mind.  The
important parts of the day had happened, and the discussion occurring now was
mostly irrelevant.  One of her other jobs, as Endergot’s pupil, was to pay
attention to things he did not have the time to in these council sessions and
report back to him privately.  He also expected her to have insight into all of
the topics she brought up.


---o---


 


Marisha’ilea walked slowly beside her mentor, his staff clicking
on the tile floor in a slow, but steady, cadence.  He only came up to her
shoulder, and she was not tall herself, but his staff – the Staff of Everilon –
topped them both by an arm's length.  She had once been given a chance to
examine the staff by Endergot himself, in his presence obviously, and she was
still in awe of the power she felt coursing through it.  


Almost a span and a half long, it was made from the branch
of a Tashiir tree, which only grew in the deep wilds, and prized for its
strength once properly cured.  It was topped with an amber quafa'shilaar the
size of her fist that swirled and pulsed as if alive.  The staff had been
created almost a millennium ago by the elf Dar'Shilaar Ever’ilon, a senior
member of the Council of Verai, which he would use to teach magic to the new human
Dar'Shilaar that he helped establish.  The elves felt betrayed that he had
taught the brash humans how to learn and access magic, and banished him from
their lands.  Thus the staff had been handed down to the leader of the Dar'Shilaar
since that time, as part tradition, and part of keeping the staff safe.  Only
the strongest could safely use it, so keeping it out of lesser wizards’ hands
was paramount.  The fact that Endergot trusted her enough to let her handle it,
even supervised, meant something to her.


They ascended the circular stairs several levels to the head
wizard’s study.


“Not sure why they make the oldest wizards climb the most
stairs...” Endergot grumbled quietly under his breath, but her elven ears
picked it up.


Marisha’ilea had heard this argument many times before, so
she gave the standard answer she always gave.  It was like a game they played,
or a joke only they shared.  “As a symbol of your station, of course.  I’ve
told you this before, are you sure you’re not getting senile?” she teased.


“Pfaw!  What would you know about getting old, elf?” 


“You could always Transport yourself to your study, and I
could meet you up there,” she argued the next line of their game.


“Waste of magic!  You think magic is infinite?!” again he
grumbled something under his breath, but this time she could not hear any true
words.  By this time they were at his study door.


He spoke the magical command words to disarm the traps on
his door and unlock the portal, pressed his hand against the ancient oak of the
door and pushed it open.  They stepped into his study, and moved to sit in the
two armchairs set by the fireplace.  The spring was still chilly, and the
citadel’s stone walls retained little warmth.  Marisha’ilea watched as two
small flame sprites danced along the log within the fireplace as she sat facing
her mentor.  The flame sprites were happy as long as they had new wood to burn
every so often.  She was not sure what would happen if they ever became
unhappy.


Endergot knocked another log from the stack on the hearth,
and pushed into the fireplace with the end of his staff.  The sprites attacked
the log eagerly.


The two of them spent a few minutes watching the sprites in
silence, other than the crackling of their flames.


Finally Marisha’ilea spoke into the comfortable silence. 
“Brilon seemed uncomfortable today, I noted.”


“Why do you think that is?” was Endergot’s quiet reply.


“Well I have several theories, but I suspect that the most
likely is because he is from the Kingdom of Goralon, as are the supposed
thieves,” she surmised.


“Are they supposed thieves, or supposedly Goralonian?”
questioned her mentor.  “As an elf, you, more than anyone, are aware of the
implication of the inaccuracies in your statement.”


She blushed.  Endergot was the only human that could
reprimand her effectively.  Even though she was forty years his senior, she
felt his wisdom in every statement.  She thought through the question for
several minutes while staring at the dancing fire sprites that were now jumping
from the mostly consumed logs to the new log and back again.  Finally she
answered, “Both.”


Her mentor nodded, “Indeed.”  He coughed a few times and
wiped his mouth with the handkerchief he always carried.  Marisha’ilea noticed
blood on the white cloth, but said nothing.  His condition was worsening, no
matter what the Daughters of Shaleesa, the Mother, had tried.  They had finally
given up, saying that they couldn’t heal old age.  Watching the sprites lazily,
Endergot finally continued, “What else did you notice today?”


Marisha’ilea thought carefully for a moment before she
responded, “There were three that stayed out of the conversation completely;
Dar’ell, Brynden and Norella.  Doratellan seems to dislike Brilon
significantly, even though he appears indifferent to his place on the Council,
but weighs all his words carefully.  Other than that, I noticed nothing else
beyond ordinary.”


Endergot was silent for a minute.  “Thank you my dear.  If
you could leave me to get some rest, I would welcome it.  Please let Henkelan
know he can attend me in the morning, I will see myself to bed.”  He coughed
again into his handkerchief.  She nodded briefly as she stood and walked to the
door.  She paused before opening it, looking back at the wise man that ruled
the Dar'Shilaar as he sat quietly in his chair watching the fire sprites throw
balls of fire back and forth at each other, like children playing in the snow. 
She wondered how long it would be before they would need a new leader.


---o---


 


Marisha’ilea returned to her room several floors below her
mentor’s and found Zazaril waiting in her sitting room.  Apparently Mishka had
been through, as there was a fire burning in the fireplace, the normal kind,
not fire sprites, and her visitor had a cup of tea steaming beside her.  As she
entered, Zazaril rose and inclined her head in greeting.  At the same time
Mishka stepped in from the bedroom.


“Bed’s turned down for the night, and your nightgown is laid
out Marisha'ilea Shilaar.  A small snack is on the side table.  Is there
anything else you need?” the servant questioned.


“Thank you.  That will be all Mishka.  See yourself to bed.”
She directed.


“Very well, mistress.” She curtsied and left the room
quietly, closing the door softly behind her.


Marisha’ilea stood watching Zazaril, saying nothing. 
Zazaril met her gaze for a long moment until she raised one eyebrow in
question.


“I had hoped you would speak to Endergot on my behalf,”
Zazaril stated.


“Why?”


“To remove my direct involvement in the investigation, of
course,” Zazaril turned and walked to the window and looked out into the orange
sunset.  Her back was as straight as a rod.


“Again, why?”  She watched as Zazaril continued to stare out
her window, across the undulating forest canopy of green, fading to black as
the sun dropped behind the Barrier Mountains to the west.


Finally, Zazaril’s shoulders slumped slightly as she turned
to face her.  She watched as her visitor’s amber eyes attempted to pull any
piece of information from her expression as possible.  When the attempt failed,
the ambassador obviously straightened.  “Forget I even asked,” she said as she
moved to the door and opened it.  Pausing at the threshold, she added quietly,
“You will be a good addition to the Council... when the time comes.”  With
that, she closed the door behind her.


Marisha’ilea stared at the door for a while after the other
Dar'Shilaar left, puzzling out her last statement and the brief conversation
that led up to it.  She filed it away in the “things to sort out later” part of
her mind, and went and got ready for bed.









Hicks


 


Reegan Hicks was worried.  Something must have gone wrong.  She
had not seen Hoyle around the Red Rooster Inn since that night, and it
had been over a week.  Rumors abounded of a City Guard raid on the same guild
that the trio left to investigate on the same night. Had he been captured or
killed?  If so, by whom?  Did the Empire have him?  If not, what kind of
merchants' guild was running out of Goralon?


She checked in with the proprietor, a portly man name
Edvard, with a red beard and hair, most likely from the Isle of Saretha.  He
had not seen Hoyle either, but since he paid by the month, his room was secured
for at least another few days.


 She had tried tracking down Salrissa the last few days, but
she was as elusive as Hoyle.  Had she been captured as well?  No, apparently she
had not been captured, as Hicks saw her last night as she strode through the
common room of the Red Rooster heading for the stairs.  By the time she had
fought her way through the common room, climbed the stairs and reached the door
to the room Salrissa shared with Hoyle, the door was locked.  There was no
answer to her knock, though she could hear noise inside.  She pleaded with
Salrissa to let her in, to tell her what was going on.


“Go away.” was the terse reply from within the room.  After
a few more moments of banging on the door, which drew a few people from their
rooms, as well as a few curious stares from the common room below, she thought
of an idea.


She returned with Edvard and the room key, but once the door
was open, there was no one to be found.  Everything seemed to be in order,
nothing obviously out of place.


 “There’s no one here, thus I must ask you to leave.” Edvard
insisted as he gestured her out of the room, relocking the door.


 She was at a loss of what to do next, and worried for her
friend.  Two days ago rumors began to spread that the Kingdom of Goralon had
suspended trading with the Empire.  There was no indication as to why, but all
her merchant peers began speculating on which wares were going to be in short
supply in the near future.  Goralon mainly supplied heating coal, brass, and
iron, as well as animal furs trapped by the barbarians to their north.  Some
foodstuffs difficult to grow in the Empire’s warmer climate were on the list,
string beans, peas, cabbage, turnips and some weird fruit that came in stalks,
called gorbat.


As Hicks represented a consortium of blacksmiths, her partners'
biggest concerns would be the iron and coal, but she had other prospects that
may pan out in the future, rendering the Empire’s slight dependency on Goralon,
to some regard anyway, obsolete.


An idea came to her, so after settling her business the next
morning, she set out for the Dar'Shilaar Embassy.  After an hour of navigating
the busy spring streets, side stepping oxen led wagons, the odd noble’s coach
and various people and horses, she arrived at the embassy.  She was directed
inside by one of the guards.


Stepping inside the tower, she saw a large number of people
who appeared to be waiting in line.  There were poles on ropes that guided the
line to snake back and forth from a stone balustrade at the front, separating
the public half of the room from the other.  Behind the balustrade there looked
to be two Shilaar seated at a table each, with quills, ink and parchment within
reach.  Several clerks stood behind them, and others moved about, some leaving
the room through a back door.  It was ordered chaos! thought Hicks.  Trust
Shilaar to bring order to chaos.  


One of the clerks was working along the line with a pitcher
of water and a few wooden cups.  When he finally reached her, she asked to see
Celia.


“I’m sorry, but you must wait in line for your petition to
be heard,” was the reply.  Hicks was pretty sure that was the standard answer
to any standing in line.  He hadn’t even looked her in the eye when responding. 
So she waited, and waited, and waited.  


Finally, shortly after the lunch bell, when the Shilaar at
the front had been replaced by a different pair, she finally reached them.  She
stood before a small mousy, brown-haired sorceress in a faded lavender dress
with an odd hat on her head that seemed to be made entirely of feathers.  It
had also been dyed lavender to match her dress.


“What can we do for you today deary?” the woman asked
without really looking up.


“I would like to see Celia, if I may?” Hicks requested.


The woman started writing her request down on a piece of
parchment before the words registered and she paused and looked up.  “Celia?” 
She seemed confused.


“Yes.  I’m an acquaintance of hers.  It’s about some
business we talked about a while back.” Hicks ventured.


The small sorceress frowned.  “We don’t generally have
petitioners ask for specific personnel by name.  You said your name was?”


“I hadn’t, but it is Hicks.  Obviously you’re very busy,
could you please have someone fetch her for me?  I assure you, it’s quite
important,” she gestured at the long line of people behind her.


“Hicks?  That would be your family name I assume... I used
to know a Hicks once, a Fernazad Hicks out near Fallow Hollow.  What a silly
name.  Fallow Hollow, not Farnazad –” the mousy wizard began ready to start
into a long diatribe.


“Please ma’am, I need to speak with her.” She interrupted.


“Oh yes, right.  What was your first name, deary?  For the
record of course...”  The woman crossed off her original words on the parchment
and wrote another sentence.


Hicks supplied it, assuring the woman that Celia would not
know her by that name, insisting that they use just Hicks on the note that was
to be used to inform her that she had a visitor.  The Dar'Shilaar then handed
the note to one of the clerks who left the hall.  A clerk directed her to a
stone bench under a window to the side of the room to wait.  They offered her
water again, which she gladly took.  She leaned back against the wall and
settled in to wait, again.


She watched the people in line, some obviously desperate, some
despondent, some clutching hats to their chests, others trying to pretend not
to be nervous.  The afternoon moved on, and the line dwindled, but Celia did
not show up.  She checked with several of the clerks over the course of the
afternoon, but none had any more information to give her.


It was finally time for the embassy to close, and she had
not seen Celia yet.  Either she was too busy, didn’t care, or had forgotten who
Hicks was.  She wasn’t sure if she was more angry or scared.  Either way, she
was certainly not happy.


 









Ravan


 


Ravan moved along the corridor as quickly as he dared.  As a
stable boy in the Imperial Army, he had managed to earn his much coveted
position of assistant head groom at a fairly young age.  It was not all
rainbows and candypops for sure, as it was hard work, but he now got to live in
the sky citadel.  Three months ago, they had moved him and the head groom to
the sky citadel from Parr’ador.  At the time, there were no horses on the
citadel, and the new position was a mystery to him and to the head groom.  He
was now in charge of all the horses of the newly developing Sky Cavalry.


Very few knew of the Sky Cavalry, they had been practicing
only in the early morning and at dusk, and had been kept below the Citadel
walls, to be out of view of the city folk.  The Dar'Shilaar had delivered the
harnesses just over two months ago; one hundred for horses, one hundred for
their riders, and an unknown number of magestones, but at least twenty – he was
required to keep count.  The harnesses for the horses were designed to fit
under the horse’s armor, made of thin straps of leather sewn with metal thread
that held a small magestone at the center of the horse’s chest.  The harnesses
for the men, also with thin strips of leather, were meant to be worn over armor
and hold a magestone over the chest piece of the armor.  The harnesses for the
men were more meant to prevent falling deaths than allow men to fly.  They had
been tested, and allowed men to float slowly to the ground when they fell off the
horses.  Ravan imagined they may even allow men to float upwards as well, but
certainly not fly as easily as a bird.


In the last two months they had been able to train only
twenty of the most stalwart warhorses of the army.  They had been brought from
Parr’ador in secret, and they had worked day in and day out to remove the
skittishness from the horses as they learned to fly.  Ravan shook his head.  He
didn’t think it was in their nature, but some of the horses took to the
additional freedom.  Would wonders never cease?  First the mirrors, then the
gates, then the skyships, and now this.  He shook his head again.  The things
he had seen up close since earning his position were awe-inspiring.


However, tonight he could sense something wrong.  The horses
were upset at something; he could hear their nervous whinnies from below
through the gaps between the boards in the wooden floors.  His room was one of
several in the top floor of the stone stables at one edge of the sky citadel;
the floor below housed the storage rooms and hay loft; and the main floor below
that the stables themselves.  He had thought he had heard quiet voices from the
floor below just a few minutes ago.  


He had climbed from his bed, and dressed quietly in the
breeches and shirt of his uniform – it was still cold out at night – before
proceeding along the hall to the winding stairs down.  Now he was edging
towards the storage room at the far end of the hallway, from where he could now
hear quiet voices.  He stopped by the edge of the door, and listened as quietly
as possible.


“Where are they?” demanded a harsh voice in a whisper.


“They are locked away here in this locker,” spoke a voice
Ravan recognized as the head groom, Vargas.  He could hear a key scrape in a
metal lock.  “The harnesses are here, but the head Dar'Shilaar himself removes
the stones at the end of each training session.”


“Very practical, but it is of no concern.  The harnesses
will be adequate for my needs,” was the quiet answer.  Ravan felt a shiver run
up his spine; the words made him feel as if a snake was winding its way up his
shirt.


“Here are the six you requested, Mi’lord.” Ravan had never
heard Vargas defer to anyone like he was doing to this man.  “They will be
missed in the morning, so if I could get my payment now, it would be mighty
kind of ya.”


“Certainly.”


Ravan heard more quiet words that didn’t make any sense,
then Vargas cry out, a cry that ended abruptly, then a large thump. 
Ravan peeked around the corner into the room and gasped audibly.  A tall, thin
man in dark robes was standing over Vargas’ still body, the six flight
harnesses sized to fit a man slung over one arm.  The tall man looked up from
Vargas at Ravan’s gasp, and met Ravan’s eyes.  Ravan could see some sort of
metal band holding a magestone to the man’s forehead.  There appeared to be
blood painted on the man’s face also.


“Vortu!” the man spat at Ravan, pointing fingers at
him.  The magestone on the man’s forehead flared brightly and many dark,
shadowy spikes drove Ravan into the wall across the hallway.  His muscles all
locked up briefly, and then went limp, as his vision began to fade to black. 
“One more task before I go,” he heard the man whisper to himself before Ravan
slid into oblivion.


 











PART II


 


There are many experiences in life that we get to choose how
they affect us; they can best be forgotten, they can break us, or they can
forge us into something stronger.


Again I mention Choice.  The days in the dungeons of
the Imperial Sky Citadel, being tortured daily, were among the worst in my
life.  I felt anger; rage even, that those acts could be perpetrated upon my
body and mind.  I felt despair that I would never escape, or would die there as
so many before me.  So many emotions wound through me during that week that I
thought my mind would break.  Of all the emotions that were presented by my
desperate mind, the one I Chose to cling to was the one most elusive:
steely resolve.


My Choice was to come out stronger, should I survive, a
blade honed by the fires that did not consume it.  An unfeeling weapon with
only one use – vengeance.  That being said, sometimes other people’s Choices
can override even our best intentions...


Journal of Hoyle Dardanel


The 27th of Jarn,


In the year 89 IR (Imperial Rule)


 











Chapter 11


 


Hoyle awoke to darkness.  And pain.  All his muscles ached
and many new scars crossed his body.  His clothes now were in blood-crusted
tatters.  But he was alive.  The only new development was that they had decided
that after the last indeterminate number of days, that there was no point in
chaining him to the floor.  In fact, he had full run of the entire cell; one
span by one span by one span high.  Actually the cell was two or three
handspans short in each direction.  He was only able to lay flat on the cold
stone floor if he went corner to corner, and found that if he turned the wrong
way, the bolt linking his former chains to the floor would dig into his lower
back.


They still left Brows chained though.  Although he had
stopped growling several days ago, Hoyle guessed that Brows was as tired and
sore as he felt.  That is, when they brought light to collect whomever they
were going to question again.  Hoyle had tried making friends with the small veklian
who came to feed them about twice a day, but the only thing he had gotten from
the creature was his name – Sathran.  So every time since that day, he had
greeted the creature by name and thanked him for his meal, as disgusting as it
usually was.


Today seemed different though, for some reason he had an
uneasy feeling.  He had heard noises from the guardroom at the end of the
hallway, loud shouting that went on for a little while, and then nothing for
some time.  One of the other prisoners had screamed out a while back, but was
cut off abruptly.  That prisoner's constant moaning had never resumed.


He heard the door open at the end of the hallway, and quiet,
shuffling footsteps come down the hallway.  A small glow preceded the small veklian,
a small stone he carried cast minimal light, but enough for the reptile-like
creature to apparently see.  Sathran stopped across the hallway, opened the
cell holding Brows, and gathered up and dumped his chamber pot into the bucket
he carried.  As always, Brows lunged for the veklian, even if it was a
half-hearted effort at this point, his chains bringing him up short.  For the
most part Sathran ignored the larger man, which enraged him even more.  Sathran
closed and locked his cell, and turned to gather Hoyle’s pot.


“Good morning Sathran!” he said with as much cheerfulness as
he could muster, not expecting a reply.  The creature looked at him briefly as
he unlocked his cell door.  Hoyle handed him the chamber pot carefully, and
then sat back against the wall.


A loud commotion at the end of the hall preceded several
large soldiers coming down the hallway, apparently to collect one of them. 
Robart “Slowkiller” followed behind them.  The torches they carried brightened
the hallway considerably, stinging Hoyle’s eyes.  One soldier pushed Sathran
back into Hoyle’s open cell as the group stopped between the two cells.  Two
soldiers squeezed into the other small cell, one unlocking Brows from the
floor, the other with his sword out.


“Time to go, you ugly brute!” Robart ordered.  He looked at
Hoyle from the corner of his eye.  “He won’t be coming back, so did you want to
say your goodbyes?” he said sarcastically.  Hoyle noted a dangerous look in
Brows’ eye, but didn’t have time to register it before the commotion broke out.


Black spikes of shadow flew through the air from the hallway
leading to the deeper cells to Hoyle’s right and bit into the soldiers.  Two
soldiers collapsed in pain, writhing on the floor from the pain of multiple
shadow spikes.  One spike hit the guard with his sword out in the shoulder,
causing his numb hand to drop the sword.  The last spike hit Robart in the
chest, causing him to grunt in pain, but he remained on his feet and turned to
face down the hallway toward the unknown assailant.  Hoyle noted the large man
touch his ear, which held Hoyle’s firebird earring the large man had taken from
him a few sessions ago.  He looked at Hoyle briefly as he drew his sword and
threw his torch down the hallway.  


Hoyle saw the fourth soldier wrestling with Brows in the
small cell that he had resided in for the last several days.  Even from his
knees, Brows had managed to get the chain linking his hands around the soldier’s
neck.  With a mighty heave, Brows lifted the soldier as high as he could,
bashing the soldier’s head to the stone ceiling.  But it was the crack
of the soldier’s neck that told Hoyle the guard was dead.  Brows dropped the
body unceremoniously to the ground, and untangled the chain from his neck.  He
grabbed the keys from where the soldier dropped them and began to unshackle his
limbs while looking at Hoyle with a wicked gleam in his eye.  Hoyle pulled
Sathran back into his cell, and pushed the door shut with his foot, hearing the
click as it locked.  Brows smirked at him.  Hoyle shrugged.


In the meantime, the guard with the numb arm had picked up
his sword with his other hand and had started advancing down the hallway in
front of an angry Robart.  The two guards on the floor had stopped writhing. 
One had passed out – Hoyle could still see his chest moving, but the other had
rolled to his stomach and was trying without success to stand.


“Charge him you dundering oaf!” Robart shouted at the top of
his lungs, “Don’t let him cast–“ he began before a beam of blackness hit him in
the chest, and he staggered to his knees, and then finally fell onto his back
in front of Hoyle’s cell.  His eyes were open, but his body was unresponsive. 
Hoyle crawled over to the bars, reached through and pulled the earring free. 
He then retreated to the back of his cell and put the earring back where it
belonged – in his own ear.


Brows managed to move out of his cell, now growling again,
and kicked the soldier, who was still trying to rise, in the throat.  A choked
gurgle came from the man as he fell to his side.  Brows reached down and picked
up one of the discarded swords from the ground and slid it into the soldier’s
chest and twisted.  The soldier twitched for a few moments then went still. 
Brows slit the throat of the unconscious soldier casually and then moved over
to the prone Robart with a wicked expression as he slowly slid the sword into
and through the torturer’s thigh.


“We don’t have time for this,” whispered the other assailant
as he revealed himself to be the man Hoyle only knew by the name he had given
him - Whisper.  He glanced in at Hoyle and Sathran, the flickering shadows cast
by the torch down the hallway making his face seem to dance.  He was carrying
some sort of leather harnesses over one shoulder.


Brows got up and walked down the hallway to Hoyle’s left. 
He heard the hallway door to the guardroom close with a quiet thud.  Brows
returned with a wicked gleam in his eye.  That seemed to be his standard
expression.  He reached down and pulled the sword from Robart’s leg.  Hoyle saw
open eyes register the pain, and tear up as Brows drove the sword into the
thigh of his other leg, scraping the stone beneath.


Whisper turned and gestured at Hoyle and Sathran, and Hoyle
knew what was coming, so he pulled Sathran towards him, shielding the veklian
from the half-dozen shadow spikes that drove into Hoyle’s back.  His muscles
burned and seized causing him to cry out before he dropped to the floor,
immobile.  His earring burned white hot in his ear as it absorbed some of the
magic, some of its capacity spent on the magic that hit Robart.


Brows grabbed the bars of Hoyle’s cell and shook it, trying
to shake it open.


“We don’t have time for this,” Whisper again chastised
quietly, and began casting again.  A large, swirling circle of shadowy clouds
evolved into being on the wall beside Brows' cell.  It was thin, like a piece
of dark fabric, like a painting on the wall, but it had incredible depth
swirling like a maelstrom over the ocean.


Brows growled at the situation, and picked up another sword
off the floor, leaving the one in Robart’s thigh.  He turned and stepped into
the shadow portal with one last glare back at Hoyle, disappearing into the
darkness.


Whisper stepped to the portal and paused, the magestone on
his forehead glowing wildly.  He looked into Hoyle’s eyes and stated in his
quiet voice, “Pray we do not meet again, for if we do, you will not survive a
third time.”  With that he stepped into the portal and it collapsed behind him.


---o---


 


It was a long time before Hoyle could move fully.  He had
listened to Robart whimper slightly every once and a while as he tried to
move.  All he had been able to do was pull the sword out of his leg, and pull
himself up to a seated position against the wall beside Hoyle’s cell.


In the meantime Sathran had helped Hoyle by massaging his
legs and arms with his three clawed paws – hands – whatever.  Hoyle was glad to
have the pins and needles finally gone.


“Why you protect me?” Sathran asked quietly so Robart could
not overhear.


“Don’t know” he said as quietly.  He thought about it for a
minute as Sathran waited.  “I guess I thought that you shouldn’t suffer for my
actions.”


“Not understand,” Sathran replied, “but happy that you save
my life.”  He stood easily in the small cell, and moved to the cell door and
opened it with his key.  He gestured to Hoyle to follow.


Hoyle moved from the cell, and stood for the first time in
hours, though it felt like days, as much as his back protested.  Robart looked
up at him, dark eyes in a pale face.  Hoyle looked down at all the blood
pooling around his torturer’s legs.  He tore two strips from his own bloodied
rags, the irony causing him a small smile.  He wrapped one strip around each of
the large man’s legs, tying it more tightly than necessary, eliciting a groan
each time.


“Veklian, you will regret letting this man go,” Robart said
weakly.


“Life for life,” the small creature replied.  “Code you
remember.”  He gestured at the bandage strips Hoyle had tied around the man’s
legs, preventing more bleeding.  “I send help.”


Hoyle looked behind him, towards the direction the attack
came from and saw the body of the fourth soldier, smoke rising from his mouth
and burned out eye sockets.  The torch was just about spent, flickering weakly
a few feet from where the body lay.  He could not see another way in; the
hallway ended a good distance away at a blank stone wall.  He wondered if
Whisper had used one of those shadowy portals to get here.


“Enjoy the darkness a while brute,” Hoyle stated flatly as
he grabbed the nearest of the two torches and a sword from the floor and
followed Sathran from the dungeon, not looking back once.


---o---


 


Hoyle looked at the small creature who had rescued him from
his cell as he pulled his boots on over his sore feet.  Although his clothes
were ruined beyond measure, they had found some boots and a cloak in a locked
trunk in a storage room located next to the guardroom.  Even without his tools,
he had improvised and managed to break into the wooden box.  He had smashed the
lock with a large stone.  Not very subtle, but he was in a hurry.


Once Sathran had helped him collect some clothing, he led
Hoyle through a series of passageways, hallways and corridors in the underbelly
of the Sky Citadel.  They met another veklian a few minutes into their journey
and Sathran stopped and whispered quickly in his native language to the other. 
The other one left on whatever errand had been discussed.  About twenty minutes
after they had fled the dungeon, alarms began to ring throughout the complex. 
They were loud enough they could feel the vibrations this deep under the main
ground level.  Once in a while, they would even get close enough to the surface
to hear the alarm bells directly.  Sathran finally led him through the veklian
slave quarters, where many large, black eyes followed his movements.  He had to
walk hunched over, as the ceilings in this area were built for creatures of a
similar height to the veklians.  Sathran gestured for him to enter a small
storage room, filled with a few crates and barrels.  Hoyle could smell dried
fish, and what he thought must be moldy potatoes.


Sathran pushed aside a crate to reveal a small cubby, smaller
than the cell he just escaped from.  “Hide here, back soon.” Sathran directed.


“No way!  I am not going into that.  It’s smaller than my
cell was!” Hoyle did not fear a lot of things, but his body was not in any shape
to fold itself back into that kind of space.  Sathran looked perturbed, which
surprised him that he was able to read that emotion from the creature's face. 
“Tell you what; I will stay in this room.  If I hear any soldiers coming I
will, at that time, crawl into that hole and pull the crate in front of the
hole.”  That seemed to satisfy the creature, who nodded his head, turned and
left the room.


That was over an hour ago, and now he was back.  He had
collected new clothing of about the correct size, including a thin leather
jacket, two linen shirts, a pair of wool pants, and a pair of wool socks.  The
wool itched fiercely on his scratched feet and scarred legs, but the pants and
socks were warm.  He hadn’t realized how used to the cold he had gotten until
he felt the warmth of being fully dressed and not sitting on stone.  He pulled
his second boot on, still looking at Sathran.


“Well?” Hoyle finally asked, his patience ended.


“Yes?” Sathran tilted his head to one side.


“What is happening?  Are they looking for me?” he said
slightly impatient, or more probably frantic, he wasn’t quite sure.


“Many things.  Second attack at stable.  Priestess saved big
man with hurt legs, but he sleep.  Another hurt, he also sleep.  Many killed. 
None looking here, for you.” Sathran said.  It was the most words Hoyle had
heard from the creature - ever.


“Thank you.” Hoyle graciously offered.  So there was another
attack on the sky citadel tonight – he had determined the fact that it was
night through the one window they had passed in their escape.  Were the
attacks related?  Sathran had said the other attack occurred at the
stable.  Why did the sky citadel need a stable?  What was Whisper carrying? 
They looked like harnesses to Hoyle, but he had little experience with horses,
so they could have been anything.  It didn’t really matter, this didn’t affect
him other than the fact he was still owed a great deal of gold.  But he had his
life, as much as they tried to take that from him too.  He was starting to get
very angry at Brows and Whisper.


However, he had bigger problems ahead.  He was on a floating
fortress a hundred spans above the Imperial Palace grounds.  There was no way
to jump, as he certainly wouldn’t survive, and he couldn’t fly, and had no
magic portals to walk through to his freedom.  His only recourse was to try and
use the magegate that brought him here.  Only he didn’t have a plan that
wouldn’t get him killed.  Yet.


 











Chapter 12


 


When Celia finally returned to her room following a quiet
dinner, after spending most of the day in the small library, she found the note
on her desk.  When she opened it, she found that it mentioned that a Reegan
Hicks had come by that afternoon looking for her.  It took her a few moments to
connect Reegan Hicks with just Hicks.  What does she want I wonder?  She
looked to her window and noted that the sun was still two fingers above the
horizon, she might have time to find her way to the Red Rooster Inn.  She
quickly grabbed her cloak, and pulled on her walking boots and headed for the
front door.  This time, she would make sure she got there on time.


She pulled open the front door, causing the two guards to
turn.  She pointed to the younger of the two, though still a large and well
armed man.  “I need to go to the Trade quarter as fast as I can, you will be my
escort.” She ordered.  It was a good thing they could not see her knees shaking
or the butterflies in her stomach, though she was still clutching her quafa'shilaar
through her cloak.


The older guard held up a hand to the younger, stopping him
from moving.  “You’re not to be out after dark, m’lady,” he responded.


“Well then, we must be quick then, shan’t we?” she said
pointedly gesturing at the sky.  “There must be at least a bell and a half
before it is truly dark captain.”  She had heard that it sometimes helped to
offer a man a better title than he had yet earned, to get what a woman wanted
done.  She truly had no idea what rank he had, but she was certain it was less
than captain.


He looked at the sky and the amount of traffic still about
on the street, and nodded to the younger soldier, “Take her there and straight
back here.  And ensure she’s done her business in a handy time too.”


The young soldier gestured to Celia and they set off.


---o---


 


It was quite remarkable how easily and quickly it was to get
to the Red Rooster Inn when you had someone guiding you and it was still light
out.  It had probably only taken a half a bell, with still a bell to go before
dark.  As she walked up the winding street to the two storey building, she
noted how well-kept it was, with the walls freshly white-washed, and the trim
painted a deep shade of red.  It reminded her of the colour of the robes Theus
typically wore.  She said ‘typically’ in her head as if she had seen him
clothed in any other colour.


When she reached the front of the Inn, she could hear the
sounds of a jaunty tune playing from inside.  She turned to the soldier
escorting her, “You’re welcome to wait out here, or come inside, but my
business is my business, so you’ll not sit at my table and listen in.”  Again
the trembling knees and butterflies threatened to give her away.


“Yes m’lady, but don’t go and try anything sneaky.  We have
all been told what you pulled the other day, and if it happens again, we are to
collect you and take you to the Palace to have a discussion with the First
Chancellor,” he said matter-of-factly, as if he could care less either way. 
Celia looked him over.  He was taller than her by a small bit, with light brown
hair and a cleft chin.  He had a pair of small, light scars that crossed in an
X on his right cheek.  He had high cheekbones below green eyes.  As with all
the other city guard, he was obviously strong and muscular.


“What is your name soldier?”


“Marsen m’lady.  Why?”  He eyed her cautiously.


“I want to provide your captain with a compliment about how
straight-forward you have been, that is all.”  She turned and strode up the
stairs now that her legs had stopped trembling.  She had managed, by sheer
force of will alone, to keep her hand from playing with her necklace the whole
time.  She had to break herself of that nervous habit.


“He’s not my captain m’lady.  I mean, he’s my sergeant and
all, but he’s no captain.” Marsen provided as he quickly caught up to her on
the short flight of stairs and proceeded to open the door for her.  This time she
was prepared for the assault on her senses the Inn provided.


“Oh not that captain,” she clarified with a wave of
her hand, “your real captain, the one that assigned all of you the job of
‘guarding’ the embassy.  Now, go find a spot that is out of my way, and I shall
come and find you when I’m ready to leave.  Or you can watch me from a distance
at least, to make sure I do nothing sneaky.”  She scanned the large common room
for the person she came to find.


The common room was almost full to bursting, but as it was
just past the dinner bell most were just tradesmen finishing eating their
dinner and the crowd had not yet shifted to those taking on the serious task of
drinking.  A three person band played on the small stage in the corner, now
onto a song about a carousing bard that got himself into hot water with a
farmer’s daughter.  Spending a serious minute or two looking at the faces of
the patrons, trying very hard to ignore the lyrics of the song, she did not
find Hicks among them.  She moved to the bar and waved down a barmaid.


“Has Hicks come in yet?” she asked.


“Who is Hicks?  He your boyfriend?” the barmaid asked
indifferently.


“No, Reegan Hicks.  Medium blonde hair, so high,” she said
bringing her hand just above her chin while speaking loudly over the tune
playing in the background.


“Don’t know who ya is talking about luv,” answered the
barmaid, who turned away and grabbed a tray full of mugs to distribute to the
patrons.  Celia turned in a circle at the end of the bar and resurveyed the Inn,
Hicks had to be here.


A portly man with a red beard and hair approached her from
the server side of the bar.  “You look a little lost miss, can I help?”  He was
carrying two platters of food which he handed to a different barmaid as she
passed.  The last song had died off to a quieter tune, so it was easier to
hear.


“I’m looking for someone.  The last time I met her – was
here.” Celia blurted out, frustrated.


“And who is it you be looking for?” he asked, wiping his
hands on his apron.


“Hicks” she answered without thinking.  She turned to the
man as he smiled at her.


“Well you’ll have to wait; she doesn’t come in until eighth
bell.  Take that table over there,” he pointed to a table near the fireplace,
“and I will see that she gets o’er to you.”  As if he was dismissing her, he
turned his attention to another serving girl who had brought an order, and went
back to his business.  


She was a little put off by the abrupt dismissal, but
shortly after she had sat down at the indicated table, a server came by with a
platter of warm bread, sweet meats and roasted vegetables; mainly carrots,
parsnips and turnips, and asked after her preferred drink.  Her drink was
brought to her table relatively quickly as she counted out the six copper coins
to cover the cost of her meal.  She dug into her meal absently, barely tasting
any of the flavours, as her mind continued to go through the events of the past
week.  Nothing was making sense.


---o---


 


“What do you mean he hasn’t come back?!” Celia stammered out
after Hicks had relayed her story.  She had showed up just after eighth bell as
the red bearded man had said, a little flustered and unkempt.  “It’s been a
week!”


“Why do you think I came to see you?” Hicks responded
angrily.  “You and Salrissa were the last to see him, as far as I know, and she
won’t talk to me!”  She put her head in her hands, looking down at the table. 
The serving girl had brought her a meal too, but it sat untouched at the side
of the table.  “I was hoping you would.”  She looked up into Celia’s eyes
questioningly.  “What happened that night?”


Celia told her, watching over Hicks’s shoulder as Marsen
fidgeted nervously with his mug at the third table over.  He was obviously
concerned for the time, but Celia wasn’t about to budge.  She glared at him
until he noticed, and then looked away ashamed as he settled himself to wait.


“Well that explains why Salrissa won’t talk to me,” the
blonde woman stated.  “I suspect she thinks it’s her fault.  Stupid woman.” 
She finally pulled the tray over and began pulling off small chunks of bread
and eating them.  ‘Explains why Goralon closed the border though.” 


“Could she actually help?  I mean, what could she do?  The
Empire has him captive in The Depths, and as far as I have heard, no one has
escaped from that dungeon.”  Celia pondered her own questions.  If Salrissa
could get in the same way she got Celia out of the tower, that might explain a
lot, but how did that all work?


“Not sure.  Don’t really know her that well, but she seems
pretty sneaky, and is easily able to avoid me.  Not that I’m hard to avoid,
apparently” she chided Celia.


“I told you, I don’t know why the clerks didn’t try harder
to find me.  The embassy that the Emperor provided us with is not that big
after all.  I suspect they didn’t think to look for me in the archives vault. 
Wait, did you say Goralon has closed the borders?”


“Yes.  Rumors say it is a direct result of the attack on the
Goralon Merchants' Guild by Imperial forces.  Other rumors seem to imply a
variety of other things, but I suspect the first is true.  Somehow, the King of
Goralon has been informed and has taken it a slight against his country and is
retaliating by closing off trade.”  Hicks sighed as she picked up her mug and
took a drink.


“The warlock.” Celia muttered under her breath.  This seemed
like something he might want, some sort of chaos in the Empire, but why? 
Relations have always been strained between the Empire and the Kingdom of
Goralon ever since Randramas had crushed the Goralonian forces in the eastern
provinces eighty-something years ago.  She had thought things would get better
after the Imperial garrison had left Karvesh and returned to home soil, leaving
the Goralonians to their own self-destiny over a dozen years ago.


“Do you believe Salrissa can help Hoyle?” Celia asked the
other woman.


“I think she has already tried, and has failed.  That is why
I think she won’t talk to me; that is, until she is successful at finding him. 
Why do you ask?”  Hicks looked at her curiously.


“Because she just returned to her room,” Celia stated
matter-of-factly.  


Hicks turned and surveyed the room.  “How do you know?” she
asked.


“Magic,” Celia answered with a wink as she stood.  She noted
that Marsen stood as well, so she gestured him over.


“What’s he doing here?” Hicks asked, apparently alarmed at
the appearance of a city guard.


“He’s my escort, a chaperone to make sure I behave myself
this time.  He’s actually not a bad chap.”  Celia patted his arm like she was
petting a faithful hound.


“You’re not to leave without my presence.” Marsen stated
gruffly, puffing up his chest in his standard-issue leather armor.


“I know.  That’s why I gestured you over.  You might come in
useful this night.”  Celia started for the stairs to the second floor, the
trace spell she had cast almost a week ago still clinging to Salrissa’s armor,
though just barely.  She had only been able to sense it the moment she had
arrived in the building.  Otherwise she had not been able to track her for the
last two days, which was actually much less distracting than feeling the ‘jumps’
in her head each evening.  “Are you coming?” she threw over her shoulder at
Hicks and Marsen with more confidence than she actually felt.


They climbed the stairs with Celia in the lead, and followed
the balcony hall around the common room spread out below.  Celia could still
feel Salrissa in the room that they had planned in just a week ago.  As she
approached the room, she cast a spell, completing it just as she touched the
door handle.  She could feel the mechanism unlatch inside as the magic of her
spell activated.


“It’ll be locked –“ Hicks began, as Celia turned the knob
and pushed the door open – to find Salrissa in a battle stance with knives
drawn.  She began to move before she recognized who was at her door, black
leather rippling in the candlelight from the room and firelight from the fireplaces
below, but stopped her knife a handspan short of Celia’s throat.


Celia gulped quietly.  She had not thought through what
Salrissa, a trained assassin, might do if surprised.  Stupid, stupid! she
thought, I have to do better.  She gathered herself in the space of that
moment, and arched her eyebrow at the assassin and inquired with a lilt in her
voice she had heard other women use to taunt, “A little on edge, are we?”


“What do you want?” Salrissa demanded quietly, still
blocking the doorway into the room.  The band played still another jaunty tune
in the background.  Her gaze swept the three of them standing in the hallway.


“We want to help.  May we come in?” Celia requested dryly,
“Or should we discuss what we need to discuss out in the hall where anyone
could happen by?”  She was getting a little perturbed by Salrissa’s reluctance
for help.  Again she arched her eyebrow, which the other woman mirrored.


“You’re getting good at that,” Salrissa remarked as she
stood aside, knives still in her hands, and gestured the trio into the room.


“At what?” she asked, genuinely confused.


“Getting others to do what you want,” the assassin offered. 
She eyed the city guardsman uneasily.  “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better if
he waited outside the room?”


“Probably, but I promised him I wouldn’t be out of his sight
all night.  And since I have kept him past when he was supposed to return me,
he is going to be in some trouble, so I owe him some sort of reason why.  Besides,
I have a suspicion that he might prove useful in the future.  Also, if he gets
us into trouble, I will cast a spell to make him a deaf-mute until the end of
his days, so I suspect that he will cooperate.  Yes?”  The last question was
directed at a now pale Marsen as he took the stool Celia sat on last time and
moved it near the door.  Celia had no such spell, nor was aware if one existed,
but Marsen didn’t know that.  She was shocked at her own boldness.


Marsen nodded briefly and sat on the stool against the wall
beside the door.  Hicks moved over and sat on the bed, while Salrissa remained
standing, looking like a caged Valkiiran leopard Celia had once seen in a
travelling menagerie when she was a small child.  She shrugged and moved to the
wooden chair by the desk.  At least this one had a small cushion.  She turned
the chair to face the room and sat.


“Okay, when we last parted you indicated that you were going
to ‘assist’ our friend and that you needed help from no one.  Correct?” Celia
asked of the assassin, who nodded her head once.  “Now, based on what I know,
and that’s not a lot, you have been all over this city looking for him, and
have obviously not found him since he would be sitting here with a silly grin
on his face and a sarcastic remark.  Or at least a sarcastic grin and a silly
remark.  So do you still insist that you do not need anyone’s help, freely
offered?” she asked quietly.


Salrissa paced back and forth a few times.  Yes, a Valkiir
leopard indeed.  “What do you have in mind?” she finally asked reluctantly.


“First, tell us what you know for certain, and then we can
formulate a plan.” Celia strategized.


“All I know, and it’s little at that, is that he’s not in
The Depths.”  At the mention of the name Marsen sat straighter and opened his
mouth to speak, but Celia cut him off.


“Our friend was caught in the raid on the Goralon Merchants'
Guild last week, there upon some unrelated business, and we have been trying to
locate him since,” she directed in Marsen’s direction.  Celia couldn’t actually
say he wasn’t a criminal.  That would be lying.  And she had a code about
lying.  Omitting a portion of the truth was occasionally necessary, but lying –
objectionable.


“I have checked with all my contacts, and no one has heard
from him.  I have searched The Depths, and he is not there.  None of the
Goralonians would talk to me, no matter how much I tried to ‘persuade’ them. 
Most knew nothing, or at least professed to, and I was inclined to believe
them.  It’s not like we were obvious in our visit.”  Celia nodded at that
comment.  Salrissa continued, “Those that thought they knew something had a
greater fear of Kartem, whoever or whatever that is, than I.” Salrissa stated,
frustration evident in her voice; a voice normally as cold as the glaciers of
the Icewall Mountains to the far north.


Marsen made to speak again, and Celia raised a finger in his
direction.  He was fidgeting something fierce as he settled himself down on the
stool.


“Since then, Goralon has closed the borders to trade.” Hicks
offered into the momentary silence.  “So obviously the King was made aware of
events happening in Tala’ahar, and had reacted.”


“The mirrors,” Salrissa muttered under her breath as she
stared at Celia, who could only shrug in reply.


“Yes, they must have acquired a magemirror, or possibly
more.  Or they have some other way to talk over long distances.” Hicks
summarized.  "There’s nothing to be done about that.  The question is what
do we do about our ‘friend’?”


They simmered in silence for a few moments until Marsen
finally spoke into the void.  “I know where your friend might be, but I’m not
sure you can get to him.  I’m not sure he will even be alive.”


All three women turned to the guardsman, who recoiled
slightly from their stares.  They said nothing, and he fidgeted under their
glare.  He finally continued, “I was there last week, on the raid I mean.  We –
me and my partner – didn’t get past the second floor.  Orders were to find the
magemirror and make sure no one got a chance to use it.  We found it in a room
on the second floor, and decided to smash it, but those things are impossible
to break.  Wore us out trying, so we just guarded the room until we were told
the tower was clear.  Once all the Goralonians were rounded up, we escorted the
prisoners to Parr’ador.  Two prisoners were killed trying to escape; most of
the rest went to The Depths.  Two went topside.”  He stopped talking, like his
explanation answered all their questions.


“Topside?  You mean the sky citadel?!” Hicks asked
incredulously, looking pale.


“Yes, the sky citadel.” Marsen stated plainly.  “Even if he
was as innocent as you say, they have ways of getting information that would
cause most to confess, just to stop the pain.  Of course, that assumes he was not
one of the two that tried escaping.”


“So how are we going to find out if he is alive or dead?”
Hicks asked into the quiet room.


“We ask.” Celia stated.  The others looked at her
incredulously.


---o---


 


It was fully dark when Celia and Marsen left the Red Rooster
Inn, heading back to the Embassy.  Marsen seemed to be in a mood, so Celia let
him stew for a while before engaging him in conversation.  “How much trouble
will you be in when we get back?”  She didn’t like reminding him of a future
fate, but it was her fault they would be late getting back, and she felt a
little guilty.


“Maybe a little, but you didn’t sneak off, and I’m returning
you healthy and whole.  So it won’t be too bad,” he paused for a long while,
“but that’s not what I’m upset about.”


“I suspected as much,” Celia responded quietly.  “What
bothers you?”


“I guess I am a little bothered by the fact than an innocent
man may be tortured,” the guardsman said.


“Well, I wouldn’t call him innocent, exactly,” responded
Celia while still watching the shadows to either side.  They were taking one of
the wider avenues now with oil lamps two spans high, lit every five or six
spans.  All this did was to make the alleyways appear darker.


Every once and a while, they would see a city guard night
patrol walking with their maces in hand, looking for trouble to break up.  They
had serious faces on, all mean men with hard eyes and scars, and standard issue
leather armor and skull caps.  Each team consisted of eight men.  Each time
they passed one, Marsen would bow his head, in submission or respect, Celia couldn’t
tell.


“So why was he at the merchants' guild tower that night?” he
asked her, looking at her sideways in the light from the lanterns.  She noted
that he had one hand on the pommel of his mace, and it appeared that it had
been so all along.


Just as she was trying to come up with an answer that
wouldn’t implicate Hoyle, distant bells began to cry out in alarm.  She and
Marsen stopped where they were for a brief moment to determine their origin.


“The sky citadel!” cried Marsen.  “I have to get you back to
the embassy as fast as possible m’lady.  We’re going to have to run the
remainder of the way.”  He started to drag her down the Trade Way.


She pulled back.  “Just a minute!  Why do we have to hurry? 
What’s the danger down here if alarms are going off up there?” Celia demanded
gesturing to the flickering lights floating above the sleeping city.


Marsen stopped tugging briefly while he explained.  “If
there is a problem up there that’s important enough to ring those bells, then
the streets down here will be flooded with troops in less than half a bell. 
And you do not want to be on the street once that happens.  All Tala’aharians
know to close up their doors and windows, and get off the streets if those
bells begin to ring.”  He gestured around him with his free hand, still hanging
on to her arm with the other.  His free hand returned to the handle of his
mace.


Celia looked around, and could now see people hurrying
about, many ducking into the Inns or Taverns fronting the Trade Way, others
hurrying past.  They were the only ones standing still on the avenue.  “Okay,
let’s go, but stop dragging me!” she said exasperated, “I can run on my own.”


They set off east towards the embassy at a jog, crossing the
wide bridge over the Aerilynn River as the road dipped into the shallow, wide
valley the river made as it entered the bay.  The bridge was made of stone,
with life-like weathered statues of various creatures lining both sides of the
bridge.  It was said that this bridge was the collaboration between elves and dwarves
millennia ago, before the Elf-Orc war, and the dwarves retreated into their
mountain homes, the elves to their forests.


She hardly had time to admire the bridge this night, as the
oil lamps spaced evenly between the statues flickered, giving them false life,
turning them into scary monstrosities to be avoided.  They jogged across the
bridge and up the gentle incline to the east, noting that troops were starting
to disgorge from the tower barracks that littered the city.  The problem they
faced, now that she thought it over; was that the Imperial Sky citadel was
roughly located just off the Trade Way that they were following.  It hovered
over the Palace, which was located on a small bluff looking down onto the wide
avenue.  They would almost have to run right underneath the thing to get back
to the embassy.


