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PART  I


While sitting astride his charger and looking down at the Alhakka encampment, Korrigan considered his years as a hostage yet again. He had finished them a while back, but they lingered in his mind, as did the memories of Whisper.

When he finally escaped it was because Whisper warned him. His father had done it yet again. The war was finished for a time and there was tentative peace between their people, and then his father picked up his sword and started planning a proper attack.

Had he and Whisper not been connected on a mental level, he’d have died. Instead, he had a chance to put into action the careful plans he had considered for several months and plotted for years.

At nineteen years of age Korrigan moved away from being an unwilling guest of the Sharhadua and became, instead, a true enemy of the reptilian people. Whisper helped, but would never confess that to her family, and Korrigan himself would have died before volunteering that information.

The escape itself was remarkably easy. He had never once attempted to flee his location, had never even seriously considered the idea aside from the possibility that he would be seen as a sacrifice. He had no reason to flee until then, as his life in either land was much the same. His father had him trained by a dozen different men, or he trained with Whisper. When he had first been taken as a hostage he was young enough that his trainer had been brought along as a guardian of sorts and was allowed to continue training him. The reptilians didn’t employ the same rules as his father. They were more civilized. The man, an older soldier named Larosee, had been given rooms linked directly to Korrigan’s and was treated with the respect due any teacher. He stayed with him through his first captivity and was released back into the lands ruled by Korrigan’s bloodline when the dragon came to those lands.

Korrigan had no idea what the man’s fate was after that, but for three years he had trained every day with the retired soldier, who also supervised the combat sessions between Korrigan and Whisper. It was his orders that established they would fight each other using combat rules instead of court rules.

Dragons were sacred to the Sharhadua. They were not gods to them, but in some ways they were godlike. They offered power in their way, and according to legends, it was the dragons who first taught the Sharhadua and Sagru-Alhune sorcery.

While wandering the gardens and towers, in the places he was allowed with permission or an escort, Whisper showed him several of the prince’s treasures, including a small dragon pearl.

If dragons were sacred, then the “pearls” taken from their bodies were very close to holy artifacts. They were not truly pearls. Korrigan had never seen a true pearl, only read descriptions of them, but he could see the resemblance. Both were round and had a deep luster. The dragon pearls were a gland from within the great beasts, and according to the Sharhadua stored much of the dragon’s power. On rare occasions a dragon might shed one of these glands, but the reality was simply that they were usually only recovered at the time of a dragon’s death. The pearl Whisper’s father owned was the size of a small cantaloupe, its iridescence wrapped in hardened cartilage, and while it looked like nothing particularly amazing it was held in a place of honor and guarded by several wards. Only the prince and his immediate bloodline could touch the pearl without setting off several alarms.

The secret to wards is that once you know they are there, you can circumvent them, especially if no one knows about your abilities.

By his seventeenth birthday Korrigan had long since learned to break wards but he did not use his skills. He practiced them repeatedly; he knew the way around the wards surrounding the dragon’s pearl, but he never actually removed those wards until the day he escaped captivity.

The morning was the same as always. He woke, he fed his raven friends, he received his teachings from Master Shersushamun and he was visited by Whisper and they fought. On that occasion he won their battle, disarming her and sending her sprawling across the chamber’s floors.

While he was helping her up, she leaned in close, rested her forehead against his for only a heartbeat and said into his mind, “Your father brings his war again. They will kill you today or tomorrow if you don’t run.” She then acted as if nothing was amiss and continued their conversation with open speech until it was time for her lessons.

Korrigan left within the hour, packing little aside from some water and a small meal, he left his chambers and descended to the chamber with the dragon’s pearl, which he stole on his way from the main building.

Merely holding the pearl made him understand why they were sacred. He felt the energies stored within the thing, and he used them to help him escape. Here was a power that wanted to be used, he was certain of it. The power held within a dragon, one of the greatest creatures ever to stride the Endless Kingdoms.

