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They say that writing is a solitary craft, and to a point this is true.  If you doubt it, ask the person to whom this book is dedicated how many times the words “Leave me alone, I’m trying to write,” or something to that effect, have passed my lips.  The goal that the writer must keep in mind is that while writing may be a solitary effort, the rest of the craft of the writer is most assuredly not.

For inspiration, thank you, Kim and Joe, for all those bleary-eyed and hysterical late nights of gaming. Thanks go to Noah “Dr. No” Stacey for this and other sensational cover art. Thank you, Paige, Mindy, Charles and Deb, for inspiring me not to become lethargic with years of sitting at a keyboard, and confirming the old proverb “That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.”  Although it was close a few times.
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And thanks, of course, to my parents for opening my eyes to books and the wonders they bring to our minds.

Lastly, but far from least, for tolerating my funks, moods, writer’s block, tirades, drunken stupors, clattering keyboards until three AM, rages, tears, and love affair with another woman (even if she was fictional), I dedicate this to my wife, critic, editor, lover, psychotherapist, accountant, masseuse and fellow wordsmith, Dr. Anne McMillen-Jackson.  Thank you for making a solitary craft not a lonely one.
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Azrael is dead.
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The most terrible necromancer the world ever knew has at last succumbed to the call of his own trade, and all of his foul works have fallen into ruin.

Or has death itself been cheated?

A thousand years later, the earth once scorched by death magic is again alive and green, and coveted by two empires of men. Azrael is all but forgotten.

But history forgotten is often relived.

A small troop of soldiers stumbles onto the rubble of an ancient keep and finds a relic of chilling beauty and tremendous power. But with power comes the seduction to use it, and when life and death hang in the balance, that seduction becomes overwhelming.

Yet there are fates worse than death...

For when Azrael’s deathmask is taken up by a human hand, the master of death will live again, and his ancient and terrible powers will be reawakened. Even faced with horrors unspeakable, there are those who will pay the price—any price—for power and victory.

But how can there be victory when life for Azrael means death for the world?
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The wagon creaked and lurched, rousing Tikos from his fitful slumber.  He gripped the rough iron bars and struggled to sit up, coughing dryly, but there wasn’t enough moisture in his parched mouth even to spit.  He risked a mouthful of the rancid water from the barrel and gagged, but managed to swallow.  His hunger had long ago dwindled to a dull ache that he couldn’t banish, but he still struggled to survive, while others had simply drifted into a comatose slumber never to awaken.  He checked his sister Loree, and wetted her parched lips with a dribble of water.  Jondi his younger brother was awake, but just stared at nothing, as he had since the day they’d been taken.  Mother had died two days before.  He looked at her body, stuffed into the far corner of the cage wagon with the four others, covered in flies and stinking horribly, and he wondered if she were not the luckiest among them.

The dull predawn light did nothing to raise his spirits, for the view was the same as it had been for the last four days—bleak, grey ash and choking dust and smoke, no longer even the stripped skeletons of trees.  The shambling horrors that had taken him and his family still walked beside them, ignoring the prisoners and occasionally applying their long whips to the backs of the hissing creatures that drew the wagon onward.  The effort it took to stand made Tikos wonder how long it would be until he also fell asleep and did not wake, but as he gripped the bars and squinted over the driver’s seat into the mists, he wished that he had not woken up at all.

Mountains of jagged stone stabbed up from the blasted landscape.  Upon the nearest cliff face, a keep of twisted black stone clung like a malignant black tumor that sought to leech the life from the earth’s very core.  Dark spires and angular minarets thrust into the smoke-stained sky like skeletal fingers questing for something to strangle.  From all directions, trains of great caged wagons streamed to and from the massive gaping portal at the cliff’s base.  They arrived ever full of pale, pitiful figures, and departed empty.  The convoys were escorted by motley squads of humanoids, pale and dark, skeletal and bloated, moving yet not alive.

Tikos stared sullenly at the twisted iron rods that thrust up from the battlements—sharp, foreboding and bearing the grisly remnants of a few long-forgotten corpses.  Screams and wails of despair reached his ears as if riding on the fumes from the smoking braziers that further sullied the air.  When the wagon passed through the immense portal, under the immense spiked portcullis, it was like being swallowed by a foul beast in a dream.  The horrible stench of death doubled him over as they rattled into the broad courtyard, but Tikos managed to regain his faculties as the wagon lurched to a stop.

The clank of the cage door being thrown open jolted the boy out of his misery, and the groping hands of their wretched captors shocked him into motion.  He lurched for the opening as if to escape, but a pale hand gripped his arm painfully.  His kicks and screams affected the tall, bone-white creature as much as an offending fly affects an ox, and the grip tightened until he thought his arm would be broken.  Tikos ceased his struggling as he watched his fellow prisoners being herded with whip and lash down the gaping mouths of tunnels in the mountain’s side.  The dead were taken, too, down another tunnel from which wafted a thick, nauseating stench.  All of a sudden, Tikos realized that he was the only one left, that the creature that held him was not going toward the tunnels, but into another, even darker, doorway.  A fear unlike anything he had ever felt gripped him more tightly than his captor.

Up many long and winding stairs he was dragged, for his strength finally failed as his captor climbed tirelessly.  When it stopped, his legs so bruised that he could barely stand the creature rapped on a thick oaken door.  Hope rose in Tikos for a flashing instant—perhaps whoever was behind that door could be reasoned with, or pleaded with.  But when the portal finally opened, that tiny flicker of hope died like a drop of water on a hot skillet.

“Ah, yes,” the bent and ancient caricature of a man croaked, backing from the door as his knobby fingers flexed and shook with anticipation.  His rheumy eyes were glazed and jaundiced but wide with delight.  His decrepit frame moved as if not a single joint in it worked as he hobbled to a high, flat table of stone in the center of the room.  Turning back, his craggy features stiffening into a fetid mask of delight.  “Yes, bring it in, bring it in.”

Tikos’ eyes widened in horror as he was dragged to a table crisscrossed with straps and manacles.  “Please, Master!  No!  Don’t!” he pleaded, but he may as well have been talking to the undead thing that held him, for his words only seemed to excite the ancient, evil man.  He nearly swooned as the straps and iron bindings tightened around him.  “Please don’t kill me!”

“Kill you!  Ha!”  The decrepit thing that had once been a man fought off a fit of coughing, then gazed down at Tikos as if amused.  “Why ever would I do that?”

“You’re not going to...?”

“Of course not, you ignorant little creature,” the old man cackled, his cold, bony fingers patting Tikos’ cheek with a touch like a cold, dead thing.  “If you died, how could I consume your soul?”

Before Tikos could even fathom the suggestion, those yellowed, half-blind eyes widened and darkened, and bored into his own until he could feel their icy touch in his mind.  He tried to fight, to close his eyes, to scream, but he could not.  He could do nothing but feel the ancient, putrid thing crawl down into him, into that which makes humans separate from all the other races save dwarvenkind.  The coldness enveloped him from the inside, wrenching his essence from his body, rending his soul from his living flesh.  When it was free, he was drawn out and breathed in like the intoxicating vapors of a narcotic.  And there in the dark, shivering and alone, the soul of the boy named Tikos was devoured.
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Azrael straightened from his morning repast and gazed into the mirror that hung on his chamber wall.  Youth surged into him like a painful, purging tide, strengthening his joints, freeing his knobby fingers of age’s crippling grip, and thickening and darkening his lustrous hair.  His eyes became sharp and dark, his jaw smooth and strong.  And when the last of the boy’s soul was gone, his full, black lips smiled over even, white teeth, and he sighed as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders.  As the sun broke over the distant hills and flooded his chambers with light the color of freshly spilled blood, Azrael turned to it and his smile became more grim.

“Another day, another soul,” he said slyly, waving his shambling servant to take the lifeless corpse away.  He stretched briefly, reveling in the young, strong body that would be his for only a few hours, until age once again began its relentless progression.  He had seen so many such sunrises from this, the highest reach of Necrol Keep, that he no longer had a clear recollection of the last time his feet had touched earth, or the last time he had taken food or drink as a mortal would.  Empires had broken themselves against the fell walls that surrounded him, and others had risen and fallen like mighty oaks in a forest, untouched by him yet dying of inner decay.  All the while he continued on, consuming only the essence of others, as was the way of the most powerful of Necromancers, the Deathmages.  But even among his deathless brethren Azrael was ancient, and proportionally more dreadful with those years.  Yet time is a harsh and unforgiving foe, and even to the deathless the Reaper of Souls eventually comes calling.  And the Reaper had been calling Azrael for more than two millennia.  Now, the call was growing irresistible.