As she looked closer, passing the barracks closest to the
embassy, it seemed that though the troops were amassing outside their barracks,
but they appeared to be awaiting orders.  She guessed those would come via
magemirror to the commanders in each tower, but must not have arrived yet.


They turned the corner onto “Friendship Way”, the road that
many of the embassies were located on.  They arrived to find two new guards in
front of the door to the embassy.  They proceeded up the steps as Marsen gave
greeting to his peers.


“Thank you guardsman,” Celia offered to Marsen as she waited
for one of the clerks to answer her knock.  If all else failed, she could cast
her spell, and enter the building, but protocol stayed her hand.


“You’re welcome m’lady,” Marsen responded.


“There’s Seven Hells to pay, I’d wager,” offered one of the
guards without prompting.  “Julgasar mentioned to tell ye that once you
returned.”


Just at that moment, a troop of at least twenty city guards
turned the corner, and proceeded up the road that ran past the embassy.  The
leader was ringing a brass bell of warning that must have some specific meaning
to the city folk.  Marsen gestured to her to get inside, and the three guards
stepped to the top of the stairs, blocking her from their view.


Celia decided that protocol be damned, and began her
unlocking spell.  At just that moment, the door opened and Wendinard gestured
for her to enter.  He closed the door crisply upon the scene unfolding outside
as the troop of guardsmen had reached the embassy.  He made a gesture to be
quiet, and they listened to voices on the other side of the thick oak door. 
The voices rose in pitch, and then died off.  They waited for a few minutes, and
then they heard three taps on the door from outside.


“That is the ‘all clear’ signal m’lady.  It is safe to go to
bed now.  The guards outside have dealt with any issues that might have arisen
if you were seen.” Wendinard declared.  He must sleep in his dress uniform, since
Celia noted that he was still impeccably dressed even though it was close to
twelfth bell, and everyone else would be asleep.


She thanked Wendinard, and proceeded to her room.


---o---


 


Waking the next morning to knocking at her door, she opened
it to find Puralina staring up at her with her piercing blue eyes.


“Zazaril would like to see you.  Immediately, I might add,” the
little blonde woman said with venom in her voice.  Apparently, she still felt
that it was Celia’s fault that the quafa'shilaar had been stolen.


“Please let her know I will be there promptly,” she
responded as politely as she could manage, head still full with sleep, and not
enough of that.  She closed her door, but Puralina’s foot blocked it.  “Do you
mind?” she asked, this time without any false politeness.


“I was told to bring you immediately, so you are coming as
you are.”  The little woman stared up at Celia with a hatred she had only seen
once before in her entire life.  Puralina grabbed her wrist, and began to drag
Celia out of her room.  Celia began to panic, slapping at the other woman’s
hand, leaning backward, her feet planted on the floor in her stockings.


Her grip was like a vise, one Celia could not get to
release.  Puralina had managed to drag her a span or two down the hallway,
before the commotion caused some of the dorm rooms to pop open.  Two of
Puralina’s fellow graduates, those without quafa'shilaar, came out first and
began to laugh under their breath at the spectacle that was occurring.  Theus
came out in his deep red sleeping robe, confused or thoughtful Celia had
trouble telling while being dragged.


Finally she had enough.  “Ravax!” she intoned waving
her hand in a swirl through the air.  Suddenly a big gust of wind gathered
along the floor, rippling robes, swirled past Celia’s feet and coalesced around
Puralina, lifting her from the floor, causing her to scream.  She began to spin
in the vortex, which, along with the surprise, caused her to release her grip
on Celia’s wrist.  Celia let her spin a span off the floor in the whirling
vortex of air for a short while more.  The vortex collected several loose
parchment sheets, a hairbrush, a few old leaves and some dust clumps from under
someone’s bed.  As suddenly as it began, the vortex vanished as if nothing had
happened, dropping Puralina a span to the hard stone floor along with the rest
of the debris.  Her scream ended with a grunt.


Puralina looked up at her in abject horror.  Her fellow
graduates had stopped laughing and were staring incredulously at Celia.  Theus
was smiling behind the hand covering his mouth, trying to look serious.


“Do not ever touch me again.  Do you understand?” Celia
directed at Puralina slowly, emphasizing each word carefully.  She waited,
glaring at the young woman, until she received a slight nod of the head in
response.  She returned to her room and slammed the door.  She was not sure
what or who she was madder at; Puralina for being insanely mad at her for
something beyond her control; the situation itself; the fact that they couldn’t
find Hoyle; the fact that she had let Puralina make her angry; or, the warlock
who was apparently at the center of the whole mess.  She paced back and forth
in her room, trying to calm herself down.  She had never gotten so angry
before.  How dare that woman!  


Finally she tried some calming breathing exercises taught to
all students at Marah’ador in their first year.  It was taught that only with
calm serenity could you tap and harness the powers of the quafa'shilaar.  Then
they tested your ability to stay calm by putting you in stressful situations. 
She passed that class by a hair only.  But in the hall, she was angry and it
seemed to her that her magic was more powerful – she had never been able to
lift a person off the floor with her Vortex spell prior to this.  Something
else to think on.  By this time, her breathing had returned to normal, and she
felt calmer.


She got dressed and ran a brush through her long hair,
trying to get the tangles removed, but failing.  She was so tired after the run
and the adrenalin of fear last night that she had pretty much passed out as
soon as she was dressed for bed.  And even getting changed had taken every dram
of energy she had left.  She certainly did not have the energy to run the brush
through her hair the seventy-seven strokes she normally did each night.  She
gave up on her hair with a sigh, and twisted it up in a bun and clipped it in
place.  She did still have to go see Zazaril after all.


Checking herself in the mirror, she gave herself a barely
passing grade and made her way to towards the stairs to Zazaril’s study.  She
noted that the debris in the hallway had already been swept up by one of the
serving maids.  She passed Mindeela and Arandella separately on the way to
Zazaril’s study; Mindeela giving her a pat on the arm and some polite words;
Arandella just giving her a wide grin.


She knocked on the door that she was beginning to dread
coming to, even though Zazaril was supposed to be her mentor and Celia used to
cherish their time together.  She was invited in almost immediately.


Zazaril was standing facing the full length magemirror to
one side of her desk, the image of Endergot, the Head of the Council of Seven,
fading from view.  Zarzaril turned and faced Celia, walked the two paces to her
desk and sat down, offering Celia to do the same.  So this was not to be a
reprimand session.


“I am sending the graduates back to Mahad’avor after
supper.” Zazaril began looking at Celia out of the corner of her eye.  “It
seems they are eager to get quafa'shilaar.  Some more than others, apparently. 
It seems wiser for them to wait for the next batch in the safety of our sky
citadel.”  Celia was sure she was referring to the incident with Puralina.


“Oh.  Have The Seven given up on getting the stolen quafa'shilaar
back?” Celia asked carefully.


“No, still hoping, not really expecting, I believe." 
She paused for a short time.  "About that, have you learned anything new
about the stolen stones?” Zarzaril queried.  She picked up the quill at the
side of her blotter and began to fiddle with it.


“Not so much more, no.” Celia started carefully, “why?”


“Because, I have... changed my mind.  I would like you to
continue your investigation with any resources you need from the embassy.  Or
from me personally.”  Zazaril hadn’t yet looked Celia in the eye once.


Celia considered.  Was that what Endergot was checking in
on?  He rarely called the embassy, and Celia was pretty certain that
Zazaril enjoyed the autonomy that running the embassy gave her, so would not
contact him often.  Maybe only when there was a major political issue, or when
the embassy needed something only Mahad’avor could provide.  Like quafa'shilaar.


“I do have one item I can think of that is of immediate
urgency,” Celia paused.  


“Well what is it?” Zazaril finally asked after Celia had not
continued.


Celia told her.  Zazaril stared at her with her mouth open –
speechless.











Chapter 13


 


Hoyle awoke to someone shaking his shoulder.  Sathran was
standing beside him, shaking his shoulder gently.  He had fallen asleep, even
when he had no intention to, but even though it didn’t appear to have lasted
long, it was the best sleep he had had since being brought up to the sky
citadel – he was warm.  He rubbed sleep from his eyes, and saw several pairs of
black eyes peeking around the doorway, curious about him he guessed.


“How long was I asleep?” Hoyle asked his rescuer.  He pulled
his boots back on.


“Twelve bells,” Sathran responded.


“Twelve bells?!” he said incredulously, “Wow, I must have
been really tired...” he trailed off as he remembered that his last thoughts
before bed were about trying to figure out a plan on how to get back to the
city.


“You must come,” the diminutive figure gestured to the
doorway anxiously.  Sathran started out the door, shooing away the curious
onlookers.  Hoyle wondered if they had been watching him sleep.  He shivered
slightly at the thought.


“Where are we going?”  Hoyle bumped his head as he tried to
stand after pulling on his remaining boot.  He stooped and chased after the
quickly moving creature.


“You must come,” Sathran said again, not stopping.


“You said that already,” he replied, his anger rising a
little.  Why was this creature, whose life he had saved, and who had basically
returned the favor, being so mysterious – or was it evasive?


Sathran said no more as Hoyle followed him through the veklian
warrens.  Finally they reached a small chamber of normal height, and when Hoyle
stood fully erect he found himself faced with two Palace guards.  He turned his
gaze on Sathran, feeling betrayed.


“Come with us,” one of the two towering, plate and chain
armor covered guards ordered gesturing.  They made no move to take his weapons,
he noted.  He was confused. 


“You go.  Be well.” Sathran offered as the guards escorted
him from the veklian portion of the sky citadel, closing the door behind him.  


Hoyle bade his time, waiting for his chance to make a break
for it.  He decided he had better assess his condition before being too hasty. 
His muscles were sore, but now warm.  His joints ached, but moved better now
that he had been out of the cell for many hours.  The days of torture, followed
by healing, followed by more torture had left his body and soul weary, but his
resolve not to return to the cell was growing within.  He would escape, or die
trying.


The Palace guards led him through the sky citadel, down a myriad
of corridors, through doors and across various chambers until he was ultimately
turned around.  At this point, he would not be able to find the courtyard with
the magegate at the center of the citadel, which was basically a circle of stone
floating in the sky surrounded by tall walls and taller towers.


Finally they exited the building into a courtyard through a
small wooden door.  The sunlight seared his eyes, and he had to stop for a
minute or two to let them adjust.  Hoyle recognized the location from the night
he was brought here.  They were in the main courtyard.  They had entered the
courtyard from a side door, but he could see the door to the throne room ahead
and to the left, the archway to the magegate slightly closer on the right. 
Beyond those, other wooden doors entered various buildings and covered walkways
that Hoyle could hardly guess the function.


As they passed the archway, their destination apparent to
him as the open doors to the throne room, Hoyle made a dash for it.  His guards
cried out, ordering him to stop, but he was not going back to his cell.  He
could hear them chasing him, calling for others to help.  Hoyle raced for the
archway, and the open arch, through which a Palace guard was coming.  The guard
stood and planted himself blocking the way, his mace now in his hand.


Hoyle used the guard’s towering height to his own advantage,
and dropped to his knees, sliding between the large man’s planted legs.  He
leapt up, his muscles screaming with exhaustion, but responding to years of
training, and propelled himself through the arch.  As he fled through, he
grabbed the left side of the opening turning his direction and momentum to the
left, and towards the room the magegate resided.


Suddenly he felt himself falling, a spear shaft stuck
between his legs from an unseen guard.  He managed to break his fall with his
arms, but the breath was knocked from him.  He rolled over, shading his eyes
with his arm to see another large guard standing over him smirking.  He was
holding his spear at ease as the other three guards approached from behind.


“You found him.  Where?” the spear wielder inquired.


“In the Warrens.  Robart suggested we look there,” said one
of Hoyle’s escorts. 


“You’re to go before the Emperor himself,” the second escort
directed at Hoyle.  “He wouldn’t look kindly at us if we let you escape before
that happened.”  He didn’t sound as angry as Hoyle expected he should be.


He threw on his best grin, as difficult as it now was to
smile, and offered, “Well, it was worth a try.”  He brushed himself off the
best he could, hiding his confusion at the exchange.  “Lead on,” he directed at
his escorts – now numbering four – two in front, two behind.


They returned to the main courtyard and passed through the
large iron doors with the shimmering metal faces.  The guards ahead opened the
second set of doors into the large audience chamber to which Hoyle was brought
when he first arrived.  He noted that there were several dozen people kneeling
with their heads down on either side of a wide aisle that led directly to the
throne.  


Hoyle looked to the end of the aisle and the group of people
clustered there.  A handful of people knelt at the foot of the throne heads
down, several paces back.  Four Palace guards stood at immediate attention at
four corners around the group.  But what Hoyle’s eye was drawn to most of all
was the figure seated on the throne.  Another person was kneeling erect beside
the throne.


He recognized the First Chancellor from that night, kneeling
beside the throne, this time in a shimmering purple robe.  It looked like
Valkiir silk to Hoyle, but it was only a guess.  A gold sash crossed it from
right shoulder to left hip, and he was also wearing a simple skull cap of the
same gold material.  However briefly he drew Hoyle’s eye, his gaze riveted on
the figure on the throne.


Emperor Randramas Kastrum, having ruled now for the last
eighty-nine years sat on the throne, back straight, piercing eyes locked onto
his own, did not look more than thirty years old.  His shaved head was covered
with tattoos, one of which wrapped around his left eye in a stylized wing.  He
had several piercings, including his right eyebrow, his left nostril, and many
in each ear.  A small gold chain ran from the ring in his left nostril to one
in his left ear.  Many of the earrings sported chips of magestone, and glowed
with inner light.  He wore shimmering robes of deep red, similar to the priests
of Benraw, the Twin.  It was belted at the waist with a golden rope, the ends
hanging beside his knees.


Hoyle was led up beside the other group of what appeared to
be four women, and made to kneel.  Two of the women had black hair, one blonde
and the fourth brown.  He could not make out much else, as they all had their
heads bowed in supplication, or obedience at least.  He tried sneaking a glance
to the side, but the woman’s brown hair concealed her face.


“You are Hoyle?”  The voice came from the First Chancellor,
not the Emperor, as he had expected.


“Yes, Eminence.” He directed towards the Emperor, still with
his head down.


“It seems these four women here,” he paused such that Hoyle
assumed he was gesturing to the women beside him, even though everyone in the
audience chamber had their heads lowered, “have vouched for your honor.”


He turned his head to look out of the corner of his eye, and
saw Celia’s face appear briefly from behind her brown hair.  She was smiling
with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.  He turned his head back forward,
lifting it ever so slightly, such that he was able to see the First Chancellor
out of the top of his peripheral vision.


“They have indicated that you were caught up in the raid on
the Goralon Merchants' Guild by mistake, and were there on business completely
unrelated to the reason of the raid.”  Again he paused, “However, the Throne is
not convinced.”  


At that statement, Hoyle looked up at the First Chancellor
shocked.  He heard gasps from the women to his right, and saw Celia cover her
mouth with her hand, and another down the line put one foot under her before
being knocked forward onto her stomach with a grunt.  Hoyle noticed that the
guards who had escorted him had arranged themselves immediately behind the
group.  He looked over and did a double-take.  He had never seen Salrissa in a
flowery dress with a bow in her hair before.  The effect was even more out of
place, with her laying face down on the floor.


At this point, none of the group had their eyes down; all of
them were watching the First Chancellor as he gestured behind him.  Celia immediately
began to shiver and whimper, clutching her amulet and huddling in on herself
beside him.  Hoyle watched as a Fear Squad walked up past the First Chancellor
and approached the group.  He was pretty sure it was the same squad that
participated in the raid.  The grey-skinned scaazi led by the two Rak’soraa,
whose glowing eyes passed over the group with what looked like hunger.


The scazzi Scenter sniffed each of the women with his
multi-slit snout, his clawed knuckles dragging on the stone floor, vacant eyes
staring at all.  The Rak’soraa watched the scaazi intently, as it paused
briefly at Celia and Salrissa.


In a dry, raspy voice the taller Rak’soraa intoned, “These
two women were in the guild also on the same night.  Somehow they fled capture.
One is not as she seems.”  He drew out the ‘s’ in each of the words.  Hoyle
imagined that might be what a snake might sound like if they could talk.


“Your Eminence, may I speak?” spoke a voice he did not know,
from the woman at the far end of the row.  She was small, with long black hair
to the middle of her back, and could see an amber magestone on a brooch of some
kind pinned to her stylish gown.  She looked at the First Chancellor with
slight annoyance, to which he shook his head slightly.  What was that about?


The Emperor’s gesture was non-committal, seemingly
disinterested in the proceedings.  Apparently it was some signal to allow her
to speak.  The First Chancellor nodded his head at the woman.


“It may be better if this conversation was limited to only
those involved in the incident, Your Eminence,” the woman proposed carefully. 
The First Chancellor seemed shocked, and the Emperor looked directly at the
woman.  The woman backtracked quickly, “What I meant to say, rather, was that
it may be better for the security of the Empire if this conversation
were private.”  The woman had gone several shades lighter during her
clarification, though he had to give her credit for not stammering – much.


The Emperor stood in front of the throne and made a
gesture.  The guards spent several minutes clearing out the nobles who most
assuredly did not want to leave, and tried to linger as long as possible,
hoping to overhear a tidbit or two.  Some were indignant more for show than
because they had the power to do anything about it, but they did leave.  At
another gesture from the Emperor, the guards closed the massive doors leading
from the audience chamber.


Hoyle was now locked into the giant hall with only four
women, one he did not know – he had determined the fourth was Hicks during the
commotion of clearing the hall.  The remaining people in the hall were the
Rak’soraa and scazzi Fear Squad; a large number of the Palace Guard; the First
Chancellor; and the Emperor himself.  He did not like where this was headed.


“You have my complete attention.”  The voice of the Emperor
was quiet, yet strong and powerful.  His grey eyes bored into the small woman. 
Hoyle could tell he was trained in some sort of combat, as his stance was
ready, even while looking innocuous.


The small woman paled further.  “My name is Zazaril, head of
the Dar'Shilaar Embassy in your fine city –“


“We know who you are!  Get on with why we shouldn’t arrest
you four, and throw him back in his cell,” interrupted the First
Chancellor with a heated look at the Dar'Shilaar, and a gesture at Hoyle.  The
Emperor didn’t see the look, or didn’t care.  He laid a hand on the shoulder of
the First Chancellor, calming him.  With a look, the Emperor bade Zazaril to
continue, heat in his gaze.


“As I was saying, as head of the Embassy, I assigned these
three to investigate the theft of a shipment of quafa'shilaar - magestones,
from the Embassy.  I have been since informed that the trail led to the Goralon
Merchants' Guild.  These three took it upon themselves to go investigate by themselves,
without orders.  It landed them in a difficult situation.”  Zazaril had her
hands on her lap, presenting a calm facade that Hoyle could see through.  She
was frightened.


Hoyle actually could not physically stop himself from
emitting a sharp burst of laughter.  Being tortured for the better part of a
week – a difficult situation indeed!  Even now, still kneeling as he was, his
legs were cramping badly.  He did not know if he could stand if he was ordered
to.  He got a cuff across the back of his head for his outburst.  The Emperor
merely glanced at the guard, who immediately stepped back.


“Continue,” ordered the Emperor.


“My investigators managed to discern some possibly valuable
information, other than the fact the thieves were Goralonian.  One was a
powerful warlock, who has managed to combine ancient Goralon blood rituals with
quafa'shilaar - magestones.  My investigators were lucky to survive.”  Zazaril
looked at the First Chancellor out of the corner of her eye.


Hoyle was confused.  Apparently, Celia had not brought her
superior in on her suspicions of his part in the theft of the stones.  At
least, that appeared to be the case so far.  He was missing some piece of the
puzzle.


The Emperor touched an earring on his left ear, and it
flared briefly before settling itself back to its normal swirling appearance. 
The Emperor turned and faced him.  “How did you escape your cell?” he inquired
brusquely.


“I had help, your Eminence.  It was after an attack by the
same warlock who attacked the three of us in the guild tower.  He was freeing
his ally in the other cell, who was captured in the raid also.” He had nothing
but the truth to hide behind – at least in this particular matter.


“How do we know what you say is true?” His voice was
powerful, demanding.  He had not moved from the foot of the throne.


“Beg your pardon, your Eminence, but you’ll just have to
take my word for it.” He ventured.  He wouldn’t go back to the cell; he would
rather die before that happened.  I have nothing to lose.  The Emperor
looked at him with his penetrating grey eyes, locking eyes and wills.  Hoyle
did not flinch even though this man could order his death with a word.  He did,
however, look away after a short time, unable to stand the powerful,
scrutinizing gaze.  He felt as if his soul was being laid bare before this man,
and he did not want to visit those memories.


“But, you see, I don’t have to,” the Emperor stated.  Hoyle
flinched at those words, expecting the worst.  He looked at the Emperor in
confusion mixed with fear.  The Emperor gestured to one of the guards, and then
turned and sat back down on the throne, adjusting his robes absently as they
waited.  The Emperor, once settled, gestured to the First Chancellor.


“I have had a brief discussion with these women here,” the First
Chancellor started, gesturing at Celia, Hicks, Salrissa and Zazaril, who was
apparently the head of Celia’s embassy, and therefore most likely her
superior.  “They have filled us in on your ‘investigation’, and feel it may be
related to other incidents that have occurred in the City.”


The guard returned to the room, ushering three figures into
the audience chambers; Robart was walking stiffly using wooden crutches to
support himself with the help of the healer that tended Hoyle’s wounds after
each session of torture.  Walking a couple of paces behind the pair was a
smaller figure – Sathran.  He looked at Hoyle and smiled, shrugging his
shoulders.  At his appearance, the First Chancellor started.


“What is that slave doing here?!  Remove him
immediately!” the First Chancellor ordered.  The guard escorting the trio
turned red in embarrassment, and grabbed Sathran’s shoulder and turned him from
the room, smacking his head and kicking his behind to hurry him to the door. 
Hoyle noted the Emperor’s complete lack of interest.  As things settled down,
Robart and the healer moved to stand in front of, though several paces back
from, the throne.  The First Chancellor addressed Robart, “What have you to say
about this man?”  He nodded his head towards Hoyle.


“Tough son-of-a-bitch,” Robart stated.  


The First Chancellor cleared his throat nervously and
glanced sideways at the Emperor.  “I meant towards his character,” he directed
further.


Robart turned his head a little, and looked at Hoyle from
the corner of his eye.  What he had to say was not something he wanted to
admit, it was clear from his stalling, he was trying to avoid it.


“Captain, you will respond.”  It was an order, not a
question.


“He helped me and I lived, when he could have left me to
die.”  Robart looked like he had eaten lemons.  He appeared to be having
trouble standing steady.  The healer was steadying him with one hand.


The First Chancellor looked at the healer, a Daughter of
Saveesha by her holy symbol – a crescent moon, and asked “Do you concur?  Is
that what happened?”


“It is a little more involved than that.  He not only bound
the captain’s wounds, which would not have saved his life directly, he sent
someone to fetch me.  Had I not arrived when I did to heal him, the captain
would not have survived,” the diminutive woman answered quietly.  “There was
also, of course, the other bodies that were found in the corridor, slain with
magic of some sort.  This also lends credit to the story, if I overheard
correctly, that a warlock freed the other prisoner.  I believe the captain will
agree to this version of events.”  The captain grunted.


“That will be all Daughter.”  The First Chancellor looked
mildly annoyed.  Hoyle suspected that he did not like making mistakes, much
less having them aired in front of the Emperor.


As the guards escorted the large man and small healer away,
the Emperor made a subtle gesture, and the First Chancellor signalled to the
guards.  “Take them away!”











Chapter 14


 


At the First Chancellor’s dismissal, Celia just about
fainted, clutching her quafa'shilaar amulet tightly in her fist.  The guards
surrounded the five of them, and helped them to their feet.  The group was then
led off through one of the many doors located in small alcoves around the
perimeter of the room.  Once through the door, they were herded down a short
corridor with doors on each side to a ‘T’ intersection at the end, a hallway
going both left and right.  They were ushered through a door across from the
hall from which they had come.  Celia caught a quick glimpse of stairs down the
hallway on the left, but no more, before she was led, not ungently, into the
room.


As soon as the guards left, locking the door behind them,
Hicks and Salrissa immediately pulled Hoyle into a corner of the room and began
talking in whispers.  Celia looked him over.  He looked different than she had
last seen him; a little harder, less flamboyant.  He had several new visible
scars on his face, one from left ear to chin, and one from above his right eye
down to his mouth.  His right eye was still intact, but it was apparent that
his nose had been broken at least once, and healed slightly off.  She was
surprised to find his new look lent him a heroic air.


She had time to survey the room, as the two women did not
appear interested in including her in the conversation any time soon.  You
would have thought they would be more grateful with Celia managing to get them
up to the sky citadel, and an audience with the Emperor himself.  Zazaril had
only implied that they would be able to get to see the First Chancellor.  She
thought back to that morning after she had told Zazaril what she wanted.


Zazaril had been speechless for quite a while, her mouth
opening and closing without a sound.  “You want what?!” she exclaimed in
disbelief when she found her voice.


“I want you to help me and two friends get up to the
Imperial Sky Citadel and talk to someone in charge to try and find a mutual
acquaintance.  I figured with your position as head of the Embassy, you would
be able to find a way.  Was I wrong?”  Celia could not believe she was being so
bold, and with her mentor to suit.


Zazaril moved to the east window looking down the Trade Way
towards the Eastern Trade Gate.  She was tapping her fingers on the window
sill, lost in thought.  “You were not wrong.”


“So you can get us up to speak to someone about our missing
friend?”  Celia sounded hopeful.


“I thought you said he was an acquaintance?”


“My acquaintance, but my acquaintances’ friend.” Celia
rebutted in a neutral tone.


“I will see what I can do.  No promises.  After the ruckus
and alarms from the citadel last night, I suspect that it will be on lock-down,
but I will try.  I will have you sent for once I know more.”


“Thank you,” Celia offered as she left the room.  Zazaril
was still staring out the window as she eased the door closed.


A short time later, Wendinard arrived at her table in the parlour
where she was reading one of her tomes and drinking some tickleberry tea.  It
reminded her of home, and her mother.  A home she could never return to, a home
her father had banished her from when she had decided that she wanted to try
her hand at magic rather than take over the running of the estate.  Celia had assumed
it might be Zazaril, but instead Wendinard directed her to the side of the main
petitioner hall where two women were waiting for her.


On the short walk down the hall, she smiled.  At least this
time, at her direction, they asked for Wendinard directly, a person who
sometimes just shows up as soon as his name is heard, a person whom the clerks
would not be afraid to call upon.  When she found the two women, Celia did not
recognized Salrissa at first in her white fur wrap and white, ankle-length, flowered
dress with deep neckline and red bow in her hair.  She had some rouge on her
cheeks and something dark accenting her eyelashes.  She looked about as deadly
as one of the flowers on her dress.


Hicks was still in her normal attire, cloak over leather
vest, over tight, brightly coloured blouse, with dark, ankle-length, heavy
skirt over black leather boots.  She smiled at Celia’s reaction to Salrissa’s
appearance.  “That was my reaction the first time I saw her this way too,” she
said gently lifting Celia’s drooping chin closed with one finger.  “Didn’t even
know she owned a dress.”


Salrissa scowled slightly, but then transformed her face
with a sweet, innocent smile, over which she batted her eyelashes.  The effect
was startling.  “Easier to collect flies with honey, or some such nonsense,”
Salrissa offered, her face returning to its now normal exhausted, haunted look. 
“Why anyone would want flies is anyone’s guess...” she muttered wryly under her
breath as Celia led them back to the parlour.


Celia sent to the kitchen for tea for the other two women,
it still being mid-morning.  Along with the tea, the kitchen sent biscuits and
two types of jam.  The women all partook of the repast, eating slowly, each still
a little uncomfortable in the other’s company.  Each woman watching the others
without speaking, staying within their own thoughts.


Celia could still not believe the transformation that
Salrissa had undergone, from an unapproachable Valkiir leopard to this...
this... garden flower.  At least outwardly.  She suspected this was all
something to do with the fact she was a former Sister of Kass, and that there
was a chance they would be travelling to the Imperial Sky Citadel.  Maybe
she was afraid of being recognized?


The summons from Zazaril arrived a short time after the trio
had begun, unsuccessfully, to attempt some small talk.  The attempted topics
were the spring weather and the closed Goralonian border.  The clerk led them
down to the lower level rather than up to Zazaril’s study; the lower level that
which housed the vault, the small library archives, and the gate room.  The
latter was where the clerk led them.


The room was large, about five spans each direction, and
standing near one wall was the gatal'shilaar - the magegate.  The magegate was
a large, gold arch, a span and a half tall, a span wide, holding five quafa'shilaar
the size of a person’s fist, glowing azure, garnet, vermillion, white, and violet. 
Standing just in front of the magegate was Zazaril in her stylish travelling
cloak and gown.  Several wood benches were set against the walls, and several
closed wardrobes stood in one corner.  These contained extra outerwear in case
the destination seen through the magegate indicated foul weather.


Celia turned to watch the other women’s faces as they saw a
magegate up close for the first time, or at least she assumed to be their first
time.  Hicks seemed to be slightly awed, stepping a few paces closer, while
Salrissa stayed near the door, wary.


“Zazaril, may I introduce you to my acquaintances, Reegan
Hicks and Salrissa?” Celia gestured to each woman in turn.  “Hicks, Salrissa,
this is the head of the embassy, Zazaril.”


The women all nodded to each other without speaking.  Celia
went to one of the wardrobes and borrowed a light travelling cloak, as she had
not returned to her room for her own.


Zazaril looked at the inert magegate uncertainly, and then
turned to the other two women, though her gaze included Celia.  “You must be
very careful where we go now.  One improper word or gesture could have you
imprisoned... or executed.  I have made arrangements with the First Chancellor
to meet with him to talk about your friend’s release, but he wasn’t very
forthcoming.  He seemed distracted.  Based on the alarm bells from up there
last night, I suspect something untoward occurred, meaning every word or
gesture is potentially that much more dangerous.  Does everyone understand?” 
Her gaze swept the group.


Everyone nodded.  


Zazaril turned and faced the gatal'shilaar.  Intoning words
of activation, unique to each gate, the quafa'shilaar flared to life.  Zazaril
raised her hand and touched the stones quickly in a series, each magestone
flaring brightly as it was touched.  Celia made sure to commit the pattern to
memory.  As the magegate activated, she felt something draining her of energy
and tried to brace against it.  Hicks groaned next to her, and even Salrissa was
gritting her teeth, she noted.  The center of the portal wavered, clouds
swirling in a vortex at the center and then it instantly stilled - clearing.  It
now showed a view of a courtyard as though through clear glass.


Zazaril stepped through, followed by the rest of the women,
Salrissa coming last.


---o---


 


Now they were locked in a room in the Imperial Sky Citadel. 
Granted, they had left no guards within the room, but Celia was certain that
several were posted outside.  The room was octagonal, decorated in shades of
grey and crimson, with simple striped tapestries hanging on the wall to dampen
the chill emanating from the stone walls.  A thick rug with geometric patterns
in the same colors covered the floor.  A fireplace stood quietly crackling on
one wall, flanked by windows to each side through which daylight was streaming
in, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air.


Two armchairs were placed in front of the fireplace facing
each other, and a divan large enough to seat three was arranged against one
wall.  A small desk was against another wall nearby.  There were no other doors
to the room other than the one they came through.


Hicks and Salrissa were deep in conversation with Hoyle as
far from the door as possible, in front of the right-hand window.  Every once
in a while they would look over at her, and less often Zazaril who by now was
seated in the armchair on the opposite side of the fireplace from the trio. 
She was wringing her hands in her lap.  Celia had never seen Zazaril nervous
before, and it was scaring her.


She stood by the desk, examining the two ornate stained-glass
oil lamps sitting on each corner – she was too nervous to sit and it was
apparent that the trio of friends did not want her interrupting their quiet
conversation.


Eventually the trio finished their discussion, which seemed
to have turned into a debate by the end, and split apart.  Hicks sat in the
other armchair across from Zazaril, though did not look at her, but pulled out
a small notebook and began to make notations with a small stick of charcoal. 
Salrissa began pacing the room, again reminding Celia of the Valkiiran leopard
in the cage.  That was apparently her nervous habit.  At that thought, she
forced her hand down from her amulet that she was clutching desperately.  Have
I managed to get us into more trouble?


Hoyle walked towards her slowly as she stood by the desk. 
She turned to face him, unsure of what to expect.  He rubbed his hands down his
now scarred face as he stopped in front of her.


“Thank you,” he said quietly.  “No matter what else happens,
thank you for coming for me.”


“You should be thanking Salrissa; she did most of the
legwork to determine where you were not.  She didn’t stop until Hicks
and I confronted her.” She replied just as quietly, looking over at the pacing
woman.  The pacing looked out of place in her white flowered dress showing
ample cleavage.


“Yes, well I did,” he began with a small smile, “and she
told me how you confronted her.  I’m surprised that you aren’t wounded,
actually.”


"Well, yes, that wasn’t the smartest move on my part,”
she confessed.  Hoyle laughed loud enough that the others looked over at them. 
“But she was being a stubborn, pig-headed mule.”  Hoyle’s smile was wide as he
covered his mouth to stifle another laugh.  “Well, she was!” Celia reiterated. 


“But you were the one that managed to get all of you up
here, and turn the tables.  I had escaped, temporarily, but I was trapped up
here with no way down.  Now, at least, I won’t be hunted as a fugitive, and
have a way down.  Assuming we actually survive the next few hours,” he finished
wryly.


“Yes, well... there is that,” Celia replied.  By this point
Salrissa and Hicks had moved to the middle of the room.  Zazaril was still
seated in one of the armchairs.  Celia and Hoyle made their way over to the
duo, and she stood so that the group was forced to include Zazaril in
conversation.


She looked at her mentor, who had managed to stop herself
from wringing her hands.  “What should we be expecting?”  Zazaril remained
staring into the distance, lost in thought.  Celia stood in front of her and
snapped her fingers.


“Wha-“ Zazaril began as she jumped a little.


“I said ‘what should we be expecting?’” she repeated.  The
others were all looking at the Embassy headmistress.


“How should I know?” she retorted.  “I was only hoping to
talk to First Chancellor Yalang.  How was I to know that it was all somehow
connected?”  She began to wring her hands again slowly.


“So you didn’t get us the audience with the Emperor?  Seven
Hells!  This is bad...” Salrissa started pacing again.  She moved to a window
and checked to see what was outside and if they opened.  After determining that
they did not, and were barred on the outside, she went and listened at the
door.  Meanwhile Hicks had collapsed in the chair facing Zazaril, with her head
in her hands.


Celia moved to the door and gently touched Salrissa’s arm. 
“Can’t you get us out, like you did in the tower?”  She noted that Hoyle had
moved closer too, and had overheard her quiet question.


“Yes, can you get us out?” he added.


“Which one of you?” she asked loudly enough for everyone to
hear.  Zazaril and Hicks looked up.  She must be frazzled to lose her cool
demeanor in such a manner.  “I can only take one, and even then, that would
only be if there were enough shadows in this room - which there are not.”  The
last was said in a more normal, quiet voice, such that neither Hicks nor
Zazaril could hear.  Salrissa paced back to the front of the fire and stood
staring into it.


Celia looked at Hoyle, concern and resolve showing in his
eyes.  It gave him a dangerous look that she hadn’t seen before, a less
flippant air, quite different than the Hoyle she had met just a week ago.


Time crawled ever slowly onward, the sun tracking across the
wall towards the windows and escape.  If only we could escape so easily,
thought Celia.  Once it was dark though, Salrissa and one other could escape
easily enough, but what wrath would come upon the other three.


With nothing to do in the room but watch the sun and with
it, the evidence of passage of time, she became restless.  But what else to
do?  She didn’t want to wear herself out pacing like Salrissa, or stare
into the abyss like Zazaril.  At least Hicks and Hoyle were now talking quietly
on the divan on the side of the room.  She hadn’t even thought to bring any of
the tomes she was researching.  Thinking this trip would be rather brief, she
hadn’t brought anything she wasn’t wearing.  Well, I’ll never do that
again.  Next time I will be prepared.


Finally, after several bells, they heard sounds in the
hallway, and a key in the lock.  They all moved toward Zazaril and the
fireplace between the windows, as far from the door as possible.  Celia stood
behind the armchair with Zazaril in it.  Hicks went and sat in the other, while
Hoyle rested his hand on the back, standing to the side of the chair.  Salrissa
turned her back to the door, and faced the flames, which were very low by this
point – they had run out of firewood about a bell before, and hunched her
shoulders, trying to appear small.


The door opened and two towering palace guards in their
chain and plate mail, with blood red cloaks streaming behind them, entered the
room, checked for danger and made the chamber suddenly feel small.  Celia froze
as the pair of guards parted and she saw the scaazi on its leash ahead of a
pair of cloaked Rak’soraa.  The Fear Squad stepped aside, moving against the
wall, as First Chancellor Yalang followed in his shimmering purple robe, gold
sash and cap.  He looked over the group sitting and standing in front of the
fireplace with a sneer and ordered, “You will kneel.”


As the group of them complied – Hoyle and Celia beside the
armchairs, Zazaril and Hicks in front of them, and Salrissa huddled down as
small as she could make herself between the armchairs, directly in front of the
fire – they saw the Emperor through the doorway.


The Emperor glided into the room, deep red robes flowing
along just above the floor, giving the appearance of floating, followed by two
more muscular palace guards, also in the standard chain and plate mail.  The
five of them all looked down to different degrees, but Celia kept her head up
just enough to see through the top of her peripheral vision.  It appeared as if
Hoyle was trying to do the same.


The Emperor stood in front of the door as one of the guards
closed it.  Celia couldn’t tell from her vantage point, but it felt as if the
Emperor was scrutinizing each of them with his gaze.


“It appears to the Throne that you are all tangled up in
some plot against the Emperor,” First Chancellor Yalang began in his nasally
voice.  At this pronouncement Celia’s heart leapt into her throat as her fear
took hold.  “Especially you three,” Yalang gestured at Hoyle, Salrissa and
Celia.


“There is some testimony on behalf of your character from
people the Throne trusts, but the fact remains that you were identified as
being at the location of a raid by the city guard on a suspected anarchist
hideout by our security team.  Though this is only implicating by way of the
circumstances, your guilt or innocence is still in doubt.”  Yalang paused in
his litany.  Celia thought she could see the Emperor checking his nails as he
stood over them.


“Therefore, you will be required to prove your innocence to
the Throne.”


“How?” Hoyle blurted out sullenly at the same time as
Zazaril cried out, “Surely you can’t mean me?”  Celia could see the rage on
Hoyle’s face and the confusion on Zazaril’s.  Hicks and Salrissa still knelt,
motionless, heads drooping ever so slightly more.


“I am so glad you asked.”  And then the First Chancellor
told each of them exactly what they were going to do as the Emperor looked on. 
They were not happy.  Not happy at all.


 











Chapter 15


 


Hoyle stood, contemplating the last day since the Throne had
told them each what they needed to do, as they waited for the magegate to open
on their destination.  He looked around at the odd group, as they stood
uneasily amongst each other.  Well most were uneasy, but more than likely due
to the fact that they would be travelling with a Fear Squad, more than with the
remaining people.  The Fear Squad stood calmly at the front, one of the
Rak’soraa moving to open the gate.


Of the five of them, only three were tasked with
accompanying this group; himself; Celia; and Salrissa.  The three from the
tower.  They were given time to return to the surface and collect their
travelling gear, such as it was, after the Emperor made a good show of having
the scaazi scent each of them, and especially their most personal items: his
firebird earring that he had worn since his tenth birthing day; Celia’s
magestone amulet that she must have worn since her graduation to full Dar'Shilaar;
a hidden knife found on Salrissa that she had been allowed to keep.  Hoyle
thought he saw a small smile on the Emperor’s face from the corner of his eye
upon discovery of the knife.


Before heading back down to Tala'ahar, Hoyle made an
indignant demand for his rapier, stiletto, cloak and boots, which surprisingly
they returned to him once he returned to the surface through the magegate in
Parr’ador.  It was nice to feel the familiar weight on his waist again, and the
comfort of his own footwear.  He hated breaking in new boots with a passion. 
He checked to see if his lock-bypassing hardware was still in his left boot,
and was happy to find that the thin slits of metal were still there.  


That was yesterday, when they were told to return to the
gates of Parr’ador at lunch bell today.  For if not, they would be hunted down
by the same Fear Squad that accompanied them now.  It had not been said what
would happen to them after they were hunted down.


Looking over Celia, who was standing closer to him and
Salrissa more than any of the others, he could see that she had changed her
attire the most.  She wore dark blue wool robes to her ankles that hid her
sturdy leather boots.  A heavy wool cloak in the same shade of blue covered her
head in the light mist that was condensing around them.  Hidden beneath the
cloak looked to be a medium sized backpack that was shaped as if holding books
or tomes of some kind and possibly some clothes.  She was holding an oak staff
in her left hand that was as tall as she.  When she turned and looked at him,
he could see that she had her magestone amulet hidden beneath her robes.  He
could also see the apprehension in her eyes.  It was a feeling he shared.


Salrissa had donned her standard black leather armor and
cloak, knives sheathed about her body, with only her glacier blue eyes visible
above the face shield.  She had no need for a backpack with her magical pouch,
but she carried a small one anyway, but lightly stuffed Hoyle was sure. 
Salrissa stared at the magegate unwaveringly.  Hoyle could not guess what she
was feeling, and she had not opened up to him last night, spending the majority
of it prowling the streets.


Hoyle himself had returned to the Red Rooster Inn and had
promptly fallen asleep for the afternoon, the twelve hour rest he had managed
in the Warrens obviously not enough for his tired body.  He then ate a
generous, though quiet, supper.  Since neither he nor Hicks wanted to talk
about the terms of the task of proving themselves innocent in the eyes of the
Throne, and Salrissa had not returned with them to the Inn, they ate without
speaking.  He had listened to other conversations throughout dinner, and the main
topic of rumor and speculation was the closed border with Goralon.  When he
prompted Hicks on this topic all she did was grunt.  Once she was finished
eating, she had excused herself to go about her business of “washing the Throne
off my hands.”


Once he had finished supper, most of the shoppes he would
need to visit for the equipment he needed were closed for the night, so he
spent a relaxing evening stretched out by the fire.  He sat with his feet up by
one of the fireplaces in one of the four overstuffed armchairs, his feet
propped up on the matching ottoman.  They were comfortable, even with the worn
and faded velvet and grease-stained cushions, and Hoyle closed his eyes and
relaxed as the latest band began to play.  He mentally tried to tighten and relax
each muscle in his body, a skill he had learned in the first years in
Tala’ahar, but had yet to master.  This time his body resisted, his muscles remembering
the torture that ended less than a day ago.


Finally, he went up to his empty room, noting that Salrissa
had not been there since he had awoken just before dinner bell, and undressed
and promptly fell asleep.


He awoke the next morning relatively early, to the smell of
bacon frying coming from the kitchen below, its essence permeating the entire
Inn.  Edvard knew how to get his patrons up in the morning – that was for
certain!  He dressed in his own clothes that he kept in the dresser in his
continually rented room, and threw the borrowed, slightly ill-fitting, clothes
in a pile on the floor in the corner of the room.  He went downstairs and had a
good breakfast of thick bacon, scrambled eggs, sliced ham and porridge.  Once
he was full, he went out and managed to find all the things he figured he would
need, and a new slim backpack to carry them in.


Now he was standing in his new burgundy leather armor,
two-sided cloak – also with the hood up to keep the mist off his head – and his
familiar weapons by his side and footwear on his feet.  The backpack he had
brought was tight to his back, under his cloak to keep the rain off.  His
firebird earring was comforting against his cheek as he surveyed the remainder
of the group.


Robart “Slowkiller” was standing near the Fear Squad,
crutches no longer needed, apparently.  He was dressed in chainmail over black
leathers with a large greatsword a span long slung across his back, the pommel
sticking up over his right shoulder.  A smaller longknife was in a hilt on his
belt, strapped to his left thigh for quick drawing.  A dark wool cloak graced
his shoulders, but he kept the hood down, letting the mist condense on his
smooth head.  It looked a little like his bird-of-prey tattoo was weeping. 
Every once in awhile he would look over at Hoyle and his frown would deepen; he
would then quickly look away.  He carried a small backpack over one shoulder.


Beside him was the small healer from the throne room, a
Daughter of Saveesha, dressed in the temple’s typical white hooded robes, hands
crossed within the folds of the voluminous sleeves, her head bowed as if in
prayer.  She was carrying a small rucksack over her shoulders that did not seem
very full.


By now the Rak’soraa had begun the incantation to activate
the magegate, and Hoyle felt the inevitable pull on his body that he had
experienced every time he had travelled through one, which was now thrice. 
Twice in the last twenty-four bells, and he was going to step through another
one.  Well the same one really, just for the fourth time...


He saw Celia slump a little as the pull became stronger, so
he stepped forward and grabbed her elbow, helping her remain standing, barely
managing to do so himself.  She looked at him with a look of tired gratitude. 
It seemed as if the magegate took longer than usual to create the link with the
other end, but once it did, he saw why.  Once the gate coalesced into a fixed
image, they found themselves looking upon a mirror-image, a shaded room with
open arch to a sunset sky over battlements.  Where they were standing now it
was just past lunch bell, almost one bell into the afternoon, but on the other
side of the gate, it seemed near or past the dinner bell.  Hoyle didn’t need
geography or mathematics the scholars touted, or the fact that they had been
told where they were being sent, to figure out that the other end was hundreds
of leagues to the east.


The Rak’soraa stepped out of the way and gestured toward the
gate.  Robart and the healer moved forward and stepped through into the
lengthening shadows of dusk in the other sky citadel - the sky citadel guarding
the mountain pass to Goralon.  The glowing eyes of the Rak’soraa fell on the
trio with warning, as they paused.  Hoyle, Celia and Salrissa, after a glance
at each other, moved forward and stepped through the magegate.  The Fear Squad
followed immediately behind them.


---o---


 


Hoyle looked around the courtyard of Farad’avor, which was only
about half the size of the Imperial Sky Citadel, but still impressive.  He
noted the sun reflecting off the tops of the mountain peaks surrounding the sky
citadel, and the red streaking the sky.  To some, it was seen as a bad omen,
meaning blood would be spilled this night.  He did not put much stock in
superstition.  Nonetheless, “It's better to be careful, than dead,” after
all, he thought.


The guards of Farad’avor were not as imposing as those of
the Imperial Guard stationed in the imperial sky citadel, but were still as
heavily armed and armored.  The guards led him, Celia, Salrissa, Robart and the
healer through a large gate in the wall, its portcullis raised, to another
courtyard fronting a large keep.  The building towered above the walls, with
turrets flaring out from the sides of some of the towers.  In the waning light,
he could see the catapults and ballista stationed on those vantage points, with
a man keeping watch at each.  The contingent of guards continued up and through
a large doorway that was currently open, but had a portcullis ready to drop at
a moment’s notice.  A long hallway riddled with murder holes on the walls and
ceiling finally led them to a small, austere reception hall.


The hall contained long trestle tables to each side, leaving
a wide aisle down the center which led to a chair on a raised dais.  Torches
had been lit around the walls of the hall to fight the coming night, and the
thick smell of burning pitch tainted the air and stung the eyes.  Several
sturdy oak doors, banded in metal, led away from the room.


They were led before a tall, carved wooden, high-backed
chair and the man seated there upon.  A middle-aged man, probably in his early
forties with deep brown eyes that showed laugh lines and thick salt-and-pepper
hair, leaned forward to examine them as they stood before the raised seat.  He
was lean and muscular, and wore simple brown leather armor and carried a simple
shortsword in a scabbard on his belt.


Standing beside the chair was a woman who worried Hoyle, but
he could not immediately place why.  She also wore simple leather, only black
in color, and carried a slim rapier similar to his on her hip.  She had
unrelenting green eyes and short blonde hair, the contrast to her armor quite
striking.  She was standing quietly and apparently relaxed, but he sensed an
inner spring ready to coil.  He noted only then that the Fear Squad had not
followed them into the hall.


Finally the man stood, showing himself to be a height with Hoyle,
and nodded to Robart as equals, before walking around the rest of them, as if
to examine cattle at a market.  “I am Captain Keyth.  This is my second-in-command,
Thandria,” he gestured to the woman, who nodded her head slightly.  “Farah’avor
and the fort in the pass below us are under my command.  My mission here is to
protect the people of the Empire from any threat from Goralon to the east by
making sure this pass is sealed tight when required.  As of several days ago,
Goralon closed their border to our merchants, turning them away, so we in turn
closed the gates to the pass.”  His voice was crisp, but not harsh as he came
around to stand in front of them again.