He did not know who angered him more, his father for once again pushing his war against the Sharhadua, or the prince for deciding to kill him as another example of how to keep his father in check. Either his father was wrong, or the father of his only friend was wrong, or both. In either event, anger simmered just beneath the surface of Korrigan’s calm demeanor, as it had for a long time, even when he failed to realize it.

He never could pronounce the prince’s name. It was a series of sibilant noises, and nothing more, but he respected the man. The prince was fair in his way. Had he remained, there was no doubt in Korrigan’s mind that he would have died by the time he was done with his dinner. The prince had been merciful for the sake of his daughter, but he was also a man of his word and he had vowed, along with his own father, the king of the Sharhadua, a dead child for every attempt at a war between their people. Korrigan was the last of his father’s children and destined to die that day.

He had other plans.

The guards were caught unaware of two facts: One, he had been warned. And two, Whisper had given him a dagger when their foreheads touched. For a moment before she spoke he thought she wanted to tease him as she did from time to time, with the fact that she was a female and he was attracted to her, but her hand did not touch his privates, merely slipped the blade past the waist of his pants before she pulled back. He gave away nothing, as her voice had warned him.

The dagger was very sharp, with a blade long enough to easily kill. The guards died quickly and stayed where they fell. He did not have time to hide bodies before he was in the courtyard and then forcing his way past the locked gate to the world beyond the keep where he’d spent most of his life. The doors were made of heavy wood and designed to withstand a siege. They were not designed to withstand sorcery.

Korrigan was not an adept. He had no formal training besides simple tricks and chicanery, but he knew more of magic than almost anyone understood. Whisper had trained him in his simpler tricks and had been allowed to simply because they were perceived as harmless. She had also allowed him to be with her when she was training, via their mental connection. Basically, he eavesdropped on her lessons and while he could not practice often, he observed and did his best to memorize what she learned. They were together far more than anyone ever realized. And the prince himself had given Korrigan access to the libraries of the palace, which included hundreds of books on magical theory and practice. The one thing Korrigan always had was time to read, and he took advantage of that fact.

He was not a proper sorcerer, but he knew enough. The doors were reduced to splinters as he fled. “Go to the stables, the fourth stall on the left hand side has a horse prepared for my ride this afternoon.” Whisper’s voice was clear to him and he listened, following her directions to the stables themselves as he had not been there before.

He had not been riding in years, but he was quick to remember his lessons when his life depended on it.

He traveled less than two miles before he encountered his father’s soldiers. They were setting up their camp for the day. Hundreds of men under the red flame banner of his father. Though he had changed and grown, he was still recognized as his father’s son and taken immediately to see the man.

Forris Grimm saw his son and smiled. “You are alive. Excellent!” Korrigan grudgingly shared a warm embrace with the father he barely knew. One of the rules he had learned from Whisper was simply this: follow the examples you are given. If a host offers a smile, return with one of your own. The best way not to offend was often to imitate.

“I hoped you would hear of the approaching armies and try to escape.”

Forris was a massive man, heavy with muscle and as shaggy as a bear. His black-and-gray hair was pulled back in a ponytail and his thick beard was braided in front of him. He wore simple leather armor and a chainmail vest, and like most of the men with him, he was ready for a war.

“I was warned that you were warring again. I had to run or die.” Korrigan’s emotions were a storm of different feelings. He was glad to see the man. He was angry, because his father had, once again, decided on war, regardless of the cost, and as always that cost was high. So far it had cost the lives of three siblings and Korrigan’s entire life as a hostage to his enemies. Yet here was his father the king, ready to fight, and embracing him with more warmth than he’d felt in most of his life.

He continued, “They’ll come after me.”

“Of course they will! It’s what the snakes do.” Forris laughed and swept one arm across the area. “We’re ready this time. I’ve brought five thousand soldiers and they are moving into position even now. We’ve got siege engines, catapults, horsemen, and flames. We’ll see these miserable snakes burned out of their garden and driven before us!”

None of what he said meant much to Korrigan. He had seen illustrations of siege engines. He understood the difference between a horse soldier and a foot soldier. He had no notion of how small or vast the armies of the Sharhadua might be, but he knew they did not fight wars the same way as his people did.