As the centuries passed, Azrael had been forced to consume more and more soul essence to sustain himself.  Now, with death calling him so loudly that his mind rang with it, he consumed a soul each morning, and often one later in the day, depending on how vigorous his labors.  This thought reminded Azrael of how very taxing today promised to be, and he called his attendant back.

“Bring me two—no, three more of the newest arrivals. Today will be very strenuous and I will need additional sustenance.”  The shambling servant—a pale wraith he had made long, long ago—nodded and passed out of the chamber, its black teeth chattering and slavering already over the burden it bore.  Such sweet flesh rarely reached the rendering pots untouched by Azrael’s wraiths, the few among his servants that still coveted corporeal sustenance. He would have scolded it, but the trials of the day already weighed heavily on his mind, and he passed quickly to his laboratory where the preparations of days gone by lay awaiting completion.

Azrael’s only hope of foiling the call of the Reaper of Souls lay as if sleeping upon a dusty, chalky bench.  He stepped up to the table and gazed down at the unfinished likeness of himself.  There his own face was rendered in finest porcelain—his face as it was now, young and full, though the work was still unglazed and rough.  Today would begin the enchantment of this device, and when that enchantment was finished, he would die.  The mask would be his receptacle, his hiding place, his refuge from the Reaper, though what would follow after his soul left his body, even he could not foresee.

“At this point in the game, my friend,” he said, caressing his likeness with supple fingers, “we have nothing to lose.”

He moved away from the table to gaze out a lofty window, out over his domain.  It stretched farther than even his eye could see—farther than the fastest hawk could fly in a quarter passing of the moon—and from one end of it to the other, death reigned supreme.  Neither grass nor tree grew within the sphere of his power, and only flies, vermin and those that fed upon them were welcome within it.  The very earth was poisoned by his touch, and after he was gone, long centuries would pass before life successfully invaded his domain.  Eventually, however, someone would come, and when they reached Necrol Keep, Azrael would be waiting.

“Nothing to lose but all that I have wrought here,” he said with a tremor of trepidation, “and nothing to gain but the chance to bring it about once again.”

His smile thinned to one of defiance, for to be a master of death, one must be willing to resist it to the end, and then cheat its last grasping fingers.  And with that final defiance of the inevitable fortifying him, Azrael turned to his likeness and began inscribing the runes of power that would receive his soul.
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The Deathmage’s fingers burned as if the fires of the sun were upon them, his eyes felt like sand had been poured into them and his throat was raw to the point of agony with countless hours of mumbled incantations and phrases of power.  He had not rested since beginning his toil, sustaining himself only with the souls of his captives when fatigue or age assailed him to the point where he could not continue.  How many days it had been he knew not, nor cared, but he knew he must continue until he was finished or until the Reaper finally claimed him, for time was growing short.  Now, at long last, the thousands of arcane runes were inscribed upon the mask’s pristine surface.  The power was there, but he was not yet finished.

The engraving stylus fell from his cramped fingers to the floor and was forgotten.  Azrael grasped a broad brush and began to lay a fine black glaze over the surface of the Deathmask, painstakingly stroking on a mirrored surface of midnight until he could see his reflection in its luster.  The arcane runes of power were now hidden from all eyes but his, but their power remained—they would receive him and sustain his essence when the time came.  He ignored the fire in his joints and the haze of his vision, and reached for yet another brush and another hue.  He set finest lines of gold upon his dark likeness, at the arch of eyebrow and lip, and around the façade’s edge, but to the eyes he added no color, leaving them closed and plain, for behind them he would sleep until the one who would become his vessel placed the mask over their own face.

With the glazing complete, his gnarled hand cast the fine brush aside as if it offended him, then twisted into a painful gesture.  His withered lips uttered a phrase that, accompanied by the gesture, drew the moisture from the dark glaze, readying it for the fire.

“Attendant!” he barked, whirling from the table with several audible and painful pops from his aging joints.  The pain went unheeded, for the time was fast approaching.  “Bring in the kiln, at once!”

The wraith lumbered away to comply, and scarcely a moment passed before the stench of searing flesh reached Azrael’s nostrils.  Six dark shades lumbered in, towering and silent and bearing a great burden.  The six had once been ogre chieftains, and their strength had been great, but it had doubled and redoubled with their evolution under Azrael’s attentions.  Every bit of that strength was in use now, for the kiln weighed tons, and glowed dull red with the coal fire in its belly.  The door to his laboratory had been removed and the casement and much of the wall chiseled away to admit the bulky kiln, but even so, the ogre shades had to squeeze tightly through the aperture. Their great shoulders pressed against the scalding iron oven with a hiss, and smoke rose from their long-dead flesh.  Once inside, the floor shuddered alarmingly as they set down their burden.

Smoke wafted from Azrael’s robes, heat blasted so harshly from the device, but words arcane already flowed from his cruel lips, protecting his fragile flesh.  Hands trembling with age, fatigue and anticipation lifted his ebony likeness and placed it gently into the kiln.  When the heavy door thudded closed, he rasped a single word of command, and the fires of the great device were drawn into the dark mask until the coal was consumed and the kiln lay as cold and lifeless as a corpse.

Silence fell heavily on the room; the dead attendants waited patiently.  The fires had been quenched, and Azrael stood and stared at the closed door to the kiln.  His fate lay inside that cold stone oven.  Though the only alternative to his planned fate was oblivion, trepidation still gripped him like a vice.  His trembling fingers left imprints in the thin layer of frost forming on the icy iron, and when the door opened, a haze of chill fog rolled out like mist over mountain peaks.  The dark mask lay there, glossy and perfect.  The spells that would empower him beyond death had been set and were inviolate within.  All that was required of him now to ensure his immortality, was to die.

“Go from here!” he barked to his waiting wraith as he lifted his destiny in tremulous hands.  “Go and command my servants to dismantle all that I have wrought!  Go and douse the great forges.  Smash the engines of death that burn beneath the keep.  Throw open the gates!  Free all those wretched souls that still live in wait of my need, for my need shall cease ‘ere the light of dawn touches Necrol Keep again, and all I have built will fall and break into ruin!”

As his fell minion went forth unquestioningly to oversee the destruction of the keep, Azrael’s smoldering and foul robes fluttered to the stones around his feet.  He donned a gown of finest silk—the shade of midnight and highlighted with gold—and lay himself down in a tomb of black stone.  His final command was to his ogres, who obediently placed atop the tomb a massive lid of iron.

Within that lightless niche, even as his undead army began to wreak havoc on all that he had wrought, Azrael placed the work of his life upon his own face.  The chill of it invaded him.  As icy fingers gripped his fluttering heart, he began the incantation that would transfer his soul into the piece of lifeless porcelain forever.  The coldness spread through him with each successive word, ethereal fingers gripping him from inside, probing for his soul.  His voice remained firm, however, and when the final word was pronounced the wrenching chill pulled him forward, and Azrael’s soul was emptied from his ancient body.

The untold centuries that only his essence had kept at bay fell suddenly on that frail flesh, and it crumbled to ashes and dust. With it, all of the Deathmage’s power suddenly ceased, and all that he had created was undone.
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The clash of steel against iron reached Jondi’s ears, and the hysterical shouts of men and women stabbed into his mind, but he sat motionless, staring into the dark.  A slim hand groped for his arm, and he tried to pull away, but his sister’s voice stirred him, though another deafening crash of smashed bars threatened to drown her out.

“They’re throwing open the gates, Jondi!”  She shouted at him, dragging at his skeletal form.  “We can escape!  Come on!”

People were pushing and shoving around him now, and he moved with the jostling flow rather than fall, but his eyes did not see the towering dark forms smashing the iron gates into molten shards with their fell weapons and his ears did not hear the crash of metal and the shouts of disbelief and fear.  His legs burned as he stumbled up the sloping tunnel into the ruddy light of an overcast day.  His eyes squinted reflexively in the brightness, and his sister’s fingers dug painfully into his arm.

“Look!  They’re dying!” a gravely voice shouted at his elbow, and a flicker of cognizance wavered in Jondi’s eyes.

He looked about himself, taking in the streaming crowds of pale prisoners.  Through the billowing smoke and steam issuing from the many holes and tunnels, he could see the dark shades crumbling and falling into dust, and white-skinned wraiths wandering and groping blindly, mindlessly.