“Word was sent ahead of your arrival, and your mission,” the
Captain continued.  Salrissa looked at Celia with an I-told-you-so look, which
caused Celia to shrug her shoulders.  Celia noticed that the other woman had
removed her face shield.  “I am to help you in any way I can, without
sacrificing the safety of this citadel or the fort below.  First, I need to
show you something.”  


He gestured to the guards, and they moved to one of the
doors on the side wall.  Opening the sturdy portal, they came upon a winding
stair that led upwards.  Following the Captain, they ascended the stairs for
several minutes, unspeaking.  At the top, every one of them other than the
Captain and his second-in-command, were winded beyond measure.  I thought I
was in better shape.


As Hoyle stood from catching his breath, he found it caught
in his throat.  They were in a room at the top of the tallest tower in the sky
citadel, about ten paces across.  Eight large panes of glass looked out of the
center of each wall of the octagonal room.  It seemed like they could see
forever.  Large, snow-capped mountains loomed in shadow to the north to the
west, all the way around to the southeast.  To the east, the land opened below
them into rugged foothills barely seen in the dusk light.  Beyond that the
shadows from the Whitetooth Mountains around them obscured the features of Goralon. 
They could see faint glimmers of light in the distance, which looked like
fireflies dancing in a group.  The sound of wind whistling through the cracks
in the stone and around the window frames added an eerie quality to the room.


Keyth saw which direction Hoyle was looking and came over to
stand beside him, hands behind his back, posture erect.  “Those lights are from
Karvesh, the capital of Goralon.  We are thirty leagues away and several
hundred spans higher here, but on a clear night such as this, we can see its
lights.”  He stood quietly while Hoyle took it all in as the dusk light faded
to darkness.


“As per the instructions supplied to me by the First
Chancellor, you are to be flown to the northern edge of Goralon, from there to
make your way to Karvesh.  This will happen the day after tomorrow.  Beyond
that, I know nothing of your mission – excursion, whatever it is to be called.”
Keyth added to the entire room.


Celia turned from the window, “Flown?” she asked with a
curious expression.  “On what?”


Everyone in the room, except Thandria, turned to face
captain Keyth with curious expressions.


“Well, as it happens, we have a small magestone powered sky
skiff docked on the west side of the citadel.  However, that would be obviously
seen by Goralonian spies and reported to the king.  So you will be taking a
different method.”  He smiled.


---o---


 


They were standing in the dimly-lit courtyard, flickering
light from a widely spaced circle of torches the only illumination.  They were
all against one wall near the entrance to the keep.  Once pressed, the captain
had bid them to follow, and he led them back down from the tower and out into
the courtyard.  He was obviously prepared for the question, as was apparent
from the way soldiers scurried around the courtyard completing various tasks. 
Tasks for what, Hoyle could not guess.


Finally, all the activity petered out, and the soldiers all
took positions around the ring of torches, standing just inside the light.  He
noticed several with ropes attached to belts of some kind, two with small step
ladders, and several with buckets of something that smelled of freshly
slaughtered meat.  He could smell it from here.


One soldier with a different insignia on his shoulder
stepped slightly forward and raised something to his lips.  Hoyle heard a
piercing whistle, high enough to be just on the edge of hearing.  All the
soldiers looked up, watching the sky.  He did too, not knowing what to look
for.  Finally he saw a dark shape blot out the appearing stars, moving quickly across
the night.  He thought he heard the sound of sails flapping in the wind.


Suddenly, a large winged creature dropped out of the night
towards the ring of torches startling Hoyle.  He sensed the others start as
well.  A large serpentine head rested on a long snake-like neck.  Powerful
wings with claws came to rest on the ground, wingtips up in the air.  The body
was the size of a large horse, and had a long tapering tail that must have been
five spans long behind it.  As the soldier began to move toward the creature,
Hoyle noticed the rider on its back.


“You have a dragon?!” Hoyle asked disbelievingly.  “I
thought they were only a myth?”


“It’s a drake,” captain Keyth and Celia responded
simultaneously.  They looked at each other briefly as the captain continued,
“And we have more than one.”  He gestured to the sky, where several more dark
shapes were circling.


Celia had stepped into the circle of torches, careful to
stay out of the soldiers’ way as one looped the belt with rope over the drake’s
snout, back far enough that the second soldier could toss chunks of raw meat
into its maw.  The third soldier brought over the step ladder and helped the
rider down.  Celia stepped closer as the soldier by the beast’s snout tightened
the belt, and began to lead the creature away by its tether.  Hoyle now noted a
large building, with large doors at the other end of the courtyard.  It looked
to be newer construction than the original citadel.  The stone was cleaner, and
the cuts looked fresher.


Hoyle watched the first rider leave the circle while
removing their gloves, and then their hood.  Long hair flowed as the hood came
off to reveal a woman.  He watched as she walked up to Keyth, saluted, and then
proceeded across the courtyard to another gate leading to a different section
of the citadel.  “I thought the Emperor frowned on female soldiers?” he asked the
captain as another beast landed at the signal of another whistle.


“They’re lighter, and the drakes take to them better than us
males,” Keyth offered.  “That way, they can take on a passenger, when needed,”
he added looking pointedly at Hoyle.


Hoyle gulped slightly.  They were going to ride on
those?!  He paled slightly, eliciting a small grin from the captain.


Celia had returned to the group and approached Captain Keyth. 
“Do you mind if I study them?” she asked, nodding her head in the direction the
third drake was being led.  “I have never had a chance to see one up close.”


“Not at all.” The captain called to one of the guards
nearby, who approached quickly.  “Please escort this lady to the drake pens,
and make sure she doesn’t get hurt.  Or lost.”  The last was said while looking
Celia directly in the eye.  She nodded in understanding.


The pair of them disappeared in the direction of the drake stables,
Celia moving quickly enough with her long legs that the guard had to trot to
keep up.  They disappeared through the gate and were gone.


After the fourth drake had landed from out of the night sky,
the captain took his leave to address other business.  He indicated that Thandria
would escort them to their rooms for the night before he left.  Shortly
thereafter she made the motions, and the guards rounded up Hoyle, Salrissa,
Robart and the healer and escorted them through a separate gate and across a
small courtyard to a building that looked to be barracks, with its three
storeys of evenly spaced small windows.


They were led to the second floor and given a room on either
side of the hallway; one for the women, one for the men.  Thandria gestured to
each end of the hall, “There will be guards posted at each end of the hall.  As
you are on a mission for the Emperor, you will be given a small measure of
privacy; however, our orders were very clear on access.  You will be escorted
everywhere, and there are chamber pots so you won't need the privy.”  Her voice
was like ice, cold and hard.  She turned and left them standing in the hallway.


Robart looked at Hoyle and grunted, then turned and walked
into the barracks room that Thandria had indicated.  The healer looked at him
and Salrissa then also turned and went into the room across the hall.


Salrissa stepped closer to him and looked down the hallway
in each direction.  She gave him a small kiss on the cheek and whispered, “Be
careful, but I’m not sure how far you should trust this Robart character.”  She
paused to let the statement sink in, and then continued.  “Thandria is a
Sister.  Just thought you should know.  When Celia returns we will join you in
your room for a strategy session and see what we can learn from the other two.”


Hoyle nodded in agreement, kissed Salrissa back, but on the
lips gently, and went into his shared room with his former jailer.


 











Chapter 16


 


Celia followed her escort to her room on the second floor of
a barracks building in a daze.  She was still marvelling at the beauty and
elegance of the drakes, at least in her eye.  In the air she assumed they were
graceful, gliding with wings outspread and banking and climbing on the
currents.  On the ground, their wing claws made them clumsy walkers, awkward
and ungainly.  But up close, they were magnificent.  She was even allowed to
touch one, though the soldier holding its lead was standing close by to make
sure it didn’t try and nip at her.  She had even managed to take out her
notebook and scratch out a few basic sketches of the creature’s form, focusing
on the skeletal frame; at least as much as she could see in the flickering
torchlight.


Finally her escort grunted about the time, and she
reluctantly packed up her charcoal and sketch pad and replaced them in her backpack. 
He led her to the barracks, her mind in a daze thinking about the drakes.  Then
her stomach dropped as she reached the hall her room was in, and she had to put
a hand on the wall to steady herself.  I am going to have to ride one of
those tomorrow!


The soldier put a steadying hand on her elbow.  “Are you
okay miss?” his deep voice rumbled.


“I’m fine.  Just a momentary dizzy spell, thank you.”  She
managed to make it to her room down the hall without another incident.  She was
both excited and extremely nervous about the prospect of riding one of the
creatures.  She opened the door indicated before he returned to the guards at
the end of the hall, to find Salrissa and the healer in quiet conversation. 
She realized at that point that she did not even know the healer’s name.


She looked around the room, which housed six bunk beds
constructed of thick oak posts and boards holding straw mattresses.  On the
wall opposite the door, there were two small dark windows at either end of two
beds lined end-to-end.  A small desk and chair sat on the end wall to the left
of the door.  A chamber pot sat on the floor in the corner beside it.


Salrissa stood from the bottom bunk she was sitting on and
approached Celia as she stepped into the room and closed the door.  The air
smelled of dry wood and musty straw, with a hint of oil or something metallic. 
Salrissa guided her to a corner, keeping the healer in sight.  The healer
seemed content to let them talk alone, though she did watch them with interest.


“She seems nice enough, but I’m not sure I can trust her yet,”
Salrissa stated.  “She has been very forthright, assuming she is telling the
truth, but I don’t know why she would lie about what they did to Hoyle.”


“So, by telling me this much, it implies that you trust me,”
Celia stated with an arched eyebrow at the other woman.


Salrissa paused for a long breath.  “Yes, I guess I do,
though I’m not sure why," she admitted.  "And stop it with the
eyebrow thing; you’re getting way too good at it.”  She smiled slightly to take
any sting from her words. 


Celia felt a lot better.  This whole “mission for the
Emperor” to prove their innocence seemed to Celia to be suicidal, and an easy
way for the Emperor or the First Chancellor to make the problem go away.  If
they succeeded in their task, they would prove their innocence and solve a
problem for the Emperor.  If they failed, it meant they were dead and it would
not matter.  It felt good to know Salrissa trusted her, if even only a little. 
It meant that Celia could trust her too.


“So what did they do to Hoyle?” Celia inquired, “Or
do I really want to know?”  She was watching the small woman watch them.  The
Daughter of Saveesha smiled at her, then turned away and began to rummage
through her small pack.


“You probably don’t want the specifics, but let’s just say
that she was there to make sure he didn’t die from his injuries.  She watched
him try and break Hoyle down for six days, and healed him when he passed out
from his injuries.  She also did the same for the other man – the Goralonian
brute I fought in the hallway.”  Salrissa shuddered at the first part, which
turned to a scowl at the mention of the large soldier from the tower.


“You said him.  Who is him?” Celia asked, turning and
looking at her reflection on the inside of the dark window.  She could see
Salrissa’s expression in the reflection as well.  She looked over at the healer,
her thoughts far away.


“Huh?” Salrissa grunted.


Celia turned back to face her companion.  “You said ‘She
watched him try and break Hoyle down for six days.’  Who is him?”  Celia
again arched her eyebrow, which Salrissa mimicked.  


“Robart.”  She said it simply, and with surprisingly little
emotion.  


Celia would have thought that Salrissa would have stormed
across the hallway and gutted Robart as soon as she learned that little bit of
information.  Maybe she was waiting until he was asleep so it would be easier. 



“And he is still alive?”  It didn’t appear like Salrissa had
fought anyone in the bell or so that she had been off examining the drakes.  “Why
aren’t you bouncing off the wall with anger?”


“Because Valena explained some events to me, and her theory
behind this ‘mission’.  Besides, that’s not my only emotion.”  Salrissa tried
to look indignant.


“Only one I’ve seen.”  She sent another arched eyebrow in
the other woman’s direction.  I am getting good at it.


“Regardless,” Salrissa continued, ignoring the eyebrow “I
will let Valena fill you in while I go talk to the guards about some food.” 
She turned and left the room, leaving the door open a handspan behind her.


Celia approached the healer, a Daughter of Saveesha, and sat
on the bunk across from her, careful not to lean back too far and bang her head
on the upper bed frame.  The other woman noticed Celia, and put her pack beside
herself on the straw mattress.


“So you’re Valena?  I’m Celia.”  She stuck out her hand in
greeting.


The other woman took it carefully and shook it firmly. 
“Yes, I am.”


“Salrissa told me that you wanted to share some details and
theories of yours.”


“More opinions than theories, but yes I can do so.”  Valena
gave a brief, very sketchy description of Hoyle’s time in the dungeon, or more
accurately, his time with Robart in the torture room.  She told her what
Salrissa already had, that she healed him so he wouldn’t die, so they could
continue the torture.  She then went on to explain how the veklian had found
her the day the Goralonian prisoner escaped and led her back to a gravely
wounded Robart.  She had barely managed to save his life, and had his wounds
not been bound by Hoyle, he would have been dead by the time that Valena had
arrived.


“So you’re saying that Hoyle saved Robart’s life, even
though he had spent six days torturing him?”  Celia was beyond belief.


“Yes.  And I think Robart hates that fact, the fact that he
owes someone else his life, and wants to even the score, so he can go back to
his world of inflicting pain without regret.  Your friend has confused the
Emperor’s torturer, has confused him by being kind.  That is my opinion as to
why he volunteered for this task.”  Valena stared into Celia’s eyes as
understanding dawned.


“He volunteered?” Celia asked more to herself than the other
woman.  Valena seemed to understand the rhetorical nature of the question and
so did not respond.  Celia ran the thoughts through her head for a minute or
two, and then asked, “So, why did you volunteer?”


“Yes, that is the question, isn’t it?” Valena answered
cryptically.  Just at that moment Salrissa re-entered the room.


“The guards are having food sent up from the kitchen.  I
told the men earlier that we would join them to discuss our strategy once you
returned.  We should probably go over.”  She left the room, and Celia heard her
knock on the door across the hall, and then open it.


“I guess we should go then,” Celia said to Valena.  She
gestured for her to go first, and followed immediately behind.  They crossed
the hallway and entered the men’s barracks room.  You could cut the tension
with a knife.  To that fact, Salrissa had a knife in hand and was twirling it
through her fingers about three paces into the room.  She was looking at each
of the men in turn and shaking her head.


The room was laid out as a mirror image to theirs, with the
same six bunk beds, desk, chair and chamber pot.  Robart was down at the other
end of the room, greatsword in his lap, running his stone along the blade edge
with a long grating sound.  Hoyle was lying on the top bunk near the door,
tossing his stiletto end-over-end and catching it by the handle over and over. 
He was looking at Robart, not at his blade.


Salrissa looked back at the two women and shook her head. 
“Men!” she exclaimed loudly.  All that did was have both men turn their heads
slowly in her direction while continuing to do what they were doing.


“Salrissa had the guards call for food, so we can eat while
we plan.” the small healer ventured into the awkward silence.  She moved into
the room and sat on a lower bunk between the two men.  Celia sat across from
her, ignoring the two men.  Salrissa waited by the door, still twirling her
knife.


Finally, after several more minutes of silence, Hoyle caught
his stiletto, sheathed it deftly, and sat up, legs dangling from the upper
bunk.  “So what is the plan?  Or do we even have one?” he asked, pointedly
looking at Robart.


“There’s a plan” the large man offered after a few more slow
swipes of the stone along his sword.


“Well?” Hoyle demanded, “What is it?”


Robart stopped sharpening his sword and tested the blade
with his thumb.  He then put the oil and sharpening stone back into their small
pouch methodically, which he then tucked into a small pocket on the side of his
backpack.  Finally he sheathed his greatsword and leaned it against the
bedpost.


“As Captain Keyth indicated, the plan was to fly us briefly
west, then north through the mountains, then finally east to the untamed lands
north and east of Goralon.  They would try and get us as close to the border
along the River Tordell, so that it would be a matter of a few bells to walk
into Goralon, and only a few days walking, faster if we can gain a ride, to
reach the capital.”  Robart faced the other four, waiting for questions he knew
must be coming.


The healer sat quietly, hands folded in her lap and Hoyle
jumped off the upper bunk and went to one of the dark windows.  Celia was about
to speak up when there was a knock on the door.  Salrissa, who had not moved,
answered it, and allowed two guards in with wooden trays of food.  They set
these on the small desk and left the room, closing the door behind them.


“So our plan requires us to fly drakes through mountains
known to have tribes of craglings and worse stalking the passes, not to mention
the deadly varghul, the natural enemy of drakes, but then land in a region of
barbarian tribes that have always been at war with Goralon?” Celia looked at
the large man incredulously.  “Should we try and find a dragon in its lair and
poke it with a stick on the way?!”


“Dragons are mythical, besides he did say ‘was’,” Salrissa
observed dryly.


“You caught that too?” Hoyle added.


“Pardon me?” Celia asked, not understanding immediately.


“He said the plan ‘was to fly west’...” Hoyle provided in
explanation. 


“That means he has thought of a different plan,” Salrissa
offered.  “I’m assuming a more direct approach.  Robart doesn’t seem like the
subtle type.”  She looked at Hoyle out of the corner of her eye.


Celia noted a small smile on Robart’s face, along with a
gleam in his eye.  “That is true, isn’t it thief?” he asked looking at Hoyle.


“No, not subtle at all.”  Hoyle was still looking at his
reflection in the window.  With the amount of light in the room, and the
darkness outside, it was like a mirror.


Celia realized that she was hungry, her stomach betraying
her with a loud rumble; she went to the tray and got a slice of bread.  As she
stood and buttered it, she asked, “So what is your ‘direct approach’ plan as
these two call it?”  She gestured at Salrissa and Hoyle with her bread after
taking a large bite.


“I have two, each with their own merits and problems,”
Robart started, his smile that of the cat-that-ate-the-canary.  “The first is
to fly east to the Goralon garrison down the pass, tell them who we are and
challenge the warlock.”


Both Celia and Salrissa raised a single eyebrow at the same
time, one the mirror of the other.  They both noticed the other and shared a
small smile.  They turned their expressions on Robart.  Hoyle was chuckling at
the window, having obviously seen them in the reflection.


“Okay, it isn’t necessarily the smartest plan, I grant you,
but it is the simplest.  And it could succeed.” Robart offered.  Celia was now
watching Valena, who was trying very hard to stay neutral and out of the
conversation, but she was starting to think that these plans were not Robart’s
at all.


“What is the second plan, if I may ask?” Celia intentionally
looked at Valena, who noticed out of the corner of her eye, and shrunk down a
little on the bunk.


“Stage a little show, pretend to be fleeing the citadel on
the drakes, pretending to hold the drake riders hostage.  Once we arrive at the
garrison, we claim we are defecting and have important information for the
warlock.  More work, a little more danger, but a better chance they take us
seriously when we get there.”  The torturer looked smug as he leaned back
against the wall, his hands behind his head.


“Certainly would be faster than the original plan.  How long
would it take us to fly up through the mountains?” Salrissa asked.  Celia could
see Hoyle thinking quietly, still staring at his reflection in the window.


“Not sure.  Maybe a week.” Robart answered.  “Not that
familiar with the drakes.”


Hoyle moved over and sliced a chunk off a small roast from
one of the trays and put it on a slice of bread.  He chewed it thoughtfully. 
Salrissa grabbed an apple and took a bite.  Celia had finished her bread and
moved over to the desk to get a piece of chicken that was resting beside the
roast on the tray.


Valena and Robart stayed where they were for the moment, as
the three of them chewed their food.  “What do you think?” Celia asked quietly,
so the other two could not hear.


“Not sure.  All three are viable, if somewhat crazy, and
most assuredly suicidal.  I don’t fancy a week or more in the wilds, it’s not
my element,” Hoyle answered just as quietly.  “That being said, it would be better
than spending another bell in a dungeon.  Anyone’s dungeon.  Which is a
distinct possibility with Robart’s options.”


“They aren’t his, they’re hers.” Celia whispered.  Hoyle
looked at her curiously.


“Are you sure?  Then why is she playing the follower?” he
asked glancing over her shoulder at the other two.


“She is sure, because it’s true.” Salrissa answered for
Celia.  “As to what is exactly going on, that is still to be ferreted out.  So
far she has been harmless.  The question remains ‘Will she always be so?’”


“So what do we do?” Celia asked.


“What no one expects.” Hoyle answered cryptically.


 











Chapter 17


 


Hoyle stood on the rampart looking into the night just after
the twelfth bell on the sky citadel.  His stomach grumbled loudly; it would be
the dinner bell back in Tala’ahar.  He ignored his discomfort, glancing at his
companions to see if any noticed.  Celia was beside him, dressed in her
travelling clothes from earlier in the day, as were Valena and Robart.  They
had all followed him when he had jumped up about half a bell ago saying he had a
plan better than all the rest. Valena followed quietly, Robart grumbling about
being woken even though none of them had been asleep.  He had already explained
his plan to Celia and Salrissa, and the latter had gone on ahead.  He had yet
to explain it to Robart and Valena.  He did not want to tip his hand... yet.


“So what are we doing out here?” Robart asked for about the
eighth time.  He was pulling his cloak around him as the cold wind swirled
around them all.  It was spring across Kaladahn, but on the east side of the Whitetooth
Mountains the wind was still bitterly clinging to winter.


Hoyle heard a soft bird call from the darkness to the
group’s left, Salrissa’s signal, so he began to move in her direction, the rest
following.  As they approached the tower, they saw the door was already open a
crack, exposing only darkness inside.  They followed Hoyle through the door
into the dark tower room.  Once inside with the door closed, Salrissa removed
the hood from a lantern to reveal a simple guardroom, two bodies slumped
against each other, and tied up.  Where Salrissa had gotten the rope, he had no
idea.


Salrissa stepped closer to Celia.  “You can do this, can’t
you?” she whispered quietly, but loud enough that the others heard.


“Do what?!” Robart demanded, clearly agitated.


Celia glanced at the large man, but answered Salrissa, “I
think so, but I won’t know for sure until we’re on board.”


“If someone doesn’t tell me what’s going on right now,
someone’s going to get hurt.”  Robart’s hand was hovering over his belt, not
near his sword.  He looked directly at Hoyle as he made his threat.


“Well, I thought your plan had some merits, but I worked out
something a little better.  If we were defecting, would it not be better to
bring a prize worth something to prove our sincerity, rather than some drakes
and riders they would have to kill or let go?  Wouldn’t it be better for the
Empire if they lost property, and not highly skilled lives?  Thus my plan,”
Hoyle finished with a small bow and fluttering of his hands.


“You still haven’t told us the plan.” Robart stated.


“The sky skiff.”


“The sky skiff?”  Robart looked confused.


“The sky skiff.”


“Yes, that is a better plan,” stated Valena, almost to
herself.  Robart looked at her with a questioning look.  She met his gaze.  “We
bring an item of magic the size of the small skiff to Karvesh, and they may
believe that we are truly defecting.  It will also get us there faster,
mitigate the need for disguises, and possibly save the lives of the drake
riders.  I like it.”


“Good, so let’s get going.” Hoyle gestured at the small
circular stairs in the corner, leading down.


They all followed as Salrissa led them down the circular
spine of one of the large perimeter towers that ringed the sky citadel.  They passed
several closed doors that led to rooms on the lower levels.  They passed the
room at the ground level and heard the grunting of guards struggling with their
bonds and gags through the open door.  They went deeper still, until they were
in a small hallway that led about ten paces to a door at the end; another door
of newer construction was half way down on their left.  A loud humming was
coming from behind the far door, and a bright glow was emanating from under it,
illuminating the hallway as well as, or better than, Salrissa’s lantern.


Salrissa led them to the newer door on the side of the
hallway, but Celia walked past Salrissa and Hoyle to the door at the end.


“We don’t have time; we need to go this way!” Salrissa spoke
loudly over the humming.  Hoyle could now feel the humming as a vibration in
the floor through his boots.  He watched as Celia put her hand on the handle.


“Celia!” he shouted.


Celia turned to them with her eyes wide open.  “I need to
see what is beyond this door!  Can’t you feel the energy?”  With that she
pushed the door open into the room, lighting the hallway with nearly blinding
light.  He saw her shadow step through the doorway, leaving the door wide
open.  The humming was louder now, too loud to speak, so he followed her,
motioning to Salrissa to keep everyone by the door.


He moved up to and through the doorway, shielding his eyes
as he stepped into the room.  Once inside, his eyes adjusted quickly to the
pulsating light from a pit below floor level.  Celia was standing at a stone
balustrade that ran around the entire room about three paces from the circular
wall.  She was looking over the edge, down at the origin of the powerful
illumination.  There were two other doors around the room; one almost straight
across, and one midpoint between that one and the one they entered through, on
the right.


Hoyle stepped up and looked over the edge, making sure he
was hanging on to the balustrade.  What he saw was hard to describe.  Three
spans below appeared to be a magestone as large as his torso that glowed a
bright azure blue, floating in the air about a span from the floor of the pit,
its surface giving the appearance of motion, or rippling.  Emanating from the
magestone in five directions was what looked like a stream of light energy,
just floating through the air, as if being poured from a pitcher, only
horizontal.  Each of these streams disappeared into a tunnel in the side of the
pit about thrice the diameter of the stream itself.  He looked back at the room
at the level of the walkway, which is what they were truly standing on, and
noted that three of the five streams of power coincided with the door locations
above.  The other two split the difference between the door pairs.


He tried to imagine how the sky citadel looked from above.  He
figured the middle stream must go toward the center tower, the other two to the
towers north and south of this one, and the other off to towers on the other
side of the citadel.  He sketched the pattern in the dust on the top of the
balustrade; the result was a circle with an eight-pointed star within.


Celia finally looked up at him, then down at the sketch he
had made and nodded.  Hoyle looked up, motioning her back to the door and saw
the other three standing just inside the door.  Robart and Valena stared in
wonder as they stepped forward and peered into the pit.  Salrissa stayed at the
door, her expression anxious and slightly angry.  He finally managed to herd
everyone back to the door and into the darkened hallway, closing the door on
the light and sound.  After having spent several minutes in the loud room, the
hallway seemed dead quiet.


“The plan depends on some speed you know!” Salrissa stated
loudly in the still loud corridor as she led them to the door.  Hoyle could
feel a slight breeze through the cracks around the door.  Salrissa opened the
door inwards, it almost ripped itself from her hands from the breeze.  Robart
caught it before it smashed him in the face and scowled.


He looked out at the dark sky and the prize sitting just
past the door.  A giant contraption constructed of large wooden timbers hung
off the side of the massive chunk of stone that comprised the sky citadel's
base.  Some timbers were mounted in holes that held them horizontal, with large
metal chains connecting the farthest points of the timbers way up to brackets
on the fortress wall itself.  Off the bottom of the main timbers were many
different beams and trusses that held a wooden catwalk that allowed access from
the door.  Between the two main beams were slung a system of webbed slings and
nets.  Resting in that sling system like a bird of prey at rest sat their
prize: the sky skiff.


They started out onto the catwalk to the skiff, Hoyle
feeling none-too-safe as the catwalk rocked and swayed with each step. Looking
over the rickety side rails, he could see the shadow of the ground below in the
darkness.  To one side he could also see the flickering torches of the fort
below.  He really did not want to fall from here, so made he his steps quick.


Salrissa reached the skiff first and stepped over the rail,
helping Valena and Celia over in their long robes.  Robart followed with Hoyle
immediately behind.


Suddenly shouts of alarm broke the night as guards spotted
them from the wall high above.  Everyone began to hurry as they were noticed. 
Salrissa grabbed Robart’s arm and guided him over to the dark forms of
unconscious and bound guards near the far side rail.  Celia paused for a moment
casting a spell quietly under her breath, then flung her hands into the air. 
Tiny, glowing motes of light leaped into the air before dissipating.  She then
hurried towards the cabin door near the middle of the skiff.  Before she could
disappear below Hoyle called out, “Do you know what you’re doing?” as he
gestured to the cabin.


“Do you?” she called back, gesturing to the helm at the rear
of the skiff he was headed for, and ducked down and out of sight.


“I certainly hope we both do,” Hoyle muttered under his
breath as he approached the large wheel mounted vertically that was the helm of
the sky skiff.  He looked up to note that Salrissa and Robart had hauled the
two guards over to the side of the rail on the catwalk side.  Salrissa held
ones bound arms, Robart the legs, and they swung him back and forth, then
finally up onto the catwalk with a grunt.  They did the same with the second,
Robart brushing his hands off as he moved towards the stern.  Valena stood in
the middle of the deck by the small main mast looking a little uncertain of
what to do.


Bells began to ring in the sky citadel and more guards
appeared on the ramparts above, bows in hand.


“Find cover!” he shouted to the three remaining on deck. 
Salrissa vanished into the shadows to the side of the cabin, while Valena and
Robart hurried into and down the small ships ladder into the main cabin below. 
He looked back up, crouching behind the helm, on the wrong side to really pilot
the ship, when he saw the archers shoot their arrows into the night breeze, to
rain down upon the ship from on high.  This has to look real, but we can’t
die doing it!


Suddenly small flashes of light began to sparkle above them
as the arrows were deflected away from the main deck harmlessly into the
night.  He smiled, Celia had thought ahead.


“Robart and Valena, get up here!” he shouted towards the
cabin.


Robart poked his head out, looking up at the flashing lights
the arrows were creating.  “What?!”


“Get up here and help me set the sails!” he ordered as he
moved to the main mast and started hauling on the main line to raise the sail. 
Robart joined him moments later to help him finish setting it in place.  The
main sail flapped in the strong breeze, the skiff pointed in the wrong
direction, and the wind curling off the tall wall paces away.


The hail of arrows had stopped after the second volley, as
some disturbance had started atop the walls.  They stopped for a brief moment
as Robart and he looked up to see a flurry of activity and shouts as combat
became heated.  He admired Salrissa’s proclivity to cause chaos when she so
chose.


“Go set the side jibs into position, or as close as you
can.  As we rise out of the slings, swing the port side out first, then the
starboard side.” He watched as Robart looked on in confusion.  “The left sail,
then the right.”  He pointed to each as he clarified.


“What can I do?” Valena asked with quiet determination. 
Hoyle grabbed her shoulder and moved her over to a lever in the middle of the
deck, just slightly behind the main mast.


“Once we clear the webbing, and I tell you, pull this lever
up.”


“But what will that do?” she asked.


“When I tell you, just do it,” he answered, moving back
towards the helm.  Suddenly the skiff lurched in its sling, tossing Hoyle
sideways, almost to the deck.  He heard Robart curse and looked up to see him
rubbing his knee.  Valena had grabbed the mast to steady herself.


The skiff lurched again, this time upwards.  Hoyle was
prepared this time, but it still caused a stumble as he grabbed the helm.  They
were starting to rise out of the sling slowly, a handspan at a time.


Hoyle faced the bow of the small ship, looking across its
eight spans of length and three spans abeam, and shouted out loudly over his
shoulder towards the ramparts, “Salrissa, we’re leaving!”


He barked an order at Robart, who pushed out the port jib
sail, which immediately caught the wind and began to turn the ship away from
the wind.  The main sail began to flap furiously.  Robart strode over and
pushed out the starboard sail, setting the locking pin in place.  Hoyle called
out “Valena, pull the lever!”  The skiff was now about two spans above the
webbing where it had rested moments ago, and climbing quickly towards the
ramparts now full of soldiers fighting a shadowy opponent.


They couldn’t see it, but the lever Valena pulled had
dropped the keel sail below the skiff, steadying it and acting as ballast to
the force of the wind against the main sail.  They were climbing steadily, now
almost even with the ramparts, so Hoyle ducked slightly behind the rail as
several guards took aim with bows.  The arrows sailed across the deck, the
shield Celia cast above the ship useless now from this angle.  Robart dove flat
to the deck, and began crawling towards the cabin.  Valena was already there.


“Salrissa!” he cried out once again at the top of his lungs,
as they came level with and past the level of the ramparts.  “We’re leaving!”


The shadowy figure that was dipping and dodging through the
throng of guards, doing her best to do as little harm as possible, but cutting
belt and scabbard straps, shallowly slicing the backs of hands causing swords
to drop with curses, and cutting bowstrings, began to move toward the skiff
through the throng of attacking men.  She finally appeared out of the mass,
stepping onto one soldier’s back as he was knocked off balance, then off
another’s shoulder to the top of the stone battlements that looked like a
beggar’s gapped teeth.  Salrissa began to run along the stone battlements,
leaping from one to the next, over soldiers’ swords and ducking arrows with
uncanny precision, gaining speed with each stride.  The skiff continued to gain
altitude, the rail finally passing the level of the ramparts.  Hoyle urged her
on silently, putting all his will into her speed and her jump.  She had always
succeeded at tests like these in the past.  Finally Hoyle watched her leap, and
saw her hand miss the rail.


She did not scream as she fell.









Interludes II


 


Tarl


 


Tarl had been drinking.  It was what he did when off duty in
the Goralonian King’s Guard.  Those off duty went drinking at the local tavern,
The Lifted Skirt.  The ale was strong, the food bad, and the music loud, but it
was also the closest one to the castle.  But that was not the only reason he
went there.  It was because of her, with her pale skin, long legs and deep
black hair to the middle of her back.  She had yet to notice him, of course, as
he kept his head down and sat against the wall when drinking with his fellow
guards.


But now, he was back in the castle, his legs wobbly and his
head a little fuzzy.  As always for the past five days the conversation had
come around to the topic of note.


“Why’d ya think they closed off the central hall?” one of
his fellow guards began, as usual.  It wasn’t always the same one, but the
speculation always started the same way.  They had been ordered to seal off the
central hall and to let no one in unless they had a special mark.  There were over
a dozen different doors into the hall on four different levels.  It was
basically the main spine of the castle, connecting all wings to each other, and
the first day was the hardest at keeping people out.  With two guards posted at
each door, it took a few injuries to convince all the castle staff and others
to stay away, and take the long way around, bypassing this hall.


“Who knows!  All I cares about is gettin’ paid and bustin’
heads.” Stated another as he gulped down the last of his ale.


“But what about those that’s is allow'd inta the hall?”
inquired the first.  What does ya think they is up to?”  His speech was slurred
by drink.


“None o’ my business, and yours neither.” Suggested a third.


The speculation and rumors all abounded for the rest of the
evening until all of them had drunk enough.  They staggered back towards the
castle barracks.  They were let through the gate by those on duty there, and
they all headed to the left towards the barracks.  Tarl took a side corridor to
the privy closet, closed the door and dropped his pants to relieve himself.  A
wave of dizziness and nausea took hold and he passed out.


A little while later Tarl awoke, with vomit down his vest
and his pants soaked around his knees.  He stood, disoriented, and tried
unsuccessfully to clean himself up.  Staggering from the privy, he chastised
himself for his carelessness.  His girl would be disgusted if she saw him like
this.  He tried to think of what he should say when he finally got the courage
to approach her.  He reached a door and opened it, thinking he was at the
barracks, but it opened up into a small hallway with three doors at the end,
one on each side wall and one at the end.  He looked around, confused.  This
was not part of the castle he knew.  He was not sure where he was or how he got
here.  He opened the door on the left that opened into a dark storeroom.  He
closed that door, and tried the one at the end.


That door opened onto a wide balcony with a stone balustrade
that ran to the left and right, but dropped away in front on him.  Suddenly a
figure floated past him into the air.  He fell onto his backside, startled.  A
second figure flew upwards, same as the first.  He knew this was a
hallucination - men could not fly!  He stood shakily, and stepped forward to
the stone balustrade and looked down.  Suddenly he realized where he was - the
central hall!


Below him were a handful of men moving about, fussing over
several other men that were wearing some sort of harnesses with glowing gems in
the center.  Some were looking up, past where he was.  He stepped over to
conceal himself against a pillar that supported the upper levels and looked up
as well.  He cried out as he fell on his backside once again.  Two men were
floating near the ceiling beams under the pitched roof.  They began to descend
slowly towards the main floor.  One of them met Tarl’s eyes on the way to the
lower floor and shook his head slowly and sadly.  Tarl was confused.  He did not
understand the look, and if it was even directed at him.


“Sorry you had to see this son,” the deep voice of the
captain of the guard said from behind him.  He had obviously come up the wide
steps to Tarl’s right, but Tarl had not heard him.  His head was swimming, and
his stomach cramping, still feeling the effects of his previous bout of
vomiting.


“But it’s unbelievable sir,” he answered.  “Pardon me if I
don’t get up, I seem to be a little dizzy.”


“That’s understandable son, you’ve been drinking.  Maybe we
should get you to the barracks to sleep this off.  It’s really just a bad dream
you’re having.”


“Oh no sir!  The other guys won’t believe this when I tell
them…” he slurred, his speech tired even to his ears.


“That was the wrong answer son,” his captain answered sadly
as he helped Tarl to his feet.


Sudden pain shot through Tarl’s stomach, and he thought he
was about to vomit again.  But this was a different kind of pain.  He looked
down at the blood covering his vest.  The stain was growing larger, dripping
onto the floor, creating a large puddle - of blood.


He looked up at his captain, who was cleaning blood off a
large knife.  “I don’t understand…” his voice trailed off as he fell to the
floor.  He looked at his captain in confusion before the life left his eyes.


 









Zazaril


 


Zazaril was still in shock the day after the audience with
the Emperor.  As such, when she had returned to the embassy yesterday she had
given Wendinard a few orders, the last of which was not to be disturbed.  She
shut herself up in her study for the remainder of the day and night to think. 
She had much to think on, but the request by the Emperor was outrageous!  But
of course, he was the Emperor, and though Mahad’avor had no exclusive allegiances
to any one specific country or empire, they needed a place to live without
persecution as had happened in the past, and so had bought that safety.  But at
what cost?  Had they sold their souls to Randramas Kastrum?


Fundamentally, that was Endergot’s problem, not something
she could change right now.  She would have to travel to Mahad’avor once again,
twice in less than a week, not to mention her trip to the Imperial Sky Citadel
and back yesterday.  Each trip through a gatal'shilaar was draining, but
usually there was time in between trips to recuperate.  Not so this week.  She
stood from her desk and stood in front of the felia'shilaar, which, when deactivated
acted as a normal mirror, and looked at the face looking back at her.  


Her skin was paler than usual, with dark circles under the
eyes.  Some of that was from the lack of sleep last night, worry preventing her
from finding that elusive state.  But more telling were the lines appearing at
the corners of her eyes, and a few gray hairs that now streaked her black
hair.  Not enough to worry her completely, but enough to cause some concern. 


She took a deep breath and intoned the words that activated
the felia'shilaar, pressing three of the stones in sequence.  She felt a pull
so slight compared to the gatal'shilaar that it could almost pass unnoticed if
one didn’t know to pay attention.  The mirror went milky, swirling clouds and
mist crossing the flat glass, waiting for the person on the other end to
activate theirs.  Finally, after several minutes, the image of the First
Chancellor came up in the mirror, standing before his ornate desk.  He had a
full-length felia'shilaar - magemirror, similar to hers.


“Yes Zazaril?” he asked, annoyance staining his voice.


“Why so many?” was her simple question.  She brushed a stray
lock of hair back from her face.


“That is none of your concern other than to say it is in
defense of the Empire,” he stated, brushing his long lacquered nails off on his
robe.  She looked him over more closely, noticing the bags under his eyes, and
the sheer exhaustion that he seemed to be trying desperately to hide.  “You
were the one who brought the security of the Empire into question yesterday,
after all.”


Zazaril’s gaze softened somewhat.  “That is true Malar,” she
admitted, using his given name with some fondness, “but why two hundred
quafa'shilaar - magestones?!  I am not sure we could even get you twenty with this
little notice.”  She was not privy to the secrets of the creation of quafa'shilaar,
but she was pretty sure they did not grow on trees.


“You must succeed in this Zazaril, my flower, it is very
important.  You must convince your council that the need is dire.  On that you
have to trust me.”  He looked deep into her eyes as he finished.  She heard a
knock on his office door through the mirror.  Yalang’s eyes darted to the door
and back to her, “I must go.” He leaned forward and touched one of the stones
on his mirror, deactivating the magic that held the connection open, the mirror
fading into grey mist, then back to a normal mirror again.


She closed her eyes as she sat back down and ran through all
the possibilities.  They had just lost nine of the quafa'shilaar to theft by
the Goralonians, stones meant for the latest students to graduate.  Students,
led by the diminutive Puralina, who was irate at being denied her stone, and
thus her magic, due to the theft, and had tried to stir up trouble.  Celia had
put her in her place for a short time, and Zazaril had ordered them sent back
to Mahad’avor last night to lessen any further trouble they might get up to. 
But if she was to convince the council that they must meet the Emperor’s gently
worded demand, it could mean that Puralina and her friends would not get their
stones for some time.


Well, she decided that this was not her worry in the final
say of things.  She would leave it up to others to make the decision.  She
would still have to present it and sell it, or the Emperor would find her
guilty, and that would cost her life.  She still had too much to do yet.


---o---


 


Zazaril stepped out of the gatal'shilaar into the courtyard
of Mahad’avor  and stumbled slightly, feeling drained.  She greeted the woman
sent to receive her with a nod.  As much as she wanted to keep things informal
as this had been her home at one time, her position as head of the embassy did
force some formalities.  The woman, who was tall for an elf, had her head held
high, and nodded in respect and greeting to Zazaril.


“Endergot sent me to welcome you back.  He also wanted to
make sure you understood the implications of calling an emergency session of
the Council.” The last was a statement, not a question.  “As I assume that you
do, it has been called for first thing in the morning.  I will escort you to
your room, if I may?”  The elf looked as uncertain as Zazaril had ever seen
her.  Usually, she was as calm as pond water on a sunny day.


“You may,” she answered carefully.  She wasn’t good with
names, and she knew this elf had one harder than most to pronounce.  “I’m
sorry, I don’t think I can remember your name.”  She had meant it as a slight
insult, but the other woman did not take the bait.


“It is Marisha’ilea, Ambassador.  It is a hard name to
remember for humans."  She said it simply, not intended for an insult, but
it cut at Zazaril.  This was Endergot’s pupil, his chosen, possibly his
successor in the distant future.  A position she used to hold.  She gestured
for the elf to lead.


Zazaril watched her companion as they walked beside each
other through the small sideyard towards the gate to the main courtyard.  She
was slightly taller than her, with long silvery hair to the middle of her
back.  It was styled into a complex web of braids that must take hours to
tend.  She matched her strides to keep the same pace, side-by-side.


“What exactly did you want to discuss, Marisha’ilea?” she
stumbled over the elf’s name slightly.  Why did they have to have such
complicated names for everything and everyone?  She knew that the suffix
'shilaar' meant 'of world essence' or really 'of magic', and that the pronoun
'Dar' meant 'wielder' for example, creating the 'Dar'Shilaar" as Wielders
of Magic'.  However, it was not her area of study, so she did not dwell on it.


The other woman was silent for a long time before she
spoke.  “I am worried about Endergot.  As you were one of his favored students
and in his confidence prior to being assigned to the Tala’aharian embassy, I
thought we should speak.”


It was true; she had been one of his favorites and had been
in his confidence for many years.  But that had been long ago, and this elf had
supplanted her in that position since she had been away these years.  She had
gained more as head ambassador in the intervening years than she would have as
Endergot’s shadow.  She knew it, but she still felt bitter.


“Worried about what?” Zazaril inquired.


“His health.  It is deteriorating.  All those consulted seem
to agree that he doesn’t have much time left.  What they cannot agree on, is
how much time.”  She frowned.


“What do the Daughters say?”


“That they cannot cure old age.”


“He is well into his eighties,” Zazaril conceded.  “That is
extremely old for a human.”


“I know, but I still cannot help but feel some sadness.”


Zazaril was silent as they entered the main keep and
proceeded down the central hall.  The stairs to the second floor loomed in
front of them, the full width of the hall.  From the second floor, wings spread
out in several directions, one of which contained her room.


“We will need Endergot to hold on a little longer for the
days ahead.” She said cryptically, now worried for her own life, in addition to
her former mentor’s.  If Endergot died too soon, it could seal her fate.  She
supposed that she could hide on Mahad’avor instead of returning to Tala’ahar,
but suspected that would lead the Emperor straight here, even though they moved
the sky citadel at regular intervals.  In fact, she realized, they may know
where they were right now.  She would have to tell them to move the citadel
after she returned to the Imperial city.


The elf looked at her with a small tilt to her head, “What
do you mean?”


“All will become clear in the Council session tomorrow.” 
She bade the elf a goodnight and turned down the hall towards her room.


 









Marisha’ilea


 


“Two hundred?!” cried Brilon incredulously.


“That’s preposterous!” blurted Norella, normally the
quietest and wisest of The Seven.  Her hair was greying, and held back in a
tight bun.  Her grey eyes mirrored the anger of her deep red garnet magestone
resting in a choker at her throat as it seemed to flare with her anger.


Marisha’ilea was recording each word along with the other
two Recorders at third points around the circular chamber.  Zazaril was true to
her word from the previous day.  Everything was becoming clear as the session
blossomed into full chaos as all began to talk at once over each other.  Even
she was having a hard time separating each of the voices from the general noise
to record their comments.  She paused her quill.  General mayhem was not
something she felt needed to be recorded word-for-word.


She watched Zazaril as she stood in the center of the
council and watched as her words fueled a fire in the Council.  The small woman
was pale, with dark circles under her eyes that had magnified since she had met
her at the gate the day before.  Her statement that the Emperor had demanded
two hundred quafa'shilaar in defence of the Empire had certainly incited
distinct opinions from all of The Seven, except Endergot.  He had yet to speak,
and just watched as the others burned their anger out arguing the same point
over and over.  She noted that they all pretty much agreed, even if it was
possible to supply two hundred quafa'shilaar, that The Seven were not
interested in agreeing to the demands.


As the shouting died down, Endergot stood with effort and
stamped the butt of his staff on the floor three times bringing silence to the
chamber.


He waited, eyeing each of the other Seven in turn; Brilon,
the newest of the members, with his dark hair and dark demeanor; Avara’etha,
the soft spoken yet voluptuous elf; Doratellan, the cocky but capable Islander;
Norella, the wise motherly type with the grey hair in a bun; Brynden, the quiet
but blunt Sarethan; and finally Dar’ell, a bitter elf with a chip on his
shoulder.  As his gaze settled on each of them in turn, they sat and
straightened themselves in their chairs.


“Obviously we are not in a position to give in to this
‘request’,” Endergot said carefully, “even if we wanted to.  The next batch of quafa'shilaar
will not be ready for another eight days, and then there will only be about
twelve viable ones.”  He sat in his chair slowly, adjusting his robes around
his small form.  “The fact that we have nine students that currently need the
small stones, as well as the various other uses that they are given to be put
to, it would take years to meet this request.”  He leaned back in his chair and
closed his eyes, covering them with his hand.  The other hand held the Staff of
Everilon erect beside him, its large amber magestone glowing serenely.


“But if the security of the Empire is in question, how can
we not give the Emperor what he requires?” Zazaril supplied into the quiet
air.  Marisha’ilea noted a tinge of desperation in her voice.  She was not sure
if anyone else caught it.  “Have they… has the Emperor not given us a place of
safety from persecution for the better part of the last nine decades?”


“Your passion does you justice my dear Zazaril, but you
yourself have confessed to knowing nothing of the threat to the Empire.  No, we
cannot supply the Empire with that kind of number.  They have been paid quite
handsomely for our safety over the years.” Endergot responded.


Zazaril paled visibly.  “Master…” she paused, considering
what to say, or unsure if she should.  Endergot looked at her calmly.


Finally he prodded her, “Please continue.”


“If we cannot supply the stones to the Emperor by the end of
Murn, prior to the Spring Planting Festival, just seven days away, then my life
is forfeit.”  The last sentence was barely a whisper, but Marisha'ilea's elven
ears caught every word.  The others of The Seven craned forward to hear her
words.


“Can you please repeat that last part my dear?” Avara’etha
spoke up.


The room quieted such that Marisha’ilea thought she would be
able to hear a mouse breathing on the other side of the chamber.  All of them
waited for Zazaril to repeat what she had said the first time.


“My life will be forfeit.” Zazaril repeated with more
volume.  The silence extended throughout the chamber as each absorbed the
gravity of those words.


“What do you be meaning?” came the question from Doratellan,
his emerald eyes intense.


“In order to prove my innocence in the matter relating to
the theft of the magestones by the Goralonians, and the subsequent attack on
the sky citadel, I must provide the stones within those seven days, or my life
will be forfeit.” She looked around the chamber at each of the members.


“I see,” said Endergot.  


Brilon cleared his throat loudly.  “I hesitate to bring this
up, but there may be a way to collect enough quafa'shilaar to satisfy
Randramas.  But it is an extreme solution, however.”


“Go on,” Endergot urged eagerly.  Marisha’ilea thought he
might be desperate to save one of his protégés.


“We collect the quafa'shilaar we have now, from all the Dar'Shilaar.” 
Brilon stated cautiously.  Pandemonium erupted around the hall.


Three loud booms from the staff brought the chamber back to
a reasonable level of noise, to which Endergot spoke over, “That would take the
stones of almost all the Dar'Shilaar that exist today.  We would be powerless. 
That power is the only thing protecting us from the Empire.  Our power and the
fact that we move Mahad’avor every few months is the only reason we have been
safe.  That solution would see us defenceless.”