The Sharhadua were mystics. They fought with stealth, assassination, magic and subterfuge. They were far more likely to use a dagger than they were to use a sword, and when they struck it was often true that no one realized a killing blow had been dealt for hours or even days.

“The walls of the palace are very thick stone, father. They will not fall easily.”

“They are snakes. We will find a way in.” His father waved aside his concerns.

Korrigan considered the words carefully and tried not to be offended by them. The simple truth was that he had been among the Sharhadua for most of his life. They were not snakes, they were Whisper’s people and Whisper was…

Angry. Her voice was in his head and she spoke with barely suppressed fury. “You stole a dragon’s pearl.”

His father continued to speak but Korrigan focused on Whisper instead. “It is my turn to take a hostage. The dragon’s pearl will be safe as long as I am safe.” The words were spoken without the use of his mouth, talking over the distance between them as he often did.

Forris said, “We attack tomorrow morning. This time I’ll take one of their damned keeps and make it my own.”

“The dragon’s pearl is the source of the keep’s safety. It powers the wards that stop invaders.” Whisper spoke as if to a child. “Without it we could fall.”

“Without it your father’s soldiers will pursue me, Whisper, and I do not intend to die.”

“Korrigan, you—” She stopped herself.

“Whisper, you have thick walls, and guards, and soldiers, and an army. Your father’s family murdered my brothers and sister and would see me dead if I did not protect myself.”

The tone of her voice changed, softened. “Run, Korrigan. Do not fight tomorrow, they will be looking for you. They want that pearl. They need it.”

“If they attack me, I will destroy the pearl. I’ll find a way, Whisper. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Stay safe for me, Korrigan.”

“I am only safe because of you.”

Forris’s thick fingers caught his shoulder and squeezed. “I am grateful to the gods that you are safe, but we must prepare for war, and you should not be here. You will be a distraction. I am sending you back to our home, Korrigan.”

Oh, how he wanted to protest those words. He had fought and trained daily for most of his life, and he was an accomplished fighter, very likely better prepared for combating the Sharhadua than most of his father’s soldiers, but he did not say as much. Instead he nodded and said, “As you wish, father.”

He looked around at the mercenaries and soldiers for his father. The differences were obvious. The mercenaries dressed as they pleased and were of a dozen different species. There were dwarves, three different types of lizard people, and humans, and he saw people with skin colors he did not recognize, from lands as far away as any he could imagine. The Endless Kingdoms bred mercenaries from every possible realm, and he was fascinated by the differences he saw. One of the lizard people stood nearly ten feet in height and was as broad as an ox. Korrigan couldn’t help but stare at the creature.

“I will go wherever you send me.”

Forris Grimm nodded and called to one of his guards. The man stepped forward and waited patiently as Forris explained. “Barras, take Korrigan home. Keep him safe. He will rule by my side when the time comes.”

“Yes, my king.”

“Korrigan, this is Barras, one of my trusted chosen. He is a very capable soldier and he will keep you safe.” The man smiled at him for a moment and then looked away. “I will see you when the fighting is done and the keep is mine.”

Korrigan nodded and said nothing of the dragon pearl he carried wrapped in a pocket of his cloak.

That was the first meeting with his father in several years, and upon hindsight might well have been their longest single conversation in his lifetime.

Though several horsemen from Sharhadua were spotted in the distance, they never came closer. Either they knew of his words to Whisper, or they were simply wise enough not to engage a massive army as it settled into the Valley of Sighs. They were close enough to the palace to be a danger, and the riders were likely the first of the Sharhadua to actually see them where they gathered.

Long before the sun set, Korrigan and Barras were on their way. Barras was a lean man, and hard, with a full beard and a receding hairline of dark brown curls. He spoke little but moved with the easy grace of a predator.