How can they die? he thought numbly.  They’re already dead.  Then he saw something else, and his voice leapt into his throat.

“RUN!!” he screamed, his frail legs churning even as his free hand thrust up to point at the crumbling spires of black stone.  The squeal of tortured rock howled around them, and he found himself grabbing at frail arms and legs to hurry the crowd toward the towering arched gate.  Already hundreds had escaped, and more streamed from the tunnels.  Several of the infirm fell and were trampled in the crush, but many more survived, and pushed and shoved their way through the gate.

“HURRY!” he screeched, dragging at Loree’s hand as she stumbled and almost fell.  The short figure next to him, a stout dwarf hauling a heavy barrel on his shoulder scooped Loree up and tossed her over his other shoulder like a sack of grain.

“Run on, Lad!” the dwarf shouted, but his words were lost in the rumble and roar of falling rock and gushing steam.

Men and women and dwarves from the mountains fled the dark citadel like ants from a burning mound.  Pale and weak, but free and alive, Jondi and the other prisoners stumbled past the crumbling gates, their numb feet stirring the ash into billowing clouds of dust.  None knew why they had been released, or what was happening to the dark citadel, but they knew they were free, and that was all that truly mattered.

Then behind them came a final cataclysm of cracking stone and shattering, twisting metal.  Jondi, Loree and their dwarf benefactor turned at the noise and beheld the fall of Necrol Keep, and their mouths gaped in awe.  The black spires peeled away from the mountainside like dead bark from a burned tree, falling into a pile of black rubble that spouted fire and steam.  The air was filled with dust so choking that several more of the fleeing prisoners were overcome, but the threesome was far enough to escape the worst, and when the air cleared, they beheld all that remained of the most dreadful and feared mortal that time had ever known.  The Deathmage Azrael had fallen, and the two frail humans and one dwarf were among the scant few who survived to tell the tale.

Yet among the strewn blocks of black stone, atop the twisted remnants of his engines of death, the tomb of Azrael lay unbroken.  The great iron lid sat askew, enough to let air and light fall upon the dust that had once been Azrael’s body.  And within the great tomb lay a single artifact of black porcelain, patiently awaiting the touch of a living soul.
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Down, you idiots!”

Kir’s harsh command brooked no argument, though the term he used for his team was as inaccurate as it was unnecessary.  All save one of the fourteen members of his reconnaissance detachment were rangers of many years experience, more a home in the rough country than anywhere else in the realm; they vanished into the outcropping of jumbled stone as if they had never existed.  The afternoon sun cast long shadows in the escarpment of dark stone, an aid to their concealment, but the enemy contingent Kir had spotted was advancing out of the setting sun, and might have spied them before they could scramble to cover.  He risked a careful glance, but the squad of soldiers was still moving parallel to the cliff face, apparently unaware of them.  Kir let himself breathe a sigh of relief and mumbled a quick thanks to Eloss the Defender, then signaled Judd, the stealthiest of his scouts, to take five of his squad up and around in a flanking maneuver.  The slim, brown-skinned fellow nodded once and vanished, his hood drawn down over his curly green-blond locks that belied his half-woodling blood.

The flanking maneuver was just a precaution, not a prelude to attack, and they all knew it.  Kir would be stupid to take on a two-score squad of enemy soldiers in chainmail backed with five lancers and a mage on horseback, and if it was one thing their brawny leader was not, it was stupid.  They all watched silently, gripping bows and fingering the fletching of their arrows, as the enemy squad continued on their way.  When they had rounded the slope of the hillside, Kir hissed a command to his other scout Ulnek to follow and make sure they did not double back.  The man’s long, hound-like face nodded once and he trotted away, his torso low and his bow strung but held down.

“Okay, relax people,” Kir said, standing and heaving a sigh.  “Good eyes Tol,” he complimented, smiling at the bronze-skinned woman who had been on point.  Spotting the soldiers first had saved many lives.

“Fargin’ right!” she replied with her usual confident smirk.  Tolya could be insolent at times, and a bit of a bitch on occasion, but she was quick and quiet and deadly with a dagger.  “If we’d been caught out in the open instead of in these rocks, those westerners would’ve had us for supper.”

“I know,” he grumbled, scowling up at the sun, then southward at the wide expanses of low, rolling hills that typified the landscape.

The Ironwall Peaks, and the dwarf kingdoms within them, ended here.  To the south lay the Great Wood, once the dwelling places of elves it was said, though none dwelt there now.  The elves had moved on long ago, leaving only the lofty pines and firs as their legacy.  Men had claimed the wood, built towns, and hewn down the trees for lumber.  And even though the land was vast and largely untamed, opposing empires of men clashed over it, spilling each other’s blood throughout the verdant hills.  The Great Wood was split down the middle by an arid, mountainous region known as The Barrens.  The empires of Sofro to the west and Tira to the east had fallen into a bitter conflict over the long-disputed border.

“It’s this damned open country around here.  We’ll hold up here until dark before crossing the rest of it.”  He glanced around at his group and nodded to the cooler shadows of rock above them.  “Might as well bed down while you can, people, we’re going to be marching all night.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Kir,” a woman’s voice said tentatively from behind him.  He turned slowly and scowled at the nondescript woman in the brown robes.  She carried no weapon and, unlike the others, she walked awkwardly along the uneven footing.  Her plain, freckled features avoided his direct gaze as she approached.  “This place feels strange.  Cold somehow.  I don’t know if it’s safe.”

“One of your premonitions, Polianna?” he asked skeptically. She was the only wizard in the group, and although competent enough and an undeniably valuable asset, she was clumsy and drab and a little pudgy despite their daily trekking.  Kir often wished she were not assigned to his team.  “There’s nothing here but lizards and rock, Poli, take my word on it.”

“I don’t know, Kir,” she said, drawing her cloaks around her and shivering despite the heat of the day.  “It feels like—”

The shrill call of a hawk drew their eyes up toward the cliff face where Judd had taken his flanking team.  He stood there atop a great tipped slab of ebony stone, waving one thin arm for them to join him.  Kir looked at Polianna; their eyes met for just a moment before she looked away.  There might have been the faintest flicker of effrontery in those prosaic grey eyes, but she quickly hid it behind her usual shy indecisiveness, which was one more problem Kir had with her.  How could he trust a wizard who was too timid to tell him when she was right and he wrong?  What he knew of magic could fit in a thimble with plenty of room for a fingertip, a fact he had never denied, so he wasn’t going to bark at her for telling him he didn’t know what he was talking about when it came to matters supernatural.

“Well, I guess we’d better go see what Judd’s found, eh Poli?”  He smiled when her eyes came up, trying to encourage that flicker of steel he thought he’d seen.  “Something besides lizards and rock, if I don’t miss my guess.”

Her lips quirked into a smile for an instant before she studiously examined her boots.  But as the others turned to go, her face came up again, and the worry there was thicker than any satisfaction.  She shivered against the chill of the stone beneath her feet and followed them up the tilted mass of broken black rock.
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Polianna watched a light sheen of sweat break out on Kir’s broad shoulders as they ascended to Judd’s position.  With Ulnek’s assurances that the enemy patrol had indeed kept on their eastward track, they had doffed their heavy cloaks for the climb and some, like Kir, even stripped off their shirts.  All save Polianna of course, who always wore the same heavy brown cloaks.  On the occasions when they bathed themselves in streams or ponds along the trail, the others often joked that her skin was probably so pale it would give them away to the enemy if she ever showed more than her arms.  This time, however, though the others were sweating in the heat, Polianna was huddled and shivering.

“So what’s this about, Judd?” Kir sighed, stretching his back and looking about at the broken and heaved up stones.

“This used to be a structure, Kir.”  The half-woodling cracked his alder staff against the tumbled blocks of stone beneath his feet.  Judd wore neither sword nor knife, but that staff could flick so quick it seemed to strike like a snake in his grasp, and he was the best bowman in the team.  His emerald-green eyes flashed with intensity at his commander, though his voice was even and as melodic as wind through the branches of a willow.  “See the rust in these rocks, and the ‘I’-shaped pins to hold the stones together?”

“There’s never been a city here!” Kir scoffed, frowning at the irrefutable evidence under his boots.  Iron binding pins were not commonly used in such construction, only when metal was cheaper than mortar or immense strength was needed.  “At least not to my knowledge.”

“Well, there was something here, and from the look of the rust on this iron, it was long ago.”  Judd’s slim fingers groped along the flaky, decaying metal and pried off a thick bit of rust scale.  “Maybe the dwarves had a keep here once and it fell in on itself, or came under siege.”