“As you said, they would not find us, and we would only be
powerless until the next batch of stones is available in a mere eight days.”
said Brilon in response.


“That might not be quite true.” Zazaril squeaked out.


“Which part?” this time the question came from Dar’ell.  His
amber magestone flared on the bracer he wore on his wrist.  His gaze was hard,
accusatory, and it was aimed at Zazaril.


Zazaril cringed.  “The Emperor had a scaazi scent my quafa'shilaar
amulet.”  There was complete silence again in the chamber as all present
weighed her words.


Finally Endergot spoke quietly into the void.  “So, they
know where we are, or can at least find us, if they so choose, while you’re
here.  We can move Mahad’avor, but they could still track us.  Your life is
forfeit if we do not come up with two hundred magestones by the end of the
month, which is just seven days away, so you cannot stay in Tala’ahar much
longer.  But if we give up almost all of our magestones to appease the Emperor,
we will be defenceless if he, or someone else, does choose to attack, or at
least have his forces pay a visit.  This is too neat and tidy.  Someone has
engineered this all somehow.  We need to find out who, and how.  Who would
benefit most if the Empire and the Dar'Shilaar began to disagree or possibly
fight?”


The obvious answer hung in the air unspoken.  Goralon.


---o---


 


Marisha’ilea climbed the circular stairs towards Endergot’s
study, alone.  She was thinking about the emergency session that had just gone
into recess for each of The Seven to deliberate on the courses of action
available to them.  They were to be reconvening again after lunch.    Endergot
had not traversed the stairs with her today, their usual teasing game
forgotten, and had immediately relented to her insistence on Transporting
himself to his chambers.  She was worried.  It appeared his age and this crisis
was wearing on him, and she knew there was nothing she could do to help.


She knocked on the sturdy oak door.  No one answered.  She
knocked a second time, slightly louder.  This was not a door that she wanted to
try the handle to see if it was unlocked.  The wards would certainly
incapacitate her, if not seriously injure her.  After another moment she heard
Endergot’s voice beckon her in.  She opened the door cautiously and stepped
into the room.


As she closed the door, she turned to find Endergot sitting
in his favorite armchair in front of the fireplace staring into the flames. 
The flame sprites were still there, jumping from log to log, throwing balls of
fire at each other.  He didn’t move as she sat in her usual spot in the chair
next to his.


She waited quietly, watching the capricious sprites dance
and jump in the fire, creating little footprints of flame where they stepped
along the wood.  She knew he would speak when, and only when, he wanted to. 
She was an elf, and as with most elves, she had learned patience.


Eventually, after more than a bell had passed, she could
finally wait no more.  “The lunch bell approaches, and Henkelan will be up soon
with your meal.  Have you come to a decision?”


Endergot made no move to answer, just sat, staring into the
flames.  Finally he spoke, her quiet ears able to pick the words up easily. 
“What observations do you have from today’s session?  I need aid in making my
decision; maybe your input will sway me.”


“Well, it appears this warlock, if indeed this is all his
work, has managed to put the Emperor and the Dar'Shilaar into a precarious
spot.  ‘Between a rock and a stone’ I believe the saying goes.  We obviously
cannot turn over Zazaril to the Emperor for torture and death, nor can we make
ourselves defenceless by turning over all our quafa'shilaar, as Brilon has
suggested.  That is even assuming the Emperor has figured out how to use bound
quafa'shilaar in a different way than their current uses.  Or maybe he has
determined a way to break the bond.  Without one of those revelations, the
stones would be useless to him anyway."


"However, if we do not capitulate to the Emperor’s
demands, what other options do we have, other than fleeing?” continued Marisha’ilea
as she pressed her fingers together in front of her face, staring past them
into the flames.  There had to be a way out.


“Truly, that is the fundamental question, is it not?”
Endergot said, weariness evident in his voice.


“I also thought I noted a reaction from one of the other
Recorders during the council session.  Not sure if his reaction is important in
this situation, but he is from Goralon, based on his coloring and facial
features.”  All those that came to Mahad’avor were required to formerly
renounce their ties and allegiances to any place or person but the Dar'Shilaar. 
That was the rule, but it did not mean that they did not hold a special place
in their heart for the country or city of their birth, as she did.  That could
be all that she had noted, or it could be more.  She made a note to herself to
look into it.


She heard a quiet knock on the study door, and then the door
opened.  Henkelan backed into the room carrying a tray containing Endergot’s
lunch.  Marisha’ilea studied him a moment, his greying hair thinning on top,
and sprouting from his ears almost as much as Endergot’s.  He was tall and rail
thin, to the point of skeletal, and carried himself with a stiff back, which
was starting to bend with age – he wasn’t that much younger than Endergot.  He
wore the standard livery of Mahad’avor – forest green with yellow.  She noted
the charm he wore about his long neck that indicated his position as head of
the staff.  It also gave the wearer the ability to ignore most of the wards in
Mahad’avor so they could do the work the position required without getting
injured or killed by an errant spell.  He placed the tray on a side table, and
began to arrange the silverware and crockery.


“I will see you after the recess,” she said to her mentor,
who nodded his head absently as she rose.  She nodded a silent acknowledgement
to Henkelan, who returned the nod, and saw herself out.  The next few hours
were going to be something to be talked about.


 









Koltan


 


It was late.  The emergency session had lasted most of the
afternoon, with each of The Seven presenting their position with arguments and
being questioned by the other six as to how they would work.  It was quite
entertaining.  His master had tied the situation into a nice box with a neat
and tidy bow.  And now he knew the result and couldn’t wait to share it with
his master, to tell him how well things were working out.  It was almost his
shift at the felia'shilaar - the magemirror.  He didn’t mind having the night shift
as it allowed him a lot of freedom that he wouldn’t otherwise have.


The day shift had many of the Dar'Shilaar of Mahad’avor coming
and going, having the students send out messages and missives to other mirrors
across the Empire, and to the embassies.  At night, no one bothered to do so,
knowing that most everyone else was asleep, or should be so.  Only special
messages came in at night, usually the urgent or the secretive.  And he liked
seeing those messages.  They allowed him to learn things he might not
otherwise, and in two cases, he had not recorded the message, and in so doing
had brought about his part in the current situation.


He reached magemirror room number three and opened the door
to find two other students working together in the room.  It appeared they were
practicing at spells and counter spells, their quafa'shilaar - their magestones
flaring, while they waited for any messages.  As they noticed him, they stopped
their casting and took a break.


“It looks like my replacement is here,” chimed the male,
“See you tomorrow for lunch?” he directed at the female.


“Yes, I look forward to it,” she responded, her voice like
water trickling over glass, all musical and sparkly.  It grated on Koltan’s
nerves.


“Treat her well, but challenge her,” the male student, whom
Koltan seemed to recall was named Durkinal, directed his way.


“You’re not both going?” Koltan inquired a little too
quickly.  He looked away quickly and moved towards the desk.


“Why no,” answered the girl, who seemed like one of the
second or third year students, “I got in trouble with Faradan this morning, and
after a hundred lines he banished me here for two shifts.  My name is Serah.” 
She stuck out her hand, which Koltan ignored, setting his books down on the
side desk with a slight frown.  How would he be able to talk with his mentor if
this girl was here the whole shift?


“See you tomorrow,” Durkinal directed to Serah, and closed
the door behind him, not waiting for an answer.


Koltan had an idea.  “So what were you two working on when I
arrived?” he asked with feigned interest.


Serah smiled, “Durk was showing me how to defend myself
against harmful spells.  Would you be able to help me also?”  Koltan smiled, it
was too easy.


“Certainly.  Prepare yourself.”  With that he took several
steps backwards in the round room, so he was facing her, hands outstretched. 
“Ready?”


“Yes,” she replied eagerly.


“Cravash!” he intoned and flung marbles of light from
his fingers directly at her.


“Voydu!” Serah responded, creating a glowing shield
before her that absorbed the marbles of light before flaring away into
nothingness.


“Very good.  Try this.” He directed, and intoned his next
spell under his breath so she would have less of an idea what was coming. 
Suddenly whirling blades of grey appeared from his hands and flew towards her.


“Drasto!” she spat, causing yellow orbs of light to
streak in every direction in front of her, like the sky lights they set off at
the High Sun Festival, each one intercepting and overloading the power of his
Whirling Blades.  She smiled smugly, which Koltan felt along his spine.


“Acceptable.”  He turned his shoulder slightly to block this
middling amateur’s view as he ran his thumbnail, sharpened just for this
purpose, along his palm cutting it open to allow the blood to pool there.  “Try
this.”


His words were garbled, like nothing the girl had ever heard
before, nor would ever hear again, as the blood ritual took hold, drawing its
power from Koltan, taking a life of its own.  Black shadows rose around the girl,
who began to look afraid.  Like tentacles the shadows began to feel about,
touching the girl’s arm, causing her to jerk away as if burned.  He could see
frost covering that patch of skin.


“Braxafar!” she nearly screamed, causing flames to
engulf her body, but not consume it.  Anyone trying to touch her would be
burned, and it would even protect her from cold for a period of time, but this
was not cold.  It was the nothingness of the ether.  Another tentacle of
nothing touched her leg, and caused the fire to wink out in that area, more
frost burning her leg.  She screamed in pain and dropped to one knee.  “I
relent!” she cried, “You win!” looking up at him, tears in her eyes.


“Yes I do.  Win I mean.  I do not relent.”  His eyes bored
into hers, no mercy to be found within.


The girl looked up in horror as the tentacles began to close
around her, causing her protective fire to vanish and frost to begin to cover
her body.  “Please, I will… do anything…” she pleaded between sobs.


“You only need to do one thing.”


“What is it?  Please tell me and I will do it.  Anything!” 
Tears were running down her face and freezing to her chin.


“Die,” he replied as the tentacles surrounded her, one
snaking down her throat to silence her screams.


---o---


 


Koltan knelt before the small magemirror a short while later,
after stashing the girl’s body in the nearby well containing one of the nine
magestones powering the sky citadel.  No one had actually gone into the wells
or tunnels in as long as Koltan had been at Mahad’avor.  He figured the body
might never be discovered, freeze-dried as it was it would never rot or give
off smell.


“The Council has voted not to capitulate to the Emperor,” he
said to his master on the other side of the mirror.  They could communicate in
shadow form, but this required less energy and preparation.  “Instead, they
will close up the embassy and relocate Mahad’avor to another part of Kaladahn. 
Brilon was very convincing in his argument to hand over the stones of the
existing Dar'Shilaar.  It was definitely the swaying point against that
solution.”


The tall form looked past the kneeling Koltan in thought. 
“Either result works to our advantage,” the figure whispered.  “Each path works
in its own way.”


Koltan kept his head down.  He thought he heard approval in
his master’s voice, but it may just be a trick of his own mind.  His master was
not generous in his praise.


“Did you manage to determine why the Emperor needed so many
stones?”


“No, even the ambassador was not told,” he responded with
scorn.


“Nevertheless, the time that we will act is near.  The night
of the Spring Solstice will be moonless and exceptionally dark this year.  It
is then that the next step in our plan will occur,” continued the whispering of
his master.


“And will I be able to return to you then, master?” he
inquired hopefully.


“No.”  His master’s voice ripped through his hopes like
paper.  “You have one more task to accomplish before you return to me.”


“Anything!” he said, the irony of the repeating scene bitter
on his tongue.


And so the warlock told him.  And he was both scared and
excited.


 


 









Keyth


 


The alarm bells had been ringing now for at least fifteen
minutes.  Captain Keyth had risen from bed and unhurriedly gotten dressed,
making sure to put on his armor out of habit, even if an attack was unlikely up
here.  


He was now standing on the balcony outside his study about
half-way up the tallest tower watching as the sky skiff rose up above the
battlements on the west side of the sky citadel.  He could see his forces
battling on the ramparts, as well as firing arrows at the rapidly climbing
ship.


The sky skiff had its sails now set for full running, and
the breeze was strong, coming out of the northwest – ideal if you were trying
to get to Goralon, or more specifically Karvesh.  He watched as the ship turned
his way and began to cross above the courtyard mere spans from where he was
standing.  Hoyle was standing at the wheel steering the vessel and looked over
to meet Captain Keyth’s eyes.  He nodded once and then turned back to his task.
 Keyth had to step back hastily as the side jib sail came, very nearly, to
sweeping him from his balcony.


His forces knew what they were about, trained day and night,
always vigilant at the edge of the Empire.  Therefore, when he looked down to
the courtyard, he could see the drake riders preparing three of the large
reptiles.  Archers were standing by to mount.


Along the walls, one of the catapults fired at the flyer
once it cleared the danger of friendly fire, its flaming pitch traversing an
arc through the dark night, leaving trails on his vision.  The second catapult
fired when the first missile was half way through its arc.  The sky skiff made
a sudden move to one side and up slightly, causing the first missile to miss by
only a few paces, and then the skiff cleared the far wall and dropped from
sight.


Down below whistles blew as the first drake made the
lumbering run and then lurched into the sky to chase after the fleeing ship. 
The other two were in the air shortly behind the first, shadows lost into the
darkness.


Inside, a knock sounded on his study door and the door
opened without waiting for an invitation.  Only one person would do that. 
“What do you have for me, Thandria?” he asked as she stepped up beside him at
the stone balustrade.


“As soon as the alarm bells went off, I went to the barracks
they were given.  Their guards were incapacitated, though not permanently
harmed.  I found this.”  She handed him a sealed parchment with his name on the
outside.  How they had managed to come by sealing wax, he did not know… He
shook his head, they were resourceful - he had to admit.


He moved back into his study where several candles
flickered, offering enough light to read by.  Thandria closed the glass door
behind her, shutting out the strong breeze still trying to cling to winter. 
Keyth broke the seal on the parchment and read the scroll – twice.


“Wait ten more minutes, and then order the bell ringers to
recall the drake riders.”


Thandria nodded, never questioning his orders, saluted and
then left him alone.  He went to his side table and poured himself a Valkiir
brandy and sipped it while slowly chuckling to himself.  It might just work.











PART III


 


Sometimes, when I look back at the events leading up to the
war, I wonder if by some other Choice – could I have changed the course
of events?  Of course that train of thought leads towards regret, and I make it
a point to try and live without regrets as often as possible.  Again, that can
also lead to a lack of conscience, which I also try and avoid.  I find a
little, very quiet, voice inside my head telling me when something might be a
bad idea very reassuring at times.  But I digress.


In those last few days before the invasion, when we were
wandering the woods, trying to find our way to Karvesh, worry became my
constant companion.  Sometimes that was more consistent than those persons
accompanying me, but at times much less helpful.  Choosing to put that
aside, and do my best was all the tools I had available to me.


Of course, during our capture and subsequent escape, those
tools again became useless.  At least I wasn’t in a small stone box.  I would
have died before that happened again!


Journal of Hoyle Dardanel


The 5th of Julra,


In the year 89 IR (Imperial Rule)


 


 


 











Chapter 18


 


Celia finished her Shielding spell, and headed to the hatch
while trading jibes with Hoyle, and climbed down the ladder-like stairs to find
herself standing in a small cabin.  A narrow red wood door faced her; the left
side had a built-in bench with a small fold-down table hanging against the
wall.  The right side of the small space had some small shelves with rails in
front to hold objects in place as the craft shifted.  Another small rack held
two bows and two quivers of arrows.  Behind her on each side of the ladder,
below her waist height, were two long bunks that filled the space to the rear
of the skiff.


Not knowing where to go, but spotting no obvious hiding
spots in the small cabin, she moved to the door, ducking her head as she moved
forward, the headroom diminishing.  Opening the door, she held her breath. 
Sitting in a small depression in a metal lined shelf attached to the mast was a
quafa'shilaar the size of her fist.  The only other stone of this size she had
ever seen, other than those massive ones powering the sky citadel she had just
discovered moments ago, was housed in the Staff of Everilon wielded by the head
of her order, Endergot.


This quafa'shilaar was a deep violet, with flecks of amber
floating within, swirling through the infinite depths that were quafa'shilaar -
magestones by the more common name.  She stood hunched over it, as the cabin
was quite short.  A small chair was nailed to the floor immediately in front of
the tray holding the stone.  A belt was attached to the chair that appeared to
clasp over someone’s lap once seated.  Beside the chair was a flared metal tube
that ran along the boards overhead, back towards the rear of the ship.  She
closed the door, stepped around the chair and sat.  She grabbed both sides of
the belt and clasped it around her.  What now?


She could hear noise up on deck, and could hear things
shifting as the others tried to get things ready for when she got this thing
moving.  She tentatively reached out and touched the stone in place.  She
recoiled as she sensed anger and felt heat through her hand.  She looked down
to see unblemished skin where she had touched it.


She touched the stone again, this time ready for the
response, and gritted her teeth as she held firm against the raw emotion
pushing back.  She had no exact frame of reference, but she could feel emotions
mirroring pain, fear, anger and… loneliness?  This never happened with the
small quafa'shilaar that the Dar'Shilaar earned when their training was
complete.  She let the emotions wash through her and past her, and accepted them
into herself.


Are you afraid?  I am too.  I want to leave, and would be
willing to take you with me, but I don’t know how to make this work.


Suddenly she felt hope stir within the depths of the quafa'shilaar
and the sky skiff began to vibrate, then lurch upwards slightly, then finally
lift skyward slowly.  Suddenly, it was as if she was the ship, her vision
expanded to see all the components of her new ‘body’; her graceful sails, and
side ‘wings’; her deck; her passengers; and beyond to the walls of the citadel,
and the figures fighting atop the wall.


She watched as arrows from above stuck her Shielding spell,
throwing glowing motes in all directions.  She watched as Hoyle directed Robart
to push out her ‘wings’ and Valena to drop her lower fin.  She heard Hoyle call
Salrissa’s name as the craft rose towards the battlements as if she were
standing next to him.


This new awareness was staggering – overwhelming in its
vastness, overloading her senses.  She felt like she was falling and there was
no bottom.  She projected her thoughts at the stone:  Please stop, it’s too
much, you’re hurting me… almost instantly her senses came back into focus,
still from the viewpoint of the skiff, but filtered.  She thought she sensed
surprise from the stone.


She was now the ship.  She was rising past the battlements,
and watched as Salrissa’s shadowy form flitted between soldiers along the wall
top like she was dancing partner to partner; leave each with a mark; a wounded
hand, a broken bowstring, a sliced belt, but leaving nothing of herself behind
but a memory.  She watched as Salrissa stepped onto one soldier’s back as he
was knocked off balance, then off another’s shoulder to the top of the stone
battlements.  She ran towards the ship and dove, arm outstretched for the rail. 
Celia could almost feel her fingers brushed the rail, but they could find no
purchase.  Celia’s breath caught as Salrissa fell.


She fell without a sound, down towards the nest that had
held the ship captive at rest, the web of slings and nets.  Celia watched as
Salrissa tucked herself into a ball and rotated her body to fall feet first
blazingly fast for the mass of ropes.  Celia sucked in another breath – she
would only have one shot at this!  If she missed…  It was almost fifty
spans to the ground.  She watched helplessly as Salrissa flipped herself
backwards at the last moment. She threw her arms above her head and caught a
rope in the crook of her elbows, and twisted her body through a gap in the maze
of ropes, and swung back up to rest on top of the contraption, breathing
heavy.  She lay there swaying in the rocking netting as, unknown to her, Celia
looked down from above.


Celia spoke, knowing Hoyle would hear it through the metal
tube in front of her, “Salrissa’s fine, she landed in the netting.”  She could
see Hoyle visibly relax having obviously heard her.


She watched as Hoyle turned the ship, aiming it over the sky
citadel, between the observation tower they were on earlier that evening and
the central spire that controlled the sky citadel.  She watched Captain Keyth’s
face as they passed the balcony he was standing on watching them flee, the side
jib sail just about sweeping him from his post.  She watched as two of the
catapult teams on the two nearest towers loaded their projectiles and lit them.


“Incoming!” she shouted as the first released its flaming
orb.  “Hang on!” she ordered as she asked the quafa'shilaar to avoid the
potential threat.  The ship lurched to one side and up slightly at her request,
tossing its occupants about, but avoiding the threat.


Her new awareness, even filtered as it was, was still
staggering.  She could see the drake riders and archers making ready to fly in
the courtyard below; the archers rushing out of the towers to swarm the
ramparts that were in their path; she watched captain Keyth in return watch
their flight.  She took it all in through the power of this quafa'shilaar.  The
potential was overwhelming.


Finally the skiff cleared the eastern wall of the sky
citadel, archers loosing arrows towards the small target in the dark sky. 
Suddenly she could see a swift shadow begin moving through the archers,
disabling and wounding – buying them time to get away.  The shadowy form then
vanished from the wall amidst the confusion, stepping from the shadows onto the
deck of their ship.


Salrissa strode over to Hoyle, who gave her a fierce hug. 
He then turned back to the helm of the ship and aimed them towards Karvesh. 
With Celia’s new awareness she could see the lights of the Goralon capital over
thirty leagues away.  More importantly, see could see two other things that
were a more immediate concern; the mounted drakes that were rising over the
citadel wall behind them, and the pitch being lit for the catapults of the
Goralonian fort less than a league down the valley.  They may not know what
exactly was going on, but she suspected that if bells were ringing in the sky
citadel, they were following orders to be prepared.


The drakes were on them in less than a minute, swooping out
of the black sky, nothing more than silhouettes against the partly cloudy night
sky.  Celia was able to get a warning to Hoyle through the metal speaking tube
in time for everyone to take cover as arrows were loosed from the archers
mounted behind the drake riders.  They hit the Shielding spell that Celia had
cast earlier, creating waves of golden light, like ripples on the pond over the
skiff.  However, she knew that the spell would dissipate very soon.


“There are bows and arrows in the cabin,” she relayed to
Hoyle at the helm, remembering that none of them really had any type of
distance weapon.  


She could hear him reply in a hollow voice, like it was
coming from multiple directions at once.  “We can’t afford to kill any of
them.”


Robart had obviously overheard her comment to Hoyle as he
climbed down the ladder into the cabin, grabbed a bow from the rack and strung
it.  He grabbed a quiver of arrows and climbed back on deck.  Meanwhile, Valena
had entered the protection of the cabin and sat on the bench, her hands white
knuckled gripping the folds of her robe.


Robart set an arrow into his bow and fired at the large
moving shapes terrorizing the small sky skiff.  Hoyle was yelling at him to
stop, and Salrissa had stepped in front of Robart.


“You think a little arrow is going to kill one of those
enormous drakes?” he yelled at them flinging his arm at the sky.  Salrissa
seemed to consider his point, as did Hoyle.  Salrissa stepped aside and Robart
fired another arrow into the night sky and was rewarded with a fierce howling cry
that could only have come from a drake.


Salrissa had grabbed the other bow and quiver and was
working at getting it strung when the deck heaved as one of the drakes latched
onto the starboard rail, crushing it to the deck, the side jib sail’s spar
snapped, the sail disappearing into the night.  Claws dug into the deck boards
as the drake gathered purchase, tipping the sky skiff precariously to one side.


Celia watched as all three of those on deck were thrown off
their feet to the deck and began to slip towards the starboard side of the
skiff.  Salrissa managed to brace her feet on the port side of the cabin, her
back against the tipping deck; Robart grabbed the open hatch, stopping himself,
but dropping his bow in the process, which clattered down the deck and over the
side.  Hoyle, managed to hang onto the helm, but only to keep himself from
falling off the skiff completely.  Inside the cabin, Valena had been throw
face-first across the cabin, and smacked her head against one of the shelves. 
She was lying quite still, resting in the groove where the wall met the floor. 



Salrissa, still somewhat upright, raised her bow in order to
fire at the drake, but the drake quickly snapped its jaws at Salrissa, who
barely managed to avoid it.  She did manage to smack the drake on the side of
the head with the bow, forcing it to recoil.  Celia wasn’t sure if it had hurt
it, or just made it mad.


The drake rider was hunched over the beast’s neck, making
herself as small a target as possible while the archer mounted behind her tried
to get a clear shot at Salrissa.  With Salrissa engaged in trying not to get
caught in the beast’s maw, the archer finally gave up and tried finding another
target.  He turned and fired, missing Robart’s dangling legs by a small margin.


More arrows rained down from the other two mounted archers
as they whipped past on their drakes, finally breaking through the last of her
Shielding spell.  One pierced the deck near Salrissa’s head, the other lodged
into the wood of the helm.


Finally Celia had had enough, hanging precariously to one
side, a drake talon piercing the deck close enough for her to physically touch,
her breath coming in rasping breaths, the belt holding in her now canted chair
cutting off her ability to get a full breath.  She lunged the ship upward
violently as the drake’s mouth descended for Salrissa’s legs.  Instead of her
leg, the roof of the cabin drove into the underside of the drake’s mouth and
neck, causing the creature to bellow a massive wail of pain and it to let go of
the skiff, dropping away into the dark.


Robart had pulled himself partially into the cabin by then
and was thrown upwards into the other side of the hatch by the sudden movement,
cracking a couple of his ribs.  Salrissa was tossed high into the air, but
managed to grab one of the lines for the main sail and land gracefully onto the
now righted deck.  Valena was tossed about the cabin, still unmoving, while
Hoyle had swung with the wheel, slamming his legs hard against the deck as the
ship righted itself as the dead weight fell away.


Salrissa fired a few more arrows into the darkness, wails
from the drakes indicating some hits.  Robart fell more than crawled onto the
floor of the cabin beside Valena, clutching his ribs and groaning.  Hoyle was
still steering the ship, but crouched down by the helm now that Celia’s spell
had worn off.


Suddenly Celia could hear the alarm bells from the sky
citadel, now hundreds of spans behind change.  Apparently that was some sort of
signal for the drake riders, as she saw the drakes bank and turn back.  It seemed
that Hoyle understood what it meant as well, since he relaxed and stood
upright, even though he couldn’t see the shapes in the sky clearly.


“Finally read the letter, I see,” Hoyle said, mostly to
himself.  Celia heard him however, with her enhanced senses.  Then she heard
him grunt and stagger forward against the helm, an arrow protruding from his
back.  He fell sideways to the deck causing the helm to spin hard to port,
forcing the skiff into a steep bank.  Salrissa had no problem racing to Hoyle’s
side across the slanted deck.  She turned him to look at her as blood pooled on
the deck below him.


Celia saw him try to say something, but only blood burst
forth from his lips.  Salrissa yelled for Valena as the healer and Robart were
tossed about the small cabin.


Celia could only watch helplessly as events unfolded, for
should she release her grasp on the magestone, the ship would surely plummet to
the ground.


 


 











Chapter 19


 


Hoyle’s chest hurt.  Everything hurt.  He was not sure he
would ever be the same again.  Tears ran freely down his face, his nose leaked
causing him sniffles, which he wiped away with the back of his arm, leaving
slime trails on the sleeve of his only ‘nice’ jacket.  By nice, it was the only
one without holes in the elbows.  “But what would you expect of a twelve-year
old boy?” he had answered Vanda as they looked for clothes that would suit.


Now he stood on the cold ground, looking at the mound of
cold earth that now housed his mother’s cold body.  Tears continued to run down
his face as he looked down, ashamed of the tears.  The Daughter droned on
beside the grave, Hoyle hearing none of it, just a noise that his thoughts
drove him to ignore.


He held Niala’s hand, her ten-year old frame shuddering with
quiet sobs beside him in her yellow dress and flowered sweater, Vanda holding
her other hand.


Finally the Daughter said the final prayers, and the three
of them stepped forward and stuck branches from each of their each favorite
tree in the top of their mother’s grave.  They stood for a while until their
neighbor Haved came up and touched Vanda’s shoulder and whispered something in
her ear.


Vanda gathered them both up and herded them towards Haved’s
wagon.  At the wagon, Haved helped Niala into the wagon beside his portly, but
warm-hearted wife, Fradena, and then helped Vanda climb up to sit beside his
spot on the front bench, as was her due.  That was the tradition after all; the
mate or the oldest born got to ride in the front of the wagon.  Haved turned to
help Hoyle into the wagon, but he shook his head.


He looked at Vanda, who knew him so well.  “He’ll walk,” she
informed Haved.  Haved shrugged his shoulders and gripped Hoyle’s shoulder
firmly, “I’m so sorry, she was a good woman.”  He then climbed into the wagon
and got the ox moving down the slight rise towards town.


He watched silently, without moving, as the few well-wishers
trickled back to town, most walking, some in one of the three wagons brought
out today.  He looked further down the track to the small collection of
buildings they used to call home about a third of a league away.  He could see
wood smoke rising from some chimneys into the cool autumn air.  The two-storey
inn was the tallest in town, and easily visible from the rise the town had
decided to make their cemetery way back in time.


He reflected on those who were here and how few there really
were who came and said their good-byes.  Their mother’s employer was not there
– but of course not, he had been slain too.  He looked to his left; to the
manor on the hill owned by a merchant who had stakes in several businesses in
the town.  The manor was the third point on the triangle, the other two being
the hill he stood on and the town.


The bandits had left no one alive on the estate when they
were finished.  Hoyle did not like to think about what the rumors were saying
had happened, and since only a few people had been to the manor after the event
only a week ago, only those few people knew what might have really happened. 
Those that had been to the manor to collect the bodies and try to clean up
would not talk about what they saw – especially to children.  They would talk
about a couple of things that were now considered fact amongst the townsfolk;
that the manor had been cleaned out of all its valuables and that there was a
name scrawled across one wall in blood - Warfist.


The rumor in the parts was that Warfist was a half-orc from
the Blasted Lands hundreds of leagues to the north, lands said to be infested
with a countless number of the filthy creatures.  He supposedly led a group of
bandits or mercenaries, depending on who you talked to, that robbed and
pillaged as they pleased.


Being a cleaning woman in the household had not spared their
mother from Warfist’s wrath, the same fate as the rich merchant and his wife. 
She was not worth much notice, going about her day without much fuss and had
never hurt anyone in her life, always having a kind word; even for old Bitter
Barg out in front of the tavern.


And now she was gone.  He did not know what they would do
now.  Vanda was seventeen now, old enough to take employment with whomever
would take her, but not really old enough to look after him and Niala.  Hoyle
did not know if she would stay in the town, or escape from the memories.  The
rumor had it that he and Niala would have to go to the orphanage in the city. 
Which city, he did not know, as no one had talked to him about what he wanted. 
Being twelve, he was pretty sure they did not care what he wanted.  Do I
even know what I want?


He jumped as someone touched his shoulder.  The Daughter of
Shaleesa looked down at him as he turned in surprise.  He had forgotten that
she was still here.


“Shall we walk back together?” she asked politely.  She wore
the typical white robes the Daughters wore, the hood up in the chill air.  Her
black hair framed her face, with a small mouth and button nose under piercing,
but kind, blue eyes.  She held out her hand to him.


When he put his hand in hers, he felt a jolt, and then peace
flowed through him, like he was connected to something greater…  His memories
were still there, but the burden of sorrow had eased slightly.  His chest hurt
a little less.


---o---


 


Hoyle opened his eyes to see Valena kneeling over him, her
arms still pressed to his chest, where he felt a receding pain.  He looked
around groggily, trying to get his bearings.  Salrissa knelt beside him holding
a bloody arrow in one hand, broken in two pieces.  Valena herself had a large
bruise on her forehead, but seemed otherwise healthy.  He shook his head.  Where
am I?  


He sat up, but then lay back down, his head spinning
fiercely.  Or was that the vessel?  Violent swaying accompanied the sensation
in his head, and he turned to look towards the helm to see Robart wrestling
with the tiller.  Salrissa, seeing that he was going to survive, gave him a nod
of the head and went to help Robart, to little effect.


He managed to sit up with Valena’s help, and surveyed the
ship.  The drake had done some serious damage when it had landed, ripping a
hole in the side of the ship and roof of the cabin with its claws.  The side
jib sail was nowhere to be seen, the shattered spar the only evidence that
there was supposed to have been something there.  That was why they were
having trouble controlling the skiff.


Hoyle heard Celia’s tinny voice come through the speaking
tube, but couldn’t hear what she said as Valena helped him to stand.


“You should rest,” she insisted, trying to guide him to the
cabin.


He brushed past her guiding arm as Robart cursed, and
Salrissa ran to the forward port rail and looked over.  “What did Celia say?”
he asked Robart.


“She said ‘We’re almost over the Goralonian Fort, watch out!’”
the large man quoted.


Suddenly Salrissa yelled “Get down!” as she retreated from
the port rail towards the helm where he and Robart stood, both now wrestling
with the helm.  Suddenly, a flaming ball flew above the rail at the top if its
arc, and dropped away in front of them.  He and Robart looked at each other,
and heaved the wheel over to port, turning to pass the fort to the north.


Two more flaming projectiles appeared in the air, one
missing high and the other one behind.  Hoyle let out a breath he didn’t
realize he was holding and went to the edge of the ruined hole on the starboard
side of the ship.  Inching closer to the edge, he peered over at the fort
below.  All he could see besides the vague shape of the fort in the dark twenty
or so spans below, was three more flaming projectiles headed their way – fast!


Jumping backwards, he grabbed the wheel, pushing Robart out
of the way, and spun it to starboard as hard as he could.  With the addition of
the port jib that was catching the wind, the skiff turned quickly towards the
fort, but it was not enough.  The first flaming ball of pitch slammed into the
side of the hull, splattering across the planks on the side of the skiff. 
Flames licked up past the edge of the deck near the damaged section like scall
lizards looking for food.


Hoyle knew they were in trouble now.  Fire at sea was one
thing, but fire on a sky ship was devastating.  He turned the ship back to
port, against the push of the portside jib, trying to put as much space between
them and the fort as possible now that they were almost past.


Suddenly Hoyle’s stomach lurched as the deck fell out from
under them, and then he slammed to the deck as the falling skiff was brought up
short.  Obviously Celia was trying to help dodge the flaming pitch.  Her effort
had failed however; as he saw flames crawling their way down the main sail very
quickly.  Holes were even now forming as bits of burning sailcloth rained down
on them.


He yelled into the speaking tube after climbing to his feet
and resuming his post at the helm, “Celia, please take us down – swiftly, but
not as fast as last time.”


“I will do what I can,” came her reply.  “but we’re in
trouble aren’t we?”  He could hear the sorrow in her voice.


He looked at the flames licking over the side of the deck on
the starboard and the flames consuming the main sail and mast.  “Yes, the ship
is doomed, so we have to get it to the ground as fast as possible, but not too
close to the fort.  We should be able to coax another league out of this before
we have to get off.”


Salrissa and Robart were stamping out the flames as they
landed on the deck from above, but he could see that the starboard fire had
really caught hold.  They may have to get off sooner than he thought.  Looking
forward, he saw a ridge coming up fast, the trees a long line of sentinels
blocking their passage.  Celia managed to ease the crippled ship up and over
the ridge, though several pines scraped the bottom of the hull, one tree
ripping the flaming keel sail free from below.  Thankfully they were now
running with the wind directly astern, or the skiff would have tipped sharply
leeward, and might possibly have tossed someone overboard.


Hoyle could see a shimmering below that looked to be a lake
nestled between the ridges of the mountain, really more like the start of the
foothills into Goralon.  He called to Celia to get on deck with them.


“But I can’t leave it alone, the ship will crash!” came her
reply.


‘The ship is already crashing!” he yelled back.  “Get up
here now!”


He turned the wheel to align them with the small lake that
was now just a dark spot among darker trees, as he felt the ship suddenly start
a steeper dive.


“Get ready to jump!” he ordered.


“What?!  Are you crazy?” Robart responded harshly.  He was
still moving stiffly from his being tossed around the cabin during the drake
attack.  “We’ll be impaled!”


“I have to agree with Robart,” Valena said. “It does seem to
be a dangerous idea.”


He watched as Celia climbed out of the steeply tilted cabin
and grabbed the helm to support herself.  He could see tears running down her
eyes.


“You would rather crash to earth on a flaming wreck?!” he
demanded.  “Just jump when I tell you!”  He waited, as they were almost down to
tree-top height.  He could hear the top of the trees begin to scrape the hull,
the sound growing louder and louder.  Suddenly they stopped.  Hoyle counted to
three and then yelled “Jump!” and hurled himself over the stern, not waiting
for the others.


His stomach lurched again as he plummeted to earth, suddenly
breaking the surface of the lake, his joints aching badly from the impact, but very
quickly the aching subsided due to the bone numbing cold of the water.  He
clawed his way to the surface, his head breaking free.  Taking a huge gasp of
air, he turned to watch the flaming wreck of a ship plummet into the woods on
the far side of the small lake leaving a flaming trail in its wake.


Turning, he noticed four other floating or flailing figures
in the frigid water.  All he could see were shadowed forms of heads, but based
on the noises, Robart and Salrissa were the ones swimming towards the shore,
towing the other two.  He imagined it would be hard to swim in robes, like
those of Celia and Valena.  Turning in a circle in the water to survey the area,
he followed the others toward the flaming beacon of wreckage on the closest
shore.


Besides, for them to survive the night, they would have to
get warm and dry.  What better place than a more than ample fire.











Chapter 20


 


Celia’s feet finally found the gravel of the lake bottom a
couple of spans from shore, and she tried to stand, but Robart was still
dragging her by the back of her robe.  Her limbs were numb, the cold seeping
into her limbs and even into her core.  She wasn’t even sure she could stand. 
But at least they were alive – alive, and lost in the wilds of the Goralonian
foothills.


   Finally, after two more strides, Robart heaved her
towards shore and let go.  She fell where she was, lying in the frigid water,
willing herself to get up.  When that didn’t work, she rolled over in the
handspan of water and levered herself to her hands and knees.  She crawled onto
dry land until her feet were out of the water and then collapsed on her stomach.


Salrissa was helping Valena out of the water, while Robart
was leaning against a tree holding his ribs.  About three strides away was the
path the wreckage made as it crashed.  Hoyle was climbing out of the water,
unsteady on his feet.  The other women made it to a fallen tree and sat down,
Valena trying to wring out her robes with shivering hands.


Hoyle managed to get himself upright by hanging onto a small
birch tree growing near the gravel beach.  “We have to keep moving,” he stated,
“or we’re going to freeze.”


“Who put you in charge?” Robart challenged, still breathing
hard from the swim and broken ribs.


“No one ‘put’ me in charge.  But since no one else seems to
be ‘taking’ it, I thought maybe someone should do it,” he said through
chattering teeth.


Celia struggled to stand, her cold muscles protesting every
motion.  She had lost her staff on the skiff, so could not use it to help
herself stand.  Eventually she managed to get herself upright.  “I don’t care
who’s in charge, as long as we’re walking towards the wreckage of the ship.” 
She started stumbling towards the gap in the trees the wreckage had created. 
If the damage had not been obvious in pointing her towards the downed ship, the
pull of the quafa'shilaar would have led her directly there.  Apparently, she
now had some sort of bond with it.


At first, it was slow going, the underbrush thick at the
water’s edge.  The wreck had only managed to knock branches off, and snap tops
of trees as it first hit the foliage on this side of the lake.  Further in, the
underbrush thinned under the pine and spruce trees, only snagging her wet
clothing half as often, which was still annoying and slowing their progress. 
There were also large, stubborn patches of snow, still lingering in the shade
of the forest, not knowing that spring was right around the corner.  


She had the satisfaction of hearing the others following
behind her.  As she continued, the damage from the plummeting wreckage became
more noticeable.  At first it was flaming or smoldering branches lying in the
still lingering patches of snow.  But that quickly grew into snapped trees
smoldering on their sides, still hanging on to their remaining trunk.  Celia
looked up from a particularly annoying bush to see that she had arrived at the
still burning wreckage.  Though her struggle through the trees had warmed her
somewhat, the heat was welcome.  She moved as close to the fire as she dared,
and held her robes to either side, trying to dry them out quicker.


The rest of the group followed her into the newly created
clearing a mere hundred or so paces from the lake, and spread out around the
fire to dry off.  It seemed that there had been enough snowfall this winter to
ensure the trees had sufficient moisture, as only the trees immediately around
the downed sky skiff were actually burning.  The rest appeared to have
smoldered a little, but the flames had not taken.  That was good, as she had
read an account from a survivor of a forest fire, and she was pretty sure that
she did not want to live through one.  Suddenly she remembered the books in her
pack! 


She pulled out the oil cloth wrapped bundle, noting that
everything else in her pack was soaked.  Peeling the cloth off, she saw that
some water had made it inside, but the books were not completely ruined.  She
laid them out against a fallen log on a patch of now dry ground, as close to
the fire as possible.  She brought out her other assorted items; her comb and
brush, her extra clothes, her spare blanket, and started hanging them from
branches to dry.


“We should leave as soon as we’re warm and dry,” Robart said
looking to the dark shadows in the trees.  The flickering fire was causing the
shadows to move and jump.  “We’re not safe here.”


Valena, who was also sorting her pack, and laying some
things out to dry asked, “Where would be safer than here, next to a warm
fire?”  


“In this Robart’s correct,” Salrissa added, “This fire is a
beacon to all things nearby.”


“But animals will be scared of the fire, won’t they?” Valena
responded.


“It’s not the animals they’re worried about,” Celia chimed
in, “it’s the other creatures that may be living nearby.  It doesn’t matter
though, we’re not leaving until the fire’s done and I can get into the
wreckage.”


The rest of the group looked at her like she was totally
crazy.  “What?” Hoyle asked quietly.  “In this one case I agree with Robart, we
need to be off.”  His gaze glanced the big man’s way, but quickly back to
Celia, who ignored the look.


“There is something I need to get once the fire dies down
and we can search the wreckage.  Besides, wouldn’t it be better to camp beside
a large fire that blocks part of the access to us from one side, and also
provides us light to see our enemies?  If any are even close enough to come
calling in the next…” she looked at the eastern sky, “… four bells until dawn?”


“She does have a point.” Salrissa added, wringing out her
socks as she sat on the log by Celia’s books, her boots beside her.  “That
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t keep a watch.  I will stay up first.  You all get
some sleep.”


“I’ll stay up too, if it’s all the same to you,” Robart
grumbled.  He pulled his greatsword off his back with difficulty and found a
spot in the shadows at the edge of the clearing, where he stood his sword
beside him against a tree.


Salrissa pulled her boots on and walked over to Hoyle and
gave him a small peck on the cheek and whispered something to him.  She then
went to into the forest opposite Robart and disappeared into the darkness.


Celia watched as Valena walked over to where Robart leaned
against a tree.  She said something quietly to him, and then she watched as the
healer’s hands glowed briefly while touching Robart’s abdomen, then fade. 
Valena walked back to near Celia and grabbed her now dry blanket, and curled up
a little closer to the fire.


Hoyle had by this point found a small hollow between some
tree roots and had curled up, apparently asleep.  She noted that his sword was
unsheathed and in his grip.


Celia grabbed her brush and proceeded to quickly remove the
tangles in her hair, and then braided it to keep it out of the way.  After a
while, she began to get sleepy, the adrenalin now wearing off.  She grabbed her
now mostly dry blanket, wrapped herself up in it and found a fairly level,
fairly dry patch of ground and lay down.  She drifted off before a ten count.


---o---


 


Celia woke with a start, sitting upright abruptly, her
adrenalin pumping.  The howl that had awoken her was still fresh in her ears. 
She reached for her staff, forgetting she left it on board the skiff and it had
burned in the fire.  Looking around, she noticed the rest of the group was also
awake; Robart climbing to his feet from where he was sleeping; Hoyle moving
into the clearing from where he must have been keeping watch.  Valena was
sitting up, also confused, but Celia noted that the bruise on her forehead was
now gone.  She must have healed it before she went to sleep.  Of Salrissa there
was no sign.


“What was that?” Valena asked with an almost unnoticeable
tremor in her voice.  Celia wondered how old the small woman really was, as her
face put her anywhere from eighteen years of age to thirty.


“I believe that was a hunting cry of the varghul,” Celia
stated more calmly than she felt.  She stood in the pre-dawn light and walked
towards the smouldering wreck that was their transport just hours ago.  She was
glad for the few hours of rest, though her muscles still complained, her
thoughts were clearer.  “It is very unlikely that it is hunting us.  Still we
should not tarry overlong.”  She began to climb the wreckage careful to not
touch anything that looked hot, or get soot on her hands.  She could still feel
the presence of the quafa'shilaar in her mind.


“Then what are you doing?” Robart asked in exasperation.


“If we need to move, Celia, what you’re doing doesn’t make
sense.  Come down from there and let’s get moving.”  Hoyle had moved over to
remains of the bottom of the sloping deck.


“I need something from inside.” She simply stated.  She
climbed up the tilted deck, smearing her hands with soot and burning her hands
twice on still hot embers regardless of how careful she was being.  She managed
to reach the cabin door amid much grumbling from below.  “I won’t be long,” she
called down.


Being careful not to injure herself, she climbed into the
canted cabin, surprised at what little damage the fire had caused to the
interior.  Climbing equally along the wall and floor at the same time, she
managed to reach the small red door and heaved it open.  The quafa'shilaar
still sat in its cradle, deep violet light with flecks of azure radiating from
it.  The rest of the room was a charred wreck, black and burned, the fire
gaining access from the damage the drake had caused she assumed.  The mast was
charred too, but thick enough to withstand the heat without cracking.  The
metal plate holding the magestone was still intact also.


Carefully she reached out and scooped the magestone from
under the flat bar holding it in the metal depression.  As her fingers made
contact with it she sensed a feeling of relief from the stone.  The pulling in
her mind eased.  “I got you little one,” she said to the stone as she turned to
climb out.


As she made her way back through the cabin, she grabbed a
couple of still usable water skins hanging from a hook.  Then she heard
shouting from outside.  Something was happening.  As she came into viewing, she
could see Hoyle and Robart shouting and pointing.  She clambered down the
sloped deck, sliding the final span on her rear end and moved over to the two
shouting men.


“What’s going on?” she shouted into the argument.  She
couldn’t understand what they were saying anyway.  She was not sure they could
understand each other either.  Just at that moment, another long howl cut
through the air.  It was much closer.  “Oh.”  She moved over and began to
collect her now mostly dry books and tomes, re-wrapping them in the oil cloth
to protect them.


Just as she was pulling her pack over her shoulder, they
heard a bone-chilling shriek.  Suddenly the bushes parted as Salrissa ran into
the new clearing holding the bow from the sky skiff, an arrow nocked on the
string.  “Get your weapons ready!” she cried briskly.


Hoyle and Robart grabbed their weapons without question,
Hoyle drawing his rapier and stiletto, Robart retrieving his greatsword from
against the tree.  They moved toward Salrissa who was watching back the way
from which she came.


Valena had stood her pack already on her back.  “Why, what’s
going on?”


Suddenly a large creature leapt from the trees, easily
clearing the new hole in the forest canopy, and landed on the far side of the
clearing.  Turning, it regarded the five of them even as Salrissa, Hoyle and
Robart turned to face it, fanning out slightly in the process.


The creature was a varghul.  It resembled a giant house cat,
with feline eyes, pointed ears, striped black and grey fur, and very sharp
teeth.  That’s where the similarities ended.  This creature was a span and a
half tall at the shoulder, with six muscular legs, the front four evolved to
rend and tear, the rear pair for leaping large distances.  Bony protrusions
like knives extended from the joints of all its limbs, along its back, at the
shoulders and ran along the skull down between its eyes.  These creatures had evolved
to hunt drakes, they were stealthy, could leap huge distances and high into the
air, and grapple their prey with their powerful set of four forelegs.  A long,
bony, armored feline tail extended behind it, two spiny plates extending from
each side near the tip.  It had an arrow protruding from one of its upper
forelegs, and looked extremely angry.


The varghul opened its fang filled mouth and screeched at
them, its ear-splitting howl causing Celia to put her hands over her ears.  She
watched as Salrissa fired another arrow at the creature, managing to hit it in
the dim pre-dawn light.  Unfortunately, the arrow hit the creature on the bony
part of the skull between its eyes, bouncing off harmlessly.  Hoyle and Robart
moved to try and flank the creature, weapons in front of them.


The varghul moved faster than thought, slashing at Hoyle
with his middle right leg, its long claws forcing Hoyle to dive out of the way
into a pile of bushes.  At the same time, its left front leg whipped out at
Robart.  Robart ducked quickly, but a claw still sliced into his shoulder,
drawing blood, knocking him off-balance.  Salrissa let another arrow fly,
sinking it into the shoulder next to the other arrow.


The creature turned to Salrissa and screeched again in
anger, then pounced at her with its powerful legs.  Salrissa dove to the side,
rolling into the shadows under the wreckage of the ship, and vanished from
sight.  The varghul clawed at the wreckage, trying to get at Salrissa.  All
this happened in mere moments since the creature attacked.


"Cravash!" Celia intoned, sending her
marbles of light at the back of the beast while it was digging for her most
immediate prey.  They hit the rear end of the creature, singeing its fur,
causing it to yelp.  It turned in a circle, trying to determine the source of
its distress.  Its eyes caught Celia and Valena standing close together near
the side of the clearing by the fallen logs.  It began to stalk towards them,
crouching for a leap.  Just as it was coiling itself, Robart stepped up behind
it and swung his giant sword, hitting the creature in the rear thigh, drawing a
serious amount of blood.  It screeched in pain and swung its armored tail,
slamming Robart across the clearing, slicing a red streak across his chain
armor.  He landed in the bushes unmoving.