They rode well past sunset and stayed in a small inn along the road to a town called Herrick. For the first time since he had been taken by the Sharhadua for the second time, Korrigan slept on a bed. It was uncomfortably soft, but he did it just the same, as he was now away from the chambers he had considered his home for several years.

Barras slept on another bed in the same room, but Korrigan felt alone. In the morning he did not walk out to his balcony. He did not tap his stone against the wall of the balcony and he did not feed his raven friends. His world seemed far too different for comfort.

In the night he reached out with his mind seeking the comfort of Whisper’s presence, but she did not respond. He did not sleep well that night, and he was not rested when he and Barras rode off the following morning, heading for a place that was as foreign to him as his own father.

The castle his father had built and claimed as his own was a meager thing. It was built of fine stone, strong and sturdy, yes, but he had lived most of his life in a palace so grand in scale as to shame the keep where his true family ruled. The defense walls were heavily fortified and stood thirty feet in height. The structure itself was mostly on one level, and though there were many rooms and houses built around the castle itself they seemed a poor imitation of the world he was used to. There were higher tables and there were chairs instead of cushions on the floor. There were beds and chamber pots, but there were no gardens, no fountains, and no statues to the legendary warriors of old. It was truly a different world in many ways and seemed sadly barbaric in comparison to all he had known.

It occurred to Korrigan only when he was settling into what would be his chambers that he did not even know the name of his father’s kingdom.

Sakea. The kingdom was called Sakea, though he had no idea why and no particular desire to learn more of it.
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“Are you ready, Korrigan?” The voice was familiar and comfortable. Dismardin Hopson was another mercenary, but they’d fought alongside each other for several years now, and he was as trusted as anyone else in Korrigan’s life. Dismardin was dressed for battle, his leathers in place, his small shield strapped across his left arm, and the rapier he preferred to use in combat easily accessed. The man looked strange without his hair. He’d taken to shaving his scalp recently, and his bald head seemed too shiny.

Korrigan grinned and nodded silently. It was another morning, yes, but this was a different battlefield. They were in Aradja, where they normally rested between wars. Only now the war had come to them, hadn’t it?

Aradja was hot and sticky and the forces around them were equal parts human and Alhakka, lizard people. The Alhakka were from several tribes, again, and they stayed as far apart from each other as any groups he had ever seen. Some wore armor, others wore as little as they could, usually preferring to wear only a belt to hold their weapons. Some painted their faces and chests when they prepared for battle and others had ritualistic scars to mark every battle they’d survived. If not for the fact that most of them were known to him, Korrigan would have thought they were in different wars.

“Who are we fighting today, Dis? I can’t remember.” It was a small joke and one they shared often. Captain Sazaar led them as he always did, and he paid them for their services. Sazaar was loyal only to the coin. He fought whatever wars needed fighting as long as the money flowed into his purse, and the moment the money was gone, so were his troops. Three days earlier they’d been fighting for Brejun. Two days ago Brejun had fallen to the Parliament of Karrides. Now the parliament was paying them to fight on a different front, ready to try their luck against Eradja, which had not fallen to anyone in over a hundred years.

The sun was rising and both of them were on horseback. The battle with Eradja would be a bloody one and they both knew it. The Alhakka were tired of humans coming along and trampling over the swamps and warring. So they decided to hire humans to fight alongside them against humans.

Somehow they wound up on the lizard side of the war. Sazaar seldom made sense, but he paid them just the same.

“I think we’re fighting Eradja. Which seems very foolish if you ask me. That means we fight too close to where we sleep.”

The port city of Marakea was far to the north, several days away. It was in Marakea where Korrigan rested between wars. The truth was simply that this was another combat zone and he was being paid well to risk his foolish neck in yet another battle for other people. Had anyone attacked Marakea, the likelihood was that the mercenaries living there would have risen up and killed them a great deal faster than if they were being paid. Marakea was home to thousands of soldiers. The banks there kept their coins, and the rooms there held their belongings. Marakea was technically lawless, but one of the safest places in the Endless Kingdoms. People always fight harder for their homes.