“If dwarves built this, they’ve changed their stone working practices.  I don’t know if they ever used—”

“Kir!” someone called, waving their commander over to a narrow cleft between two slabs.  Kir vaulted up onto one and looked down to where the man pointed.

“Eloss’ Hand!  Is that a sword hilt down there Ferdy?”

“It looks to be, and a gold one at that, but I don’t think it’ll ever come out’a there.  Not without a hundred men to lift that slab off it.”  The swarthy man squinted down into the foot-wide crack.  “I kinda doubt it’s in one piece after this thing landed on it, anyways.”

“You wouldn’t want it if you could get it.”  Polianna’s voice was a bit shaky, as if she were ill or frightened.  The men looked at her skeptically, but she just shook her head.  “It’s a fell-blade, Kir.  I wondered what I was feeling, and this explains it.  They’re evil things, cold and hungry weapons of power that haven’t been forged in any of the southern realms for centuries.”  She shuddered and drew her cloaks closer.  “If there are many buried here, it would explain the chill I’m feeling.”

“But if the thing’s broken, at least the gold and gems in the hilt could be salvaged.”

“It is never safe to handle such things, Kir,” she said, more apologetically than in disagreement.  “The worshipers of the Dark Gods were said to put the spirits of foul demons and such into their weapons.  I don’t know what would happen if you chose to dig that one out, but I’m not powerful enough to save you from a menace like that.”

“Fine.”  He turned to his men and gestured broadly.  “Have a look around, but don’t touch anything.  If you find so much as an shard of steel, call Poli over to have a look.”  He smiled down at the shy woman.  “Satisfied?”

She nodded rather weakly and watched him stalk off to join his men in their search, then jumped slightly when Judd’s calm voice sounded right at her shoulder.

“You are troubled,” he stated matter-of-factly, those piercing eyes peering at her from his nut-brown features, plainly drawn with concern.  He was as close a friend as she had among the rangers, but he was always popping up at her elbow without a sound, which made her nervous, and she felt like those green eyes of his looked right into her soul.

“I just wish we’d leave this place, that’s all,” she confessed.  “I don’t like it here.”

“I do not feel whatever is troubling you, Polianna, but the subtleties of your art are beyond my senses.  Perhaps if you spoke to Kir of your concerns, he would consider making camp elsewhere.”

“Why would he listen to me?” she said with a short, humorless laugh.  “He doesn’t want to hear about my stupid premonitions, didn’t you hear?”

“Poli!” one of the men called, waving her over to a jumble of dark stone.

She moved down the tilted slab of rock and hopped over the narrow cleft.  Judd’s brow furrowed with concern at her hunched shoulders as he stepped over the cleft and followed her down.  Neither noticed that deep in the dim crack, a pale hand scrabbled against the stone, its white, dead flesh long since scraped away from its broken fingertips.  It strained futilely for the blade it had not held for centuries, and would continue to do so until time reduced it to dust.

“What do you make of this?” Jovek, one of the younger rangers asked, poking at a hand-span thick slab of heavily rusted iron with a steel-shod staff.  The slab was wedged between a heavy stone and what looked like a casement or some kind of framework.  The rust was so thick on the metal that it cracked and crumbled away easily under the prodding of his walking staff.

“Part of a door maybe, or even the main gate?”  Kir had come over and immediately started pushing and lifting experimentally, to no avail.  The slab of iron still weighed tons despite the advanced state of decay.  He peered into the gloomy hole at the corner of the casement, shielding his eyes from the sun with a broad hand and squinting.  “I can’t see anything in there. It could be a passage or even a hidden chamber.”

“Or a nest of chatter vipers,” Tolya warned with a snort of laughter, her lithe curves bobbling firmly as she dropped down onto the rusty iron slab.  “You might want to have Poli light up the inside before you stick your arm in.”

“I wasn’t going to stick my arm in, Tol,” he snapped at her.  She often thought him too brash, and never missed an opportunity to remind him of it.  “But we should at least see how deep it is.”  He looked to Polianna, who was looking past him to Tolya, envy plainly written on her round features.  “Could you throw some light in there so we can see, Poli?”

Her eyes jerked to him, and then down, embarrassed at having been caught looking at Tolya’s admittedly impressive physique.  “Sure,” she mumbled with a shrug, fumbling in a pocket as she stepped forward.  A pinch of something rolled between two fingers and a quick phrase in a language that none present but her understood, and a sphere of glowing white light appeared in her hand.  She stooped to the narrow crevice and dropped the glowing mote in.  It fell like a bit of fluff on the breeze.  “It won’t last long,” she said, stepping back as the brawny warriors crowded forward to crane and peer inside.

“Dirt!” one said dejectedly, snorting in disgust.

“Looks more like ash than dirt, Lyso,” Kir corrected, poking a long staff down the hole to stir up its contents.  Polianna cringed, but remained silent.  “Might be some bits of metal or something there.  I see a reflection down the other end.”  He reached farther in, and all present plainly heard the clink of the staff’s metal shod tip contacting something of glass or ceramic.

“Careful!” Polianna snapped, unable to keep silent any longer.  If these buffoons smashed a hidden store of potions or a spirit flask, they would all be blown into as many pieces as this keep.  She cringed at her own tone, wringing her hands with the choice between standing up to Kir or risking him getting them all killed.  Prudence finally won out, but only barely.  “There may be things that are best not disturbed, Kir.  Potions or crystals of power might detonate if you poke them too hard.  Let me try.  Please.”

He glanced down the still-glowing hole skeptically, then took a step back.  Such an outburst from Polianna was as rare as a pearl in a bowl of oyster stew and, as mentioned, Kir was not stupid.  “Go ahead Poli,” he said, motioning her forward while he took another step back.  “Everybody else, back off.  If something happens I don’t want to lose every ranger I’ve got.”

Polianna clenched her jaw at the implication that it might be acceptable to lose the company’s only wizard before risking one of his precious rangers.  She felt their eyes on her as she stepped tremulously forward, her hands shaking as they fished the proper spell materials from the many pockets of her robe.  She thought there might be just a bit of greed in some of those eyes, and the thought that whatever might be behind that rusted iron slab could be immensely valuable suddenly struck her.  Her lower lip stiffened at the thought that they did not trust her with such a find, that they thought she might take the treasure for herself.  They were rangers, and she was the wizard in the woodpile, someone they had been told to protect but who had not shown her own value, and as yet had not earned their trust.

“Don’t worry,” she told them, managing just a touch of sarcasm, “whatever’s inside is all yours.  I don’t want anything from this place.  There’s nothing here but death.”  The last bit surprised even her; she honestly didn’t know where the thought had come from, let alone why she’d put it into words.

“Be careful, Polianna.”

She turned to Judd, surprised at his tone.  Usually so melodic and calm, there was something else in it now, almost like he was afraid for her.  She smiled at his concern and turned back to the dark crypt, banishing whatever thoughts might have evolved from the look of anguish on Judd’s face.

At the edge of the now-dark hole, she closed her eyes and stretched her mind out for a brief seeing.  One of the simplest exercises any wizard learned, it enabled her to see not only by light, but also by heat and essence, and even detect strong emotions if she concentrated hard enough.  Right now, however, she was simply scanning for danger inside the dark stone container.  What she met was utter blackness.

“That’s strange,” she muttered, gnawing at her lower lip.  She made another light sphere and dropped it in, but this time she made it hover in the center of the space within.  Another simple spell and a careful motion of her hand, and the relatively thin layer of dust and corrosion that littered the crypt’s interior was swept neatly into the nearest corner, leaving the contents bare for all to see.  A few small animal bones, several bits of shiny metal and a half-sphere of black porcelain were revealed.  The glittering metal she gathered up with a wave of her hand, receiving them in her cupped palm one by one as they levitated up to her.

“Treasure!” someone spouted greedily.

“If you’re a tailor,” Polianna countered with a smile, dropping the thirteen gold buttons into Kir’s outstretched hand.  “But there’s something else in there I’m not so sure about.  It looks like a black bowl from here, but I can’t see it very well.”

“Can’t you just float it out like you did these?” he asked eagerly, dumping the buttons into his belt pouch.

“Yes, I can,” she said carefully, bringing her eyes up to his for a brief moment.  “But I’ll only retrieve the thing if you promise me you won’t just grab it as soon as its out of there.”  Her gaze dropped back to her feet.  “I have no idea what it is, and it could be dangerous.”

“Of course, Poli,” he agreed, surprising her.  “I don’t want to be turned into a toadstool any more than you do.”