It turned to face Celia, now wary, now moving forward with a
limp.  She could hear Valena praying to her left, and began to prepare her next
spell as quick as possible - this varghul was now really angry and in a blood
rage.  Celia looked at the sky, noticing the first hints the sun would peek
over the horizon.  She also noted Salrissa and Hoyle moving up from behind the
creature.


Suddenly the beast sprung forward, just as Valena stepped up
beside Celia, throwing her hands up in front of herself.  The creature's mouth
open to bite, it looked like the two of them were both doomed, but the creature
was brought up short, running into a clear shield of force that Valena must
have called into being.  The creature stumbled back dazed and shook its head. 
At that moment Celia saw Salrissa run towards Hoyle and stepped into his cupped
his hands, which he used to hurl the assassin up onto the varghul's back. 
Salrissa ran along the stunned creature's back and sank two knives into the
soft spots on either side of the creature's neck armor.  The creature bucked,
throwing Salrissa to the side, where she managed to tumble to break her fall
and roll to safety.  


Celia took that opportunity to cast her Flare spell, causing
painfully bright sparkling lights to dance in front of the night-hunter's
eyes.  At the same moment, Hoyle took the opportunity to drive his rapier into
the same leg that Robart had already wounded.  The creature wailed again, shook
its head twice and ran limping into the woods in the direction from which it
came, crashing through the brush all stealth forgotten in its haste to flee.


Celia let out a breath she didn't realize she had been
holding.  The rest of the group formed up and moved to where Robart lay in the
underbrush, unconscious.  Valena knelt to tend to him as the rest watched the
bushes for the varghul, or anything else that might attack.  Celia noted that
the varghul's tail had ripped a gash across his chest, right through his chain
armor.  Valena's healing prayers sealed the wound quickly, but she suspected
that his armor was ruined beyond repair.









Chapter 21


 


Hoyle looked around at the group, surprised that they were
not more injured.  Aside from Robart's serious injuries and the shoulder he himself
wrenched when he had to dive into the bushes, they were remarkably well off. 
However, he knew that couldn't last long.  He was a city boy at heart, who had
spent a summer working on an ocean trader as a deck hand when he was younger. 
So he knew a little about ships and a lot about the city, but absolutely
nothing about how to survive in the wilderness.  And it being spring, with
unpredictable days, and chilly nights, not to mention the creatures that lived
out here, he ventured that there were going to be a number of uncomfortable
days coming at them.  


Valena finished her prayers, her glowing hands healing the
wound across Robart's chest.  Robart sat up with a start, then groaned and lay
back down.


"Seven Hells that tail sure hurt." he said.  Quiet
laughter followed from the rest of the group as the tension of the encounter
left them.


"We had better get moving.  The smell of blood will
probably bring out some other animals to investigate."  He was only
guessing, but tried to say it with authority, so no one questioned him at this
point.  "I'm going to climb a tree and check out our best path.  Salrissa,
why don't you and Celia go back to the lake and fill the water skins she
brought out of the wreckage please?  Valena, stay here with Robart and makes
sure he's ready to go when we get back."  He then turned and walked into
the woods, opposite the side the varghul left, and tried to find a tall tree.


He managed to find a suitable tree about twenty paces from
the wreckage as the sun was rising, its leaves not yet budding in the chill
early spring air.  It had to be ten or twelve spans tall, with thick evenly
spaced branches that appeared easy to climb.  This proved true as he scaled the
tree with no more challenge than climbing a ladder.  Near the top, the branches
began to sway with his weight, but he was able to see in all directions.


They were in a ravine of sorts, maybe more of a valley,
between two arms of the mountain that contained the lake that had saved their
lives last night.  He could see the small forms of Salrissa and Celia at the
lake's edge filling the water skins.  Hoyle could see a small glimmer leading
from the lake which must be a river or creek of some sort.  To the northwest
was the main face of the mountain, ridges running on either side of them to the
north and south.  The valley opened up into the foothills to the southeast. 
Far to the southeast, past the foothills, he could see the plains of Goralon,
and imagined that he could see Karvesh.  However, in all directions all he
could see was unbroken forest, other than the clearing the wreckage had
created.  He knew they were in some serious trouble.


Climbing back down, Hoyle returned to the wreckage to find
everyone ready and waiting for him.


"So what's the plan?" Salrissa asked him as she
cleaned her knives with a clump of brown, dead grass.


"Yes, what did you see?" Celia added.


He summarized his survey of the surrounding area to the
group.  "I suggest that we either follow the stream from the lake, or make
it to the southern ridge." Hoyle offered as confidently as he could
manage.


"Why?" Robart asked with slight contempt.  Hoyle
noted that he had turned his chain shirt around as no slash was apparent on the
front.


"Why what?" he responded to the larger man.


"Why should we follow you or any suggestion you make? 
Who made you leader of this little group?"  Robart crossed his arms
stubbornly across his chest.


Hoyle was not surprised.  There had been a tension between
the two of them since they had stepped through the magegate.  Besides the fact
that Hoyle hated Robart for the torture he had received at his hand and did not
understand why he was on this mission, Robart had been walking on eggshells
around him the entire expedition. He sensed something like this might happen
sooner or later, but he didn't want to force this confrontation here. 
"Fine!  What do you suggest then?" he rebutted.


Valena moved up to Robart and put her hand on his arm. 
Robart leaned down and listened as she spoke quietly to him.  He shook his head
at something she said.  She spoke again, and finally he looked up at Hoyle, his
eyes ice.  "Alright, let's get ourselves to the ridge then."  He
gestured for Hoyle to lead the way.


---o---


 


They spent the day fighting through the thick woods, with
few words spoken between them.  They had started by following their trail back
to the lake, and then following the shoreline to the east, until it curled around
to the south.  Birds called and insects chirped in the mild spring air.  The
sun was high, and though mild, it was not warm.


  They stopped where the small river left the lake in a
steep cascade of rapids to have lunch.  They each only had a small amount of
rations with them, which they each ate in silence.  They followed the north
side of the river ravine most of the afternoon, fighting through the thick
underbrush, until the banks dropped down and leveled off enough for them to get
close to the river.  They ended up walking along the gravel at the river's edge
for most of the afternoon before finding a place to cross.


They managed to cross the river only getting partially wet,
and found a small ledge above the river on which to rest.  The sun was now close
to dropping behind the mountain to the west, and light had started waning when
they decided that they would have to stop and stay there on the ledge for the
night.


The ledge was located two spans above the riverbed, and had
a small overhang that created a protected area, and had restricted access.  A
few pine trees grew at one end of the ledge, but otherwise the ledge was
exposed to the ravine.  It would be somewhat defensible, and hard to reach for
most animals.  For the varghul, should it decide to come back, it was at
perfect head height.


Hoyle stood on the ledge as the others climbed up the steep
trail on their hands and knees, finding all the hand and footholds that Hoyle
had indicated as he climbed.  He looked at the clear sky above and was grateful
that it would not rain tonight, but it would be cold.


He turned to Celia, as Salrissa hoisted her the last few
feet onto the ledge.  "Can you get a fire started with your magic?"


Celia brushed off the dirt clinging to her robes from the
climb.  "Yes, if you find me some dry wood, it shouldn't be a problem to
get a fire started."


Hoyle leaned over the ledge and called out to Robart who was
still waiting to climb as he watched Valena ascend the slope.  "Robart,
can you start collecting some wood for a fire?" he asked as diplomatically
as he could.  "I'll be down to help in a moment."  He looked around
the ledge and gathered some of the larger rocks lying about and created a small
circle near the middle of the ledge.  Meanwhile Salrissa collected a few small,
dead pine branches of the trees at the end of the ledge, along with handfulls
of dried needles.  She piled them in the circle of stones.


Hoyle deftly leapt from the ledge in a flip and landed in
the gravel below.  Robart had gone down the river to the east, picking up the
wood deposited along the bank in the fall, so he went west stacking the sticks
and branches under one arm.


Soon thereafter, with some help from Celia's magic, they had
a small fire burning in the circle of stones.  There was just enough room for
all of them to sit on the ledge, as long as they did not mind being shoulder to
shoulder.  As they all brought out their rations Valena stopped them.


"Please hand your rations over to me for a
minute," Valena directed.


"Why?" Salrissa asked with a slight defensive tone
in her voice.


"You will see, but I assure you, I mean no harm."
was her reply.


Hoyle handed his remaining rations over to Valena with the
rest of the group, the dried jerky and hard tack bread barely edible fare.  He
watched as she collected it in the lap of her robe and completed a prayer to
the Goddess.  A blue glow enveloped the food for but an instant, and then
Valena handed it back to the rest of them.


"Now your food will be more edible, last longer, and
fill you up faster.  So, be careful not to eat more than a few bites, or you
will end up with stomach pains."  Valena lifted her own bread to her mouth
and took a small bite.  "We don't know how long it's going to take us to
get back to civilization, so I thought this would be best."


Hoyle bit into his jerky, surprised to find that it was soft
and pliable and tasted like the best steak he had ever eaten.  He felt the
energy returning to his body fairly rapidly.  He tried the bread next and found
it to be soft and flavourful, not the dry, crusty, flavorless dough it usually
was.  He nodded his thanks to Valena as he edged away from the group to the end
of the ledge obscured by trees.


"I'll take first watch." he offered, climbing up
onto a stone above the ledge near the trees as dusk was falling quickly in the
ravine.  He watched as the group settled back against the cliff face at the
back of the ledge, pulling their cloaks over them for warmth.


Celia stayed closer to the fire, and murmured something he
couldn't hear and threw some powder into the fire.  The fire flared briefly,
then settled down into a smaller, more constant flame.  She then reached into a
pocket of her robes and drew forth a pulsing, purple stone slightly smaller
than her fist.  It looked like a magestone - a magestone the size of the ones
on the magegates, and she had it in her pocket.


Hoyle listened to the night carefully as he watched her
caress the magestone and stare into its depths.  Finally, after many minutes,
she put it back in her pocket, wrapped herself in her cloak and settled in to
sleep.  He thought he could see tears on her cheek in the fire's light.


She was a mystery to Hoyle.  She seemed so naive and
trusting when he first met her what felt like ages ago, but was only but a
fortnight.  She seemed competent in her magic, but unsure of herself.  When he
really thought about it, he found that he really liked her, and was maybe even
attracted to her.  But he had Salrissa, though sometimes she was distant and
cold, but when he could get her to open up a little, the passion came forth
with almost a rage burning inside.  He was torn, but willing to let things play
out a little while before making any decisions.  Besides, he was not sure that
Celia even liked him.


Now with Robart... he knew Robart did not like him. 
And Hoyle sure as the Seven Hells were certainly vile, did not like Robart for
obvious reasons.  What he could not figure out is why Robart was with them on
this suicide mission for the Emperor.  Had Robart done something wrong?  Was
this his punishment for letting the prisoners escape?  Or was he driven by
something else?


The decision to bandage Robart's legs during the prison
break was a spur of the moment decision, one he had not yet decided if he
regretted or not.  He had certainly made a choice when he did it, and it had
probably saved Hoyle's life on the Imperial Sky Citadel - at least
temporarily.  Now he had a chance to live that much longer, and that was as
much attributed to his skill and the skill of those around him, even if this
was meant as a means for the Emperor to get rid of them.  Whether they
succeeded or failed, there was no downside for Randramas.











Chapter 22


 


Celia waited as the others settled down to sleep.  She could
hear Hoyle shifting on the rock at the end of the ledge, slightly above her. 
She reached into her pouch and brought out a powder, intoned the words to a
Lingering spell, then tossed the powder into the fire.  It flared briefly then
settled to an even flame.  The spell was similar to what Valena's prayer had
done to their food - it would allow the fire to burn slower, diminishing its
light, but not it's heat, and also allow it to burn the night through without
adding any additional wood.  If necessary, she could reverse the spell,
instantly putting out the fire if there was a need to.


She could feel the pull of the quafa'shilaar's presence in
her mind, as she had all day long as they traversed the bushes, and downed
trees, and thorns, and walking knee deep through the river.  She had had to
stop and remove a stone from her boot on more than one occasion.  But all
through the day, the quafa'shilaar was a separate distraction that she could
not remove.  Nor was she sure she wanted to.


She reached into her pocket and retrieved the glowing violet
stone.  She stared into it, caressing the stone in her hand.  She noted a small
crack down one side that she could not see, but only feel with her fingers. 
The stone was no longer smooth, but was that important?  She did not know.


She looked into the depths, and cast her thoughts forward,
feeling a falling feeling as the stone accepted her into itself.  She could
sense awareness, not of its surroundings, but more of a self awareness.  That
startled Celia.  When she had bonded with the azure magestone of her amulet,
she had felt no intelligence, no spark of awareness, just a small sense of the
power residing within.  Now, she could sense the power of this magestone, but
also an underlying need.  It seemed to want to help, to be of use, to have a
purpose to its existence.  Again, as these feelings rolled over her, she
gasped, shocked at what was happening.


The stone seemed to be alive!  She opened her thoughts
further to the stone, allowing it to see within her, to the very core of her
being.  It seemed hesitant at first, tentative to explore what she was
offering, possibly sensing her reluctance to share.  Eventually the stone
probed into those hidden recesses of her mind, forcing her to relive those
experiences over again - the memory of her father rejecting her for her desire
to join the Dar'Shilaar and casting her out, disowning her, her mother weeping
in the background; the excitement of being allowed to join the ranks of the
Dar'Shilaar; the joy in passing her exams and getting her own quafa'shilaar. 
The stone saw it all, delving deeper, causing emotions to well up within Celia
that she had bottled up so fiercely, so deep down, that she had never expected
to have to feel them again.  But the stone laid all to bear, but then finally
eased up sensing her discomfort.  She felt an acceptance from the stone, a soul
akin to hers, willing to be her partner, willing to help, to have a purpose, to
be an equal.  Celia was gladdened by the emotions returned by the stone -
acceptance, eagerness... and love?  The last caught her off guard; this was just
a stone, was it not?


Celia was physically and emotionally exhausted, her mind and
body craving sleep, so she put the stone away in her pocket, filing the
unanswered questions away for another time.  She wrapped her cloak around
herself and settled in against the cave wall, her head on Salrissa's shoulder.


---o---


 


The early morning sun fell fully on the little ledge, waking
Celia from a particularly confusing dream.  She had been flying high above the
land, birds scattering from her.  Swooping low, she could see wild horses and
cattle all flee her shadow.  But no matter what, she could not see the shape of
the shadow or the form she had taken in the dream.


She noted that she was the last to awaken, and stretched as
she sat up from the awkward position she had ended up in.  Her shoulders ached,
and when she tried to sit up, she found her legs stiff and sore from the
previous day's travels.  The fire still burned contentedly in the stone circle
as she moved closer to warm her hands.


"Neat trick that." Robart commented from the rock
Hoyle had been watching from last night, as he gestured to the fire.


"Thanks," she replied, dispelling the magic
keeping the fire burning.  It immediately turned from the burning logs to white
embers, falling into itself, the flames gone, but the heat still radiating from
it.


She noticed Salrissa on the gravel bank below doing some
stretching, while Valena sat beside her chewing her rations.  Celia pulled out
her own bread and took a mouthful.  Robart hopped down from the rock, walked
past the two women and slid more than walked down the steep incline to the
riverbank below.  He also did some light stretching, standing a ways behind Salrissa. 
Celia was pretty sure he was watching her every move in her tight leather armor
that emphasized more than it hid.


"Where is Hoyle?" she asked Valena quietly, as she
looked around, noticing his absence.


"I believe that he is scouting the area.  For what, I'm
not sure," Valena responded absently as she packed away the remains of her
trail rations.


Celia looked up from her rations as she took a bite from her
meat, its juices running down her chin, and saw Hoyle's silhouette appear from
the forest at the side of the ravine.  He moved towards them at a walk and
stopped near Salrissa.


"I found a game trail that seems to lead up the ravine
wall.  Hopefully that will get us to the ridge we saw yesterday," Hoyle
declared hopefully.  He turned and had a quiet conversation with Salrissa and
then moved to stand below the ledge and look up at her and Valena.  "Are
you ladies coming?" he asked with one eyebrow raised and a smirk on his
face.  "I for one do not want to spend any more time in this wilderness
than I have to."


She and Valena gathered up their things and made their way
carefully down the incline to the gravel bank, and followed the others as Hoyle
led the way towards the game trail he had apparently found.  After several
dozen paces he vanished under an overhanging tree, with Salrissa following, and
Robart waiting for Celia and Valena.  Celia noted the break in the underbrush
as she crouched under the tree, and started up the moderate incline through the
forest.


---o---


 


They followed what Celia assumed was a game trail for the
better part of the morning, climbing steadily up the ridge.  More accurately,
it was running more-or-less level, while the river and the ravine dropped below
them in a series of waterfalls and steep rapids.  Every so often, they found
gaps in the trees where they could see quite a distance; at times they thought
they could see the Trellin Hills far to the northeast, the northern limits of
the Kingdom of Goralon.


Birds sounded in the trees and squirrels chittered away
angrily at the five of them as they passed, interlopers into their territory. 
The calls of the odd animal, and the rustling of the underbrush along the
narrow trail all registered in Celia's subconscious, but her mind had turned
back to the exchange she had experienced last night with the quafa'shilaar. 
She did not understand what was happening.  Why did it feel like the stone
was intelligent, possibly even sentient?  Was it why they were magical, or were
they intelligent because they were magical?  Or was this the only one that was
like this, was it unique?  The questions were boundless and all running
through Celia's head like bugs scattering when the lights came on.  Which is
exactly what the answer felt like - a bug.  When she trained her thoughts
towards one question and worked through the logic, she felt the answer was
there, but hidden just out of reach.  She needed to do more research.


As the chilly spring morning went on, the sun climbed
higher, warming the air.  Eventually Celia had to remove her cloak, as the
hiking was causing her to sweat.  After several hours, they stopped for lunch. 
Celia took the time to eat a few bites of her refreshed trail rations and
pulled out her tome titled Treatises on Modern Magic and flipped to the
essay by Vicalas Ardasha which she had not yet had time to read, titled Quafa'shilaar
and the Elements.  She began to read the tome as the others took time to
rest or to scout the trail ahead.


A particular passage caught her eye early in the essay, and
she had to go back and read the whole paragraph again.  


There is speculation by some that the quafa'shilaar are but
a conduit of power from another realm or reality, possibly from the home of the
base elements themselves; Earth, Air, Fire & Water.  Others argue that the
stones themselves are the source of power, some element within them allowing
the crafters of spells to channel that energy.  Finally, others argue that the
stones are only a reagent, allowing spell crafters to channel the energy of
nature itself, depleting the world of its essence.  I believe that the truth
lies somewhere in between these three views.  


Upon examination of quafa'shilaar, I have experienced the
rare occasion when the stone itself seemed to be aware and able to communicate
in rudimentary fashion.  It is unfortunate that I was unable to retain that
stone for any length of time.  Further experimentation with a large sample
group of quafa'shilaar could not reproduce the effect in any but a few, and
usually only with a single person, never myself, other than the once.  With the
results inconclusive, further investigation is required.


The essay went on to describe other experiments attempting
to deduce the source of the power, more futile attempts at deeper
communication, and more complicated procedures Celia did not quite understand. 
The final line in the essay jumped out at her as important.  


Only the leader of The Seven, knows the process of creating quafa'shilaar,
the knowledge imparted by the revered Staff of Everilon as it is passed from
one leader to the next.  


Celia looked up as she finished the essay.  The others were
getting ready to continue their climb to the top of the ridge.  She looked up
at the slight incline, the terrain getting slightly steeper, but it appeared
that they were out of the forest proper, as the trees were more coniferous and
spaced farther apart with newly sprouting alpine grasses between.  She stood
and gathered her things, moving to join the others as they continued the hike. 
If she did not think about the sky skiff and the ensuing battle and crash that
brought them to this point, she could almost believe they were on a simple hike
through the foothills.


As they ascended the slope, and the climbing required less
of her concentration and hands, she slipped her left hand into her pocket and
caressed the violet quafa'shilaar.  At first she could feel no discernible
difference from the magestone on her amulet, the awareness that had overwhelmed
her last night not apparent.  She could still feel the connection in her mind,
being present whether she was touching the stone or not.  It actually unnerved
her, being subject to this force that she did not understand, and could not
control.


Paying little attention to the path, she willed the stone to
communicate as it had the night before.  Nothing happened.  She demanded it,
begged it, and requested it to communicate with her, but nothing happened. 
Suddenly, she bumped into Valena, who had stopped short in front of her.


Celia looked around to see all of them stopped, looking
forward from their vantage high atop the ridge into the valley below.  In the
fading light of early dusk brought by the shadow of the mountain to the west,
Celia could not see what they were looking at, so stepped up beside Hoyle.  She
gasped as she spied countless small campfires spread about the valley below,
shadows milling around them like ants.  Looking south and west, she could see
the silhouette that was the sky citadel hovering protectively over the pass two
valleys over.  Due to the higher ridge to their south, a sister to the one they
spent the past two days reaching, ascending, and were now standing upon, these
fires would be out of view from the sky citadel.


"Is that what I think it is?" Celia asked,
uncertain if she could possibly be correct.


Silence hung in the air for a moment before Hoyle
responded.  "That is the Goralonian Army."


"But what's it doing here?" Celia asked
dumbfounded.


"Preparing to invade." Robart supplied.


"That's crazy!  The sky citadel will crush them.  Won't
it?" she asked nervously.  She was not fond of the Empire or the Emperor
since he had sent them out here to die, but it had provided a safe place for Mahad'avor
for the last eight decades.  She had only lived in the Empire for the last five
years, and mainly sheltered within the floating walls of the sky citadel, but
it had become her only home.


"It should, but they know that," Hoyle responded,
pondering.  "There is something more going on here.  They must have a way
past it somehow..."  He trailed off as the sky grew slowly darker, and
stars began to appear in the sky, mirroring the campfires below.


"We should make camp," Salrissa offered.  "I
saw a cleft in the rock off the path a few hundred paces back.  It will shelter
our fire, and protect us from the wind."


Celia realized that Salrissa was right and that the wind was
beginning to get gusty.  And where they were standing was too exposed to those
down below, even if they were almost a league away, or more.  She followed as
their group backtracked to the slightly hidden depression in the rock,
surrounded by pine and fir trees.  They gathered a handful of dead branches,
started a small fire, and settled in for the night.  Celia excused herself to
visit the bushes to make water, and on her way back she cast some warning
spells up and down the trail.  Once back at the campground, she cast her Lingering
spell on the fire and curled up in her cloak and tried to go to sleep.


---o---


 


Celia had both dreamed of this day and dreaded it at the
same time.  It was her sixteenth birthing day, a day she legally became a
woman, a day when she can choose her path in life if she so desires.  


Most think that she will choose to marry Branton, her long
time sweetheart, and heir to the Saterleen fortune.  This would make her the
second wealthiest woman in the Republic of Cartondan, envied by all, equalled
by only a few.  It is tempting, to accept that possibility, to live the life of
privilege, her every want taken care of by a bevy of servants, to spend her
life by the side of a good friend.  Her parents, Horst and Lileean Wurthaven,
would be proud to be connected to the Saterleens, and in fact, her father encouraged
the match.  Even though her family was wealthy in its own right, with the
marble quarry located on its hillside estate, they were not Saterleen wealthy. 
The only problem was, while her and Branton were close friends, she did not
love him, nor he her.  Branton was in love with another girl from a neighboring
town, and wanted to spend his days painting, not running the family business. 
They had spent many evenings talking quietly about these things as only close
friends can, with no judgement, only acceptance.


She felt that it was fun to let the possibilities linger in
her mind as they occurred; she could join the Daughters of Saveesha as a
priestess and gain high honor by serving the Church; or she could become a
Sister of Jenavin, and as a priestess of knowledge help guide the Senate,
gaining honor through service to the government.  Her father would also accept
it if she chose not to marry Branton, but instead chose to join her father in
running the family business.  He wouldn't be extremely happy, but he would
accept it.  


Both of her brothers had died young; her older brother
Brucen from the coughing sickness when he was but three years old, and her
younger brother Waynten when he tried jumping into the old quarry pond from a
high ledge and hit his head, causing him to black out and drown when he was
eight.  She was too young to have known Brucen, just to hear the stories over
the years, but she was as devastated as her parents when Waynten was killed. 
Therefore, she was the only Wurthaven left to be able to inherit the marble
quarry and the distribution business, other than her uncle Yohan.  And her
father and uncle Yohan had had a falling out, and had not spoken in years.


However, none of those choices were true to her heart; to
what she felt was her life's calling.  It was a secret she told no other, not
even Branton on those quiet evenings of whispered words.  She told no one,
because if it ever slipped out, her father would find a way to destroy that
option and force her into one of the "acceptable" choices for the
rest of her life, and that she could not live with.  And now was the hour of
her choice, the hour that her life changed, for good or ill, forever.


She stood with many other sixteen year-olds in the back of
the choosing hall behind a heavy curtain, all nervous but full of energy. 
Branton was standing near her, but far enough apart to give her space.  He did
not know what her choice would be, other than he knew it would not be him,
since they had discussed his choice in some length.  Every time he brought the conversation
around to her choice, she would change the subject or distract him with some
question about the girl in the neighboring town that he loved.


Soon it was time for them all to be presented to the Hall. 
There were not a lot of people in the amphitheatre, mainly the families of all
the sixteen year-olds seated in the second row and further back.  The first row
was reserved for the members of all the Guilds; the Registrars of Marriage; the
Heads of all five religions were represented; the Sons of Voral the Father, the
Daughters of Saveesha the Mother, the Sisters of Jenavin, and Brothers of both
Benraw and Kristor; and finally, a representative of the Dar'Shilaar from Mahad'avor. 



As they stepped forward as a group to be called in order of
last name, she snuck a peek at the latter.  The man looked quite elderly, with
a long white beard, disheveled purple robes, and matching pointed hat, slightly
askew.  A staff leaned against the wall near him, a green stone glowing lightly
at the top.  He appeared to be looking about in bewilderment, smiling wildly to
everyone, seemingly unaware of what was happening or why he was here on this
particular day.  As Celia watched him surreptitiously, he locked his gaze with
hers for a brief moment and winked before returning to his befuddled amusement.


She watched as one teen after another stepped forward as
called and indicated their choice.  She watched as her friend Selenity stepped
forward with Rollard, her long time crush, and announced that they were seeking
the Rite of Marriage.  Celia looked into the stands to see both sets of parents
and siblings, already sitting with each other smile proudly and clasp hands all
around.  Others were called forward, most following the logical choice, or the wish
or their parents, but not all.  


A boy she didn't know well, but knew to be a bully, chose to
join the Brothers of Benraw, to the weeping of his mother and shocked look of
his father.  It was unusual, and almost unheard of for the God of Chaos, War, and
Destruction to have anyone join from the Republic of Cartondan.  In fact, Celia
couldn't remember a year when that choice was made.  She was sure it would be
the talk of town for the next decade, so knew she would have heard about it if
it had happened before this.


Next up was Branton, who paused after being called.  He
looked up at his parents, and Celia could tell he was nervous, but knew his
decision to join the Painter's Guild was what his heart wanted.  So when he
called out his decision to join the Merchant's Guild and help with the family
business, she was dumbfounded.  He left the stage with his head down, his
shoulders slumped.  Celia looked up at her parents to find a frown on her
father's face, but understanding on her mother's.  A mother always knew.


A few more teens went up to declare their Choice, but Celia
took in none of it, focusing on her decision, worrying about whether she could
go through with it or not.  Could she disappoint her parents?  But could she
live with a decision that was not her own?  


And finally it was her turn.  She stepped forward to the
front of the stage and looked at all the various groups represented at the
front of the room, looking each one in the eye before moving on to the next. 
Finally her gaze landed on the Dar'Shilaar, his gaze intense, looking through
her to her very soul.  She paused, and watched as he nodded slightly at her,
amused expression gone.


Immediately after the words were out of her mouth, she heard
her father shout, and her mother gasp as the rest of the hall went silent as a
tomb.  Celia could not hear the exact words that her father was shouting at her
over the blood pounding in her ears.  She had done it!  She had made the
choice that she wanted, chosen the life solely for her.  She was going to
become a Dar'Shilaar, a wielder of magic!


She stepped off the stage and was met by the Dar'Shilaar as
he stood to greet her.  He took her hand and kissed it gently.  "Welcome
to the ranks of the Dar'Shilaar Celia.  You have the rest of the afternoon and
this evening to say goodbye to your family and friends and pack your things.  We
leave in the morning."


By this point the two remaining teens had made their choice
and the ceremony was starting to break up, families hugging and shaking hands,
some of the teens, including Branton, sitting with the Guild members at the
tables provided at the side of the room, reading through the guild charters and
contracts.  Celia watched as her father stormed down the stepped side aisle,
and brushed past the elderly Dar'Shilaar to grab her arm roughly.  Her mother
trailed a few feet behind, with an apologetic half smile on her face.


"What are you thinking young lady?!" he nearly
shouted, drawing stares from some of the others in the hall.  "You knew my
wishes, and yet you still defy me!"


"But what of my wishes father?" Celia responded
quietly, almost meekly.


"Your wishes are none of my concern!" he stated
angrily, trembling in rage.  "You must change your decision, and do it
now.  If you do not, I will disown you, and you will never be able to use the
Wurthaven name again!"


"But sir, her choice has been made," the elderly Dar'Shilaar
interjected, "and cannot be undone.  As a member of the Dar'Shilaar she
will not need the use of your surname any further.  She will be known from this
point forward only as Celia Shilaar, the same as all of our members.  Family names
are given up as a requirement." 


This statement made her father even angrier, if that was
possible.  She could see that he was a short time from losing control, but she
watched as he buried it deep down and regained some composure.


Her mother touched her father on the shoulder and stepped up
slightly.  "Well, come home and have dinner with us tonight after you get
your things packed, and we'll talk about this some before you leave in the
morning."


"There's nothing to talk about.  She's made her
decision and must live with the consequences - she can come home and get packed
and leave immediately."  Her father's words were without emotion, said
only as a fact.  Her mother had tears in her eyes, but did not sob.  She was a
strong woman, Celia knew; after all, she was married to her father.


"Well then, that's settled," said the elderly
Shilaar.  "Meet me at the Gilded Pear Inn on Farthing Way when you have
your things together and we'll leave promptly.  He turned and ambled from the
hall, bumping into several of the stragglers, apologizing with a wide smile and
vacant eyes.


The carriage ride home was oppressively silent, no one
looking at each other, but out the window at the buildings and people streaming
past.  Finally the buildings gave way and they passed through the wall and left
the city on their way to their estate in the hills.


Once home, she bolted from the carriage and went straight to
her room and gathered her few things, several of her newest changes of
clothing, her two favorite books, her travelling boots, cloak and the ring her
mother gave her.  A few other sundries ended up in the pack as well, things
with a practical purpose like her sewing kit, comb, and brush.


She then went down and met her mother at the front door. 
Her mother hugged her and said, "You may take the carriage back to town
-"


"No, she may not!  If she doesn't want to be a
Wurthaven any more, then it can start now!" her father did not look at her
as he addressed her mother.  He then turned his scowl towards Celia, "You
may walk to town.  In fact, you are no longer welcome in this house."  He
held the door open for her.


She could see tears in her mother's eyes as she gave Celia
one last hug.  Seeing them caused tears to well up in hers and Celia fought
hard not to sob uncontrollably.  She managed to hold out until she reached the
main road to town.  











Chapter 23


 


Hoyle stood against the worshyr tree, at the top of the
cleft in the rock, outside the ring of firelight.  He could hear Celia sobbing
quietly below through Robart's broken snoring, and could see her form curled up
in a ball as she slept.  She must be having a nightmare.  Wonder what it's
about?  It surprised him that he cared enough for even that thought.  He
had been trying to be as hard emotionally as he could ever since he got out of
the Imperial Sky Citadel.  He knew it was a defense mechanism, but he had
consciously chosen it.  Now he found himself caring, even if it was just a
little bit, and began to worry.


Suddenly something triggered the tingling at the base of his
neck.  He wasn't sure what had done it, but he now paid even more attention to
his surroundings.  Had he heard a stick snap, or was it that something
brushed a branch nearby?  Something was nearby, and he had to assume it was
not friendly.  He whistled a bird call into the night, pulled his cloak tighter
around him, and slid back against the trunk of the tree.  Almost immediately a
chest-high shape moved past the tree, stick thin in the darkness, moving toward
their camp.


He waited as several more of the figures moved past his
hiding spot.  He could see more figures on the far side of the cleft in the
rock, looking down on his sleeping companions.  They were little over a pace
tall, with white bark-like skin, and thin, branch-like limbs.  Their heads were
narrow, wide at the top, tapering to a point at the chin.  The tops of their
heads looked like broken trees, with sharp edges sticking up in all
directions.  The creatures had eyes that glowed red in the firelight, and carried
crude weapons, mostly spears that were no more than sharpened sticks.  Several creatures
had thicker club-like branches, and one carried a club made from a stone wedged
into the end of a branch.  They all seemed to be carrying a length of vine or
course rope in a loop over their shoulders.


Hoyle made a rough count, and figured more than thirty now
surrounded their camp, and he could hear more behind him in the darkness.  If
he moved now, or made a sound, he would be discovered.  He could only hope
Salrissa heard his bird call and made it to safety, as he couldn't see the camp
clearly from this vantage point and moving even slightly was not an option.


The creatures chittered away in their strange language, and
began yelling and screaming as they ambushed Hoyle's companions.  He heard
yells of surprise from his companions below and loud swearing from Robart as
the creatures descended on the camp.  Hoyle heard a "Cravash"
from Celia and a squeal that must have come from one of the creatures, and then
the firelight suddenly died.  There were additional brief sounds of combat, but
they ended as quickly as they started, as outnumbered as they were.  More
creatures were still milling around the top of the cleft, so close that he
could reach out and touch one if he so wished.  Assuming he was stupid and
wanted to die or be captured.


He watched in the light of the waning crescent moon as the
creatures herded the rest of the group up and out of the cleft, hands tied behind
them and elbows bound tight.  They were being prodded with the spears the
creatures carried.  In the near darkness, he could see four shapes, meaning
they had managed to capture Salrissa, which meant there were more of them than
he thought.  Seven Hells!  


He waited until he was sure the creatures were gone before
he began to follow.  In the city, he could follow anyone unseen and unheard,
but out here it was a different situation.  He was not a woodsman; he knew that
he was going to make more noise than he wanted to, and if he stayed too close
to the stick creatures, they would catch him.  However, he couldn't let them
get too far ahead, because he did not know how to track them if they did.


He stepped out of his hiding space cautiously, and began to move
in the direction they had gone.


---o---


 


After what Hoyle figured to be just more than a bell, based
on the position of the moon in the sky, he came over a rise and saw firelight
through the trees below.  He dropped to his stomach, his instincts telling him
that there would be sentries.  He watched the shadows carefully, and saw one
just off the path to his right, and another one far to the left.  The rise he
was laying on was fairly gentle, with the trees spaced apart in this alpine
meadow, but the dead winter grass was almost to his waist.  


Below the rise, the trees began to clump together in a small
ravine that appeared to have a small creek running through it.  He could only
see shadowy shapes moving through the trees against the faint firelight, but he
could still hear Robart grumbling and cursing, throwing in a threat every now
and again.  It was his voice that allowed Hoyle to follow the raiding party
from quite a distance back.  The creatures had tried to silence him, but had so
far been unsuccessful.


There was more of a scuffle in the clearing, and he noted
that the creature closest to him turned toward the commotion.  Hoyle took his
chance and moved down the slope, alternately sliding and crawling on his elbows
until he was at the next tree over from the stick-like figure.  Then, stepping
carefully, he edged around the pine tree and stalked towards his target in a
crouch.  He carefully slid his stiletto out of its sheath at his belt as he
managed to step up behind it silently.  He quickly put his hand over the
creature's mouth and slid his stiletto into the creature's back through the
thick, bark-like skin.  The creature twitched several times before it died. 
Hoyle laid the body down in the grass, and rolled it under the branches of the
tree it was standing next to.


He stayed low in the grass and looked toward where he had
positioned the other sentry and noticed the creature still there, almost hidden
in the high brittle grass.  He decided to leave him be for now and worked his
way down the slope to the closest copse of trees.  As he reached the trees
screening his view, he could see there was a fairly steep drop-off, and noticed
a small winding trail that switched back down the incline to the ravine below. 
Several more guards were stationed along the path.


Through the bare tree branches, he could see the creatures
knock his companions to the ground on the far side of the small stream in front
of a small cave opening.  Most of the creatures from the raiding party
surrounded their captives in a semi-circle facing the cave.  He noticed several
others moving around the ravine, tending fires, cooking meat on sticks, weaving
strips of dried grass, and other more mundane tasks.  This must be their home.


Two of the chest-high creatures entered the cave opening and
returned after several minutes leading a larger creature.  This creature was
not the same as the stick-like creatures.  This creature had green and brown
mottled skin, with boils and warts all over.  Its hair was patchy and stuck out
in bristles all over its body like quills.  It was slightly smaller than
man-sized, possibly the same height as Valena though much more muscular, a head
taller than the stick creatures.  It was wearing a dirty, tattered loin cloth
and a necklace of ears around its neck.  It finished chewing on the cooked leg
of some creature and flung it to one side as it walked up to the captives. 
Hoyle noted a wicked looking axe in its other hand.  It appeared to be the
leader of the stick creatures.


As he watched, the leader walked over to the bound captives
and grabbed Salrissa by the chin.  He turned her face up to his, examining
her.  He did the same with the other two women, and then finally turned to
Robart.  He stayed farther back from the cursing, struggling man and had a conversation
in the strange language with several of the stick creatures.  They gestured
wildly at Robart while two others began to poke him with their spears, trying
to get him to settle down.  This just made Robart more riled and he thrashed
even harder against his bindings.  Finally the leader stood up from his
conversation, grabbed a heavy branch from one of the other creatures and
slammed it against Robart's skull three times before it knocked him
unconscious.


Several of the creatures grabbed Robart's still form and
dragged him into a small alcove in the rock.  Others forced the women to their
feet, and herded them into the alcove with Robart.  They were then stripped of
all their belongings, and forced to strip down to their small clothes.  Several
more creatures pushed a gate of woven thick branches across the alcove, and
then rolled a small boulder in front, effectively sealing them in.  The sides
of the alcove overhung two spans above, so they would not be able to climb
their way out.  Besides, their hands and elbows were still tied behind them.


Their stuff was put in a pile near a fire to one side, and
the leader started sorting through it.  He found Celia's amulet, with its
glowing azure stone, and was fascinated by it.  He turned it this way and that,
staring at it from every angle before finally putting it around his neck with
his necklace of ears.  One of the stick creatures was rummaging through the
other side of the pile and brought forth the violet magestone from the sky
skiff.  The glowing stone lit up that side of the ravine, casting weird shadows
and overpowering the firelight from the campfires.


The leader noticed the creature holding the stone and
reached over and took the stone away, smacking the creature in the head.  He
then turned and returned to his cave, leaving the rest of the items to the
stick creatures.  They rummaged through all their stuff, tossing it about as
they pulled it out of various pockets and packs.  One tried to lift Robart's
sword, and just about dropped it on another, nearly slicing him in two.  It
must have taken several of them to bring that back to camp.


Hoyle watched it all quietly as he tried to formulate a plan
to rescue the others.  There appeared to be only two ways into the ravine that
he could see, and once into the ravine, there was not a lot of cover. 
Apparently these creatures just lived and slept out in the open.  He guessed
that with bark-like skin, there probably was not much need for shelter.


The camp began to settle down as the moon was just setting
behind the mountains in the west and Hoyle had the beginnings of a plan.  His
choice was taken away from him, however, as he felt two spear points poking
into his back.  He carefully turned around to chittering of several stick
creatures as they prodded him repeatedly with their spears.  One reached forward
to relieve him of his rapier, but on instinct he turned his hip away and kicked
out at the chest-high creature, knocking it back several feet into his
companions. Seeing his chance, he turned and ran along the side of the ravine
in the near darkness, trying to find a way down to his companions.  Loud
screeching came from behind as the creatures untangled themselves and began to
chase after.  


A stick spear came streaking past his shoulder as he
frantically looked for a way down into the ravine.  Then he saw his chance as
he could just make out a break in the trees ahead, and what looked to be a
toppled trunk of an ancient woshyr tree.  He veered for the gap in the trees as
several more spears missed him to each side.  He chanced a glance back and saw
them chasing, their short legs managing to move at an amazing speed, and regardless
of the fact that he had a much longer stride, they were catching up to him.


Reaching the break in the trees, he dove, arms outstretched
for the toppled tree.  Just at that moment, he felt a spear pierce his left
calf in a shallow, but painful wound.  He still managed to snag the toppled
tree and swing around it, powering his legs into the swing which dislodged the
spear, the swing tossing him forward in a long arc over the small creek to the
other side of the narrow ravine.  As he landed however, his left leg buckled
from his wound and he dropped to his side in the gravel.  He managed to get
himself to his feet and started to work up the ravine, back to where his
friends were.  Soon the alarm was up in the camp, causing some of the creatures
to flee, while others came at him with all sorts of simple weapons - simple,
but no less deadly.


Hoyle drew his rapier and stiletto, and limped towards the
stick creatures assembling to attack him.  He could feel blood pooling in his
boot, and knew he had to get to his friends fast or he might soon be dead.  The
spears and clubs ahead of him did not give him pause.  He moved as quickly as
he could, and when they charged him, he twisted and turned, slicing through
stick spears with his rapier, then through a club handles with his stiletto. 
Every once in a while, he would kick out with his wounded leg, knocking one or
two of them back, gaining some precious space.  Finally he was through them,
near the main fire, most of the creatures backing away now weaponless.


He edged towards the cage holding his friends, facing the
stick creatures, looming over them in actuality.  They all stayed back a span
or more, realizing how effective his weapons were compared to theirs.  He faked
a lunge towards them, causing a weird gasping noise as the creatures flinched
backwards.  Hoyle smirked.


"I don't know if you can understand me, but if you can,
I am just going to collect my friends and leave."  He could not read the
expressions on their weird faces, but they seemed to grasp the situation.


Suddenly he heard a noise behind him, and lunged for the
side, but even with his instincts kicking in, his ankles were suddenly bound as
a set of bolas wound around them causing him to land hard on the ground,
dropping his rapier, which skittered out of reach.  He looked back as the
leader that he had seen earlier pulled on the rope tied to the bolas, dragging
him across the gravel and even further away from his weapon.  He reached down
to the rope with the stiletto he still grasped, but the leader was quicker, and
took three quick strides and smashed his club into the side of Hoyle's head.


Just before he passed out, he heard in a growling voice,
"I  understand.  No, you not taking friends."


---o---


 


Hoyle awoke while it was still dark, stripped to his small
clothes, his body shivering in the chilly night air.  His body was wracked with
pain; his arms bound the same as his companions, and the wrists, and at the
elbows.  His ankles were also tied.


He looked up to see Valena and Salrissa watching him in the
faint firelight from their positions against the rock wall.  Somehow they had
managed to get themselves upright to a seated position.  Celia was still lying
on her side, facing away from him weeping quietly.  Robart still lay where they
threw him. Unconscious or dead, he couldn't tell.


"About time you showed up, though I was hoping more for
a rescue scenario," Salrissa stated wryly.


"This is a rescue, couldn't you tell?" Hoyle
bantered back, half heartedly, his head still ringing from the blow.  He tried
his bindings, but they were as tight as he could get them.  He noticed movement
as he struggled and saw the silhouettes of a bunch of the stick creatures look
down from two spans above, spears at the ready, their distinct voices echoing
through the darkness.  He stopped struggling.


"Is everyone okay?  Besides Robart I mean?" Hoyle
asked.


"Valena and I are fine, as is Celia physically, though
it appears she's in some sort of trance, as we haven't been able to wake her up. 
Robart was bludgeoned unconscious, and hasn't stirred since.  They have taken
all our things, including Celia's amulet and the large magestone and we are all
in our small clothes."  Salrissa shifted slightly, showing Hoyle that she
had managed to cut her bindings and was just keeping her hands behind her back
to fool their captors.


Hoyle was encouraged; they were not as bad off as he
thought.


 











Chapter 24


 


Celia was awoken from the dream of her Choosing Day by weird
screams and chittering sounds to find their group surrounded by dozens of
craglings.  She still felt the presence of the magestone in her mind, noticing
that her hand had closed around it while sleeping, but shook off the remnants
of the dream as she stood, crying out "Cravash!" and aiming
her motes of light at several of the stick-like creatures.


The motes impacted on the bark-like skin of several, and she
could smell burning wood, one cragling squealed, but the other craglings barely
flinched.  One poked her in the back with a sharpened stick and another smacked
on the head with the side if his, causing her to cry out.  She let go of her
Campfire spell, forcing it to smother the flames, hoping the instant darkness
would disorient their attackers.  As her own eyes adjusted, she could see the
craglings' glowing red eyes in the dark, lending credence to the speculation
that they could see in the dark.


Their group was quickly subdued, hands tied behind their
backs, with their elbows bound, and they were herded out of the cleft in the
rock into the dark.  They were hustled along, Robart struggling all the way,
shouting curses and challenges until finally one of the creatures began
smacking him on the back of the head every time he started to make trouble. 
After an indeterminate amount of time, they were led down a winding path into a
narrow ravine and forced to the ground in front of a small cave opening.


Celia was distracted the entire time things were happening,
as the awareness of the violet magestone was still in her head.  It seemed to
be peeling back the layers of her mind, trying to get to her core.  Celia had
started actively resisting after the first day, but it seemed to now enter her
subconscious when she was sleeping, and she had no defense against that.  


She noted that two of the creatures had returned with a
larger creature.  Celia recognized the creature from a description in one of
her tomes of learning from Mahad'avor.  It was a worvine.  They were rumored to
be mean-tempered and vicious, and usually picked on weaker creatures.  Normally
they were found in larger groups, tribes really, and were rumored to be slaves
to their larger orc cousins in the Blasted Lands, hundreds of leagues to the
north.  What this particular worvine was doing this far south and alone was a
mystery.


She watched, still distracted as the worvine walked to
Salrissa and looked her over as her father might look at a draft horse.  The
filthy creature did the same to Valena and her, and then began a conversation
with one of the craglings in their own language, each gesturing wildly towards
Robart.  


Finally the leader grabbed a club from one of the craglings
and strode forward and smacked the struggling Robart on the side of the head. 
This just made him angrier and caused him to struggle harder.  The worvine
swung the club quickly two more times, hitting Robart on either side of the
head in quick succession, knocking him unconscious, or killing him, Celia could
not tell.


The worvine ordered them stripped down to their small
clothes and then they were herded into a small alcove in the rock and a gate
was placed in the opening.  Celia lay on her side to try a take pressure off
her bindings and let the blood flow back to her hands.  She watched through the
gate as the worvine found her amulet and the violet magestone and then retreated
into his cave.  She tried not to despair, but she could not see a way out of
their predicament.


---o---


 


Her mind wandered not really her own, jumping from random
memory to random memory.  Each time she resisted.  Each time the stone
overpowered her meager resistance and moved on to the next memory.  


She was five years old, standing in the dining room of their
family's mansion watching her mother and father argue over some trivial thing
that her present mind realized was really about Brucen's death to the coughing
sickness.  Her father was yelling at her mother about the Daughters and
donations, and it went on and on.  Waynten wandered in and she took his hand
and left the room, the sounds of the argument fading.


She was seven years old, laying in her bed, her mother
stroking her hair and singing her an unrecognizable lullaby.  She looked over
sleepily to see Waynten in his bed, already fast asleep.


She was eight years old, standing on the edge of the quarry
with Waynten standing beside her looking down.  They were at the old end of the
family's quarry, where the water had collected over the years, lying crystal
clear over a span below them.  Her brother asked her something about being
sure, and her non-committal response that it would be exciting.  They then
grabbed hands and jumped, hitting the ice-cold water so far below.


She was ten years old, standing at the window in the sewing
room.  It was ironic to her present self that they were wealthy enough to have
a room dedicated to her mother's sewing projects, but nothing in the world
would be able to sew up her heart.  She stood, tears running down her face as
she watched the workers walking down the road from the quarry, her brother
Waynten's body wrapped in a oiled cloth, lying in the bed of the wagon.  He had
died jumping into the quarry pool from a higher ledge and had hit his head and
drowned.


She shook her head trying to deny the images, but they kept
coming.  Finally she managed to shut the stone out of her mind, though not
completely.


---o---


 


Celia opened her eyes as someone poured a stream of cool
water into her mouth and saw Valena kneeling over her with a small crude bowl. 
She was free of her bindings and Celia found that she was too, and found her
wrists to be rubbed raw.  She rubbed them with her hands as she arched an
eyebrow at Valena and sat up slowly, her muscles stiff from the cold.