Sazaar walked past them where they waited on their horses. “Relax, lads. Looks like we’ll be negotiating today. Again.” The man laughed as he spoke and headed down toward a large tent. That tent was as close to a command post as any of them knew. Sazaar either worked from the tent, or warred in the fields, but he seldom did both.

Korrigan sighed but stayed where he was. Dis coughed and spat, then shook his head. “I was looking forward to a good fight.”

“I look forward to not dying.” Korrigan stared around them and studied the lizard men. None of them seemed particularly agitated, but they were hard to read when it came to expressions. If they weren’t snarling they seldom showed any emotions he could recognize.

A raven came out of the sky and circled Korrigan twice. By the time it started around a third time he’d raised his left arm and the bird landed on his wrist in a flurry of wings. He held the minor weight as the familiar bird bobbed its head several times in greeting and then walked its way up to his shoulder. When it was close enough to smell with every breath it stopped advancing and lowered its head until it looked at Korrigan with one dark eye.

“Good morning, old friend.” Korrigan smiled and used his right hand to fish a small piece of dried meat from a pocket on his vest. The bird took the morsel and gobbled it down in one bite. He found another and offered it up. There were only a few of the ravens he recognized on sight and this was one of them. The bird had a deep scar on one side of its beak, from what he did not know, but that scar made it recognizable.

Some time after his escape from the Sharhadua, a couple of ravens had found their way to where Korrigan dwelled. They’d followed him when he fled. That was one of the few constants in his life. Where he went, his small clutch of ravens often followed. And when they joined him, he gave them food. He did not question this, but he was grateful for it. In a life with remarkably little stability, the ravens were almost a constant.

“How do you do that?” Dis smiled. “How do you train them?”

“I don’t train them. I offer them meat.”

“I would train them.”

“No. I just like their company.”

After eating a total of five small pieces of dried meat, the raven bobbed its head several times and then walked back up Korrigan’s arm to the wrist before flying away. The Alhakka watched but showed no noticeable expressions.

“So, no war today?” Dis frowned.

“I doubt it. Just as well, I have other things I could be working on.”

“Like what?”

Korrigan did not answer. He doubted he could easily put his plans into words.

In the years since leaving the Sharhadua his life had changed several times, and there were very few constants left to him.

Within weeks of fleeing to his father’s side he had found himself training constantly for war, had met his uncle Lomorr and then learned of his father’s death at the hands of his captors. When it came to training, his father hired two instructors, who quickly learned that, yes, Korrigan was an excellent combatant. He fought well with a long sword, short sword, dagger, and axe. He was not as skilled with any ranged weapons, but adapted quickly with a spear, and was barely adequate as an archer. They focused on teaching him archery, but he never excelled at it.

His uncle Lomorr was his father’s younger brother, a man who looked a great deal like his father and Korrigan alike. That is to say he had a large build, thick dark hair, and a shaggy beard, which could have described most of the men from his father’s camp. Despite the heat of the area, very few of the soldiers considered shaving. Korrigan actually trimmed his beard and mustache down to reasonably short lengths rather than braid the facial hair as many did. He stood out in that way. His long hair was braided to keep it from getting in his way. The facial hair was kept solely because he was used to it and never learned to shave.

Lomorr was not a warm man. He was loud, and he smiled a great deal, but his smile was like the grin of a wolf, a baring of teeth, not an expression of joy.

The Sharhadua proved to be harder to kill than his father wanted to admit. Several skirmishes made that point. Forris learned as much as Korrigan could tell him about the palace, asking many questions and drawing detailed maps of the structure based on what his son knew of the place, but the fact was simply that Korrigan didn’t know as much as his father wanted to learn. Korrigan could show him where rooms were located, but only a few. He was never allowed to visit the armories of the palace. He barely knew where the stables were. By the time he fled the prince’s home, he had no idea where the prince’s chambers were and could have only guessed where Whisper’s chambers resided. He had been a prisoner, though one with certain liberties, and he had been far more in the dark than he had ever truly understood.

To his uncle that very nearly made him useless, but the man was civil enough to him.