She smiled thinly at him and turned back to the crypt, carefully bending her will to the glimmering black treasure within.  It levitated as easily as the buttons, yet when it floated into the light of day, she felt her heart begin to hammer in her chest as if she had just peeked into a dragon’s lair.  An ebony mask floated out of the crypt like a dark harbinger of doom, its pristine surface glinting in the sunlight while thin gold highlights flared like sigils. The rangers murmured and gasped, crowding around as she let it settle down on top of the rusted iron slab.

“Stay back, all of you!” Kir warned with a voice as sharp as his sword.  “What in the name of the Five Good Gods is it Poli?”

“You mean other than a mask?”  Her nerves were as tight as a bowstring, and made her voice shrill and whiny.  “I have no idea!”  She cast the simplest divination spell she knew, and the result hit her hard enough to knock her back a step.  Strong slim hands gripped her, steadying her on her feet.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, Judd, I’m...”  He was looking at her strangely again with those damned sharp green eyes.  She shrugged off his grip with what she hoped was a reassuring smile.  “I’m fine.  I just wasn’t expecting such an overwhelming result to my spell, is all.  Caught me a bit off guard.”

“What caught you off guard?” Kir demanded, his gaze flickering between Polianna and the black mask.  “What did you find out?”

“Only that it’s just about the most magical thing I’ve ever seen,” she said easily, secretly enjoying the awe her words evoked in the crowd of strong, capable warriors.  “That’s all I’ll risk.”

“Is it safe to touch it?”  Kir was shifting like a warhorse before a battle, one hand clenched on his sword, the other wiping sweat off on his trousers.

“Absolutely not!” she said, managing a hint of ire in her voice.  “It could be possessed by a demon for all I know, or a star spirit for that matter, neither of which I’d like to release.”

“How are we going to handle it if we can’t touch it?” Tolya asked, squatting a step from the glossy black thing.

“It shouldn’t have been disturbed,” she muttered just loud enough for the others to hear.  “Why would you want to take it with us?”

“If it’s as magical as you say, we have to take it, Polianna.”  Kir’s massive shoulders were squared in a position that said this was the final word.  “It could be a valuable asset if it can be used properly.  Lord Gilthain must have it.  His mage will know how to crack its secrets.”  He took a step closer to the ebony mask and peered at it, as if his eyes could delve beneath its lustrous finish to ferret out its mysteries.  “Just tell me how to carry it safely.”

“That’s like asking how to pick up a fire scorpion safely, Kir,” Polianna said, her nervousness once again edging her voice.  “The best thing would be to leave it, but if you must take it with you...”  Her eyes cast about the group and settled on some of their packs.  “Tip it into a food bag with something made of stone or wood, then put that bag in another.”

“Fine.”  Kir turned to his team, but before he could even give the order, two black leather bags were thrust into his hands. He placed one open on the rusted iron slab and flipped the glinting mask into it with an arrow from his quiver.  When the drawstrings were double tied, he placed that bag into the next and cinched it closed.  He held the prize aloft for his team to behold.

“At least this time we will bring something of value back to Lord Gilthain!”  The allusion to their own woeful lack of success at gaining any useful information on enemy troop movements broke the tension of the moment, shifting their worries from the foreboding black artifact to the war, which boded every bit as darkly.

“Get some sleep if you can, people.  We move at dusk, and I don’t want to stop until we’re back in the forest.”

Murmurs of assent and the usual muttering and complaints swept through the company, but none of it touched Polianna’s ears.  Her eyes were still welded to that dark niche from which she’d taken the mask, her mind awhirl with dread as chill as the stone under her feet.  She jumped with a start at the slim brown hand that settled on her shoulder.

“Gods, Judd!  I wish you wouldn’t do that!”  She smiled nervously at him, avoiding his eyes.  “Especially in this place!”

“I did not mean to startle you, Polianna,” he said, laying his hand on her shoulder again, this time more firmly, “but to lend comfort.  I see how this place disturbs you.  If you wish it, I will accompany you off this escarpment and keep watch so that you may get some rest.”

“Thanks, Judd, but I don’t think Kir would let anyone camp out in the open.”  She patted his hand and let it drop from her shoulder, studying the lacings of his tunic instead of meeting that gaze that she found so disquieting.  “But it’s just as well.  I don’t think I could sleep within a league of this place.  I’ll tell Kir I’m taking the watch.”

She turned and ascended the dark tumble of rock to where the brawny leader was laying down his blankets, and the half-woodling’s eyes followed her there.  As she talked to Kir, receiving a heaving shrug and a nod, Judd brought the fingers of his hand to his lips.  He breathed deeply of the spicy warm scent that lingered on his hand where she had touched it, and let his lips wander over the delicate saltiness that was so unlike his own deep, woody scent.  With a sigh, he folded himself and sat, eyes closed, his face turned up at the life-giving sun, and felt with his hands the solidity of the stone under him.  There he wished, not for the first time, that Polianna would just once look into his eyes for more than a glance.
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Polianna...” the dark voice whispered, barely audible, yet deafening.

“Polianna...” breathed the dark lips, sensuous, yet cold, chilling, but hinting of the fires within.

“Polianna!”

Suddenly the dark eyes flung wide, and behind were orbs of ebony, unseeing, yet piercing her soul to the core, and in them her own features were reflected.  There she saw herself pale and cold as death, yet beautiful, as she had never been in life.

“You will be the one, Polianna,” the dark face said, black lips curving upward and parting to reveal even, white teeth.

“NO!” she tried to scream, but her voice was muffled, inaudible, and something was holding her, restricting her arms and legs. She burned like the fires of Hades were upon her.  And the dark face was growing before her, and smiling down on her.

Polianna lurched up and out of her nightmare, her scream catching at her throat, her arms and legs tangled in her sweaty cloaks and blankets.  She slumped back onto her sleeping furs, panting and gasping at the horror that had only been a dream, cursing her subconscious for creating such a childishly stupid nightmare from the previous day’s events.

She threw off her covers and stood up, shaking out her damp cloaks and drawing a deep cleansing breath of the cool night air. Stars glittered like jewels above the dark spears of fir trees that surrounded the sleeping rangers.  They’d entered the wood only a few glasses after midnight and had fallen on the ground and slept like the dead.  But dawn was still far off and here she stood, awake and alert and knowing she would be unable to go back to sleep.

“All because I’ve got an overactive imagination!”

Her shoulders shuddered with a sudden chill from her damp cloaks, so she picked up a blanket and draped it over her shoulders.  Despite the heat of the midsummer’s day, the nights were always cool in the high forest.  Winter would bring high snows, and would probably push the war between the Tira and Sofro southward, if it was not won outright before then.  Tira’s Emperor Jillian would surely sue for peace before the western armies were at his door.  With the First and Second armies defeated and scattered, all that now stood between the enemy and the gates of Tiravore were the Third army, commanded by Lord Gilthain, of which Kir and his rangers were a part.  There was also a slim hope of buying aid from the northern highland tribes.  The Highlanders were fierce and their horsemanship unmatched, and if seduced by Jillian’s gold they might just sway the tide of conflict.  But without them the forest Empire of Tira would fall, and the Empire of Sofro would gain all the lands east of The Barrens and south of the Ironwall Peaks.

Polianna began a slow, deliberate stroll around the camp, almost laughing at the thought of just how little all this would mean to her one way or the other; that is, if she wasn’t killed.  Oh, she was loyal to Jillian, to be sure, and would use her arts to the best defense of her Emperor and Lord, but if Jillian fell, all his armies would likely be conscribed by Emperor Tandros, and she would still be a soldier.

“Soldier!  Ha!” she snorted under her breath.  “Three years of tramping around in this Gods forsaken wilderness, trying not to get killed, and I’m still no more soldier than I was eight years ago!”

Soldier seemed such a catchall title, ranging from wizards and healers and even priests to common foot soldiers and men that did little but dig latrines.  Joining the Imperial Army had just been a shortcut for Polianna.  In five years of intensive training she had attained powers that would have taken her ten or even fifteen years to gain as an apprentice.  After her training, she owed the Emperor an additional five years in which she could practice and progress in her craft under the guise of soldier.  Who had known that a war would erupt and make her plan so perilous.

“Just don’t get killed,” she muttered to herself.  The phrase had become her litany, and had kept her alive and sane for three years.  “Just don’t get killed, and you get what you’ve worked for.”

“Has sleep eluded you, Polianna?” Judd’s melodious voice said at her shoulder, startling her badly.  “Or are you troubled by something?”