She noted that Robart was still lying near where they had
tossed him, though it looked like his hands had been untied and someone had tried
to make him more comfortable.  She suspected that it was Valena who had done
so.  It seemed that it was morning, the dim light filtering through the trees. 
She could see some craglings moving about outside their enclosure, with several
stationed at the gate.  She could hear more chittering up at the top of the
rock walls.  Every once in a while she saw one of them look over the high ledge
at their captives.


Celia looked around some more, noting Hoyle sleeping in a
huddle against one wall, while Salrissa was sitting near the gate watching the
camp surreptitiously, but intently.  She whispered to Valena, "Why haven't
you healed Robart?"


"I have, just not enough to wake him up." She smiled
a little sheepishly.  "Do you think our situation would better if he was
awake or stays unconscious?"


Celia nodded thoughtfully.  Things could truly get out of
hand if Robart was awake.


Something occurred to her suddenly.  "How did they
capture Hoyle?  He wasn't captured with us, was he?"  She was having
trouble remembering anything really clearly last night. 


"No, he had managed to evade capture, but was then
caught trying to free us," Valena stated simply.


Celia watched the movement about the camp as the sun climbed
higher in the sky, noting that there were not many of the creatures around. 
She could not seem to recall if one of the tomes she had read during her time
at Mahad'avor had indicated they were nocturnal or not.  Most of those she
could see were tasked with guarding them.


There was not much to do, other than to keep watch and wait
for their chance to escape.  That and move around to keep warm - it was a cold
spring on this side of the Whitetooth Mountains, and with only a thin layer of
linen between her skin and the chilly air, moving around the confines of the
small cage seemed the best way to stay warm.  Through it all she could still
sense the magestone in the background of her mind.  It was taking most of her
concentration to keep it out, but she was succeeding.


They watched as the worvine came out of his cave later in
the morning and grabbed a piece of meat from over one of the fires.  Chewing on
the meat, he came over and looked at them through the gate bars.  He seemed a
little annoyed that they had their hands free, as he swatted one of the
craglings, gestured and spoke harshly to him before turning away, apparently
disgusted.


They were brought some tickleberries and root tubers
sometime around mid-day.  They ate the berries willingly, once Celia had
identified them for the group.  The tuber they ate reluctantly, though they
found that it had a reasonable texture and flavour, if only a little bland.


While they were eating, Celia watched Hoyle, following his
scars from left ear to chin, and from above his right eye down to his mouth. 
His experiences in the sky citadel dungeon certainly changed him.  He had been
harder, but still with some of his flair.  She did note that he was a little
less cocky, and joked much less - barely at all really.  What she did not
understand is why he had not tried to kill Robart yet.  He surely had reason
to, and means, method and even opportunity.  In this he was a mystery to her. 
Actually, if she was honest with herself, he was a complete mystery to her.  And
she could not leave a mystery alone.


Hoyle noted her looking at him and smiled a wry half-smile
back at her.  He shrugged his shoulders and turned back to Salrissa, listening
to her quiet report of the camp activities.  The two of them kept looking through
the gate at the craglings.


It was late afternoon when Robart groaned and sat up
slowly.  Valena moved over to sit beside him, and offered him some water from
the crude wooden bowl the creatures had provided.  He coughed several times as
he took the water, then brushed Valena's arm away, spilling the water.


After a few minutes he stood on shaky legs and yelled at the
top of his lungs and moved towards the gate.  Hoyle stood up and stepped
between Robart and his destination, putting a hand on his chest to stop him. 
Robart took a swing at Hoyle, missing as his target stepped aside, causing him
to stumble.


Celia watched as Robart's face turned red with rage,
"Get out of my way!" he yelled at Hoyle as he stood again.  Hoyle
looked at Salrissa who shrugged, so he stepped aside, and went back to sit with
her at their vantage point near the gate.  


"Drawing attention to us right now is not too
smart," he said loudly to Salrissa.  They all knew the comment was
directed at Robart.  "But I guess you don't have to be smart to torture
innocent prisoners."  


Robart glowered, "Like you're innocent," he
countered.


"Okay then, bound, helpless prisoners.  Better?"
Hoyle rebutted.


Robart started towards Hoyle, who stood up, but then thought
better of it and went to the gate and began shaking it, yelling at the
craglings to let him out.  After a minute or two, Valena went over to try and
calm him down, with no luck.


"Let me out of here!  Fight me like a man, you
worthless cowards!" Robart continued at the top of his lungs.


Finally Celia could hear the craglings above start into a
heated, clipped exchange that continued as activity in the camp became
flurried.  Celia moved up beside Salrissa and Hoyle to watch, and saw several
of the stick-like craglings disappear into the cave opening.  Several minutes
later the worvine emerged following the same craglings, and started towards
their cage.


"Finally!  You scum-covered coward.  How about letting
me out of here and fighting me like a man?!"  Robart challenged.


The heavily-muscled worvine looked Robart over for a few
minutes, then turned his head in a human-like gesture and said in a gravelly
voice, "You want me fight you like man?"  He paused.


"Yeah, fight me like a man!  I win, we all go free,
with our stuff," Robart challenged again.


The worvine shrugged.  "Yes."  The worvine turned
to the craglings surrounding him and spoke in their weird chittering language
of broken branches and snapping twigs.  He gestured to Robart and the gate and
to the center of camp and then walked toward the fire.


Celia could not believe this was going to be that easy. 
Worvines were not known to be extremely smart, but they were vicious and cruel,
and this one ruled a tribe of craglings.  This one was smarter than most. 
"Robart, this doesn't feel right, it was too easy to get him to
agree," she argued quietly while the craglings moved to let him through
the gate.


Robart waved her off as the gate was opened, with dozens of
craglings pointing spears at him as he strode between them towards the center
of the camp.  The tribe surrounded him, several paces away, all of their
weapons pointing towards the large figure of Robart, who towered over all of
them.


Celia watched as the worvine turned to face Robart in the
fading light of dusk, firelight making the shadows begin to dance from several
points around the camp.  


"You want me fight you like man?" the gravelly
voice asked Robart.


Robart nodded back, "Yes, fight me like a man." 
He moved into a fighting stance and raised his hands.


The worvine reached down and grabbed two clubs from the
ground and threw one to Robart.  Robart seemed a little surprised, but caught
the crude weapon easily.  He smiled.


"Okay, now we fight like man," the worvine stated,
nodding his head.


Celia watched in horror as two of the craglings lunged at
Robart from behind, each driving a spear into the back of one of his legs. 
Robart screamed out as he fell forward to the ground, his club dropping to the
ground.  Valena gasped in shock beside her.


"Man came to village.  Man ambushed my clan.  Man
attack mom cubs with swords.  They no swords.  Man kill mom cubs.  Man kill
baby cubs.  Man tie warrior to stake.  Man torture many warrior many suns.  So
now fight like man."  


The worvine spoke some more orders in the cragling language
and more of the creatures stepped forward and stuck Robart with spears, and
struck him with clubs as he writhed on the ground.  Once he stopped moving, the
worvine gave more commands and Robart was dragged over to a large stake in the
ground and tired securely to it in a seated position.  Blood ran from various
puncture wounds all over his body.


The worvine stepped forward and splashed some water onto
Robart's face from the wooden bowl he had retrieved from nearby.  Robart's head
barely moved, but Celia could hear him groaning from where they were.


"Now we torture man many suns," the worvine stated
without emotion.


---o---


 


Celia stood before the magegate to Mahad'avor, her sponsor
standing to one side.  She couldn't believe that she was finally here, or
almost, at least.  Once she had made her Choice those two long years ago, she
thought she would immediately come to Mahad'avor with the Dar'Shilaar who had
accepted her and turned away her father's wrath.


"But that was not the way of things," Gundan
Shilaar had responded when she had asked him that night in the Gilded Pear on
Farthing Way.


"Then what is the way?" she had asked.


"We travel the world for the span of two years.  We
learn of other lands, other cultures, other governments.  We experience
charity, hatred, fear, loathing, worship and despair.  Only then can we
understand ourselves.  And only after we understand ourselves, can we hope to
tame the magical forces of our world.  Only then will we be worthy to
channel those forces."


And so, they had left on a ship the next morning, hiring
themselves to a crew of Sarethans who had no real use for magic, but did not
fear it either.


The two years proved hard.  Gundan lead her through various
countries, from one experience to the next challenge for the two full years.


And now, it was her eighteenth birthing day, and she was
standing in front of the magegate in the Shilaar embassy in Port Destrium of
The Seven Isles, waiting for Gundan to activate it.


"Remember, just because I accepted you, and you have
spent your two requisite years travelling the world, does not mean you will be
accepted as a full Dar'Shilar after training.  You still have to bond a
stone."


"I know," she replied.  "You've only told me
a hundred times."


"It hasn't been a hundred," he responded cheerily.


With that, he chanted the words of magic to activate the
gate, touching the five magestones mounted in the frame in quick succession. 
The gate swirled, along with her stomach, as the gate focussed into a courtyard
hundreds of leagues away.  She stepped forward into her future.


---o---


 


She stood in line with seven of her classmates at the head
of the hall facing their gathered peers, or soon to be peers.  All the
Dar'Shilaar that could make it were assembled within the large hall, their
teachers, their sponsors, and of course The Seven.  Against the size of the
gathering hall, the one hundred and eighteen in attendance looked a mere
pittance.  Prior to this graduation ceremony, she had learned that she and those
of her classmates that had shown exceptional skill, if not much power in her own
case, were joining the ranks of only a few hundred Dar'Shilaar worldwide.  She
had always assumed that it was more.


Of course, nothing was certain right up until the point that
Dar'Shilaar chose their magestone and were bonded to it.  Sometimes the bonding
did not take, and the student was allowed to try another stone again the
following season.  If the bonding did not take after the third try, the student
was asked to leave Mahad'avor - forever.


The first student was called forward by the Fal'Shilaar, the
First, a wise old wizard who was first among equals, the wielder of the Staff
of Everilon, Endergot Shilaar.  The student, Falin, stepped up to the choosing
table, where sat eight stones of various hues, glowing softly on the table. 
She tucked her long red hair behind one ear and held her hand above the table
like they had been taught.  She moved her hand back and forth slowly until she
stopped it over a deep crimson magestone.  She reached down and scooped it up
carefully into the palm of her hand, and stared at it for many of Celia's
breaths.


Suddenly the stone flared brightly, and then settled itself
back to normal.  Falin smiled deeply and stepped back into line, her precious
stone clutched in her hand.  She would have the opportunity to have the stone
set in any piece of jewelry she wished by the jewel crafter that had resided on
Mahad'avor for many decades.


Each student stepped up to try and bond with a stone.  Five
before her tried, and only one failed.  Alian'adira stepped back from the
table, her face an elven mask of controlled emotion.  She had all the time in
the world to try again, however it was rumored that this was her second try. 
Celia was glad that this was her first try, and fervently hoped that this would
be her only try.


It was now her turn to step forward.  As she stepped to the
table, her eyes travelled over the shoulder of the diminutive Fal'Shilaar to
those of her sponsor, Gundan.  He smiled and nodded once, indicating his trust
in her and that she would do fine.  In her three years since coming to
Mahad'avor to begin her real training, Gundan had visited only a handful of
times.  He had insisted that he would not miss this day every time he visited. 
And he was true to his word.


As she stepped up to the table she looked down into the
kindly eyes of the leader of the spell wielders.  He smiled up at her and
gestured to the table.  "Seek acceptance," he whispered cryptically,
for her ears alone.


She raised one hand over the four remaining stones, each glowing
a different colour; indigo, amber, azure and vermillion.  She moved her hand
slowly back and forth, trying to sense the stone as she had been taught the day
before.  She stood like that for what seemed like forever, willing herself to
feel.


Finally, almost defeated, sensing nothing from the stones,
she let out a deep breath she did not realize she was holding.  And suddenly,
as her body relaxed that one fraction, and her mind accepted the possibility of
defeat she felt it - or them rather.  She moved her hand back and forth with
more purpose now.  The indigo stone felt like death to her, causing her hand to
flinch.  She knew if she touched that stone it would mean her death.  The amber
stone felt like hate, the vermillion of flame and pain.  The azure magestone,
however, it felt like life itself, like a breath of fresh air, a drink of cool
spring water.  She reached down and scooped it up into her hand smiling wide.


She felt the stone in her hand.  She felt the stone in her
mind.  She relaxed and accepted the bond with the stone, and the stone with
her.


---o---


 


Celia's eyes flicked open, the cold stone below her
unnoticed.  She understood, and with that understanding came acceptance, and
with the acceptance - power.  She had fallen asleep in the cold evening air,
huddled up in a near ball, her joints stiff from the awkward, uneven floor of
the stone 'cage' they had been kept in for nearly a full day and night.  She
saw the others, dozing around in the darkness, and to the flickering light
illuminating the bound figure of Robart out in the camp's center.


  Focusing her will, she drew power from the violet
magestone, even though it was not in her possession, and spoke words of magic
and suddenly her skin was on fire, her small clothes remaining intact.  She stood,
violet flames surrounding her, giving the alcove an unearthly glow.


She could hear the craglings above yell down in agitation
and begin to throw spears down at her.  They were incinerated in the magical
fire surrounding her before they could reach her skin.  She saw the others look
up, and back away startled, staying as far from her as they could in the small
confines.


She stepped up to the wood and vine gate, pausing only
slightly as the wood incinerated to almost nothing within moments.  "Go
get Robart.  Make sure he's okay," she ordered as she moved out of the
narrow alcove of stone.  She noted that they complied; stepping far to the side
of her as they raced for the pole he was bound to.  She noted that Hoyle
grabbed a few of the makeshift weapons in case they were needed, but all eyes
were focused on her.


Stepping forward, she cast another spell from somewhere deep
in the recesses of her mind, or maybe it was knowledge imparted by the violet
magestone, she was not entirely certain.  Her mind expanded, and she knew it
would only last but a short time and she ordered, in the language of the
craglings that she was now able to speak and understand, "Return our
possessions and allow us to leave, or feel my wrath!"


A small number of craglings charged her, throwing spears and
clubs from a distance.  The wooden spears and club handles incinerated a
distance from her skin, but one of the clubs had a rock head, which made it
through the flames and struck her shoulder.  Before other craglings could
figure out she could be injured, and possibly killed, in that fashion she flung
out her hands, sending balls of violet flame at the offending craglings,
incinerating them on the spot.


Turning, she shouted, "I repeat, return our possessions
and allow us to leave, or I will burn this entire ravine down to bare
rock!"  She was getting angry, but she wasn't sure if that was her or the
stone.  Several craglings began to throw rocks at her, and she was forced to
roast them where they stood, several spans away.  She did note in the corner of
her mind that the other three had freed Robart, and apparently Valena had
healed him of many of his injuries, as he was standing watching her with the
others.  "I want my stones back!"


As she yelled, many of the craglings dropped to their knees
and prostrated themselves before her.  Soon more were joining the first ones,
and within a matter of moments they were all kneeling.


She was facing the cave entrance when the worvine appeared;
ears back like a house cat's, his fangs bared.  He took a look around the
ravine, and noted all the craglings kneeling to her.  He threw both her amulet
and the violet magestone at her feet.  "You go now!  No more hurt!  You go
now!"


"Where is the rest of our stuff?!" she demanded
harshly as she picked up her amulet and the fist-sized stone.


The worvine gestured off to one side, under an overhang on
the far side of the alcove where they had been caged from the cave entrance. 
Hoyle and the rest moved over to the pile of their belongings and began to get
dressed.  Once they were fully clothed and had weapons ready did Celia drop the
violet flames surrounding her body and step within the ring of weapons they
made around her.


She stumbled as she stepped past Salrissa, who grabbed her
arm to steady her and whispered in her ear, "Are you okay?"


Celia could only nod weakly as she slowly dressed herself,
the others standing guard.  Salrissa helped her stand, and moving slowly, they
made their way out of the cragling's ravine.  Celia looked back as they mounted
the small switch-backed trail up the ravine's side, to see the craglings still
kneeling and the worvine standing at his cave entrance watching them go.











Chapter 25


 


Hoyle was still dazzled by the memory of Celia wreathed in
purple flames as she destroyed the gate and fought the craglings off by herself
as they trudged back the way from which they had been led just over a day ago. 
He looked at her now, cradled in Robart's strong arms, having passed out
shortly after climbing out of the ravine.  Valena had checked her, confirming
that she was okay, just exhausted, and that rest was the only remedy.  Hoyle
felt relief to hear that diagnosis.


He looked at Robart's face, which was currently wracked with
confusion, as he carried Celia carefully as they ascended the trail.  If he was
confused as to why Hoyle had let him live, he must be equally confused as to
why Celia rescued him from certain torture.  Hoyle would have been willing to
sacrifice a day or two more of discomfort with those creatures himself to see
Robart tortured for that same amount of time.


They reached the cleft of rock where they had taken shelter
the previous evening and passed it, leaving it dark, none of them feeling safe
this close to the craglings ravine.  Hoyle suspected that they would leave them
alone, but suspected that the worvine might want revenge.  He looked up at the
thin sliver of moon in the night sky.  Tomorrow would be the first day of
spring, marked by the new moon, the Spring Planting Festival would be in full
swing back in Tala'ahar.


As they crested the ridge where they had spotted the
Goralonian army the night before they stopped, stunned.  Below them no cook
fires flickered in the deep night.  Even past the mid of night there would be a
few burning below that should be seen from this distance - if the army was
there.


"Where did they all go?" Valena asked, exhaustion
tingeing her voice.


"We have to keep moving," Salrissa stated.  He
noted exhaustion in her voice too.  It had been a long day with little to eat
or drink, exposed to the elements, mostly cold; even Hoyle was feeling the
burning in his muscles.


"Let's get down this ridge and find a safe place to
take a short rest," he responded as he started them moving forward again. 
He had a good idea where the army went, but had to confirm his suspicions.  The
others followed him as he found a narrow trail down the far side of the ridge
into the trees below.


---o---


 


They had managed to stumble down the trail in the near
darkness without hurting themselves too much, and finally found a small
clearing in a tightly packed copse of trees.  The clearing had only one gap
wide enough to squeeze Robart's wide shoulders through, and therefore they had
to pass Celia's limp form into their area of shelter.  They laid her down on
the soft, mossy ground to one side of the clearing as dawn was lightening the
sky.  The remainder of them collapsed onto the ground at several points around
the perimeter to rest.  


Salrissa broke out the remains of her rations, and finished
them quickly, had a gulp or two of water from her skin and went to the gap in
the trees to stand guard.


They managed to rest for the remainder of the morning, and
managed to get some food and water into Celia which brought her around.  She
was still weak and tired, but finishing off the remainder of her rations
brought her energy level up.


Hoyle moved over beside Celia.  "What was that last
night?" he asked her quietly, looking at Robart as he did so.


"What was what?" Celia asked groggily.  It seemed
she was still tired from her experience.


"Oh that little trick where you burst into flame and
rescued us all from those stick creatures."


"Oh that." Celia replied.  "I'm not entirely
sure.  And those were craglings."


"What do you mean?"


"Well, those 'stick creatures' as you call them are
named craglings.  I'm not sure how that was confusing," she responded.  He
thought he could see a small smile from the corner of his eye, but when he
turned to face her, it was gone.


"I meant 'what do you mean you're not entirely sure'?"
he tried again with a slight smile.  It seemed she was feeling better, or at
least, he thought so.


"The quafa'shilaar we found in the sky skiff has been
inside my head since I tapped it to get us away from Farad'avor that night.  I
have been fighting it off nearly since then, but I also couldn't leave it
behind in the wreckage, since it had a strong connection with me, and I to
it."  Celia adjusted her robes around her as she shifted into a more
comfortable position.  "Besides, it would have been unsafe to leave it
there for anyone to find."


"Yes, I suspect that desolate spot has many travellers
showing up unannounced...  But how did you tap into it to cast your spell? 
Correct me if I'm wrong, but don't you need to have it about your person to
wield your magic?"


"Apparently not."  She looked to be thinking
fairly hard, so Hoyle sat quietly beside her.  He noted that Robart and Valena
were whispering to each other on the far side of the clearing about five paces
away.  Robart kept looking over at Hoyle and Celia.  "It pried my mind open,
going through my memories, trying to show me something, possibly to communicate
with me.  It found a memory that worked.  I finally accepted that we were bound
together, and with that acceptance I found that I could access its power, even
though I was not in possession of it."


Hoyle looked down at his hands, and nudged Celia with his
shoulder, "Well thanks for saving us... me... again."  He looked at
her from the corner of his eye.


"Well this would certainly be easier if you wouldn't
keep getting yourself into trouble.  If you had been more careful," she
said with her eyebrow raised, "you could have probably rescued us
yourself."


"Yeah, who knew stick people could move that
quietly."  He looked over at the others as the sun climbed higher in the
sky.  He could see clouds gathering over the peaks to the west.  "We had
better get moving, it looks like it might rain later."


---o---


 


It was mid afternoon as they ascended the next ridge, being
the last ridge before the Pass of Maran'toral, when the skies opened up,
dropping cold, wet droplets from the sky.  They all huddled under their
dripping cloaks as they trudged through the gloom, some of the clouds low
enough now that they were walking up into and through them.  The wet clung to
Hoyle's skin and sunk deep into his bones, even through his heavy wool-lined,
oiled leather cloak.


They followed the skinny game trail, where wet skeletal
branches brushed against them, depositing their gifts of moisture among the
group.  It was a miserable hike in all, Hoyle finding his heels were beginning
to blister in his boots due to the damp seeping into his socks.  Visibility was
down to only a few dozen paces at best, and after their encounter with the
craglings, they were all on edge, hands on weapons, eyes scanning the shadows
in the mist.


Finally, in the late afternoon they broke through the clouds
into the bright sunshine.  They also came out of the forest shortly thereafter
into an alpine meadow at the crest of the ridge.  They could see for leagues in
every direction.


Looking to the southwest, they could see the pass below,
shrouded in low clouds like a river of white, running out of the mountains. 
They could see the sky citadel Farad'avor hovering over the cloudy mountain
pass about ten leagues away.  The clouds stopped a league or so short of the
climb to the Imperial fort below the sky citadel, its eight span high walls
barely visible from this distance.


"An army could hide in that soup," Robart muttered
almost to himself, but loud enough the others could hear.


"Maybe that's what they're thinking, but how would they
get past the lower fort with support from the citadel?  It's not like they can
get close enough that they won't be noticed, can they?" Celia wondered.


"Well, if they can get within that one league during
the day, then they can possibly attack at night with the advantage of
surprise." Salrissa ventured.  "But does it really matter?  We can't
really do anything about it from here."  She began to trudge through the
sunny meadow in the direction of the pass and Farad'avor.


The rest of them followed in silence, which seemed to be the
only way the group could get along.  Hoyle thought back to an incident right
after they set out this morning, where Robart and Salrissa began to argue about
who was taking point.  Valena intervened with a suggestion of alternating every
bell or so, best guess of course.  Since then, the tension had been high
between them, with Robart even getting gruff with Celia every once and a
while.  Every time that happened, he felt himself stepping forward to defend
Celia, every time earning an arched eyebrow from her or Salrissa, sometimes
both.  When the women noticed each other they would smile a small smile and
turn to other tasks, generally ignoring both Robart and him, and doing whatever
they wanted anyway.


That fact alone annoyed Robart to no end.  Also, on the rare
time someone offered to help him in some way, he would get angry and drive them
off.  Even Valena had stopped offering to help him, or even talk to him unless
she had to.


Hoyle was enjoying the heat of the sun as they traversed the
meadow, startling a deer away from its drink at a small creek.  After about a
bell he felt almost dry and back to himself.  Even Robart seemed to be in a
better mood, not that anyone was trying to interact with him.


Eventually they got to the tree line, and after about
fifteen minutes, found a small game trail leading in the general direction they
wanted to go.  Hoyle said goodbye to the sun as they entered the shadows of the
broken forest, and then finally they were forced back into the misty clouds and
dripping branches.


They descended even as the light levels dropped as evening
approached, finally casting the mist into a fiery orange-red for a brief few
minutes before the sun dropped behind the mountains.  


Suddenly, they heard noises ahead in the gloom and stopped. 
Salrissa nodded to the others and raised the face shield on her armor, covering
all but her eyes, and vanished into the shadows to one side.  The trees had
become less frequent in the darkening mist, so he figured they must have hit
the edge of the narrow grasslands running up to the pass.  


Hoyle moved against a tree, and gestured for the others to
find cover.  He watched Robart move between two smaller trees about three paces
from him, and saw Celia and Valena crouch down under the branches of another
further back from whence they had come.  He stood very still, listening for
sounds in the deepening gloom.  He heard the muffled sounds of armor jingling
and horses chuffing in the distance.  He heard whispering ahead, as the mist
dissipated somewhat he saw a long column of Goralonian soldiers moving up the
pass.


The mists closed again, obscuring his view.  He could not
believe they were less than fifty paces from the Goralonian army.  He looked
back at Robart, who was standing very still, his eyes wide and angry.  He
suddenly stepped forward as another man appeared with a sword in his back.  He
heard shouts as several other men grabbed Celia and Valena from underneath the
tree branches where they were hiding.


Hoyle was trying to figure out what to do when he felt
something sharp poke him in the back of his neck.  A deeply accented voice
spoke a command, "I twouldn't move if I were ya."  He was grabbed and
pushed out into the open with the others.  Turning slowly he saw that the other
man had a crossbow leveled at him.  At that range, it would go through him
without much resistance.


Hoyle and the others said nothing as the soldiers gathered
up all their obvious weapons, including Celia's amulet and violet magestone.  This
was becoming too much of a habit he thought as their hands were bound
behind them.


"Capta'n, I t'ought spies was to be executed?"
inquired one of the men.


The one that had warned Hoyle to behave stepped forward and
backhanded the soldier.  "Yer first mistake was thinkin'," he said,
looking at the rest of the squad, who remained silent.  The soldier spit out
blood and looked at the captain with hatred, but did not act, other than to rub
his jaw.  "They go ta the warlock, he can decide if they is to be killed. 
He may want to find out what they know first."


The day had started out bad, but promised to end much worse.


 











Chapter 26


 


Celia was less worried since the encounter with the
craglings, knowing that she could access the power of the violet magestone from
a distance.  The only uncertainty was how large was that distance.  Of course,
she could feel the stone's direction and approximate distance in her head, much
like a lodestone would attract iron.


They were hustled south, their hands bound in front of them,
a dozen guards surrounding them as they made their way into the westward
marching army.  They got several looks, from mildly curious to downright nasty,
as they were led at a faster pace through the common soldiers towards the front
of the army.


Eventually, after a league or so they came to the front of
the army as it had begun to slow and form ranks.  The scouting party that had
captured them led them to a large fire of black and violet flame, most
obviously magic.  A large black tent rested on a small hummock a short way
away.


The scene was confusing as it was ominous.  There were eight
men lying around the fire, heads towards the flames.  Several paces back from
their feet, in all eight directions were hundreds of men, lined up in pairs
facing the fire.  Normal torches were lit around the clearing of men, casting
flickering shadows the other fire was eating, but allowing everyone to see...
somewhat.


The captain of the scouting party went up to one of his
superiors, had a quick conversation and came back to the four prisoners. 
"To the tent wit' them," he ordered his men.  They prodded the group
with their swords, but Robart turned and kneed the soldier prodding him in the
groin, dropping him to the ground.


"Another one of you pokes me with a sword will find it
buried up your arse!" he threatened.  Two more took the place of the one
writhing on the ground, and though they pointed swords at him, they did stay a wary
distance from him.


"Move," stated the captain.  He reached over and
grabbed a crossbow from one of the soldiers.  "If he makes 'nother move
like that, put a hole in 'im."  He looked at Robart meaningfully. 
"Try that again."


They were herded towards the large tent, and were forced to
kneel outside.  The soldiers with their belongings and the captain entered the
tent after a brief discussion with the two guards posted at the entrance.  As
the flap was lifted a soft, warm glow came from within.  Several soldiers came
and went carrying messages.  After a bell or so, Celia's knees were getting
sore, and her lower legs numb from sitting on them, pins and needles running up
and down her cramping calf muscles.  She began to drift off, the events of the
last several days catching up to her, the comfort of the violet magestone resting
in the back of her mind.  She could sense that now was not the time to act,
with tens of thousands of Goralonian soldiers around her.  Besides, it did not
appear that they had captured Salrissa, so that was one more card in their
favor.  She would wait it out - for now.  She closed her eyes and felt into a
light sleep, still sitting up.


Suddenly, a loud noise pulled her from her catnap.  She
opened her eyes to see soldiers shouting and running around, and the fog lit
from above with a white flickering light.


"That will be a signal arrow from one of the Imperial
scouting parties," Valena offered quietly.  "Someone from our side
must have spotted the army."


"Someone from your side maybe," Hoyle rebutted
just as quietly, "I don't have a side."


"If you don't choose a side, then you fight for
nothing," came Valena's response.  She was shifting uncomfortably in her
seated position as well, Celia noted, no matter how calm she projected her
demeanor.


"Haven't found a side I like yet."


At that moment, as the white light from above withered away
to nothing, a tall, thin figure stepped from the tent.  The figure's hawkish
nose, white hair in wisps behind his head, and runes drawn in blood on his face
and forehead rose gooseflesh on Celia's arms.  He was still wearing the thin,
metal circlet on his brow that held a glowing crimson magestone.


A second, much larger figure stepped from the tent.  Celia
recognized him as the warrior that Salrissa fought in the hallway of the
Goralonian Merchants' Guild what seemed like an eternity ago, but was in
reality only about a fortnight.  He was saying something to the warlock as he
exited the tent, "- will be warned.  We must move now!"  He looked at
Celia and the other three and scowled.  She thought she saw a small start of
surprise on his face when he spotted Robart, but he covered it quickly.


"Patience Marcon, we still have time.  Our agents will
need to make the preparations.  Please go see that the ritual is ready to
proceed."  The warlock gestured vaguely towards the black fire and ring of
lying men that they were led past earlier.  Marcon scowled again, but moved off
in the direction indicated.  The warlock moved up to within a few paces of
them, the scouting party still surrounding them with weapons drawn.


"We meet yet again thief.  You are a tenacious one, I
will give you that," the warlock whispered, the darkness giving his voice
an ethereal quality.  "It has led you to the end of your days, I'm
afraid."


"Oh, I suspect you will be afraid, in short
order," Hoyle replied, some of the cockiness back in his voice, making it
sound more like the Hoyle she had first met.  The warlock looked at him with a
small amount of confusion.


"If I didn't need willing subjects for this ritual I am
to perform shortly, you four would certainly be laid out by the fire," he
stated after a short time contemplating Hoyle and his previous statement.


"You will not succeed," Valena said firmly. 
"Evil will devour itself."


"Ah, the Daughter speaks.  Yes, I suppose that is true,
but is a matter of perspective, isn't it?" he replied.  "The Emperor
invaded my country over sixty years ago, killing tens of thousands.  He left a
garrison of ten thousand soldiers in Karvesh, allowing the country to wither,
feeding off the table scraps from his Kastrum Imperium for decades, the people
poor and barely able to feed their families.  Now the same Emperor, still a
young man by all accounts, still sits on the throne, a throne he obtained by
death and conquest.  He maintains his rule by fear and intimidation, and you
imply that we are evil.  You see, it's all perspective."


"That's why I haven't picked a side," Hoyle said
quietly to no one in particular.


"Indeed," replied the warlock, having obviously
heard him.


Celia heard a shout from the direction of the fire, and
turned to see the burly soldier named Marcon waving the warlock over.


"Well it appears we are ready to begin the ritual.  We
shall continue this conversation, your last, once I return.  Captain, take them
into the tent, and make sure they stay put," he ordered in his now
telltale whisper.  He turned and walked towards the fire, where the others were
waiting.


The captain gestured, and two men each grabbed the four of
them and hustled them into the tent, where they were led to a solid pine tent
pole and secured to it.  Their feet were also tied together.  The captain
ordered four soldiers to watch them, and turned to leave the tent.  "I
suspect that ye will have wished to have stay'd oot of this business," he
said, his accent thick in spots.


"No worries," Hoyle replied, "the night's not
over yet."









Interludes III


 


Jonn


 


Jonn the Stark sat with the other three members of the
scouting party around their meager cook fire.  His friends had nicknamed him
the Stark because of his unnaturally white hair at his early age of twenty
six.  That and the surprised look that they kept teasing was always on his
face.


They were sheltered in a copse of trees half way up the side
of the narrow ravine about a league east from the fort walls that protected the
Empire from Goralon.  You still had to look way up to see Farad’avor hovering
over the pass, but it was far enough away that you did not feel like it was
going to fall on you he thought.  Assuming you could see through the thick
fog that was blanketing the pass.


Ever since the Goralons had closed the border to trade,
Captain Keyth had ordered scouting parties out to the ridges and valleys, out
past the half way point between the Empire fort, unimaginatively called 'The
Fort' by the soldiers, and the Goralonian palisade about two leagues away. 
They were to look for anything suspicious or troop movements by the
Goralonians.  If they spotted anything, they were to fire a flaming arrow into
the sky to alert the Fort and the citadel.


  The problem with that was that today was Spring Planting's
Eve, and the moon was new, and the cursed valley was full of mist.  Looking
around, Jonn could not see more than two paces past his companions in the
firelight.  The night was darker than dark, and covered in a wet blanket
besides.  They were all huddled as close to the fire in their wet cloaks as
they could be, but the cold still seeped into their bones.


"We're s'posed to be watching out fer stuff, is all I'm
sayin'," muttered Tarence.  He was the one always saying that they should
be doing something, but the first to stop when no one was watching.  He was
visibly shivering in his cloak, rubbing his hands in front of the small fire.


"How're we supposed to be seein' anything in this
mess?  I say we head back," volunteered Dern.  He was the complainer of the
group.  Every group had one thought Jonn, at least every group he had
ever been in.


"Shut up the two of you!" hissed Karlen, the squad
leader.  "With the amount of noise you two make, you wouldn't be able to
hear a fart out o' yer own arse!"


Jonn stood up.  "Goin' to take a piss," he
volunteered as Karlen looked up at him.


"Just don't take long.  Something's going on tonight,
this mist ain't natural, my knee tells me so," Karlen said as he rubbed
his left knee absentmindedly.  He was convinced that since the injury to it
several years ago it could sense magic or unnatural occurrences.  The men went
along with it, but no one believed it.


Jonn nodded to him, and felt his way, more than walked, a
short ways into the sparse trees.  By ten paces away, he could not even see
their fire.  He shook his head as he unlaced his breeches and relieved
himself.  He could not see where he was aiming, it was so dark, but could hear
it hitting the dead grasses and shrubs.  He laced up and turned to return to
camp, but came up short as a man was standing right behind him.


Seeing the look in the stranger's eyes, barely noticeable in
the darkness, Jonn reached for his sword.  He barely felt his attacker's blade
enter his chest and pierce his left lung, nor the impact as his face hit the
moist ground.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw several more shapes move
past him barely visible in the mist, all clad in black, moving more silently
than Jonn thought possible.


His breathing ragged, he tried crawling back in the
direction of their fire.  The pain was immense, crippling even.  His breathing
was becoming harder as his left lung filled with blood.  He was coughing it up
now it an effort to clear his lung.  Handspan by handspan, Jonn slowly crawled
and pulled himself the ten paces toward the fire.  He was determined to get to
the bow and signal arrow that were there.


Rocks scraped his arms, his fingernails ripped from his
fingers as he clawed his way closer, ever closer, to his duty.  His friends may
give him a good ribbing about his white hair and shocked expression, but they
would never question his loyalty to duty.  Time slowed to a crawl, his only
thought was that signal arrow.


Finally he bumped into something in the dark.  It was the
armored body of one of his friends.  He couldn't tell who, as the fire had died
down in the time it had taken him to crawl his way back.  He felt all around
the fire, still able to feel some of the heat from the embers in the small pit
they had dug.  It seemed like it had had dirt kicked over it.  He couldn't find
the arrow or the bow.  He could feel the blood filling his belly now, as well
as his other lung, the coughing now just moving it between lungs.  He knew his
time was short.


His hand found a long thin stick, but it was just the branch
they had been using to stir the fire.  His mind was growing thick, his vision
narrowing to a point of light, even in the darkness.  He prayed to Voral, the
Father, to give him one last dram of strength as his fingers finally found the
bow.  It was already strung in case of emergency, string waxed against the
wetness.  His other hand found the arrow and fumbled for the fuse.  He rolled
over once and felt the heat of the embers on his shoulder just below the dirt. 
He jammed his now numb hands into the dirt and grabbed a handful of buried
coals.


His mind registered the smell of cooking meat, but he
managed to grab one coal and hold it against the fuse.  Suddenly, the fuse lit
up, sparkling in the dark.  Jonn strung the arrow and managed to lift the bow
above him, arrow nocked.  His last thought that sent giggles through his mind,
and caused him a series of coughs as he pulled back the string, not even
registering the fuse burning against his face - what if the arrow comes
straight back down?


The arrow flew, not very high, but as it left the bow, the
fuse hit the arrow's payload, a small canister of unknown composition that lit
up the night as it exploded.


 









Koltan


 


Koltan stared at the magemirror in shock.  His master had
just ordered him to do the thing that he had dreamed of doing ever since
arriving at Mahad'avor.  He felt as if it was Winter's Heart and he had just
been given a priceless gift.  Of course, this was a two edged sword.  Kartem
wanted him to prove himself with this task.  If he succeeded, then they would
both be rewarded.  If he failed - but he was not going to fail, so why bother
thinking down that path.


He gathered his things, laying them out on the floor around
the bound body of Griffan.  He was semi-conscious, Koltan having bashed him on
the head while he was leaving.  He had tied him quickly, gagging him so he
could not invoke his magic.  He had known that something was to happen this
night, the night of the new moon, and though it was not yet dark here at
Mahad'avor, other events were unfolding far to the east.  That's why he had
subdued Griffan when he had arrived for his shift, because he was going to need
blood to complete his task tonight, and he preferred it not to be his own.


The circle was just right, aligned with points of the
compass, the dark candles he now lit with the torch from the walls.  He would
need a little of his own blood to begin the ritual, but his prisoner's would be
used to complete it.


His preparations done, he stepped into the circle and kicked
Griffan again in the side of the head to keep him addled, and began his
chanting.  His undulating voice rose and fell in pitch and tone as his master
had taught him those years ago, coming to a crescendo.  As the voice
reverberated around the chamber, Koltan took his small dagger and struck it
across the palm of his hand drawing blood.  He dripped the blood onto Griffan's
chest, as he yelled that last syllables to the blood ritual, then drove the
dagger down into the prone man's chest to the hilt.


The candles flared, and then went out as if by a strong
breeze.  The torch guttered angrily on the floor outside the circle but kept
burning.  As the echoes of the incantation died down, he worried that he might
have done it wrong.  However, a blackness began to seep up out of the stones,
wriggling toward the blood that was now pooling around the body.  Koltan
involuntarily flinched as it crawled up and over the body, pulling the blood to
the surface all over the skin until the body was a wet, red mass of flesh.  The
blackness grew as it fed on the offering until it was a swirling cloud larger
than Koltan. 


Then, as fast as Koltan could blink, the cloud of blackness
enveloped him.  It felt like little hooks digging into his skin.  The
experience was more painful than anything he had ever experienced, and he
screamed until his body was out of breath.  Then as the pain subsided he felt
the power as the blackness shifted around him, forming muscles and sinew and
skin, as it seeped into his bones, his heart, his very being.


Stepping forward, he smashed open the door to the chamber
and stepped out into the hallway.  His new black form blended with the shadows
as he felt the blood magic hunger for more blood.  As much as he felt
invincible with the power he had, he knew he had to use stealth first if he was
to achieve his mission.


After he killed Endergot, he could let the blood magic loose
to feed.


 









Yulah


 


Yulah walked the ramparts of Farad’avor on guard duty.  He
really did not understand the reason for it, being about fifty spans in the air
above The Fort.  He looked down at the valley leading east from the pass, now
covered in an eerie fog, filling it side to side.  The fog came almost to the
walls of The Fort below, or at least he assumed it did, as that was below his
line of sight.


Other than that excitement the other night, which rumor had
it the commotion was caused by traitors to the Empire, nothing had ever
happened in the five years or so he had been on guard duty on the sky citadel. 
In fact, it had been rather boring with nothing much to do at all, other than
the constant training when not on guard duty.


Yulah turned from looking over the battlements to continue
his rounds, moving from tower to tower along the outer wall.  He was happy for
the movement, as it kept him warm in the cool of the evening.  It was still,
but clear skies allowing him to see his breath.  He shook his head; Spring
Planting's Eve should not be this cold, even up in the mountains he
thought, as he rubbed his hands together for warmth.


Captain Keyth had increased the watch ever since those
traitors had gotten away with the sky skiff, and he nodded to the soldier
patrolling in the other direction.  The response was a nod back as they stopped
to converse for a few moments to break the monotony of the night.  They each
had only another hour before they could go in and have their supper.


"Nice night," the other, named Jorgen stated as he
leaned against the battlements.  They were now on the eastern wall, facing into
Goralon.


"Yep," Yulah responded.  He was not one to overuse
his words as he stood beside him.  Leaning would just make his hands cold, and
he had just gotten them warm.  Besides, he had just looked over the wall a few
minutes ago.  Jorgen pulled out his chew, and took some out and put it under
his lip.  He offered some to Yulah, who declined.  


"That stuff'll kill ya," he responded as the other
man put it away, and shrugged.


"Somethin' will, why not somethin' you enjoy?"
Jorgen rebutted spitting a large gob over the wall.  


Yulah shuddered as he thought of those below that might have
that land on them.  "I suppose," was all he would offer the other
man.


"Well, this or in bed with a lively woman!" Jorgen
let out a guffaw at his own joke and bent over as he slapped his knee.


Suddenly something out of the corner of his eye caught
Yulah's attention.  It sparked in the clear air as it arced up out of the
mist.  A signal arrow!  It reached its peak and began to drop back towards the
mist before it exploded into a huge shower of sparks, followed moments later by
a loud pop!


Yulah turned to Jorgen who was standing still, staring at
the dissipating sparks with his jaw hanging open.  "They must be
insane..."


"Doesn't matter!  Go raise the alarm!" he said as
he turned the other man and pushed him so hard he just about fell.  He turned
and ran for the tower that he had passed only minutes ago, looking sideways
over his shoulder towards the last raining sparks.


Jorgen shouted after him, "What's the hurry?  They
can't get us way up here!"


Yeah, but they can kill a lot of people down below he
thought as he ignored the brute and continued to run, saving his breath.  The
wall was about two hundred paces between towers, and six paces wide, making it
an easy, level run.  That was the reason he was confused as he tumbled to the
top of the stone wall, barely managing to protect his face with his hands. 
Pain flared in his leg, and as he looked, he saw a crossbow bolt protruding
from just above his knee.


He looked around, confused.  He saw several sparks of light
float upwards in the sky.  Suddenly the darkness revealed a figure in dark flowing
shadows as it dropped gently from the sky, wearing some sort of harness with a
glowing stone in the middle.  The face was covered in charcoal and swirling
shadows obscured its face, but he could tell it was a man.  Yulah looked past
the man to see more shadowy figures drifting down from the sky to the top of
the wall.  Yulah watched as one of the figures shot Jorgen in the chest with a
crossbow before he could draw his sword.  He dropped silently to the top of the
wall.


 Yulah stared at the figure standing near him, "How-
Wha- How did you do that?" he asked, dumbfounded.  Men who could fly! 
Now he had seen everything.


The man stepped forward as he loaded another bolt into the
groove and cranked the string back.  Yulah saw one of the other figures run
towards the far tower as the remaining figures strode across the wall and
stepped off, dropping the five or so spans to the courtyard below as silently
as they had arrived.


The figure leaned down and whispered in a thick Goralonian
accent, "Not for ya to be knowin'."  He stood up and fired the
crossbow bolt into Yulah's chest.  He could now hear alarm bells ringing as he
sagged to the cold stone wall.  He saw the frustration on the man's shadowy
face as he stepped past Yulah and moved beyond his sight swearing quietly.


Yulah lay back on the wall, his body now numb, his breath
coming in ragged gasps and looked up at the clear sky, the stars dancing into
blurry dots as he died.


 









Keyth


 


Captain Keyth of the Fort, Commander of Farad'avor, was
reading the note that Hoyle had left for him the night they had stolen the sky
skiff.  He chuckled again, as he did every time he read it.  He put it back in
the drawer to his desk and locked it.  He did not really think that would stop
anyone who really wanted in, but it would stop a casual observer.  He ran the
words through his mind;


Captain,


I must inform you that it is the five of us who are stealing
the sky skiff attached to the western side of your magnificent citadel.  I
suspect it will take some time for you to receive this note after we board the
vessel, which will make it appear more like a real escape.


I am really hoping your men do not damage the vessel overmuch
before you recall them back, as I would very much like to return it to you in
the condition in which it was liberated.  With all that being said, I hope you
do choose to have your forces stand down, but will understand if you don't.  We
will be ever cautious about killing them, but accidents do happen, so I make no
promises.


Please force our 'chaperones' to wait a day or two before releasing
them after us.  Hopefully we will be in Karvesh and have located the warlock by
the time they manage to track us down.  I suspect we will need their help
before the end.


My compliments on your hospitality.  Trust me when I say that I
hope to enjoy it again soon, under different circumstances.  Drinks are on me.


                                                             Hoyle


P.S. Keep Thandria ever close, it could save your life.


 


He did not know exactly what those five had done to earn the
Emperor's ire, but then sometimes it was better not to know.  Based on his
assessment of this man and his friends, minders aside, he felt that the man had
a sense of honor deep down.  Thus he had honored Hoyle's request to keep the Fear
Squad aboard for two extra days before drakes could be 'spared' to transport
them to the ground in order to track down the escapees.  


One of the servants brought him dinner that consisted of a
hearty stew and crusts of bread.  He ate what his men did.  It earned him their
respect, and besides, he liked the simple food.


He ran the last line over in his mind several times.  Keep
Thandria ever close, it could save your life.  As if thinking about her
summoned her, she stepped through the door for the evening report.  She walked
forward and stood in front of his desk, always at attention.  Before she could
begin, he asked her, "Did you know any of our 'guests' before they
arrived?"  He didn't have to specify who specifically, as they had no
other guests recently - especially ones who left in such a spectacularly
memorable fashion.  It made things damn inconvenient, not having the sky skiff,
but it was definitely memorable.


"No sir." Thandria responded brusquely.  "Why
do you ask?"


"No specific reason," he answered, "just curious. 
Begin."  He gestured for her to sit in the chair opposite as he did every
night, and she ignored the suggestion and stood as she did every night.


She began her daily report, starting with incidents among
the men, injuries during practice drills, daily stores inventory, preparations
for Spring Planting festival on the morrow, and more.  Captain Keyth listened
with one ear, knowing that Thandria and the quartermaster could deal with most
of the issues that arose on a daily basis.  His mind wandered to what Hoyle
knew about Thandria, or maybe just suspected, and how he would know or
suspect.  His speculation continued as Thandria listed off the day's events.


"- and there is a thick fog rolling up the valley from
the east, and tonight's the new moon," she concluded.


"Pardon. What did you just say?" he asked as his
attention focused back on his second-in-command.


"I said 'there is a thick fog rolling up the valley
from the east, and tonight's the new moon'.  Why, what do you make of
it?"  She looked at Captain Keyth, suddenly wary, as if they were about to
be attacked in his study.


"Relax, it may be nothing.  But fog on the Goralonian
side of the pass, and no moon in the sky tonight... would they?"  He sat
back in thought.  As a caution he stood and walked to the peg on the wall,
removed his weapon belt and belted it on.  "Have the guard on the wall
doubled immediately, just as a precaution.  They are to look for movement on
the ground that might threaten the Fort.  Double rations for them all in the
morning and half duty tomorrow for all that volunteer.  The rest do it anyway,
and get double duty tomorrow."


Thandria turned to carry out his orders, her long legs
taking her briskly from the room.  He watched her as her golden locks
disappeared into the hall and the door closed behind her.  He went and stood in
front of the glass door to his balcony, staring out into the clear night sky. 
He looked down into the courtyard and watched as several men walked from the
feasting hall back to their barracks.  He smiled as he saw Thandria approach
them from the tower entrance below, their salute, and the uncomfortable
shifting of their bodies as she gave them their orders.  They both saluted
again, and hurried off towards the barracks, most likely to retrieve their weapons. 
Thandria followed.  They, nor others, would welcome the extra shift, but would
be rewarded the following day - if they chose to volunteer that is.


This tower was on the north side of Farad'avor, and his
study faced the central courtyard so he could watch the practice drills in the
yard, and was on a level to the main control room of the central spire.  The
central spire housed the largest magestone that Keyth had ever seen, about as
big as his torso, that glowed bright enough that light leaked through the
mortar holding the tower together.  Standing in the control room was only
possible by employing some sort of magic to shield your eyes from the effects. 
This also meant that Dar'Shilaar were required to operate them, a carefully
designed symbiotic relationship he suspected was very much the only reason the
Shilaar were not banished from the Empire.