And then the day came that his father attacked the Sharhadua yet again, and they killed him for his troubles. He rode out with his soldiers and prepared for yet another round of battles, and the assassins put a poisoned dart through his left eye.

He fell on the field of battle before the combat could begin, and died screaming in agony, feverish and haunted by toxic nightmares as the muscles in his body rotted away within him. By the time his corpse was brought back, a day later, over half of his muscles had shriveled and blackened. He did not look at all like the man he had been in life.

Oh, how his uncle raged. He roared his fury in the night and the following day there was a great ceremony where Lomorr promised revenge for their king, and then his father’s body was placed on a funeral pyre and burned along with the corpses of nearly a hundred soldiers killed in the same exchange.

Within a week the war exploded. For the first time, Korrigan was called on to join in the combat and so he did, joining his uncle in the field of battle. Lomorr gave him a shield with the banner of his father, gave him a proper sword of good Alakish steel, and a field promotion to captain of his own company. He was placed carefully at the back of the armies and told to prepare his troops for combat that he did not see. The skirmishes and battles took place around him, but Lomorr was careful to keep him safe from most of the fighting.

And then his uncle found a better purpose for Korrigan. He used him as an interpreter.

The Sharhadua language was nearly impossible to understand, and spoken or written, it made little sense to most people. The “snakes” were good at hiding their words, and even under torture very few would break and speak the languages of other people.

Korrigan was intimate with the Sharhadua language and could even pronounce many of the formal names of the reptiles, a task that very few ever seemed to accomplish as the names were almost completely made of sibilant noises and little else.

In the seventeenth week of his uncle’s reign, one of the prisoners hurled insults in the Sharhadua tongue. Both the prisoner and Lomorr were surprised when Korrigan not only translated the insults but returned several scathing remarks.

That was how he became someone of value to his remaining family.

He could not offer great secrets to the palace they sought to take; he did not hold any sway with the reptiles, but he understood them and their ways better than most humans. He could interrogate and he could translate and so he became valuable in ways no one had expected.

And occasionally, when he least expected it, Korrigan heard from Whisper. Their contact was limited to their telepathic conversations of necessity. Korrigan wanted so very much more. He wanted to see his friend, to experience her with all of his senses, to hear her voice, to smell her perfumes, and watch the way she moved and laughed and fought. To touch her and feel the contact of their everyday lives together, to say nothing of their rare physical displays.

All of that was gone, of course. Their nations were at war, and he was wanted dead by her father.

“I miss you, Korrigan Grimm.” Her voice rang in his skull as he was drifting to sleep.

“And I miss you, Whisper Shshzshmzraalushastrum.” He smiled in the dark room and felt his body relax, though he had been unaware of the tension he held inside.

“You are well?”

“I am alive, and fed. I have a roof to sleep under, and weapons to fight with. I am well enough.” He sat up and looked around his small chambers, fully aware that Whisper was seeing the chamber through his eyes.

“That is your room?”

“Yes.”

There was little to see. He had a small table. There were two narrow windows high on the wall, and of course he had candles spread through the room with his meager writing supplies.

“Where are your books?”

“There is no library here, Whisper. My father was not a man who read much. He preferred combat.”

He felt her nod and opened his senses to hers, letting him see the rooms where she dwelled. He had never been in her chambers in his life but they were familiar enough. He had seen them on many occasions. She had chests full of clothing, several brushes, and bottles of different scents. She also had an array of weapons, both from her people and from his. She was a skilled fighter and directly responsible for many of his own skills.

“How have you been, Whisper?”

“Lonely. There was a man here I used to see every day and he is gone.”

“He would be there if he could, if there was peace between our people.” He sighed and rose from the bed, taking an ember from the small fireplace and using it to light two candles. He turned his head slowly, letting her see his bedroom all the better.

“It is a small room for a prince.”

“I am no longer truly a prince. My father is dead and my uncle rules.”

“Truly. If you had not stolen the dragon’s pearl you would no longer be hunted.”

“I may yet return it one day.”