“Haven’t I told you a million times not to sneak up on me, Judd?” she growled, shaking her flame stick under his nose before stuffing it back into a pocket.  “You’re lucky I didn’t roast you and ask your name and rank after you were ashes.”  The slim wand of firebrush was her panic weapon.  Unlike a true wand, it only had power for one discharge, but it only took a single word to activate, and others like it had saved her life in the past.

“I trust your reflexes, Polianna,” he said with a smile, taking another silent step closer.  She noticed his feet were bare and his pants were wet to the knee.

“Been wading?”

“The long march has wearied my feet,” he confessed, wiggling his long, graceful toes with a smile, “and I can watch just as well from the pool.”  He nodded to the still water beside their camp.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asked, knowing he would simply shrug and claim that his half-woodling blood needed less rest than most humans.  That was his usual dodge, although she’d seen him sleep just as long and hard after a march as any of the others.  This time, however, he surprised her.

“Actually, yes.”  He retrieved his boots from a flat stone beside the pool and looked to the eastern sky.  There was still no hint of dawn, but it could not be far away.  “If you are fully awake, I would gratefully take rest.  The morning watch is Ulnek and Seri.”

“Go sleep,” she said with a nod.  “I’ll take over for you.”

“Thank you.”  He placed his slim hand on her shoulder before melting into the dark camp.

Polianna shook her head once slowly, trying to puzzle out Judd’s curious manner.  He’d always been nice to her, more so than the other rangers anyway, which wouldn’t have taken much. He never joined in their joking about her lack of woodcraft, and often brought her herbs and mosses to soothe sore feet or itchy rashes from the few toxic woodland plants.  Lately, however, whenever he wasn’t scouting ahead, flitting though the forest as only a woodling can, he always seemed to be less than a few steps away.  And there was that curious gesture, laying his hand on her shoulder.  More than a handshake but less than a hug, the gesture often caught her off guard.  She didn’t know how to respond.

She took a seat on one of the flat stones near the water and dipped her hands into the shimmering blackness.  A quick splash of the icy liquid on her face and arms and she was painfully awake.  Her cupped hands brought a refreshing draught to her lips, then she took a moment to look down into the pool’s inky depths at her reflection cast by the moonlight.

She pushed an errant strand of her straight, sandy hair out of her eyes and frowned at herself.  She tried pointing her chin, but the faint bulge underneath that made her face so round would not go away.  She poked her full cheeks in, but the bones underneath remained hidden.  She widened her eyes, but the faint squint lines in the corners could still be seen, even in the dim light.  The lack of sharp lines and her pale, thin lips made her not exactly homely, but just plain.  Add the extra two-stone of weight she never seemed able to lose, despite their endless marching and the slim trail rations, and she thought herself a wholly unappealing package.

“Good old Rolly Poli,” she grumbled, swatting the water and dashing her reflection into indistinguishable ripples.  She didn’t even remember where she’d picked up that particularly embarrassing nickname.  Whenever she heard it, unpleasant memories of her childhood rose unbidden.

She brought the flame stick from her pocket and ran her hands along the careful symbols she had carved into it, and her frown gradually evolved into a thin, tight smile.  She could feel the magic in the wood, magic she had put there, magic she could wield at her command.  The discovery of her talent had put an end to most of the teasing and ridicule of her peers.  Those who had not relented had been plagued with mysterious insect bites, rashes and unpleasant gastrointestinal disorders.  The tricks had not endeared her to her few ‘friends’ but she had learned that power brought something better than popularity; it brought respect.  So she had thought ‘To Hades with trying to be pretty and slim and dainty’, things that she could never achieve and which only brought pain with each new failure.  She read and she studied and found that she was bright enough to be good at magic, if not brilliant enough to be great at it.  And when the opportunity came, she joined the Imperial Army and learned more than she ever thought possible, and she discovered that there was even more to achieve as her powers grew.

“And someday,” she told the slowly stilling reflection in the pool, “you’ll be powerful, and rich... and even beautiful.”  For Polianna knew that magic could do many things.

But as the water became placid again and her reflection cleared, Polianna found that there was something strange about that so-familiar face staring back at her.  It was still undeniably hers.  The small scar across the bridge of her nose was still there and the scattering of freckles was the same, but it was as if her whole face had been stretched, or thinned.

“Hmmm, maybe all this blasted marching has finally melted off some weight,” she thought aloud, running a finger down her seemingly sharper jaw line.  She shrugged, unable to put her finger on exactly what was different.  Something just looked sharper, better defined, like the difference between a girl’s face and the woman she grows into.  “Then again, maybe all this wishful thinking has finally gotten to my brain!”

She turned her back to the pool and looked at the tiny camp, counting the fourteen sleeping forms and marking the spot where Kir slept.  Identifying which lump of furs was his was simple: it was the biggest, and the only one with two people crowding under the same blanket.  A brief twinge of jealousy toward Tolya threatened to sour her mood, but it was far too beautiful a night to let it be ruined.  The moonlight outlined the slumbering shapes in silver, which made keeping watch a simple chore.  There was little undergrowth in this part of the forest, and anyone trying to approach could be seen easily from more than a bowshot away.

Polianna scanned carefully from the shore on her left all the way around to the shore on her right, and could not see any movement nor hear any sound that was not from the wind.  Then she closed her eyes and stretched her senses outward into a cautious seeing.  She restricted her vision to heat, which would be most useful and least likely to attract attention if another wizard were out there.  The sleeping forms stood out like beacons in the night, but nothing stirred as far as her senses reached except for a few sleepy squirrels and an owl perched in a tree over their heads.  There were spells that could hide the heat of a body or even a small group, but they would require magical energy that could be easily detected.

She shifted her sight toward the spectrum of the ethereal and immediately noted the difference.  Most of the sleeping rangers glowed steadily with a light green-white radiance, but there was a patch of darkness where Kir slept that she could not penetrate.  Something was clouding her vision there, something like a sphere of shadow.

“Must be that damnable mask,” she reasoned, letting her sight fade to normal.

“You will be the one, Polianna.”

She whirled into a crouch toward the voice, a light stone thrust high over her head and her flame stick waving around for something to blast.  The whisper had been right over her shoulder, she could have sworn it, but there was nothing there even under the blinding white radiance of her light stone.  She whirled again, thinking it might be a ruse, but her light showed only trees, bark and the soft bed of pine needles that carpeted the forest floor.  She knew that a heat-masked assassin might be able to sneak close enough in the dark to put a dagger in her back, but she should have sensed the magical energy used for the spell.  She thought about raising an alarm, but waking the rangers for nothing would only bring her more ridicule.  Her lack of woodcraft had always been a sore point with the warriors, and she didn’t need any more sore feelings from them.

“Damn!” she hissed, pocketing the stone.  The flame stick she kept in her hand for comfort.  “Now I’m falling asleep at my post and falling into that same stupid dream!  I must be more tired than I thought!”

She sat there a long time, fingering the flame stick and shifting her vision from mundane to magically-enhanced.  Her ears strained for the faintest whisper or rustle of brush, but the night remained dark and quiet.  Finally, when the eastern sky was brightening into dawn, she woke Ulnek and Seri and tried to catch a few more minutes of sleep before Kir called them all up to begin the day’s march.  But tired as she was, whenever she closed her eyes and waited for sleep to come, all she could see was the curious shadow looming over Kir’s lumpy packs.
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Polianna wiped the trickling sweat from her neck and brow with a sodden handkerchief, trying to ignore the burning in her legs and the ringing in her ears.  Her ankle threatened to twist on a loose stone that she should have avoided, and she stumbled to recover.  Her clumsiness earned her a dirty look from Kir.  She plodded on more carefully, but the lack of sleep and the previous day’s rigors were taking their toll on her, and the others were noticing.  She wasn’t really lagging behind, but the pace was not as brisk as the day before, and she had no doubt it had been slowed for her benefit alone.  She blinked the spots from her vision and met a few of the derisive glances that the others invariably shot at her in times like this.  Her eyes dropped away from those accusing looks, color flushing to her sweat-dampened cheeks, but there was anger there too, although she would never show it.  These muscle-bound boneheads had spent their entire youths running and racing and climbing and wrestling, while Polianna sat indoors with her nose in books.  Now they expected her to keep up with them after they’d slept all night and she’d only managed a few uneasy glasses of nightmare-ridden naps. It just wasn’t fair!

“....Polianna...”