Suddenly he heard an alarm bell ringing, so threw back the
bolt and stepped through the glass door onto his balcony to better see what was
occurring.  He felt the cool air as he stepped onto his balcony and looked
around.  It seemed there was a commotion over by the east wall, with several
soldiers running that way.  He saw Thandria running from the barracks, with a
dozen or so men, directing them with her hands and shouted orders he could
barely hear over the bells.  More towers had taken up the call, rousing the
men, but causing confusion, as it was not apparent what was actually happening.


Thandria gave the last of the orders, intercepted several
more soldiers, including a drake rider, and sent them all off in different
directions.  She then looked up at Keyth and waved him inside.  He looked
around once more, trying to spy any hint as to what was happening.  He focused
on the eastern wall, but could not see anything other than flickering shadows.


He stepped back into his study and grabbed his spy glass
from a shelf to one side of his study.  He stepped back out onto the balcony
and brought the glass to his eye and focused on the east wall.  He noticed the prone
bodies of two of his men between the eastern and northeastern tower.  He pulled
his eye away as he could hear Thandria yelling at him to get inside from ten
spans below.  He thought he saw something moving at the base of the wall below
where the bodies had fallen.  He looked through his spy glass again, and caught
several shadows moving away from the wall towards the center of the citadel. 
He continued to watch in fascination turning to horror as a group of soldiers
spotted one of them and charged weapons drawn.


The shadow, which appeared to be human, moved like nothing
Keyth had ever seen, sidestepping every attack, and returning a fluid one of
its own, slicing throats, hamstringing legs, never once being hit, but dropping
all five soldiers in just five moves.  It turned and disappeared into the
shadows behind one of the inner courtyard walls.  He yelled down to one passing
soldier below "Drop the inner gates!  That's an order!"  And one he
didn't take lightly.  


There were eight walls that ran in each cardinal direction
from the central spire that housed the sky citadel control room, to a tower on
the outer wall.  Each wall had a large, heavy portcullis in about the center.  Each
portcullis, when open, allowed large amounts of men to move around unimpeded
within the citadel, as opposed to a series of man doors that opened through
tunnels in the walls, making easier defendable choke points.  However, there
was a mechanism, located in the central control chamber that could drop all
eight portcullises at once.  The catch was it was more or less permanent, until
you could attach a winch and pulley system and manually raise each portcullis
by hand and reconnect their chain mechanism.


The soldier hurried off to the nearest outer tower to get the
word out.  Men were streaming all around, looking for the attackers, weapons
drawn, as word of mouth spread.  Keyth turned to look in a different direction,
and felt, more than heard the crossbow bolt as it passed his temple and
shattered a pane of glass in the open door behind him.


Instinct took over, reflexes forcing Keyth to draw his
longsword, immediately deflecting the blow of a shorter single bladed sword
wielded by a shadowy form floating over the balcony balustrade.  Shadows
surrounded the figure, moving as if of their own accord, obscuring the person's
movements.  It appeared that the figure wore a harness with a magestone in the
center that glowed through the enveloping shadows.  Keyth stepped backwards
into the door frame, limiting his attacker into using straight-in attacks.  He
parried and riposted, trying to keep his attacker off balance, but his opponent
was impossibly fast, and managed to twist their weapon and strike a couple of
shallow cuts along his forearms, drawing blood.  He could only see the glowing
eyes of his attacker and they immediately reminded him of the Rak'soraa of the Fear
Squad that he had sent after Hoyle and his companions just yesterday.


The blades flew back and forth furiously, and he used all
the skill he possessed to keep from dying, while it seemed like his opponent
was merely playing with him.  He was getting worried, slowly losing ground into
his study.  He sidestepped to his left, moving around his large, heavy oak
desk.  The shadowy figure stepped around the other end of the desk, allowing
Keyth a brief respite in which to catch his breath, which to his embarrassment
was coming in gasps.


He feinted right, causing the other to start in that
direction, but Keyth then turned the other way and flipped his meal dish at the
attacker with the end of his sword.  The other swore with a heavy male Goralonian
accent as he stepped easily out of the way of the clumsy projectile.  Keyth was
running out of ideas - and energy - fast.  He knew he would not survive a
direct confrontation with this now obviously magically aided assailant.


To his relief, the door burst in at that exact moment, and
Thandria and two soldiers burst into the study.  The two soldiers move to
confront the attacker, while Thandria looked at Keyth and said, "Time to
go sir."


"Your timing is perfect as always," he said as the
soldiers stepped between him and the shadowy figure, allowing him a route to
the hallway door.  


As he reached Thandria, she grabbed his arm and pulled him
into the hallway as Keyth heard the dying gurgles of his two soldiers a mere
second apart.  She pulled the door shut behind her and wedged a small knife
into the door lock.  She then pushed Keyth towards the stairs, "Run!"
she yelled at him as she followed more slowly, looking behind.


She had her rapier in her left hand and a long slim dagger
in her right, as she slowly backed down the hall towards him. 
"Move!" she whispered again.  "We have to find a safe place to
defend!"


"The spire.  But not without you." He stated
simply in his brook-no-argument voice.


She turned to face him and saw that he was not joking. 
"Fine, but you lead, and I will cover you," she stated.  The door
behind her shuddered as if it had been kicked.  "Let's go!"


---o---


 


They reached the courtyard below to find chaos ensuing. 
They moved steadily through the mess of soldiers, Keyth patting backs and
rallying the troops.  


"Form lines, square formation!" he shouted above
the milling confusion.


Thandria saw what he was doing, and repeated the order.


"Lieutenant!" he yelled over the tolling bells as
men began to form lines.  A hardened soldier stepped forward and saluted.  It
was his training officer Korigan.  He was stubborn, dutiful, and amazing with
weapons of all kinds.


"Korigan, we have an unknown number of intruders within
our walls.  They are fast and are using some sort of shadow magic, but they are
only men.  Arm your men with bows and crossbows and kill them from a distance. 
Do not approach with arms, as they are deadly in close combat."  There was
a shout as he finished.


He turned toward the tower he had just come from to see the
shadowy figure of his attacker float down from his study balcony.  Apparently
he had given up on the door.  A second figure floated down from the wall
nearby, several bodies obvious on the ramparts.  Men gasped and prayed under
their breath.


"They are just men, wrapped in dark magic!" he
yelled as the men formed a square formation around him and Thandria.  "Use
your bows or crossbows if you have them!  Kill them from a distance!"


Several men stepped out of formation as the attackers began
to run at the ranks of soldiers.  As two men loosed arrows at them, the
attackers leapt, driving incredibly far up into the air, arcing over the arrows
and men, landing quickly in the center of the formation, where missing with an
arrow meant killing a comrade.


Thandria stepped forward with Korigan to flank one of the
attackers while some men rushed the other.  The shadow assailant spun quickly
and struck at Korigan, but the man did not flinch and rebuffed his attack with
a tiny flick of his wrist to deflect one of the shortswords the attacker was
wielding.  Thandria stepped in quickly to strike, but her rapier was parried by
the other shortword.  Blades flittered back and forth, flashing in the
torchlight, but neither Thandria nor Korigan were able to land an attack, and took
several cuts from the attacker.


Keyth looked to the battle with the other attacker, to see
more than a handful of soldiers on the ground dead or dying, the attacker a
whirlwind of blades parrying, slicing and slashing down his men.  More soldiers
entered the courtyard with crossbows and seeing what was going on, prepared to
enter the fray.  He saw a gap in the two skirmishes and hurried over to the
crossbowmen.


"Wait for a clean shot then take it.  Even if it's not
quite clean, take it!" he ordered.


"But sir, we might hit our own men!" the young
soldier responded.


"Look at them!  Watch how they're killing our men.  The
men that are fighting those attackers will probably be dead in a few minutes. 
Line up your shot and take it.  You may kill one of ours, but you will save
more if you hit him!"


The men around him nodded and took a knee.  These were heavy
crossbows they were using and had huge recoil.  They took aim at the attacker
fighting the common soldiers.  After an indeterminate time, the battle opened
up for just a second and one of the men fired.  The aim was true, but just at
the last second the shadowy form flicked up his shortsword and deflected the
bolt wide - into the chest of an oncoming soldier.  The soldier stopped in his
tracks, looked down at the bolt, and fell over dead.  The battle streamed on
around him.


"Everyone fire at once!" Keyth ordered


Three twangs sounded around him, and three more bolts
launched at the attacker.  One was again deflected harmlessly to the side,
thankfully missing any of his men.  Another missed completely as the figure
dodged in an impossible contortion, but the last disappeared into the shadow
wrapped form, which grunted and stumbled.  Two more bolts followed, easily
hitting the staggered opponent.  Soldiers moved in to finish him off, though
the attacker managed to kill several more before a sword swing managed to drop
the figure to its knees.  More strikes followed until the figure lay prone on
the ground.


Keyth turned back to watch the battle Thandria and Korigan
were waging with the second assailant.  It seemed pretty even, the two veteran
warriors facing off against the enemy.  In fact, it seemed like Thandria had to
hold herself back a little due to coordination with Korigan.  Each of the two
had numerous cuts, Thandria on her arms and one on her leg, though none seemed
to impair her movement.  Korigan had more, including one on his forehead that
caused blood to drip into his eyes.  A deeper one on his thigh looked to be
impeding his movements. 


Korigan had managed to move around to the far side of the
attacker, and was facing Keyth.  He noticed his commander watching, and briefly
saluted with his sword.  Keyth knew he was about to do something stupid.  As
the shadowy attacker lunged, Korigan stepped forward onto the blade, trapping
it in his body, and grabbed the wrist of his attacker, holding him in place. 
That was all the opening Thandria needed, and she stepped forward and plunged
her rapier and her thin dagger into the attacker's back hitting vital organs.


The shadowy figure dropped to the ground - dead, Korigan
with him.


"All men, we are mustering at the central spire around
the control room.  Everyone form groups of ten and make their own way by
different routes." Keyth ordered.  "There are more than two of them. 
So let's find them as we go!"  He had no time to spare to mourn Korigan. 
It would have to wait.


He watched as Thandria walked over to the one she had killed
and began rifling about his body.  She then rolled him over and pulled off the
strange harness with the magestone in the center.  "Could come in handy,
assuming it does what I think it might..."  She shrugged.


"What exactly do you -" he began, but was cut off
by more sounds of battle in a nearby octant.  "Come on men, let's rout out
these intruders!" he yelled again, just realizing that the tolling bells
had stopped in all but the two western towers.


As one, the remaining men - about thirty or so - himself and
Thandria ran to the west, through the still open portcullis.  Obviously, the man
he had sent to have them dropped had not made it.  They found themselves in the
octant that housed the drake stables, and continued through it to find
themselves in the more northern of the western octants.  The one that led to
the magegate room.  Keyth's stomach dropped.


He ordered the men that direction only to find the archway
blocked by two of the shadowy assassins.  The men fired their bows and crossbows,
but the attackers merely stepped back into the protection of the doorway.  But
he could see from where they were standing why.  The magegate had been tipped
flat onto the floor.  Even if they made the control room and the magemirror he
was trying for, there would be no way for any reinforcements to make their way
through to Farad'avor.


"We have to get to the control room now more than ever
- fast." He stated to Thandria.  "We have to get to Nathariel and
make sure he's safe."  Nathariel was one of the two Shilaar stationed on
Farad'avor, for the purposes of magegate travel, to monitor the citadel control
stone, and move the citadel if necessary.  Nathariel thought of it as a form of
punishment, since the citadel had rested in this pass for decades.  Other than
activating the magegate, he spent his days reading.  It was his night to
monitor the control stone.


Thandria looked like she was thinking something through, and
said "Come with me."


"But the stairs are that way!" Keyth responded,
pointing towards the outer tower.  There were no easy routes in this citadel,
assuming the portcullises were down.  


"We're not using the stairs," she replied as she
stepped into the shadows under the arch housing the portcullis.  Keyth followed
her tentatively, confused by her actions.  Once he followed her into the
shadows, she hugged him close and whispered, "Take a deep breath."


"What are you doing?  We don't have time for-"
Suddenly everything went dark for a moment, and then the wrenching pain began
as his muscles began to burn, feeling like he had been twisted and stretched in
ways his body could not cope with.  He opened his eyes to find himself on his
knees, gasping for breath - on top of the wall!


He looked up at Thandria in surprise, seeing her standing
slightly crouched, but as if nothing else had happened to her.  "The first
few times are tough, but eventually you get used to it," she said without
turning to look at him.  She was watching the entrance to the control room.


After several moments Keyth managed to get to his feet, his
legs complaining fiercely, as if it was the day after a ten league march.  He
could still hear sporadic battle, and looked over the ramparts at the men still
trying to get to the magegate room, but still not making any headway. 
Apparently the two shadowy attackers were enough to hold off his soldiers.


He looked at Thandria to notice that she had donned the
harness that attacker had worn.  When she noticed him looking, she said,
"It was easier than carrying it."  She turned back to her observations.


He followed her gaze and saw two more shadows guarding the
door to the control spire.  There were bodies of soldiers scattered all around. 
Looking left and right, he saw more soldiers approaching from some of the other
bridges, converging on the wide walkway around the control spire.  Two of the
groups managed to get to the walkway and fire a round of bolts at the
assailants, but they leapt high, and came down in a controlled descent, one in
the middle of each group.  They struck out like Valkiran asps, over and over
again, and in moments all of Keyth's men were dead.


"We need ideas here Thandria.  Got any?" he asked.


"None that you want to hear," she said with a
little bitterness.


Suddenly a gale swept out of nowhere, and lightning cracked
about the courtyard below, sending soldiers scrambling for cover.  He watched
as most of them made it to the walls or into a door opening, but several got
hit by a bolt, tossing them high through the air to land as a charred corpse,
twitching on the ground.  Shadows began to coalesce in the center of the
courtyard on each side of the wall he and Thandria were standing on.  By the
noise and shouts, he was assuming it was happening all around the citadel.


A small circle of swirling smoke and shadow appeared,
quickly growing into a large two dimensional circle two spans across.  The gale
dropped to a light breeze, pulling in the direction of those swirling circles
of darkness, lifting dust and debris into the air.  The lightning stopped as
the circles stopped increasing in size.


As Keyth was beginning to stand, to see better, Thandria
pulled him down.  "This is about to get much worse, it's time to go."


"What do you mean?" he asked.  Before she could
respond, he heard the yells of men as they appeared from out of each of the
circles.  He watched as Goralonian soldiers streamed from the circles of
darkness in the hundreds.  He watched as his soldiers ran out to meet with them
in a futile attempt to drive them back, but there were too many.


"We have to get to the drake stables!" Thandria
said quietly.  "It's the only way off this rock."


Keyth looked up and saw the drake stables across the nearest
courtyard that was quickly filling up with enemy soldiers.  "Okay, let's
go!"  He stood up and sprinted along the wall, outwards from the center
spire.  Watching over the wall to his right as his soldiers fought the enemy,
trying to bottle them up near the portal.


He flinched suddenly as a ball of fire erupted to his left
amid enemy soldiers, reducing a huge number of them to charred corpses.  Verdagrisha,
the other Shilaar, must have woken and joined the battle.  Keyth looked around
and saw her standing on the outer wall, just past the tower at the end of the
wall they were on.  He shouted at the woman, and waved at her to join them. 
That just about cost him his life as several arrows whizzed by him.  He ducked
low again and continued to run.


They reached the end of the wall near the outer tower, just
above the drake stable doors.  The tower door burst open, three Goralonian
soldiers bursting forth.  Thandria didn't hesitate, stepping forward to meet
them with her rapier and thin dagger.  The soldiers all had heavy broadswords
and wore chainmail.  Two moved forward to attack while the third held back
waiting for room.  


Keyth drew his sword and moved to stand beside Thandria, but
she stopped him with a look.  "I have this," she said, as she slid
into a combat stance.


One of the soldiers charged her, but she side stepped as he
swung his sword down in a vicious arc, and drove her thin dagger into his lower
back near the kidney.  She moved towards the second enemy, parrying his quick
slash with her rapier, driving it out wide, following with a sweep of her
dagger across his throat.  In three seconds two of the soldiers were dead or
dying.  The third, with a shocked look on his face, turned to run and fell
forward on his face.


Stepping out from the tower was Verdagrisha, her dark hair
in a messy bun, her yellow robes rumpled.  She wore a delicate circlet on her
brow that held her magestone glowing a deep blood red.  "Can't let you
have all the fun, can I?" she said as she looked at Thandria with a raised
eyebrow.


"By all means, please join in." Thandria replied.


Several arrows sparked off a magical shield that Verdagrisha
must have cast earlier as they surveyed the scene below.  Most of the Imperial
soldiers under Keyth's command in the courtyard directly in front of the drake
stables had been cut down.  It appeared that the influx of Goralonian soldiers
had trickled down to nothing as the portals were beginning to shrink.  Keyth
was not uplifted though, as at least several hundred of the enemy were in each
courtyard that he could see.


"We need to get down to the drake stables," he
said to the Shilaar, gesturing to the large building below them and twenty
paces away.


"Well then, let's get down there, shall we?" she
replied.  They watched as a contingent of soldiers in the courtyard below
spotted them on the wall and moved towards the tower at the end of the wall,
cutting off that route to the stairs.


"Any ideas?" Keyth said.


"Sure, Thandria said as she stepped up onto the
battlements lining the radial wall.  More arrows bounced off the magical
shield, mere handspans from Thandria.  She held her hand out for Keyth.  He
looked at her questioningly, but he did trust her with his life, as she had proven
several times in the last bell.  He stepped up beside her and she grabbed him
in another rough embrace.


"A distraction if you will?" Keyth directed at the
spell wielder. 


"My extreme pleasure," she responded as she began
intoning an incantation.  As she finished, a small glowing orb of light flew
from her hands into the middle of the ranks of soldiers in the center of the
courtyard, and exploded in a huge ball of fire.  Hundreds of soldiers were
immolated, their charred bodies dropping to the ground.  Dozens dropped to the
ground with severe burns as the remainder scattered for cover.


"Will that do?" she inquired.


"That will do." He responded as Thandria threw
them off the wall to plummet the eight spans to the courtyard below.  Halfway
down, Keyth felt his fall slow moderately, though they did land with a jarring
sensation in his knees.  "Huh?" he said.  "Did you know that
would happen?"


"I suspected these harnesses were the reason they were
able to fall without hurting themselves, but I wasn't sure until now."
Thandria responded with a smile.  "Let's get going!" she finished,
starting for the stable door twenty paces away.


"Suspected!" he yelled after her as they sprinted
across the now mostly empty courtyard toward the stable doors.  "What do
you mean suspected?!"


She grinned at him as they got to the stable doors that were
open slightly.  Keyth pulled one of the rolling doors to the side, and dodged
as one of the stable riders lunged with a sword.  He gripped her wrist and
slowly, carefully removed the shortsword from her grasp, and handed it back to
her, hilt first.


"Sorry sir," she said as she saluted, sheathing
her weapon.  "Thought you were a Goralonian soldier.


"Understood soldier.  You have a ride ready?"


"Yes sir, two of them."  She gestured to the back
of the large building that smelled of straw and leather.  Another rider was
holding the long reigns for two of the beasts, each wearing their saddle.  They
were obviously agitated, as they nipped at each other every once and a while.


A figure in yellow robes appeared at the doors and stepped
through past the watching Thandria.  "The surviving soldiers are
regrouping.  I believe they saw us come in here," Verdagrisha stated.


Thandria turned from her vantage point at the door,
"She's right.  We maybe have two minutes before they gather the courage to
come in here.  Time for you to go sir."


"Well then, you're coming with me," he said as he
was helped up into the back saddle on one of the reptilian beasts and strapped
into place.


"Not this time sir," she replied.  "Got work
to do.  Don't want to make this too easy on them, do we sir?  Thought maybe I
would drop the portcullises on their snarkin' asses.  What do you think?"


He looked her in the eye for a long moment.


"Besides," she offered, "I got this neat trinket." 
She fingered the harness that she had taken from one of the shadowy enemy. 
"To get away, I just have to jump."  She winked and then moved into
the shadows and vanished.


"Come back to me," Keyth whispered to himself.


He looked over to see that Verdagrisha was mounted on the
other drake behind the second rider.  The rider moved the drake into position
in front of the doors, and crouched down on the beast's neck after Verdagrisha
whispered something in her ear.  The rider for Keyth's mount pulled open the
right side door, then ran over and pushed the left door open.  She then turned
and sprinted for her drake as the other drake began its ungainly movement out
of the building.


Keyth could see ranks of soldiers, weapons drawn, moving
towards the stables.  They stopped advancing as the large creature emerged from
the stable, looks of uncertainty on their faces.  Suddenly lightning spewed
forth from the Shilaar's hands, arcing through the ranks of the enemy, causing
some to drop, the rest to scatter.  The rider leapt the drake into the air as
soon as the lightning was done, and was given the all clear by her passenger.


The drake Keyth was on lurched forward, the rider now on and
strapped in, and took to the air, climbing almost vertical as it gained altitude. 
Several arrows flew through the air, but none had any force behind, as the ones
that hit bounced off the beast's thick hide.


As they levelled off, Keyth tapped on the rider's shoulder
and made a circling motion with his finger.  The rider banked the drake, and
from about thirty spans above, got to survey the situation in Farad'avor.


Goralonian soldiers were swarming throughout the citadel in
the torchlight, entering buildings and hauling out the soldiers that were
resisting.  They were cutting down his remaining troops like so much wheat.  He
felt guilt that he was escaping; felt he had betrayed his men by leaving them. 
But the Empire had to know what happened this night.


He noted that a group of enemy soldiers, along with the two
shadowy assassins were attempting to break into the control spire, but were
still held at bay by those within.  Without warning, a loud screeching sound
broke the darkness, followed by the sound of chains rattling as all eight of
the portcullises in the radial walls dropped to the ground with a resounding
boom, locking the citadel into eight separate sections.  It would not stop
them, but it would certainly make using the citadel inconvenient.  Keyth smiled
for the first time in over a bell - Thandria had succeeded.


The drake flew wider, circling the citadel away from its
walls.  What Keyth saw below was what he expected, but still could not fathom. 
Tens of thousands of Goralonian soldiers attacked the Fort below.  He could see
in the torchlight that the gates were just about sundered from the battering
ram that was pounding against it.  It was only a matter of moments before the
pass was lost.


Keyth tapped the rider on the shoulder again, and signalled
west.  The drake turned and flew as hard as its wings could carry it.











Marisha’ilea


 


The sun was setting over the expansive forest below, shadows
creeping east to west across her field of vision.  Maricha'ilea loved coming up
onto the walls of Mahad'avor ever since she had arrived.  It gave her a sense
of freedom from the confines of the stone walls.  How any race would prefer
stone walls to open forest bewildered her, and so she came to view the vista
below that reminded her of her homeland.  It was even possible that they were
over the edge of the elven realm in the forests below, but she would never
know.  But it didn't matter, the vista soothed her.


Tonight would have no moon, and tomorrow was the Spring
Planting Festival celebrated by the humans.  Already some of the Shilaar were
celebrating, drinking moon wine and toasting to the health of any passersby. 
It was a festive occasion, and she should be happy, but she was uneasy. 
Something was bothering her that she couldn't put her finger on, something
ethereal, like a bad dream lurking in the shadows of her mind.


She left the wall and began to wander the stone halls of
Mahad'avor trying to nail down the unsettling feeling in her mind.  She was
unsure how long she had been wandering when she thought to check the felia'shilaar
rooms, to see if a message had been sent in that could explain her ominous
sense of danger.


Moving quickly down the stairs and towards the nearest
message room, she came around the slight bend in the hallway and came to an
abrupt stop.  The door had been blasted outward from the room, and was hanging
by one hinge, most of the door cracked and broken.  It was as if something
large and strong had kicked it in the dead center.


She cast a protection spell upon herself and stepped
carefully and quietly to the door.  Peeking around the doorframe, she witnessed
a scene of horror.  Carefully scanning the shadowy room by the light of the
torches in the hall, she noted the body on the floor and the pattern of runes
around it.  Noticing no movement, she assumed the attacker was probably the one
who had destroyed the door.  Casting another spell, a small ball of amber light
appeared over her right shoulder, casting enough light to light the room as she
stepped inside.


She surveyed the entire small room.  There was a desk to one
side, on which sat the smashed ruins of the felie'shilaar, used to send and
receive messages, its frame twisted beyond recognition.  She could see the
small quafa'shilaar dimly glowing, scattered around the room, not that she was actively
looking for them.  Two chairs were shattered and cast about the room.


In the center of the floor was the body, pale beyond what a
dead body should look like.  Dark candles were set at eight points along the
circle drawn in black chalk along the floor around the body, and a dagger was
stuck in the body's chest.  Marisha'ilea recognized the body as that of one of
the junior Shilaar, Griffan.  It appeared that the body had been drained of
blood, though there was no evidence of blood anywhere in the room.  Something
evil was loose in Mahad'avor.


She left the contents of the room as it was, and cast a
series of protection spells upon her person before she began her hunt to track
down whatever was now threatening her home.  Leaving the room, she turned left,
away from the direction she had come, now noticing that the torches had been
knocked out of their brackets and had guttered out on the floor.  Apparently
this creature did not like the light.  She continued along the circular hallway
until it branched to the right to a set of stairs up.  She looked down the
hallway that continued further on, but it was lit, and the stairs were dark. 
Following the darkness, she ascended the stairs.


She came upon two bodies of servants also drained of blood
several levels up, where the stairway emptied onto a more travelled corridor. 
The hallway was dark, her orb of light casting solid shadows.  She followed the
trail of guttered torches and dark passageways.  She came around a corner and
found Doretellan kneeling down, inspecting another drained body of a junior
Shilaar.


He looked up at her questions in his eyes.  "What do be
happening Marisha'ilea?"  Her name rolled off his tongue like silver, but
there was a seriousness in his voice that made her feel reassured.


"There is a creature of darkness here.  I found the
remains of some sort of ritual in one of the message rooms, along with a body
much like this one.  Two others have been killed the same as her," she
gestured to the body.


"We must be finding it and killing it.  If such a thing
be possible." Doratellan stated.  He stood and cast a spell of protection
about himself.


The two of them set off, following the trail as it led them
up and out onto the upper walls.  They sprinted along the wall towards the
central spire, thinking they knew where the creature was headed.  They opened
the door to a brightly lit room with two Shilaar talking to each other and
drinking from goblets.  They sat forward when they sensed the urgency of their
expressions.


"Send out an alert.  The citadel is under attack."
Marisha'ilea stated.


"By whom?  We have heard no such thing," said one.


"It's been quiet here all night," stated the
other.


"A creature being of the darkness," Doretellan
answered the first Shilaar's question.  "Be on your alert.  Best be
setting off the alarm bells.  Also be making sure that the creature does not be
reaching the control room," he ordered, and as one of The Seven, he
expected it to be followed.


"Well, if this isn't its first target, what could
be-" Marisha'ilea stopped as she was finishing her question.  Other than
dropping Mahad'avor to the ground below, how else would someone or something
cause chaos in the ranks of the Shilaar?  And then she knew - Endergot.


She raced from the room, calling for Doretellan to hurry as
she raced for the main tower, willing herself not to be too late, to get to him
in time.


---o---


 


Marisha'ilea stopped to catch her breath as they reached the
top of the stairs, at the landing in front of Endergot's chamber door. 
Doretellan had passed her two flights before, having the longer legs.  Now he
stood facing the door having caught his breath while she ascended the last few
steps.  She leaned over and rested her arms on her knees, gasping.


"You do be better getting your breath if you do be
standing," he offered as he studied the door before him while casting a minor
detection spell.  They could hear loud crashing and roaring noises within, but
if they did not remove the protections on the door, neither would make it
through safely.


"Hurry please!" she pled.


Finally Doretellan cast another spell and there was a flare
of light from the door, which faded to nothing.  He stepped forward and
cautiously opened the door, stepping to one side.


Marisha'ilea could not believe what she saw.  The main
chamber was in shambles, furniture strewn everywhere, some on fire as the fire
sprites from the hearth jumped around the room freely.  But what froze her to
the core was the large, black-skinned creature a span and a half tall, muscles
rippling along arms and legs, which held Endergot off the floor in one claw. 
She barely noted the window that was shattered inward, some of the stone casing
knocked into the room with it that was the creature's obvious path in.


The creature turned its glowing red eyes on the two of them
as it flicked Endergot against the stone fireplace like a wet cloth.  She heard
the crack as his back broke against the stone.  Doretellan cast the quickest
spell they were taught "Cravash!" he intoned as marbles of light
darted from his fingertips to strike the creature in the chest.  It screeched a
horrible sound and darted forward, faster than her companion could react and
struck at him with a backhand that sent him off his feet into the corner,
regardless of protection spells he had cast upon himself.  


She ducked underneath the claw it swung at her and ran into
the room, trying desperately to reach Endergot.  She tripped over a piece of
broken furniture and fell to her knees.  She crawled over to him, noting the
dazed look on his face, and the cuts all over his body.  A fire sprite jumped
onto a piece of wood from the side table in front of her, and she backhanded it
towards the hearth, causing her robe to briefly catch fire and singe her.  The
other sprite squealed and made a face at her, then leapt onto the curtains
hanging near the broken window.


She looked back as the heat of the room started to reach
unbearable levels.  She thanked her forethought as the protection spells she
had cast earlier that now allowed her to ignore most of the distraction of the
heat.  The smoke was still getting to her however, causing her to cough.


She turned to see Doretellan swing his staff, which had
appeared out of thin air, in a wide arc, striking the beast on the side of the
head.  The small magestone mounted in the end flared briefly and the creature
screeched again and stepped back onto a burning stick of furniture, causing
another scream of pain.  It recovered quickly however, and as Doretellan swung
again it grabbed the staff and wrenched it from his grip.  The creature flung
it backwards towards the shattered window, hitting a fire sprite in mid-leap,
sending it out through the gap in the wall.  The staff landed among the flaming
ruins of furniture on that side of the room, out of reach.


Doretellan cupped his hands together in front of his chest,
creating a large ball of light, which he forced into a beam aimed at the
creature's face.  At this the creature turned away, screeching in pain, its
skin appearing to melt away.  Marisha'ilea thought she saw a human face behind
the facade of the creature, but could not be sure through the smoke and flame. 
She had finally managed to crawl her way to Endergot's side, and knelt over him
stroking his face.


"My dear," he said quietly, "You're in
danger.  You must flee!"  She could hear the sounds of battle behind her,
and glanced back to see that Doretellan had been joined by another Shilaar, but
they were not doing so well.  It appeared that this creature was resistant to
many of their spells.


"I came to save you," she said on the verge of
tears.  She did not understand why she was emotional.  All elves outlived
humans, why should this human be so different as to cause these feelings within
her.


"You have," he said.  He then pointed to one
side.  "Now it's my turn to save you."  He coughed several times,
Marisha'ilea noting the blood frothing from his lips.  She ripped open his
bloody robes, ignoring his persistent fingers, to see several puncture wounds
from the beasts claws across his chest.  They were all bleeding, two were
bubbling.  She then began to cry as she took his right hand in hers.  She felt
his other hand grip her chin with extreme strength.  She opened her eyes as he
turned her head towards the flaming sofa and said, "Look!"


She looked at where he was pointing her, but could not
understand what she was to look for.  Abruptly, she saw it.  It must have
rolled under the sofa when Endergot was startled by the beast breaking through
the window - the Staff of Everilon!  Suddenly her mentor's hand went slack and
fell from her face.  She turned to him and saw a serene smile on his face.


He whispered something that she couldn't hear over the
screeching and crashing behind her, the flames beginning to roar around her,
and the cackling of the remaining fire sprite.  She put her ear closer to his
mouth, "It's now up to you," he whispered, as his voice gurgled with
blood.


"But I cannot wield it!" she protested.


"You are now the only one that can." he responded
in her ear.


"But I am not ready," she said, feeling the grip
of Endergot's other hand go slack as he died.  She wept for a few seconds more,
and then crawled over to the flaming sofa.  The heat was now enough that she
was extremely uncomfortable, and the sofa was burning almost to the stone
floor.  She gritted her teeth and shoved her hand under the flame, ignoring the
pain until her hand closed upon the shaft of the staff, her arm almost up to
the shoulder under the sofa.  She screamed as she pulled the staff out, amber
magestone the size of her fist cradled in the scrollwork metal at one end.


She looked up to see Doretellan sorely wounded, one arm
hanging uselessly by his side, his other hand out in front, maintaining a
shield that the beast was now pounding against.  Sparks of yellow danced out
from where the massive claws hit it, and she could tell by Doretellan's face
that his shield would not last much longer.  She saw the body of the other
spell wielder over against the side wall.  Of his head, there was no sign.


The Staff of Everilon was in her hand, given to her by its
previous master, head of the order of Dar'Shilaar.  She could feel it power,
its awareness, and suddenly she felt her mind opening up and she did not resist
as she had the first time when Endergot had let her hold it.  She was scared,
not of the staff, but of all it represented, the power and the responsibility. 
But she let it into her mind - and accepted.  And then she felt it, like a
river of life, all of its secrets revealed, all of the secrets of every one of
its owners back for a thousand years, all now memories within her, but not
her.  Spells she had never heard of, knowledge beyond understanding, knowledge
lost to time - all were now hers.  And she used it.


At her scream, the beast had turned to face her, and she
thought she saw fear cross the creature's face, but it was there and gone again
so quick that she could not be sure it was ever there at all.  It screeched at
her, oblivious to the smoke and fire all around.  Doretellan saw her, and she
nodded to him as his spell failed and he fled the room, stopping at the top of
the stairs as two more Shilaar arrived on the scene.


"The staff won't help you," the creature said in a
deep, reverberating voice that surprised her.  She had not thought it could
speak.


"Of that you are mistaken."  With a quick word a
quick wind picked up as the air in the room was evacuated out the shattered
window taking the smoke with it.  With the brief lack of air, the fires were
extinguished almost immediately.  Then, standing in her bubble of protection,
she released the spell and air came pummeling back into the room, pushing the
creature around on the floor, its clawed feet scraping against stone.


The beast jumped towards her to attack, claws aiming for her
heart.  She stepped forward to meet the creature, staff leading, and struck it
dead center of its chest.  The creature was thrown back, howling in pain.


"You will die for that elf!" the beast threatened
as it stood and turned to face her.  It walked slowly at her this time.


"Again you are mistaken.  Ava'riel!" she
intoned, pointing the staff at the creature of darkness as she stepped to one
side.  A beam of light so bright burst from the end of the staff and hit the
beast in the chest, knocking it back against the wall next to the shattered
window, pinning it there.  The beam continued its stream, no other but
Marisha'ilea able to withstand its glare.  She noted that Doretellan and the
other two spell wielders had moved to the side of the landing shielded from the
light of the beam.  The beam was continuous, pure, and white burning the black
of the creature's skin, peeling it away to pink human skin below.  The creature
howled and thrashed, knocking stones from the wall in its pain.  A huge chunk
of the wall fell outward, crashing to the courtyard below.  She heard the faint
screams from the revellers below.


Suddenly the black, oily skin burst apart into the air, and
fled out the wall like a swarm of insects as the body within dropped forward
onto its knees.


At that, she let the beam of light dissipate, and strode
forward to look upon the face of the assassin.  The body looked to have had its
skin removed, all covered with blood and its muscles visible.  She stopped
several paces away from the oozing figure as he looked up.  His eyes were bare,
as were his teeth, all skin from his face gone.


He coughed up blood.  "You have not won.  My master is
coming for you."  She recognized the voice of one of the other recorders,
and her eidetic memory supplied his name as Koltan.


"But now we know, so we can be ready." She replied
more calmly than she felt.


"You'll never be ready," he responded.  And at
that statement, he wrenched himself to his feet and flung himself out the
jagged hole in the wall into the now dark sky.  There was a scream, which cut
off abruptly, followed by a deep cackling.


Doretellan and the other two Shilaar ran to the window to look
out after him.  "There be no body," he stated looking back at
Marisha'ilea, who still stood where she was, looking down at the Staff of
Everilon in wonder.  She was still trying to comprehend what this meant.


 











Part IV


 


As the world fell apart around us, I wondered really if this
course of events, this war, would have occurred anyway, had I Chosen not
to take the magestones in the first place?  Was it destined?  My ego tells me
no, that there is no way anyone else was good enough to sneak in, foil all the magical
wards, and get out again without being caught.  My head tells me otherwise.


If they had found someone else - dare I say stupid enough - to
accept the commission, would they have succeeded as I had, or would they have
failed, forcing this warlock to use more direct and possibly brutal methods to
obtain the stones?  My heart wants to believe that I saved lives by originally
accepting the job, and justify it by believing this war was coming anyway.


In the days following the invasion, in talking with Celia, she
brought up the fact that graduation ceremonies were always before held in
Mahad'avor - always.  But this time, they had sent unbound magestones to
Tala'ahar for a ceremony that was requested to be at the Imperial Palace - for
the first time ever.  Celia believes this is the thread to unravel, assuming we
can find the correct end to pull.


Whatever the truth, the path ahead always lays in shadow.  You
can put plans in motion, but only luck and good timing determine success or
failure.  I happen to believe in luck a lot.  But I also plan ahead.


Journal of Hoyle Dardanel


The 11th of Julra,


In the year 89 IR (Imperial Rule)











Chapter 27


 


Hoyle sat with the other three, tied to the center pole of
the heavy oilcloth tent.  Even with him and Robart trying, they could not get
enough leverage to lift the pole enough to slip their bonds free.  Well that
fact and the four guards standing over them.  By this time though, they had
moved to a side table and were pulling out some dice.


"Well this has been some experience, these past few
days," Robart griped noisily, "traipsing through the forest with
you.  Ending up captured... yet again"


"Oh drop it already, or get us out of this yourself. 
Probably get yourself killed by these four dunderheads." Hoyle replied, irked.


"Hey you two keep yer traps shut, ya hear?!" one
of the guards called at them from the gaming table, looking up from the game
they just started to see what was going on.  He was obviously satisfied they
had not moved, and turned back to the game with a grunt.  Hoyle watched as the
two facing them looked up after scooping the dice on every throw.  No help
there.


"Hey Celia, can you do the glowing flame thing you did
last night?" Hoyle whispered to Celia.


"Not without immolating the three of you," she replied.


"Well, let's not do that then," Robart chimed in,
too loudly, causing two of the guards to look over.


"Shut yer traps, or we will breaks them!" the
biggest one said.  He was still a hand shorter than Robart, but probably just
as heavy, based on the way his belly stuck out from under his chain shirt and
hung over his belt.


"Okay, that's out.  Valena, got anything that can help
us out of this?" Hoyle directed at the small healer.


Valena shook her head, "No. Sorry."


"Okay then," he said as he rested his head back
against the pole, and closed his eyes against the lantern light.  Mentally he
checked his spatial memory, having memorized the contents of the entire room in
the last few minutes.  


He mentally checked off each item: two guards outside by the
tent flap; the small table to one side of the large tent, with four folding
camp chairs that the guards were using to play dice; four dicing cups and
twenty-four dice if they were playing Best; a chest on the other side of the
entrance from the table, where the guards put their possessions, Robart's
greatsword leaning against it; a large heavy camp desk and sturdy chair on the
opposite side of the pole from the entrance, behind which was another flap to
the back room of the tent; lit lanterns on top of the desk, hanging from the
pole they were tied to, and the third on a pole near the side table the guards
were using; several carpets on the ground as the floor; a weapons rack near the
chest holding a few mundane items, but no weapons.


"Fine, go to sleep then." Robart grumbled. 
"We're only going to die when that warlock gets back."


He opened his eyes, and took note of the few minor things he
had missed, but was overall satisfied with his memory.  "We're not going
to die."


"And how do you know that?" asked the large man.


"Because I make sure I always have a back-up
plan." He replied.


"Well what is it?"


"We wait." Hoyle responded cryptically.


"For what?!"


Hoyle stayed silent and leaned his head back against the
pole and closed his eyes.  Let him fume he thought.  I owe him
nothing.


"For what?!" Robart asked again louder, drawing
the guards' attention.


"Does we need ta gag ya, you loud brute?  Cause we will
if ya say one more word."  This came from the smallest one, with his back
to the quartet.


"Not what, who." Celia whispered. 
"Salrissa."


"Fine.  I'll wait."  With that Robart stayed
quiet, finally understanding that there was possibly a rescue in the works. 
Robart had never fought her, nor really seen what she could do, so did not have
the confidence that Hoyle did about being rescued.  Especially at night.  Night
was her element, like her natural environment in which she was the predator and
everyone else was the prey.  The Goralonians just didn't know it yet.


---o---


 


Short while later they heard a large contingent of men
shouting a war cry that became a continuous sound, and then over the span of a
few minutes dwindled to nothing.  Within moments, a similar noise as by more
men, but further away began, punctuated by the sound of catapults flinging
there large payload towards what he suspected was the Fort.  The attack had
begun in earnest.


The sounds of battle began a long distance away, and became
a constant background noise.  Suddenly a shadow sped through the tent from the
back room, and had extinguished the lantern by the side table, and sliced four
necks in the span of seconds, with almost no noise save that of the dice
spilling onto the table from cups.  The four men fell onto their sides on the
carpeted floor; the figure that Hoyle knew was Salrissa, kicking the legs out
of the camp chairs as she went.  The guards made no noise as they hit the thick
wool rugs, and could neither scream, nor breathe to call out a warning to those
outside.


Salrissa checked the flap to make sure the actions were not
noticed, but the loud sounds of battle happening outside masked pretty much
anything quieter than a clap.  Salrissa moved around the pole cutting their
bonds.


"It took you long enough!" Robart blustered
quietly, as he rubbed his wrists.


She looked at him with one eyebrow raised.  He made a point
of ignoring it, but made no further remarks.   "Get your things, and let's
get out of here.  Your two friends will be back any moment."


Hoyle had already moved to the chest and had tossed Robart
his greatsword, and was throwing possessions to each of the companions as he
went through them.


"I am afraid the shadowy one is correct," the voice
whispered as the tall thin figure stepped into the tent, glancing at the bodies
briefly.  Fresh blood-drawn runes covered his face and dripped onto his robes. 
Now Hoyle knew why the warlock chose that particular burgundy-brownish color. 
In behind him came Brows, his thick eyebrows down in a scowl.  He had already
drawn his weapon and looked set to use it.  Before anyone could react, the warlock
intoned a spell and tendrils of shadow reached from the darkest corners of the
tent and bound all of them.


Celia responded with a spell of her own, and flames wreathed
her body, casting heat into the otherwise cool tent.  The shadows dissipated
like smoke around her, and she countered with another spell, whipping her hands
up in a circular motion.  Wind began to spin up as Whisper began chanting again
and Brows moved towards Celia.  The wind became stronger, a vortex sucking in
the sides of the tent and pushing air out the smoke hole at the top.  Small
items began to fly through the air, and Celia directed them at the enemy.


Dice, and dice cups began pelting their two adversaries, and
to a lesser extent them, but then some of the larger objects began to lift off
the carpet and batter about the tent.  Valena got hit in the side by one of the
chairs, and Celia flinched, but did not relent in her attack.  Whisper finally
finished his spell, and a beam of darkness shot from the palm of his
outstretched hand, striking the shield of flames that protected her.  The
flames flickered and died, having absorbed all of the beam's energy.


"Look out Celia!" Hoyle shouted, noting that Brows
had come up near her left side.  Suddenly, a tendril of shadow entered his
mouth and throat, effectively gagging him, while still allowing him to breathe. 
He felt his earring flare and felt the gag dissipate, and could feel the
shadows grip on him loosen, though only slightly.  He decided to stay quiet for
now, hoping his situation was not apparent.


Celia ducked, but not quick enough, taking a glancing blow
to the side of her head from a mailed fist.  She staggered and fell to the
carpet, the vortex dissipating.  But then Hoyle saw Brows stagger and turned to
face Salrissa, his hand over his kidney area, blood running through his
fingers.


"Shadows cannot bind creatures of shadow," she
explained. As she attacked Brows again with her two daggers, one bloody, the
other not.  He managed to deflect one with his arm encased in chainmail, but
the other carved a path across his forehead.


Hoyle watched in dismay as Celia was bound up in more
tendrils of shadow while she lay on the floor, still stunned from the blow to
the head.  With nothing he was able to do to free himself - it seemed like the
warlock was sustaining this spell consciously - he turned to watch the battle
between Salrissa and Brows, along with everyone else, including the enraptured
warlock.


Brows had managed to get his sword up in time to block the
next series of strikes, but was at a disadvantage in the close quarters of the
tent, his broadsword requiring more room to swing than Salrissa's shorter
daggers.  Blades flicked back and forth in the light of the two remaining
lanterns, a deadly dance of steel to the song of metal ringing that had the
audience enraptured whether they were bound or not.


Salrissa ducked a swing aimed at her neck and rolled past
his legs to come up behind and jab backwards towards his unprotected back.  He
managed to block her forearm with his, but he was off balance, and she managed
to rake the dagger along his arm with a shriek of steel on steel.  She stepped
forward, away from Brows and whipped her cloak in wide arc, using it to hide a spinning
back-kick to his chin as he turned to face her.


She whipped her cloak around again, but this time Brows
grabbed it with his empty hand and gave it a hard yank.  The cloak broke free
from Salrissa's throat with the first hard pull, leaving Brow holding it and
swinging his sword through empty air where he assumed Salrissa would be after
his maneuver.  But she was not there, instead stepping in behind his swing,
driving the hilt of her dagger up into his nose, breaking it with a loud
crack.  Hoyle was not sure why she did not go for the killing blow, but assumed
she had her reasons.


Brows stepped back and swiped his hand across his face, smearing
the blood from his forehead and nose together.  "I'm going to kill
you!" he cried angrily.  He stepped forward, throwing Salrissa's cloak at
her head, which she ducked, right into the knee Brows brought up.  The blow
knocked Salrissa back, stunned.  The huge man took advantage of her momentary
disadvantage and brought his sword around for a killing blow, but Salrissa's
knees gave out as she dropped below his decapitating blow.  Hoyle was not sure
if the move was intentional or not, as Salrissa still seemed to be moving
sluggishly, just managing to roll away from the next downward blow.


Hoyle, while watching the battle of two masters of their
chosen weapon, noted a change in the background noise from outside.  While it
had been the distant sounds of battle; catapults firing, weapons clashing, men
yelling; there was a new sound occurring, much closer to the command tent.  He
could now hear the screams of men in terror rapidly closing on the tent.


The others had not yet heard the difference, and he was only
aware because he was expecting it.  In fact, he was hoping for it, and it -
they, couldn't have arrived at a better time.  


Brows' boot came around and clipped Salrissa on her shoulder
as she tried to stand.  She was knocked over, but managed to leave a dagger
stabbed into her assailant's calf.  Brows screamed in pain, doubling over and
pulling the dagger from his leg.


"Now how's that feel?!  Not too nice now, is it?"
Robart taunted before he was choked off with a tendril of shadow.


"Tsk, tsk.  Not nice to taunt." Whisper chastised
in his typically quiet voice.  "Marcon, quit playing and finish her!"


Brows threw the dagger at Salrissa from his position on one
knee, who managed to block it with her other dagger.  Suddenly another dagger
appeared in her empty hand as if from nowhere.  Hoyle knew she had at least
seven daggers, knives and assorted small weapons stashed about her body, and
was a master at sleight-of-hand when it came to such things.  Marcon got to his
feet, heavily favoring the one leg and growled.


Suddenly, screams pierced the night.


 









Chapter 28


 


Celia managed to duck most of the impact of the blow to her
head, but it still sent her to the ground with her head spinning.  As soon as
she hit the carpets of the tent, she felt the tendrils of shadow wrap about her
body, and slide into her throat, causing her to gag.  She couldn't speak, but
she could still breathe.


She watched as the two combatants whirled around the tent,
blades slicing thin air as often as flesh.  She managed to get kicked at least
twice as Salrissa and Brows fought.  She managed to roll herself, though bound,
over to the side of the tent out of the way.


She could feel the violet quafa'shilaar, now in her pocket,
but could not access it without being able to speak her spell.  It was the
first object Hoyle had found in the chest as they were collecting their
things.  Her backpack with her tomes was still in the chest, and she suspected
that they would remain there, unless they were really lucky.  Only luck had
saved them all from death to this point.


Abruptly, screams of terror ripped through the night from
nearby, startling everyone in the tent.  Well, almost everybody - Hoyle had a
big grin on his face.  Celia could feel the familiar beginnings of irrational
fear stirring within her that she had only felt the one time before - in the
Goralonian Merchants' Guild tower.  She steeled herself against it as she
watched the same feeling pass over the occupants of the tent.  She could feel
the quafa'shilaar help bolster her defense, muting the apparently magical fear
that was approaching the tent.


Brows and Salrissa had stopped fighting.  Brows wiped a
sleeve across his face, smearing blood away from his eyes as he backed over near
the warlock, weapon ready.  Salrissa was now trying frantically, with no avail,
to free Valena from the shadow bonds on the opposite side of the tent from the
duo.