She let out a small, bitter laugh. “That would be unwise.”

“Your father has not forgiven me?”

“You stole one of his greatest possessions and made him lose face among our people. He cannot forgive that any more than you can forgive the death of your siblings.”

“Your father did not kill my brothers and sisters. That was my father’s actions.”

“You and I know that is not quite true.”

“I prefer to see it that way.” He shrugged, fully aware she could not see the gesture, but understanding she might feel it through their connection. “I think of your father as an honorable man.”

“He understands why you stole the pearl. Still, he cannot forgive you.” She did Korrigan a kindness and moved over to one of the mirrors in her chambers. The image was not flawless, but he got to see Whisper’s face and form and could not help smiling.

“The Sagru-Alhune say your uncle prepares to strike again, and that you are now a torturer.” Her voice held a teasing note. The Sagru-Alhune were seers and mystics among several different people, but mostly they were Sharhadua mystics who worked for other countries. They often offered their wisdom to the reptiles because most of their kind were loyal to them, but to his knowledge all others they served paid in coin.

He let out a small chuckle and answered in his mind, “My uncle is always ready to attack and these days the only thing I torture is your native tongue. Once the king learned I could speak it, I became valuable to him.”

“What do you do?”

“I speak to any prisoners in Sharhadua so that they can understand the questions they are asked.”

“You do not work as a torturer?”

“No more than you and yours worked at torturing me.” He shrugged again. “My uncle wanted me to but I refused. I was never tortured. I will not inflict pain on anyone who does not deserve it. I remember the lessons you taught me.” He felt her smile.

“You should demand a library.”

“That would require books and manuscripts.”

“There have to be books somewhere in that kingdom of yours.”

“Really, it is a very small kingdom.”

“Of this I am aware.” The teasing note continued in her voice, as did the softer sound of regret and loneliness that paradoxically broke his chest open and warmed his heart at the same time. “I have to leave you now, Korrigan. I have lessons early in the morning.”

“I miss you all the time, Whisper.”

“And I you.” Her voice faded from his mind and Korrigan wandered his small room like a man intoxicated, longing for another sip of wine when all of the tankards in the world had been emptied.

He was still awake when the sun rose and his uncle’s army tried to assault the western keep of the Sharhadua.

Their failure was resounding. Before the sun set his uncle was dead, and most of the lands his father had taken in the creation of his kingdom had been taken back by the reptiles.

Whisper warned him again and saved his life. She simply said, “Your uncle is dead. My grandfather’s army comes for you and yours. Run away.”

Korrigan did not question her. He gathered his belongings as quickly as he could and took his favorite charger from the stables, then summoned the company under his command to ride.

There was no great battle to save the kingdom. There was a massacre. He had seen many soldiers over his lifetime, but when the Sharhadua came to attack they did so in greater numbers than he had ever witnessed before. They sent the mercenaries first, vast armies of foot soldiers who brought ladders for scaling the walls of the small castle his father had built and battering rams to take down the reinforced doors. More importantly, they brought their Sagru-Alhune warlocks with them. Even from a distance Korrigan could see the spears of lightning the sorcerers cast and hear the thunder from their attacks. The air around the wizards danced with banks of fog and clouds that hid them from casual view but he knew the storms were not natural. He knew some magic, yes, but not the sort the Sagru-Alhune used against his people.

The armies coming for them were, simply put, overwhelming, and Korrigan was wise enough to know it. He sounded the retreat and the soldiers were wise enough to listen. They were mostly mercenaries and the man who’d been paying them was dead. Korrigan did not know where his uncle’s wealth was kept and even if he had, it wouldn’t have mattered much to him. He had lived most of his life to that point without the need for money. That would change in due course but just then he was far more worried about staying alive than he was about paying his way in the world.

Though he had prepared to fight on many occasions and battled Whisper numerous times and been trained for combat, he was still untested in a true battle. That changed long before the day was done. Swords were aimed at him and he defended as best he could, taking a dozen small wounds in the process but keeping himself intact and alive.