Her head snapped around, her eyes flashing at Ferdy and Kelson, the two nearest rangers.  Now they were whispering about her behind her back!  She glared at their patently false questioning looks, then whirled back to the trail, lurching forward, her anger flaring.

“Next they’ll be laughing out loud!” she grumbled beneath her breath, shaking her head to clear the damnable ringing in her ears.  Sweat dribbled from her brow into her eyes, and she wiped them angrily.

Kir called a brief halt to talk with Lyso, today’s point lookout, and Polianna took the opportunity to sag against a huge boulder near their track.  She pressed her fists into her aching back and wiped her face again, blinking and trying to breathe deeply.  It seemed to help, and the ringing subsided a little.  She glared around at their surroundings.  Forest loomed less than a quarter league to the south, but Kir had insisted on traversing this field of twisted granite to save time.  Dead trees lay among the rocks, broken and bleached white from the sun like skeletons lying in the rubble of a fallen wall.

“Stupid to walk out in the sun when there’s shade right over there!” she spat, wringing out her sodden handkerchief with a vengeance.

“...Polianna...”  “...Polianna...”

She stiffened at the whispers, refusing to dignify their covert gossiping with a reaction.  She wiped her brow again and glared at the rangers from under the damp cloth, squinting at the muscular, bronzed skin, hating their strength and grace with a burning jealousy.

“Go ahead and make your little jokes, muscle-heads!” she hissed to herself.  “We’ll see how you sleep tonight with a plague of fire beetles in your bedrolls.”

She watched Lyso nod to Kir and turn back to the trail, advancing low and carefully.  A fist pressed into a flat palm from Kir told them to move forward, but cautiously.  Lyso had found something.

“Great!” she muttered, pushing herself up and joining the stooped, skulking procession.  “Now we’re going to run across a patrol of westerners, and here we are right out in the open!”  Her fingers fumbled at the pouches at her waist while she moved along, her eyes flicking between her feet and the surrounding rocks while she tried to stay low and be silent.

They had advanced only a hundred steps when the rocks at her feet wavered and blurred in her vision.  She stopped and steadied herself, thinking she was experiencing a bout of heat stress, but there was something else.  It began like a tickle in the back of her mind, as if someone were tapping on her shoulder, but inside her head.

“...Polianna...”

She ignored the whisper, knowing whatever was in her head was important.  She put her hand out to a nearby stone to steady herself and closed her eyes, slipping into a careful seeing of the surrounding rocks.  Heat wavered up from the sun blasted stone, and the tickling in her mind became more insistent.

“...Polianna...”

“Shhh!” she hissed irritably, waving the offending whisperer away without opening her eyes and spoiling the seeing.  There was something else there besides the heat of the sun on the rocks.  Flickers of motion around the twisted dead trees caught her attention, flashes of warmth as if something were peeking out then receding back into hiding.  The tickling became even stronger, almost like there were words attached to it, and she knew immediately what it was. She shifted her seeing from heat to a subtle scan for magical energy, and a figure among the dead wood and rocks flared like a beacon.  ‘Flame spell’, something said in her mind, and her hand was reaching for the pouch full of glass dust at her waist even before she could shout a warning.

“Kir!”

He turned to her as if his motions were slowed, his feet stuck in taffy.  He glared irritably, but as her eyes flung wide and her lips began to utter words of magic, he realized what she meant.  She watched his mouth open, his hand reaching for an arrow, then a feathered shaft materialized in his thigh, and his warning turned to a howl of surprise and pain.

“AMBUSH!” someone shouted in her ear, and she turned to see Kelson pitch forward to fall at her feet, an arrow’s bent and bloodied head protruding from his ruined eye.

The words flowed from her even before the enemy wizard’s spell was complete.  Her hands came up and a shimmering oval of mirrored nothingness formed in her grasp.  An arrow passed through her sleeve and clattered to the stones without touching her, but she stood firm, waiting for the arcing spear of flame that she knew would come.

Then it did come, a bolt of searing yellow-white death as thick as her torso aimed right at her.  She steeled her nerves and centered the reflective oval where the spell would hit.  The destructive energy entered the mirror and she staggered back with the force of it, screaming out the word that would send it back along its path to its origin.  The flame leapt from her grasp, taking the energy of the mirror with it and lancing into the tangle of dead trees and rocks where the enemy wizard hid.  She smiled grimly as it struck, the wizard’s flailing dark robes consumed in flames, as she would have been if not for her timely precognition. Something jerked her down and she found herself enveloped in the strong, willowy arms of a half-woodling ranger.

“Your spell has evened the odds greatly, Polianna, but I wish you would take heed of the arrows!”  Judd let her go and nocked an arrow into his bow.  “You could have been killed!”

“Would have been killed, if I hadn’t taken the time to cast that spell right!” she snapped back as he sent an arrow whistling into the rocks behind them.  “And your whispers didn’t help!”

He looked at her quizzically, but then his eyes widened and he sent another shaft whizzing past her ear.  A scream told her that the arrow found its mark.  The main enemy group was to the south, among the dead trees, but a few were scattered to the north and east as well, a perfectly laid trap.  Kir lay among the rocks ahead, crouched low with the broken shaft of an arrow still sticking from his leg, but grimly sending his own deadly fire into the enemy.  Her warning had saved his life, although she doubted she’d ever hear a thank you from him.

Arrows clattered among the rocks from all sides.  Her breath came in gasps and her heart pounded so hard she thought it would burst.  This was undoubtedly the same patrol they had evaded at the black outcropping, which meant they were outnumbered more than two to one.  Even with the opposing wizard roasted to ashes, they were still pinned down and flanked, and the westerners wore chainmail, affording them some protection from arrows.  Poli retrieved her flame stick, but didn’t know whether to use it now or wait for the inevitable rush that would surely overwhelm them.  She felt her fatigue mounting, whether from the spell she’d deflected or the long hot march, it didn’t matter.  She hadn’t the energy to cast anything more than a few simple tricks that would do them little good.  Thuri, a tall redheaded ranger, screamed as his shoulder was pierced, and she prepared herself for the final moment.

“Allow me, Polianna,” someone said, but when she whirled toward the speaker, no one was there.  But there was something else, something not beside her, but inside her, and she could feel its strength infusing her limbs.

“Yes!  Of course!  The trees!”  She lurched to her feet and away from Judd’s grasping fingers.  The notion struck her like a thunderbolt, the answer to their plight, the spell that would save them...  And it was so easy!

She leapt to a high stone, arrows hissing past her, ruffling her dark cloaks but not touching her.  Yes, the enemy was mostly among the dead tangle of trees; this would work perfectly!  Her arms rose in a commanding gesture and words of power issued from her lips, darkening the air around her with their force.  The spell hit the air like a shivering chill and raced from her toward the white, bleached wood, infecting their long-dead remains and commanding them to do her bidding.

“KILL!” she hissed, clenching her fists.

The dead skeletons of trees wrenched themselves from their slumber, rocks tumbling away from their roots and half-buried limbs.  A hush of shocked silence fell over the enemy, and the arrows stopped as all eyes went to the towering giants of bleached wood that had suddenly come to life.

Dead white limbs groped among the rocks, raking up struggling warriors like cockles from a stony shore.  Swords hacked at the grasping wooden hands, but only nicked and scratched; the horrible strength of the towering trees could not be resisted.  Chainmail ripped with the sound of a parting sheet as the first enemy soldier was torn apart like an overcooked rabbit.  Two more died before the enemy commander saw the folly of opposing such strength and leapt up to order the retreat.  His command died with him as a tree limb grasped his throat and twisted his head from his body like a cork from a bottle.  Many more of the westerners died before they were clear of Polianna’s animated allies and into the forest.  More than a score lay dead among the rocks before Polianna released her clenched hands.  The creaking, shambling trees stilled with her gesture, then toppled back to the stones as inanimate and lifeless as they had been for years.

“Polianna!” Judd called, scrabbling up the rock to her.  “Are you all right?”

“What?”  She turned to him, and for a moment did not recognize his concerned features.  Her bewilderment passed quickly, however, and color flushed to her pale cheeks.  She stumbled, suddenly exhausted and not knowing why, but Judd’s strong hands were there to steady her.  “I’m fine,” she assured him, straightening and taking a deep, cleansing breath.

“Are you sure?” he asked incredulously, his fingers exploring her robes and finding more than a few holes and tears where arrows had pierced them.  “You’ve been shot!”

“No, I...” she gaped at the holes in surprise, but there was no pain and no blood.  None of the arrows had touched her.  “They all missed, I guess.”