"I told you that you would be afraid, before the end of
the night." Hoyle stated, looking at the warlock and shrugging.  Celia
could tell he was gritting his teeth against the fear, his jaw muscles clenched
furiously.  The warlock looked at Hoyle, just now realizing that he had slipped
free of his bonds.  Celia noted the firebird earring's eyes dimming from a red
glow as it finished absorbing the shadow magic.  The warlock must have
stopped maintaining the spell she thought trying her own bonds.  No luck,
they were still holding tight.


At just that moment, a familiar grey-skinned figure pushed
through the flaps of the tent, knuckles dragging on the ground, followed by its
two black cloaked handlers.  "Dar karak sssed duth!" one of the
Rak'soraa commanded in his hissing voice.


At that command, Celia felt tears running down her face, the
terror nearly overwhelming her.  The quafa'shilaar sensed it and fed her emotion
that felt like anger, helping her resist the fear being emitted from the Scenter. 
She could see Salrissa kneeling on the ground, hands on her knees, head down. 
Valena was weeping quietly, still in her shadow bonds.  Robart was down on his
knees too, gritting his teeth against the false emotions running through the
tent.


The man called Marcon had only dropped to one knee, and was
baring his teeth at the Fear Squad in defiance.  Only Whisper and Hoyle seemed
unaffected.  Celia could see the firebird earring's eyes glowing brightly,
obviously absorbing some of the magic the scaazi was using.  It had taken her a
while to form her suspicions, but this evening's events had confirmed that it
was indeed the earring the he wore that imparted the wearer some sort of
resistance to magic.


"About time you got here," Hoyle directed at the
Rak'soraa.  A hateful glare was directed his way from those glowing eyes deep
within that dark hood.  


Turning back to the two Goralonians in the tent, the shorter
of the cloaked handlers raised his hand containing a metal rod and pointed it
at Brows.  A bolt of lightning leapt from the end of the rod, but failed to
reach its target.  Brows was now standing, having raised his sword in front of
him, absorbing the bolt.  The sword was crackling with residual energy, a
magestone glowing on the hilt, the obvious source of the sword's magic.


Brows stepped forward and swept his sword wide, slicing the
arm from the Rak'soraa, spraying green-black blood all over the tent.  The
creature screamed an inhuman screech that hurt Celia's ears.  Brows then swung
the sword around and drove it into the creature's chest, hilt deep.  He lifted
a leg and kicked the dying creature off his sword and dodged backwards as the
scaazi raked his claws through the place where he had been standing only a
second before.


As the scaazi engaged Brows, Celia felt the fear affect
subside slightly, and only noticed it due to the heightened awareness supplied
by the violet quafa'shilaar in her pocket.  She inched closer to the other
four, and cast a sphere of protection spell, causing the rest of their group to
unlock from their fear-induced paralysis.  Robart started towards Brows and
Whisper, who were the sole targets of the remaining Rak'soraa's ire.  Hoyle
grabbed his arm, which elicited a scowl from the larger man.


"Let them fight it out.  It is not our business...
yet.  Besides, if you step too far away, I suspect you will be paralyzed with
the effects of that Scenter again.  Correct Celia?" Hoyle asked,
not looking in her direction, his eyes focused into the eyes of his former
torturer.


"Correct," she responded.  "Three paces is
all I can manage."


"Why do you even care?!" Robart almost shouted at
him, amidst the howls, grunts and cries of battle not ten paces away.


"Not really sure myself," Hoyle responded, "Just
do."


"Well stop.  I can take care of myself."


"Fair enough." Hoyle replied, letting Robart go
and turning back to watch the battle, as the dying Rak'soraa thrashed about,
not three paces away.  They could see the glow fade from the creature's eyes,
its hood falling away from the reptilian face as it finally died.  Green-black
blood pooled under it, and from the stump, causing the carpets to begin to
steam in those spots.  Some blood had managed to reach the bodies of the
guards, and they began to steam and bubble as well.  Apparently Rak'soraa blood
was acidic.


Celia could feel her eyes begin to sting from the vapours
created by the blood as it ate away at the carpets, the other bodies, and robes
the creature was wearing.


"This way," Salrissa said as she lifted Valena to
her feet and directed her to the back room of the tent.  "Out the hole I
made in the back wall."  She followed immediately after.


The rest of them followed, though Robart reluctantly.  Celia
hardly noticed the bedchamber's contents as they entered; only noticing the two
oil lamps illuminating two small camp beds, another desk, and Valena huddled
against the fabric of the back wall of the tent.  Of Salrissa, there was no sign.


Hoyle moved to join Valena, who kept looking back at Robart,
concern in her eyes.  Robart was standing guard at the partition between the
two rooms of the tent, still watching the battle.  Celia quickly moved to the
desk and looked about for something of worth.  She saw several maps with
markings on them and scooped them up into a roll and slid them up her sleeve. 
She also saw several heavy tomes, but noted that they were probably too heavy
to carry, so left them.


Suddenly, she heard Valena scream a tortured
"Noooo!" and run for the front room from her position by the back
wall.  Celia raced over and grabbed her, seeing Robart run towards Brows on the
far right-hand side of the tent.  There was no sign of Whisper, but immediately
behind Brows was a large swirling vortex of dark clouds and shadow.  She
watched, barely able to contain Valena even though she was almost two hands
taller than the diminutive healer, as Brows stepped backwards into the swirling
vortex of shadow and vanished.


Robart yelled back as he ran for the portal, "Now it's
my turn to save your sorry arses, and then we're even!"  He leapt forward
as the portal began to shrink, and dove through just moments before it closed.


Valena wailed, and collapsed into Celia's arms just as Hoyle
arrived to help.  Just then Celia noticed the other two beings still in the
tent to the far left, where they had momentarily retreated.  They turned their
attention on Celia, Hoyle and Valena standing in the doorway to the back room.


She noted that the scaazi had several long slashes across
its chest, which appeared to be closing as she watched.  One arm hung limply,
but she could see the fingers twitching as the severed muscles began to knit
together before her eyes.


"We have to leave now." Hoyle whispered to Celia. 
"Any tricks you might know to get us out of here?"  He turned to the
Rak'soraa, death filling its gaze.  "Now you understand the threat, and
that we were not the cause.  You can now report back to your master, as you
have seen the true threat with your own eyes."


"You ssstill mussst return with usss," the
creature replied in its sibilant whisper.  "The massster gave ssspecific
inssstructions."


"I don't think so," Hoyle replied, stepping
backwards, pulling the limp, weeping Valena with him.  "Celia, whatever
you have, now's the time."


Salrissa stepped back into the tent through the tear she had
created earlier.  Her eyes bore into them.  "Are we leaving or what?"


"We're leaving." Celia responded as she intoned
the words to a spell she had not known only a day ago.  Power crackled from her
fingertips as she channeled the energy of the quafa'shilaar through her body,
feeling alive, but  dying at the same time.  She directed the energy to one
side and a large circle of white energy spun into being, growing larger to
about two paces across, pushing outward from the center.  The center began to
still, while the energy ran around the perimeter, like a continuous white
river, the image in the center stilling to a large meadow in the dark of the
moonless night.


"Where does that lead?" Salrissa inquired as she
gripped her knives tighter.


"Does it matter?" Hoyle said at the same time as
Celia grunted each word, "Can't hold it open long..."


Salrissa shrugged her shoulders and leapt through, turning
in a circle once on the other side, checking for trouble.


Hoyle threw Valena over his shoulder and hopped through.


Celia moved quickly through the portal, the sounds of
screams and battle dying off as she stepped into the meadow.  Apparently, only
objects could travel through, and not sound.  She hoped this also applied to
spell energy as she turned to see the Rak'soraa and scaazi step into the room
they had just left.  The hate-filled glowing eyes of the Rak'soraa bored into
Celia's as she let the portal dissipate abruptly, dropping them into almost complete
darkness.  Only the stars above gave any illumination.  


Celia was sure that she would have nightmares of that
Rak'soraa's glare.  She was right.


 


 


 


 











Epilogue


 


Zazaril


 


Zazaril sat in her cold study, the fire unlit, curtains
closed to the almost moonless night.  She shook her head for the fifth time in
an hour.  She understood the order of course, and even understood the personal
sacrifice that she had been asked to make as part of the greater good.  At
least for the Dar'Shilaar.


She had now finished penning the third attempt at the
letter, and reread it in the light of the small candle on her desk.  She nodded
her head and sprinkled sand across the parchment to help it dry.  She took the
previous two copies, lit them from the candle, walked across the room and
tossed them into the cold fireplace.  She stood for a moment, watching the hot
flakes of parchment float up from the burning sheaves and disappear up the
chimney, making sure they burned completely.  


She turned back to her desk reluctantly and placed the other
item on top of the letter, just in case an errant gust came through when the
soldiers arrived, she didn't want the letter to be lost.  It was important that
he understand.  There had been no other choice really, and the attack on
Mahad'avor last night had forced the decision, truly.


A cough sounded with a light knock on the open door to her
study.  She looked up at Wendinard, his ever crisp uniform impeccable as ever,
even though it was the late hours of the night.  Well, really the early hours
of the morning.


"It's time, Mistress," he said in his ever proper
manner.


"Yes, I know Wendinard.  Thank you.  I will be down
promptly." She responded with a small wave of her hand.  He nodded and
left her.


It had taken the better part of the day after receiving her
orders from the new head of the order to get all the Dar'Shilaar in Tala'ahar
rounded up and brought back to the embassy.  The biggest difficulty had been
that most had been scattered around the city recovering from the Spring's
Planting Eve partying the night before.


She passed on the grave news, her voice catching in her
throat as she told the rest about the attack on their surrogate home and the
subsequent death of Endergot, the only head of the order that some had ever
known.  There were many questions, mostly about who had become the new head of
the order.  Most were surprised when she told them, many stunned, a few
slightly outraged.  The other questions she answered as best as she could, but
could not tell them why or by whom.  The events of the attack were still
unclear as yet, having just been told her mentor was dead, she had not been
able to collect herself enough to listen properly.


She passed on the final order, and was surprised when there
was little resistance.  Everyone went quickly about their tasks, even the servants. 
The first Shilaar to head back to Mahad'avor left only two hours after they had
been given the news, eight hours after Zazaril had been informed.  Most of
those were fairly new, and had little in the way of possessions located in the
embassy, thus found it easy to pack.  Truth be told, they seemed almost eager
to leave Tala'ahar and the insidious oppression of the Emperor.


Others took longer, and the magegate worked well into the
evening, sending the rest of the Dar'Shilaar back to the floating citadel that
was their home; or at least the home of their order.  She could feel the pull
on her every time the gate was activated, which had been eight times up until
four hours ago when she herself had activated it, an occurrence of about once
almost every hour.


Now, only she and Wendinard remained.  She had passed
through the embassy earlier, casting protective spells to seal the library and
vaults to all but another Dar'Shilaar.  Into the casting she wove a warning and
a simple message as to why they had left.  A true Shilaar would know where they
went to, and could follow if they chose.  She watched the last of the flames
die out, the parchment now curled black sheets of charcoal that she tapped with
her foot to crumble them into an indiscernible pile of ash.


She left her study, pausing at the door to look back only
once, and vowed to herself to return someday.  She started down the steps of
the empty tower to the empty lower levels, and finally to the basement.  She
entered the vault that housed the gata'shilaar, currently inactive, and walked
up to Wendinard who was holding a pack.


"All of your possessions went through on previous
trips," he stated.  Her eyebrow went up questionably as she looked at the
pack.  "I took the liberty of going through Celia's room and packed what
remained of her things.  I figured that we shouldn't leave her stuff here, when
all others have left."


"I agree, that was very kind," she said quietly. 
"What would we do without you?  More importantly, what would I do without
you?"


His face was very solemn.  "I am afraid that you will
now have to find out."


"Are you absolutely sure?" she asked.  They had
already had this conversation once today, but she just wanted to make sure. 
"There would be a place for you in Mahad'avor.  It is quite a wonderful
home."


"I am sure Mistress, but this is my home.  I have
family here."


"Really?  I didn't take you for the marrying
kind," she prodded gently.


"Oh I'm not married.  My brother Mortimar and his wife
live in the city.  My niece and nephew are a handful, and he could use my
help.  He works in a cobbler's shoppe over on Merrywine Road.  Anyway, I
couldn't leave them here alone."  


This was the most Zazaril had ever heard come out of her
steward's mouth in all the time she had known him.


"I understand Wendinard.  Thank you for everything and
be well.  Do you remember your instructions on what to do once I am through the
gate?"


"Yes, Mistress.  It will be as you say."


"Good.  It may very well save hundreds of lives." 
She took the pack of Celia's belongings and turned and faced the large gatal'shilaar. 
Calling out the incantation, she pressed the sequence of magestones that would
open the doorway to Mahad'avor.  As the gateway materialized into place, the
courtyard she had known for many years visible, she turned and smiled at
Wendinard.  She stepped through into Mahad'avor, seeing some figures waiting
for her outside the gate chamber.  She turned and watched Wendinard stride up
to the gateway's other end and fiddle with something to the side, and finally
the gate winked out.


She turned and met the figures waiting for her.


 


 









Wendinard


 


Wendinard watched as the head of the embassy stepped through
the gateway, and then turned and smiled wistfully, he thought, at him.  He
nodded and then stepped up to the magegate and worked the mechanism that bound
the keystone to the frame on the left side of the large, gold frame.  With deft
hands he removed the stone, and abruptly the room was cast into shadow, the
only light from a flickering candle set on the bench behind him.


He walked over and picked up the candle in its holder and
walked into the hallway.  He set the candle on a small table set out for just
this purpose.  He turned and pulled the heavy vault door half-way closed.  He
looked at it for a minute, admiring the construction, it being made of a metal
that he was unfamiliar with.  He then stepped into the room and walked behind
the partially closed door and placed the keystone into a mounting bracket made
of the same material.  It pulsed as he placed it in its mounting, and he felt a
tingling up the back of his neck.


He turned from the stone, and made his way back into the
corridor.  He pulled the door the rest of the way shut, and there was a quiet
clanking and the seal of the door radiated light for a brief moment and then
was dark.  He tried to open the door, just to be sure, but it absolutely did
not budge.


He nodded to himself, went down the hall, up the stairs and
out into the night, closing the embassy doors behind him carefully.  He did not
lock them, for those that would be coming the next day, or the day after, would
not be stopped by something as trivial as a locked door.


He began his trip home, quietly humming to himself, happy
that those that did come would not find what they were looking for.


 









Yalang


 


First Chancellor Yalang knew the Emperor would not be
pleased.  In fact, he would be furious, and Yalang had to figure out how to
deflect that anger before it consumed him.  He carried the letter, sealed and addressed
to the Emperor, and the other object they had found in Zazaril's study in his
sleeve pocket.  He did not know what the letter read, but could guess based on
the condition of the embassy when they arrived to detain the Shilaar
headquartered there.  He did, however, know what the other object signified,
and was both concerned and surprisingly proud of Zazaril for having done what
she had done.


Of course, it also ate at him the entire walk back to the
palace surrounded by Imperial Guards.  He had already dispatched a number of
patrols to search the city for any Dar'Shilaar still remaining, but he was
certain none would be found.  He had to figure out an angle in which to play
this to his advantage, or he would be the next personal 'guest' of the Emperor
when his birthing day came around, and he certainly did not want that.


They entered the palace through the smaller man gate to the
side of the main courtyard and the guard dispersed, leaving only two to guard
the First Chancellor.  He laughed really as he thought about it; his value to
the Emperor as related to the number of guards he was assigned.  That being
said, no one got more than two within the palace, most getting none.  Only when
outside the palace walls was he, and others, escorted by more, and he was not
entirely certain if that was to protect him, or ensure he returned.  He never
wanted to test that theory if he could avoid it.


He decided he had better get his meeting with Emperor
Randramas over with as soon as possible, and thought he had figured a way out
of his wrath, if any appeared.  He was never certain.  Generally the Emperor
was icy calm and controlled, but every so often, he would vent his anger.  It
was usually directed at the nearest target, which in this case would be him.


He entered the palace, barely registering the grand
hallways, carved in their bas relief, showing the various battles of the
Emperor's rise to power.  He turned at a hallway midway down the grand hallway
and began to climb a set of stairs to the upper levels.  It was past the dinner
bell and so Randramas would not be found in the audience chamber, but in the
shrine in the Emperor's quarters.


Reaching the third level, he came to the large bronzed doors
that protected the Emperor from the outside world when he wished.  Four large
Imperial Guards stood in front, alert, hands on the pommels of their swords. 
Small hand crossbows hung from a hook on their belts.  Their plate and chain
armor shone in the lamplight that lit the hallway.


Yalang nodded to the guards, who barely registered his
presence, but opened the door a small ways.  It was enough for his thin frame,
but not by much.  Even he did not have much influence in the palace - at least
not as much as he projected to outsiders.  The doors closed quietly behind him
as he walked down the thickly carpeted hall, his slippers not making a sound. 
He counted three doors down on the right, and he came to the open door to the
Emperor's shrine to Benraw.  He approached quietly, and stood just outside the
room as he watched the kneeling form of Emperor Randramas praying before the
altar to his god.


It was a fact only he and a select handful of Imperial
guards knew; that Emperor Randramas was actually a former Brother of Benraw,
the God of War, Destruction and Chaos.  Somehow he had retained his
god-bestowed powers, and Yalang presumed it was due to his devotion, as he was
showing now.


"You may enter." The Emperor said.  No matter how
quiet he was, Randramas always knew when he was there.


"Your eminence," he replied, and entered with a
bow.   He knelt the prescribed three strides inside the door.  He saw the
sacrifice on the altar and turned his gaze away, his stomach turning.


"What have you to report?" the Emperor queried
with a knowing tone.


Yalang proffered the letter from his sleeve, and held it up,
his head down, eyes turned to the floor.  "Zazaril - the head of the
embassy - left this letter for you."  He was proud that he did not flinch
as the Emperor removed the scroll from his hand.


The emperor broke the seal, and turned to slowly pace in
front of the altar as he read.  "Do you know the words within?" the
Emperor asked quietly.  Yalang could sense no anger in the tone; the Emperor's voice
was ice cold, controlled.


"I have not laid eyes upon the words on that parchment,
your eminence."


"But you know what they say."  It was not a
question.


"I suspect that I know the general content of the
letter, yes your eminence."


"Report."  Randramas turned to face Yalang,
meeting his eyes and boring into them with intent.  Yalang could not turn away.


"When we reached the embassy, we found the doors
unlocked.  Entering the building, we found no sign of anyone.  It appears that
they left, effectively closing the embassy.  Therefore, I surmise that the
response to your demand of magestones was in the negative.  When we reached the
study of the head of the embassy, the head of the Dar'Shilaar in your city, we
found the letter that you now hold... and this."  Yalang held out the
other item that was left on the desk, sitting on top of the letter - Zazaril's
ruby red magestone amulet.


The Emperor stood for a long time, studying the amulet
hanging from Yalang's hand; long enough for his arm to tire.


"I see," was the Emperor's reply. "Was there
anything else?"


"No, your eminence.  All magical artifacts were removed
or possibly placed in a vault in the basement.  There is no way to know for
certainty, as the guards were unable to open any of the doors in the
basement."  Yalang's arm was tiring even more, starting to sag towards the
ground slightly.  He could feel the muscles in his arm twitching, but could not
afford to appear weak now.


"So, the Dar'Shilaar have refused a direct request from
the Emperor, thereby rejecting the Empire."  He crumpled the parchment in
his hand.


"Yes, your eminence, it appears they have." 
Yalang made sure his eyes were on the floor.  "What are your orders?"


The Emperor told him.


 









Marisha'ilea


 


Marisha'ilea had tears running down her cheeks.  She had
needed to be strong for the last two days, but now she was alone.  Alone with
the knowledge given to her by the Staff of Everilon; knowledge as accumulated
by almost one thousand years of Dar'Shilaar.  Knowledge of things she would
rather not know, things that were now her burden to bear.


It had created a huge uproar the morning after the attack,
only yesterday really, and more importantly Endergot's death, when the Council
met to choose a new leader.  Doratellan walked in beside Marisha'ilea, who bore
the staff into the council chambers, and placed it on an ornate stand before
taking up her place as Recorder at the lectern she always stood at while in
this chamber.  She noted that only one other Recorder was at their place, and
then remembered that the third had been the perpetrator of the attack.


The Council began its discussion once the heavy doors were
closed, trying to decide whom should be the next Head of the Council.


"This attack just proves that the next head of the
Council must be strong and decisive!" Brilon argued fiercely.  His dark
brows matched his dark demeanor as he frowned at the staff.


Avara'etha responded quietly, "That is true, however,
as much as you wish it, that is not how the Head of the Order is chosen." 
She was dressed simply as always, her brown linen robe clinging to her ample
curves.


Brilon leaned forward and scowled in her direction. 
"Then how is the new Head of the Order chosen?" he almost demanded.


"The Staff be doing the Choosing." Doratellan
answered calmly.  Marisha'ilea noted the hint of a smile, and he winked at her
when he noticed her watching.


"What?"  Brilon seemed stunned.  Even Marisha'ilea
was taken aback.  She did not know that fact either.


"The Staff contains all the knowledge and wisdom from the
essence of all its previous owners for almost one thousand years.  It chooses
the next head of the order." Avara'etha replied calmly.  As the oldest of
the Council members, and an elf besides, she knew the history of the Staff of
Everilon better than anyone else in the room.


Brynden and Dar'ell both nodded slowly in apparent
understanding, but stayed quiet.  


Norella folded her hands in her lap and nodded sharply,
"Then that is how it is to be.  How does the choosing happen?  Can you
please guide us through it my dear?" she directed at the diminutive elf. 
Even though Avara'etha was almost twice as old as Norella, she treated anyone
without hair as grey as hers like a grandchild.


"Certainly Norella," she replied, standing and
moving to the center of the room.  "Each one of us will try and pick up
the Staff.  If the Staff chooses one of us, it will mean that we will have to
elevate one other Shilaar to round our numbers out to seven.  If it does not
choose one of us, then we will open the room up to the other full Dar'shilaar,
and each will have a chance to be chosen."


"Wait!  You're saying that it could be someone not
currently on this Council that could become the Head of the Order?" 
Brilon's anger and confusion seemed ready to boil over.


"That is precisely what I am saying." Avara'etha
replied.  "Only the one that can wield the Staff can lead the order.  It
has been that way ever since Ever'ilon himself wielded the Staff over five
hundred years ago, and passed it into Dar'Shilaar hands for safe keeping before
his end.  Since then, it has been surmised that the Staff has evolved,
retaining an essence of its former owners, and thus this method of choosing has
become more than tradition.  Only the wielder of the Staff will gain the
knowledge the Staff contains, and therefore the right to head the order."


Doratellan stood before anyone else, "I have a suggestion,
if ye do be so kind as to be hearing me out?"


Brilon bristled.  "Let me guess, you want to be
first?"


"Nay.  I want Marisha'ilea to be going first."


The statement stunned Marisha'ilea, and caused an enormous
outburst throughout the chamber.  Even the normally quiet Brynden and the aloof
Dar'ell chimed in against the idea.


"That's absurd!"  "Never heard of such a
preposterous thing!"


Her eidetic memory heard it all and filtered it for later
understanding.  She looked at all the Councillors, now standing in front of
their chairs, some yelling, others gesturing widly.  Avara'etha still stood in
the middle of the room near the Staff.  She was the only one besides Doratellan
who had remained quiet.  She let the clamor die out as she stood silently,
regarding Marisha'ilea with her penetrating eyes.


As soon as the noise began to die down, Avara'etha spoke
into the developing silence as everyone retracted into their own thoughts.  "This
is not the tradition.  Why should we break from this time honored way of
choosing the one to lead us that has been the way for five hundred years?"


"Oh, ye can be doing it the old fashioned way, if ye be
wishing.  However, I be having a suspicion that I would be saving ye some
time."  Doratellan waved his hand dismissively at the rest, and sat down
in his seat and threw one leg over the left arm, dangling it there. 
Marisha'ilea noted a smug grin barely hidden on his face.


"Oh, I do be wishing!" Brilon said in a tone
mocking Doratellan's Seven Isles accent.


Doratellan swished his hand at Brilon, "Then, by all
means, do be going first then."


Avara'etha brisled slightly, but stood aside as Brilon
stepped forward in front of the Staff of Everilon.  He paused briefly, and she
noted a tentative look of fear on his face, though she could only see him in
profile.  He took a deep breath and grasped the Staff.  He exhaled, thinking he
was triumphant when a small shock went up his arm causing him to yelp, most likely
more from surprise than pain, and drop the Staff back into its holder. 


Doratellan smirked openly now, but said nothing.  The rest
all tried with the same result, though none yelped like Brilon.


---o---


 


And now she was the Fal'Shilaar, the head of the Order of
Dar'Shilaar and held the Staff of Everilon, an artifact almost one thousand
years old; wielded by the greatest elf Dar'Shilaar the world has known for over
five hundred years; wielded by another group of powerful individuals over the
course of the remaining five centuries.  And contained within the Staff, stored
the collective knowledge of all the amber quafa'shilaar's experiences for all
that time, with all those owners.  No, that word did not feel right.  'Owners'
was the wrong word.  'Companions' had the right ring to it though.


She was the head of the Order now, with all the good and bad
that the position brought with it.  Privilege, but responsibility too; the
latter far more heavy than the former.  Knowledge came also, but always at a
price.  


And thus she was standing alone on a ledge high above a
hidden valley, a recently used gatal'shilaar behind her, with tears streaming
down her face.  Tears of joy mixed with tears of sorrow.  For the Staff had
imparted to her the secret of the quafa'shilaar - the magestones - and had
given her the exclusive knowledge to use the portal to travel here.


She stared up in wonder, and saw the magical dome that
protected, but also contained the creatures of the valley.  It was iridescent
in the sunlight, shimmering in a rainbow of colors, casting them far and wide
across the untouched meadows, and forests and rivers below.  She looked down
from her lofty height at the creatures, believed to be only myth, flying
through the air above and below, a myriad of colors mirroring the dome above. 
She saw ultimate beauty, perfection really, in their forms, and this was part
of the reason for the tears; for she had never seen a more beautiful sight.


But now she knew where magestones came from, and what they
were, and that is the other part of why she was crying.


Magestones were the eggs of dragons.


 


###









To the Reader


 


I wanted to take a moment to thank you.  I hope you've enjoyed
reading this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it.  I know you took a
chance on me as a new author, and I hope that your chance paid off for you and
that this tale of swords, sorcery, flying sailing ships and floating citadels
has whetted your appetite for more.


For new authors like myself, word of mouth is the most
important way that we can get the our name out, so if you really enjoyed my
work, please share your comments on Amazon, on your blog, if you have one,
facebook, twitter, pinterest, snap chat and whatever new social media app has
been developed since I have written this blurb.  Goodreads.com is another great
place you can leave a comment.


Good reviews  inspire people to take a chance on a new author
- like me. And we new authors can use all the help we can get.


And if, on the off chance you did not enjoy it, but did get to
this point, I do sincerely thank you for your time.  I do know how valuable my
time is to me, so for you to stick it out to the end means the world to me.


Thank you again for taking a chance on this book, and me.


Richard C. Innes
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Coming Fall/Winter 2015


 


Magestone Chronicles: Book 2


War Unleashed


Goralon has captured the Floating Fortress of Farad'ahar
that protected the border and has invaded the eastern lands of the Kastrum
Imperium.  As the Goralonian hordes push into the Empire, Hoyle and Celia fight
to stay ahead of the flood of soldiers.  Scrambling, they are each forced to
choose a path to try and make a difference as town after town is destroyed by
the invading army.


The Dar'Shilaar are trying to come to terms with the recent
attack and murder of their leader for the last several decades, and adjust to
the new leader in Marisha'ilea, while she tries to understand the implications
of the revelations shown to her by the Staff of Everilon.


Meanwhile, dark forces move in the background as the warlock
Kartem begins to manipulate the pieces in the game he is playing; a game in
which he unknowingly is also just a piece; a game that could consume the whole
world.


 


Read on...


 


 


Preview: War Unleashed


 


Prologue


 


 Old Gabion sat where he always sat first thing in the
morning, on the barrel in front of the Rusty Nail Tavern.  This morning
promised to be pleasant, clear and sunny.  The sun had yet to rise, but he
could not any sign of a cloud in the predawn sky.  As usual, he was the only
one up this early in the morning, before the cock crowed.  Today he expected
that everyone would be late risers, with last eve being Spring Planting's Eve,
along with all its festivities and excesses.


 The Rusty Nail sat on the main road through town.  Well,
they called it a highway, the Imperial Highway in fact, but Gabion was not too
sure.  If packed earth with the odd flat stone slab and four wagon wheel ruts
could be called a highway, then this was a highway by the Seven Hells.  But in
his mind it was a road - the road, rather.  The only one he knew.  It
ran in an east-west direction straight through the town of Byfrond Hollow.  He
heard it said that to the west it ran all the way to the Imperial City and
past.  To the east, he had heard that it ran through the foothills of the Whitetooth
Mountains, up through the pass and on to the Kingdom of Goralon.


 Of course, he had been born in this town, had grown up in
this town, and had never had the urge to venture more than a half a day's walk
from the town, and that barely got him to the edge of the woods to the west, or
to the first hill of the foothills to the east.  Of course from there, he could
see that a wider world existed, he just was not much interested in exploring
it.  


 Just as with any other day, he pulled out his tabaac pouch
containing his favorite - Sommerton Leaf - and tamped some into his pipe.  He
used his flint to get the leaf going, and then took a long pull, letting the
cloying aroma and smoke fill his mouth and filter into his lungs.  He held for
a three count and then exhaled.  He shook his head, all these long years and he
still found the same pleasure in this one thing. 


 As the morning sky began to brighten, he looked to the
east.  The mountains there looked like the bottom teeth of some horrid
creature, dark and shadowy against the coming of the sun.  He noted a figure on
the road, still outside of town proper, but walking towards the town with a
determined gait.  


 Gabion watched as the man approached, his shadow preceding
him by a long distance as the sun just poked through the eastern pass.  He was
a middle-aged man, probably in his early forties with deep brown eyes with dark
circles underneath, and thick salt-and-pepper hair.  He was lean and muscular,
and wore simple brown leather armor inscribed with the Imperial crest, two
hands praying.  He wore a simple shortsword in a scabbard on his belt.  The man
approached him directly.


 "The town garrison?" the man asked.


 Gabion raised one eyebrow in question, but said nothing. 
He took another pull from his pipe and exhaled slowly.  "Nope." He
finally offered.


"A constabulary?  An officer of the Empire?" the
man continued.


"Nope," he responded, taking another pull off his
pipe.  He could tell it was almost done.


"A mayor, elder, or other person of authority?" the
man ventured, looking a little more concerned with each query.


"Aye, one of those we have," he replied, nodding
his head.  The man looked relieved as he watched Gabion intently.


"Well?" the uniformed man asked.


"Well what?" Gabion responded.


"Five Gods man! Who are they and where can I find
them?!" the man asked appearing frustrated.


"Ah... That would be Cyrus Hardtack, down yonder,"
he said, gesturing down a crossroad to the north.  The man started in the
direction indicated.  "If I can offer you some friendly advice, I suggest
you don't wake him until the lunch bell."


"I am afraid we don't have the luxury of time,"
the man said cryptically as he picked his pace up slightly.


---o---


 


Yalang walked briskly down the carpeted hallway, his
slippers making no sound on the thick wool.  He could not believe the message
that he had received from the Officer of the Record, but knew it had to be
delivered to the Emperor at once.  Bad news two days in a row he
thought, I hope I survive this.  Only yesterday had he delivered the
message of the Dar'Shilaar's embassy being abandoned to his master, the
Emperor.  Instead of caving in to the Emperor's demands to provide two hundred
magestones, they had fled back to their floating citadel leaving no one behind
to punish.


It was shortly after sunrise the day after Spring Planting,
the festivities of two nights ago all but forgotten.  Yalang knew that the
Emperor Randramas would be in the training hall, sparring with today's
'opponents'.


The Emperor allowed the Keeper of The Depths to select four
prisoners that he thought worthy of reprieve each day and bring them forth
before breakfast to spar with him.  Those that survived for a bell earned their
freedom, those that did not - well they earned a freedom of another sort.  It was
rumored that anyone that injured the Emperor and survived for the bell would
earn their weight in gold.  There had been only one to manage that feat - or so
rumor went.  Yalang knew the truth of the matter.


The whole arrangement was an elegant solution to many
problems, including keeping the prison population low and providing the Emperor
with ample training opponents with no reason to hold back.


As he approached the doors to the training hall, he could
hear the sounds of heated battle echoing from the training room.  He stepped
inside the large, vaulted chamber to witness the tail end of today's sparring. 
He noted one body on the stone floor, already bleeding out from a deep wound
across his grimy chest.  


The Emperor stood in the center of the practice arena,
equidistant to the remaining three, in a combat stance.  He held his double
bladed spear, with a forearm length, double-edged blade at each end in his
right hand, the other end of the staff portion resting on his right shoulder. 
His left arm was out straight out to the side, slightly above his shoulder. 
His feet were spread apart at an angle, knees bent slightly.  It looked like
all three of the Emperor's opponents were breathing hard, and had retreated
slightly to rest.  One of them glanced at the sandglass to one side of the
arena.  Yalang estimated that only a few minutes remained.


He looked around; noting that the Keeper of Prisons, a
grimy, hairy man with a slight hunch was standing to one side with his arms
crossed had a slight smile on his face.  He must think that one of his current
charges might make it to the end of the bell.  Not that it mattered much to him
one way or another, but Yalang suspected the guards placed bets on the outcome
of these daily training sessions.  Several other prison guards stood to one
side of the room, near the Keeper, but not with him.


The Palace Guards were also present, but they stood at
attention, as always around the perimeter of the room, two per doorway. 
Several other advisors stood around the arena talking quietly to each other, or
watching the spectacle in front of them.


Finally it appeared that the three remaining prisoners had
silently agreed upon a tactic, and two of them rushed the Emperor.  The first
brought down an overhead chop with his sword, which the Emperor blocked with
one of the blades of his double-bladed spear.  The second, seemingly sensing an
opportunity, stepped in with a thrust of his sword towards the Emperor's back. 
The others around the room gasped, thinking the emperor was doomed, but Yalang
had seen this spectacle enough to know better.


The Emperor twisted out of the way, and swung the first
opponent's sword in a wide arc, which he stepped under, and then stepped wide. 
The second prisoner drove his sword up to the hilt in the first prisoner's
chest, eliciting a grunt of pain and nothing else as the man died.  With the
shock of what he had done still on his face, the second prisoner froze.  The
Emperor quickly brought his staff around and cleaved off the man's arm that was
holding his sword, still stuck in the chest of the other.


The man screamed and dropped to his knees, clutching his
bleeding stump, the Emperor having cut the arm off above the elbow.  The
Emperor stepped forward and swung his staff spear, cutting the man's throat and
silencing his screams to a gurgle.  Randramas turned to face off against the
third prisoner, glancing at the hourglass as he did so.  But the man had
quietly closed the distance while the Emperor was dispatching the other two,
and with a flick of his wrist, sliced a cut across the Emperor's cheek.


The Emperor stopped, slightly taken aback.  He reached up
and felt the blood that had begun to run down his cheek.  The observers around
the room now held their collective breaths; as all had heard the rumors, but
none hear had seen the Emperor ever take a wound - Yalang included.


The man paled slightly, but kept his sword up to fend off
the Emperor in case he renewed his attack.  The prisoner's eyes flicked over
the shoulder of the Emperor towards the sandglass and relaxed in relief.


"Time's up," the prisoner stated, lowering his
sword slightly.


The Emperor turned around and looked at the sandglass. 
Yalang could see the steel in his eyes.  "So it would appear."  The
Emperor turned back to the prisoner and hurled his double-bladed staff spear
into the chest of the last remaining prisoner.  The prisoner's eyes widened in
shock as he dropped to his knees and fell to his side, dying.


"You... cheated..." the man whispered into the
completely silent room.


Yalang watched as the Emperor strode towards the dying man,
and chanted something quietly under his breath.  A red glow appeared around his
hand as he bent down and touched the prisoner on the chest, holding him down
with that hand, while he removed his weapon from the man's chest with the
other.  Yalang saw the look of fear pass across the man's face as the Emperor
stole the man's dwindling essence, using it to heal the wound on his cheek.


"I make the rules.  Therefore it is impossible for me
to cheat," the Emperor responded to the now dead man.


---o---


 


Yalang walked beside the Emperor as they returned to his
chambers down the thickly carpeted hallway.  As usual, he walked three paces
behind his ruler, two Palace Guards only two paces behind him.  Based on the
performance that the Emperor had put on just a few minutes ago, dispatching
those four armed men by himself, Yalang was not sure what they might expect him
to do to harm the man.


"You obviously have something to report, so
proceed."  The Emperor was striding confidently forward at a pace that had
Yalang struggling to keep up.


"Your eminence, a report has come in from a small
outpost in the Eastern Provinces," Yalang began tentatively.  They had
reached the Emperor's apartment containing his bathing and dressing chambers. 
This was one area where Yalang was uncomfortable, but the Emperor did not
pause, so he had to hurry and catch up.


When he entered the Emperor's apartment, he averted his eyes
as three nubile, young; mostly naked women were undressing the Emperor.  They
removed his rope belt and his practice robes, at which point he strode forward
down the steps into the large bathing pool, immersing the tattoos covering his
body in the hot water.  The water was kept hot, fed as it was from a large
cistern in the core of the Imperial Sky Citadel where several large fire
sprites were bound by magic.  


Two of the women removed their sheer, veil-like shifts and
joined the Emperor in the pool.  The third took away the Emperor's soiled
clothing and would return with the proper attire for the remainder of the day.


Yalang did not even glance at the women, the whole display a
slight to his presence and his cultural upbringing in his homeland, Ratanga,
far to the east across the sea.    


"Report."  The Emperor knew of Yalang's feelings
for his tastes, and made a point every once and a while to put Yalang in this
position to prove that he was indeed the master.  His voice left nothing
unclear that he was being given an order.


 "Apparently, the report is from one Captain Keyth of
Farad'avor.  It states that the Goralonians have attacked the Empire through
the pass.  Not only that," Ylanag put up a finger to ask the Emperor to
let him finish before asking his question, "the report states that using
some dark magic, they were able to get agents up onto Farad'avor itself and
capture the sky citadel itself."


Yalang glanced at the Emperor, now floating on his back, his
face a stone mask.  Yalang wished he had not looked, as he caught a glimpse of
more female flesh than was proper as the women washed the Emperor.  He looked
away quickly, the images already burned into his mind.  He would have to atone
for this later, as the Emperor well knew.


"Call a meeting of my council.  Let's give them the
impression they have some influence.  In the meantime, recall the majority of
the western and northern fleets and issue orders to those in the east to
increased vigilance."


"At once, your eminence!" Yalang responded as he
retreated from the room in a bow.


---o---


 


Carbella fumed.  He was angrier now than he had ever been, but
orders were orders he thought as he went up on deck.  This patrol wasn’t
even his idea, but as Captain of the Imperial sky ship Chimera, he went
where Admiral Jarut told him.  And he had just told him in no uncertain terms
that he was to return to the Tala’ahar, the Imperial City.  Some days Carbella
wished the damn Dar'Shilaar had kept their inventions to themselves, or had
never come up with them in the first place.  Then Admiral Jarut wouldn’t have
been able to contact him on that infernal magemirror that all the skyships now
carried for just that purpose.  They would have had to send a messenger
instead, and could not be contacted on a whim.  It had taken them and their
sister ship Wyvern ten days to get to the northern escarpment on the edge
of the Empire, and they had only been here seven, with Chimera
patrolling the west, and Wyvern heading east along the extensive cliff
edge, but now they were ordered back at haste, told that they must make it back
within five days or be docked pay.


His crew scattered as he stepped up on the deck, pausing to
survey his ship.  They could sense his mood as if a thunderstorm hovered over
his head even as his ship floated above the landscape tens of spans below the
keel sail.  Turning, he climbed the steep stairs to the aft castle, making for
the helm.  He stumbled on the ship’s ladder - his conversations on the
magemirror always drained him physically as much as they charged him
emotionally.


“Orders, sir?” asked his First Mate Harsen.  Carbella regarded
Harsen for a moment before answering.  The First Mate had been with him for
seven years, and had been resilient and stoic, dealing with everything that had
come their way in that time.  And that had been quite a lot.  The scar running
down the left side of his face had a story to it, as did the claw marks
scarring his left bicep hidden by his golden uniform.


“We’re to return to Imperial City, at double speed,”
directed the Captain.


“That will put quite a strain on the skygem sir,” stated
Harsen.


“Yes,” Carbella stated frankly.  He too was worried, even
though no emotion had entered Harsen’s voice at the previous statement.  In the
last two years, thirteen skyships had mysteriously plummeted from the sky,
injuring and killing many on board.  Before that, no skyships had failed in the
forty or so years the Imperial Sky Navy had been in existence.  The Dar'Shilaar
that had been sent out by the Empire had yet to find any reasons why this was
occurring.  “Give the order, and then go check on Marius,” he ordered as he
straightened his hat and tugged down his golden coat, taking the helm.


Marius was the ship’s Dar'Shilaar, assigned by the Empire,
supplied by Mahad'avor in payment for allowing them to call the Empire home. 
That was not a situation that Carbella understood, nor did he really care to. 
It just meant he had to put up with a Shilaar on his ship due to the necessity
of having someone who knew how the skygem powering his ship’s flight worked.


Harsen was shouting orders to the crew, who leapt to obey, climbing
the rigging to the main sails, and adjusting the port and starboard side sweep
jibs to their most advantageous positions to begin tacking against the breeze. 
Carbella watched his crew scurry around, stowing the few loose items on deck,
as he leaned into the helm and began to turn the ship.  He cursed his luck as
he turned the helm and the aimed the ship into the wind.  Five days was going
to be impossible heading into the wind, let alone beating the ten that it took
to get to the northern escarpment in the first place.  Carbella knew what he
had to do, but was loath to do so.  The Chimera, at forty paces of keel,
an additional ten pace long front spar, and a beam width of nine paces, with
three main masts, the tallest over six spans, or twenty paces from the keel,
and four six span side sweeps, she was the standard hull style for the Imperial
Sky Navy, but she was his.  She carried a compliment of sixty sailors,
and a squad of thirty soldiers armed with sabres and studded leather armor all
under his command.  She also carried four ballista and an aft deck catapult on
a swivel.  With full sail, she was a site to behold, white sails with the
Imperial crest emblazoned in the center likened to the wings of the mythical
dragons, not seen for centuries, and the speeds she could reach running with
the wind became staggering.  But with all that, none of the Imperial skyships
could run head on into the wind, but could only tack across at an angle, which
basically doubled the amount of distance they would have to cover.  Unless...
unless it was an emergency, in which the Chimera crew could stow all
sails but the keel sail below that provided a small amount of steering and run
fully with the skygem propelling them in any direction, even directly into the
wind.  But at what cost?


Carbella stared over the forests below to the far mountains
ahead that defined the limits of the Empire, only low dark purple stains
against the horizon.  It was the only option.  It didn’t mean that he would
have to like it.


---o---


 


 Harsen knocked loudly on the vault door, partly convinced
the wizard was either deaf, or daft, and partly because if he wasn’t one of
those two, then he just wanted to annoy him.  Harsen knew that Marius was
always a little distracted, and generally full of himself, so without waiting
for an answer, he pushed open the door.  Stepping into the small vault that
housed the heart of the skyship, Harsen looked around the small room.  Located
at the dead center of the ship, the main mast ran from the floor boards below
to the ceiling above.  Attached to the mast was a small table with a metal
bowl-like depression in the center holding a glowing egg-shaped gem the size of
Harsen’s fist.  In the emerald light emanating from the gem he could see Marius
sitting in the chair in front of the gem watching it, but not obviously doing
anything.


“Yes?” Marius whispered, “You banged?” His voice was dry,
like a sand viper Harsen thought.


“Captain’s orders,” stated Harsen gruffly. “We’re ordered
back to Imperial City at double speed.”  He thought he saw the skygem flicker
and dim slightly as he could feel the ship shift into its turn.


“Of course,” replied Marius.  Harsen could not see Marius’s
face under the raised hood of his cloak, but though his tone seemed one of
indifference, Harsen thought he could sense irritation.  “Please send the
Captain down.”


Harsen left the vault without another word, shutting the
door behind him, thanking the god Voral that Marius was the Captain’s problem
to deal with.


---o---


 


Carbella stormed down the ship's ladder, through the top
hold, down another ladder and stomped his way towards the vault.  He stopped
himself about three paces shy of the door to the non-descript room to calm
himself.  The Dar'Shilaar always projected a calm, icy demeanor, and Carbella
had not ever seen the man agitated, but there was always something in the man's
eyes that indicated a buried fury that may erupt at any time.  He was similar
to the ocean, calm one instant, then raging the next when a sudden squall whips
up.


Stepping forward after a few moments to get under control,
he knocked on the door, waited a moment, and then stepped into the small room. 
"You requested to speak with me?" the captain asked as calmly as he
could.


"Summoned you, yes." Marius said flatly from under
his hood.


"Well, what do you want?" he responded, ignoring
the Dar'Shilaar's attempt to illicit a response to his last statement.


"I just wanted to let you know that it would be unwise
to strain the quafa'shilaar to the extent your lackey just expressed," the
cloaked man stated.  "In fact, I am not sure it will allow it."


"What do you mean that 'it won't allow it'?"
Carbella asked with frustration.  "It's not like that stone is
alive."


"It most assuredly is.  All magic is life.  All life is
magic."  It was simply said, but it ran shivers up Carbella's spine just
the same.


"Just do it.  We have been ordered back to Tala'ahar
and must be there in five days or be docked pay."


"Well then, by all means," the Dar'Shilaar said,
voice dripping with sarcasm.  Carbella was well aware that Marius did not get
paid; it was a tour of service to keep the Dar'Shilaar in good graces with the
Empire, more specifically the Emperor.  


He lurched as the Dar'Shilaar reached out and touched the
stone and the ship began to accelerate.  He hoped things could hold out until
they got back to Tala'ahar.


---o---


 


Marcon stalked through the courtyard, Goralonian soldiers
under his command moving out of the way quickly.  He could not blame them, as
he was in a foul mood, and expected that his face showed it, in addition, the
scar from his most recent fight caused his mouth to turn into a perpetual
frown.


They had captured this sky citadel guarding the pass almost
seven days ago in what had been a masterly executed plan, sending magically-enhanced
agents in to cut off messages be sent via those mirrors, and close off the
magegate for retreat.  Once that was done, his master Kartem had used the
willing sacrifice of eight Goralonian soldiers and blood magic to open eight
gateways into the fortress to allow hundreds of soldiers to storm the floating
keep.


He was still in awe of the thing.  Walking through the
courtyard, with walls on all sides, you could really forget that you were
floating a hundred spans off the ground.  Of course, he had walked along the
walls one day and even though it was two spans wide and protected by
battlements, the view gave him vertigo, and he had not stepped up there since. 
He had managed to find the two bodies of the slain shadow assassins amongst the
other slain, noting one of the sky harnesses was missing, and procured the
other harness for himself.  He had not tried activating its power, but he felt
safer that should the citadel fall out from under him, he would float gently to
the ground.


But now, nothing seemed to be going their way.  The floating
citadel was still in the same location, over the now occupied former Imperial
fort that protected the Pass of Maran'toral.  They had not managed to get into
the control tower as yet, so they could not move the thing.  But that was not
even the worst part.  He was even now on his way to report to Kartem on the
latest developments.  He could only hope that the warlock would not take it out
on him.


He stormed to the main keep and up the main hall to the
somewhat informal audience chamber which also served the small citadel as its
great hall.  The tables had been cleared - moved to the giant barn for the men
to use as their dining hall - and the throne left as the only place to sit. 
Which was where Kartem was currently - sitting and tapping his fingers on the
oak arm rest with a staccato rhythm.


Marcon stepped forward without wasted motion and took one
knee before him.


"Report," the warlock said after a moment in his
ever present whisper.


"Six more dead this morning.  We have not found the
assassin that is hounding our soldiers, and a rumor has started saying that
this fortress is haunted.  Even the four remaining shadow assassins remain
baffled.  They are still roaming the fortress after dark, when the murders seem
to be taking place."  Marcon paused, licking his lips, waiting for the
warlock's reaction.


"Go on," was all the thin man whispered.


Marcon heaved an inward sigh as that was the worst of the
news he brought this day.  "We have not managed to breach the control
tower yet.  The wizard still manages to block our access, but we are certain
his food must run out soon.  Also, we have managed to use the pulleys and
winches we found two days ago and raise and reset two of the eight gates around
the fortress.  We should have the rest raised within three more days."  He
stopped, his report done.


"I see," whispered the warlock, not even looking
at Marcon.  "Well then, I guess we will have to set an example."


"What are your orders?" Marcon responded.


Kartem the warlock, most powerful shadow magic wielder, and
advisor to the king told him.  Marcon felt himself smile.
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