The Sharhadua and their armies intended to kill everyone they encountered and Korrigan planned to stay alive despite that simple fact.

Though he wanted only to run, he had to fight his way to freedom past several warriors.

The simple fact of the matter was this: every last person he fought wanted to live as much as he did. He did not care.

The first soldier came at him with a long sword but was on foot. Korrigan had the advantage of being on a trained horse and the charger ran the man down, handling the situation for him. The soldier let out a scream that started as a battle cry and ended as a gasp before he was crushed under the horse’s mass.

The second soldier never made a sound. He tried hacking into Korrigan’s thigh but Korrigan blocked with his sword and then got in a lucky blow that opened the man’s throat. In the distance the Sagru-Alhune cast their sorceries, sending soldiers running in a dozen different directions, moving like shadows through the heavy shroud of fog and cloud cover, and Korrigan considered his options even as he continued fighting against the mundane foot soldiers.

A nearly blinding pain ran through his left hand and Korrigan let out a scream of his own as he pulled back from the mace that smashed into him. The horse bucked beneath him and he’d have fallen if there was enough space. Instead the man who’d struck his hand was crushed back against two other soldiers in the tide trying to push Korrigan and his fellows down in a wash of warm bodies.

It was too much. The soldiers were everywhere in simply overwhelming numbers, and so Korrigan closed his eyes for a moment and forced himself to think clearly as he summoned one of the many spells he had memorized over the years.

Magic has a cost. Mostly sorcery is handled like anything else, really. A swordsman gets stronger and better through practice and so, too, a sorcerer with spells. The more often they are practiced the easier it becomes to use them, but if the cost were negligible it was likely there would be a thousand times as many spellcasters in the world.

While he contemplated the possibilities of magic someone stabbed his horse in the lung and Korrigan fell free, managing to avoid being crushed by the horse solely because the charger fell against four men trying to reach him. He crawled over their bodies as the animal dropped.

What few supplies he’d gathered were lost to him in an instant. He was left with his weapons, and the dragon’s pearl wrapped in the pocket of his cloak.

Korrigan knew the theories and had often used small spells when he was younger. He had, from time to time, even managed to communicate with his friends the ravens. It was a delight to hear their simple thoughts and to share in their joy when he fed them, as an example. He had created minor illusions. But never on a scale that would have meant much. When he fled the Sharhadua palace he shattered doors meant to hold back siege engines with the help of the dragon’s pearl he’d stolen, and once again he used the pearl to aid him in his time of need, simply because he wasn’t sure if he could manage a stronger spell without it.

In the end, he chose a simple enough sorcery. He chose a spell that mirrored his action a thousandfold.

He also chose a very bold action, as his life depended on it. All around him soldiers fought on. They clashed against each other in a mass and he honestly didn’t know who was on his side and who was against him as the bodies pressed together to the point where half of them seemed incapable of even employing their weapons.

Panic crawled at the edges of his mind and clawed for his attention even as more bodies pressed in closer to him in a crushing wave. It seemed their sole purpose was to see him dead and maybe that was the case; certainly he had offended the Sharhadua enough by stealing their treasure and living when he was supposed to be dead.

Hands clutched at his cloak and pulled at his tunic, weapons clashed around him and knocked his sword aside until he was certain he would be crushed. So, Korrigan grabbed the closest mercenary trying to strike him, his fingers capturing the man’s hair, and swung his sword in a tight, vicious arc as he made his incantation. He felt the dragon pearl respond, a surge of power that captured his intent, his words, and his will and amplified them again and again.

The spell called for air elementals to mimic his actions. In the original intent it was a spell meant as a boon to farmers during the reaping season, to help clear fields quickly and offer a good crop, but Korrigan twisted that to suit his needs. The air around him was suddenly violent, awash with the spirits he had summoned, and as he cut so they cut, his sword hacked twice at the thick neck of his enemy and cut the head free, and his hand lifted that dying wretch’s head high into the air as Korrigan screamed his fear and rage out for all to hear.
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