“Missed?  They could not have all pierced your robes and missed your flesh, Polianna.  Please, let me check.  You may be wounded and not know it.”

“I’m all right, Judd,” she insisted, brushing away his hands.  “You’ll just have to trust me.”  She turned and climbed shakily down the rock, leaving him staring after her in wonder.

Judd stooped briefly to study the rock where she had stood, looking for blood or some other evidence that she might not be as hale as she claimed; all that he found was a thin dusting of wood pulp and a few flecks of rust.  He looked after Polianna again, his eyes narrowing speculatively.  Wizards were notoriously secretive regarding their spells, and Polianna was evidently no exception.  He stepped down after her to join the thickening crowd of grateful rangers.

“That was amazing!” Kir spouted, limping up to grasp her shoulder firmly, his chiseled features beaming with astonishment and gratitude.  “First you roast their wizard with his own spell, then those trees!  How did you do that?”

“I would guess it was magic, wouldn’t you Kir?”  Tolya stepped up and clapped Polianna on the back with enough force to stagger her.  She cleaned and sheathed her bloodied dagger and beamed down with new respect at the sorceress.  “You saved each and every one of us with that spell, Poli.  When we get back to someplace civilized enough to have a tavern, I think we all owe you a drink!”

A ragged cheer and much laughter rumbled through the group of rangers, not the least among them from Kir.  Polianna blushed and grinned at the praise, shrugging and claiming that she hadn’t done all that much, but they would not let her shirk the credit.  Each one in turn thanked her and shook her hand or gripped her arm, and she had to admit that the adulation felt good.  Her worth to them had been proven today, making her one of them.  Despite her lack of woodcraft and skill at arms, not a single one would begrudge her presence among them again.

She let her quivering knees buckle as the gratitude of the rangers dwindled, sinking to a nearby stone to gather her wits.  Her ears sang with fatigue and adrenalin, and the unaccustomed twisting in her stomach that was the embarrassment of being the center of so much praise for the first time in her life.  A few came by to thank her again, and she smiled and nodded to them, but the ringing in her ears had begun to pulse and pound strangely until she could have sworn she could hear faint, ringing laughter echoing among the stones.

––––––––
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The sun had traversed a significant portion of the sky by the time the rangers were ready to move again.  Kelson had been killed by an arrow, and Lyso was found with his throat cut, but those two had been the only deaths.  Several sported arrow wounds in arm, leg and shoulder, but none were life threatening, and some careful surgery, healing salve and bandaging had readied them for travel.  Tolya and Ferdy scoured the enemy casualties and painlessly dispatched the two who weren’t dead, since taking prisoners was out of the question and leaving them wounded in the wilderness was unthinkable.  Not much was left of the ones that had fallen prey to the ravening trees, but some equipment was salvaged and quivers were filled.  A map case was recovered from the dead commander’s corpse, and Kir poured over the detailed scrolls with a frown that marred his chiseled features.

“Damn it to the pits of Hades!  Poli!”  Her head snapped up from her book of spells like thunder had clapped overhead.  “Have a look at this for me, would you?”

Polianna nodded with a bit of trepidation, put her book away and joined Kir at the wide, flat rock he was using for a table.  “What is it?”  She wasn’t used to being consulted on matters of strategy or planning, and standing right next to Kir made her nervous.  His rippling chest was only inches from her eyes, and the hearty musk of his sweat infected her like a draught of hot liquor.  She kept her eyes on the curled parchment, trying to make heads or tails from the squiggles of rivers and inverted ‘V’s of mountains, and ignore his overpowering presence.

“You can read these scrawlings, can’t you?” he asked, tracing a thick finger over the corner legend.  “I know their language well enough, but this is something new.”

“No,” she answered flatly, shaking her head at the strange marks.  “This isn’t a language, Kir, it’s some kind of code or script to keep it secret.  The characters look dwarvish but the language isn’t dwarvish or Sofro.  It could be some foreign tongue written in dwarvish I guess, but if it is, it’s not one I know.”

“Damn, this worries me!”  His finger stabbed a point well east of their current position.  “This is where we’re supposed to meet Gilthain in two days, and we’re a half-day behind, but these marks look like troop designations or my mother was an ogre!”

“But they’re all around Lord Gilthain!” she ventured, managing to keep the panic out of her voice.  “If the Third Army is surrounded—”

“Just keep that to yourself, Poli,” he said sternly, his ice blue eyes stabbing at her from under his blond brows.  “I don’t want the others worried about this.  These could be future troop movements, anyway, but it sure as Hades means we should get back as soon as possible.”  He rolled the parchments tightly and put them back in their case, glaring up at the sun’s position, then looking back down at her.  “I’d like to make up the time we’ve lost, Poli, but I don’t want to run you into the ground either.  How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine now,” she lied, hoping her fatigue wasn’t that obvious.  “I’ll be better once we get into the trees, but you shouldn’t hold up for me.  If you went ahead, I could catch up after the sun—”

“I’m not leaving you behind, Poli, but don’t think that if you were one of my rangers that I wouldn’t.”

“What?” she gaped, honestly caught off-guard.  “Don’t you think I can take care of myself?”

“Just the opposite, Poli,” he said with a smile that made her break out in gooseflesh.  “I’ll not leave you behind because we might just run into another patrol before we reach Gilthain, and I need you to take care of us!”  His huge hand enveloped her shoulder, and she thought her knees would buckle.  “You proved your worth today Poli, and don’t think that Lord Gilthain won’t hear about it when we get back.”

“I—”

“Kir!”  Tolya stepped up with a curt nod to Polianna and a glint that might have actually been jealousy in her eye.  “We’re ready to move.  What do you want done with Kel and Lyso?”

“Split their gear and bury them with stones,” he said with a frown.  “We’re going to be traveling light and fast, Tol, so spread the word.  Oh, and tell Ulnek and Judd that I want them both on point.  We don’t want any more surprises.”

“Both scouts on point, light and fast,” she confirmed, nodding sharply again and whirling to bark orders at the others.

“That’s all Poli, and don’t forget, if we’re pushing too fast, let us know.”

“I will,” she agreed, having no intention of doing so. His words had put a fire in her belly.  They needed her!  She had herbs in her pouches that would keep her going, although she would pay the price later with the shakes and sweats.  She clenched her jaw and met that icy hot gaze for just a moment, and she saw just a hint of something there that hadn’t been there before.  Confidence?  Respect perhaps?  Maybe even a flicker of attraction?

He turned with a nod and left her standing there trembling and feeling like an idiot.  Her cheeks were aflame, and she just knew that everyone was looking at her.  She ducked her head and turned away, her feet carrying her away from the embarrassing situation while her mind whirled to recover.  Surely she’d been mistaken about what she’d seen in his eyes.  Kir was... well... Kir, and he could and often did have any woman he wanted, but she had never been one of them, and had never dared hope to be.  Tolya was his favorite right now, which wasn’t surprising.  She was everything men wanted: tall, lithe and tan, with burnished copper for hair and smooth, satin skin.  She had everything Polianna did not, except for one thing: magic.  Tolya was a stealthy assassin in the guise of a beautiful woman, deadly as any viper the Gods had ever made, but Polianna had just proven herself to be quite a formidable sorceress.  So maybe it was strength that Kir was attracted to, in which case Tolya might just have some competition.

“Yeah, right!” she scoffed to herself, shaking herself out of the fantasy with a start, and finding her feet a step from the two mounds of stones that covered Lyso and Kelson. She stared at the graves for a moment, wondering why she wasn’t feeling more for the two men whom she had known for years.

“What a terrible waste...”

She turned, expecting to see Judd or Ulnek standing at her shoulder, but there was no one within five steps.  She shook her head again and looked around, knowing she’d heard that whispered voice.  A curious memory of the recent fight tickled her mind, a whisper at her elbow just before that rush of power.  She wondered about the trees that had leapt to her command and wondered where in Mortas’ name she’d gotten the spell to animate them.  The power to do things like that was beyond her capacity, and no such spell was in her repertoire anyway.  Both the spell and the power had come from somewhere, but where?  She closed her eyes and slipped into the seeing, but the only thing amiss was that curious darkness around Kir’s packs.

“The power can be yours, Polianna...”

Her jaw clenched against the cold tendril of fear trickling up her spine.  She knew she’d heard that voice again, but now she knew where it was coming from, and where she’d gotten the spell to animate the dead trees.  Her eyes opened slowly, and she glared at the black leather bag slung over Kir’s broad back.
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