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Prologue

Memory of Light
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Eredynn burned.

Ilanahl Aloicil—Illah, to whatever friends she might have left—watched, helpless, shackled in a wheeled cage the District Capitol’s destroyers had likely stolen from a livestock trader as they rampaged their way up the Remordan Valley. They’d thrown her back into it after dragging her along with their obscene parade through the blazing streets of the city. They’d wanted her to see, to rub her face in the carnage.

She figured she deserved it.

The inferno roared, fumes roiling high, staining a sky just beginning to grey with the approach of dawn. Its din didn’t quite mask the terrible racket of ongoing demolition as the goblinoid victors smashed and looted. It didn’t drown out the shrill, hopeless cries as they corralled or slew those citizens who hadn’t managed to flee the conflagration—or did worse.

A group of the winners bickered beside Illah’s cart, the smaller, bandy-legged brutes of a goblin tribe, as opposed to the larger, more-disciplined slayers of the hobgoblins. They fought over how to get a freshly-captured mule into the cart’s yoke, slapping and snarling. One’s punch missed and hit the animal instead, which kicked out reflexively, took the goblin in the midsection. The brute dropped, wheezing, gripping its midsection as eyes bulged.

Illah laughed.

The second goblin started to, but cut itself off as its comrade dragged itself, shrieking, back to its feet. “Find that funny?” it rasped at Illah, still-clenching its abdomen as it stalked towards the cart. It drew a cruelly-curved tulwar and rang it across the bars of her prison. “What?”

Illah didn’t answer, glared at the foul creature with every spark of her hate.

The second goblin giggled into a cupped hand and the first one wheeled away from her to resume its howling argument. The draft animal nosed the trampled muck in vain for some scrap of food while they jostled and screeched, still untethered. The yoke remained empty, and Illah figured the beast could probably walk away and its minders wouldn’t notice.

She’d not be so lucky. Chained and the locks on her cage new and secure, the goblinoid scum might not be able to manage logistical basics, but they knew enough not leave her untended. She’d already taught more than a few of them that, in a very permanent way. No, she could only look on as the whole world went up in flames around her, imprisoned.

And, of course, much of her prison was of her own making.

She’d not succeeded in meditation since her capture. The jostling passage of the cart north hadn’t helped, nor had the constant jeering of her captors. But she was Yntuil, body toughened against hardship, her mind as sharp as a blade. The latter she attempted once again to harness as she adjusted the shackles and assumed a cross-legged seat in the middle of the cage. Distantly, she heard a catcall as one of the goblins noticed her posture, began to mock.

But she ignored the crude distraction. Far worse things tormented her. As she plunged into the currents of her soul, she sought what—who—had truly forged the bars of her prison.

***
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LONADIEL CROUCHED LOW at Illah’s side as they looked out over the edge of the rocks at the foul gathering.

The goblin tribe occupied the furthest back corner of a recess cave, a bowl-shaped vacancy left in cliff faces by water flows and properties of rock Illah didn’t pretend to understand. A half-roof of overhung cliff formed a natural roof and a waterfall pattering down from its heights freshened air otherwise foul with smoke and the stench of dozens of unwashed, green-fleshed bodies. These writhed about fires in the dark, or congregated about a huge boulder atop which a single, wildly-clad figure was mounting.

“The Biters,” Lonadiel said, mouth pointed towards the ground to keep words from carrying. “Not what I expected.”

The Yntuil had sent the pair of them southeast into the wilds after getting word of a war band burning farms and killing homesteaders. The Order normally didn’t trouble themselves with mundanities of banditry, certainly not something as commonplace as goblin looters any mounted human party could scatter. But Lonadiel had come to her with the assignment and a sense of unease she hadn’t questioned. They’d ridden out of the Watchtower without another word.

“Looks like goblins,” Illah said teasingly. “You were looking for something more interesting?”

His narrow, handsome jaw clenched and he nodded down into the cavern. “That.”

The garishly-costumed goblin had scuttled atop the boulder, at last, waving for attention. The general din of goblinoid chatter went on for another minute until threats and blows silenced it. Glimmering gazes turned as one to what appeared to be their leader.

The object of their attention wore what passed as finery amongst their kind, tattered cloaks, likely stolen in the course of their depredations and cut down to its smaller stature. The goblin had acquired a fool’s cap as well, tinkling faintly with bells as it glowered around at its audience. It gave the creature an odd kind of grandeur, accentuated the maniac gleam of its rheumy, yellowy eyes.

The goblin held up a shard of something that caught the smoky light of the camp’s fire with a hard flash and Illah felt a jolt of loathing go through her. Teeth set to clenching, she narrowed her eyes, strained. The fragment looked like obsidian, a forearm-length sliver of it, almost a blade. And the light emanating from its depths was not just reflection, had a grey-green hue that tickled her nerves with near-nausea.

“That,” Lonadiel repeated. 

The goblins had stilled to an uncharacteristic quiet that became a faint moan of almost-pleasure as their leader turned one way and then another, displaying the shard. The glow caught in their stares as scintillas of it flecked out at them, seemed almost to linger in their beady eyes, imbuing them with its sick gleam. The bearer of the object began to speak in the harsh gutturals of low-caste goblinoid, clipped, brutish grunts and snarls that somehow carried to Illah, even captivated.

“It’s the Splinter,” Lonadiel whispered, and set a hand upon her shoulder. Instantly, the draw the goblin’s words had had upon her broke and she heard only sniffling, hissing jabber. “That’s what’s holding them together.”

“Splinter?” Illah shook her head free of the last of the thing’s effect.

“That’s what the Elders called it,” he replied. “They said they recognized its vibrations, shuddering though the cosmos. It’s a fragment only. But in their hands” he nodded at the goblins “it could become more dangerous.”

Illah sighed. “So, it’s another find and fetch errand for us?”

“What else are we good for?”

It was hard not to hear the bitterness in his voice. It was hard not to agree. But the Elders of the Order out of the North Remordan Watchtower were tasked with monitoring for any resurgence of dark powers in the region, and this definitely counted—even if it was a minor risk.

“There are, perhaps, fifty of them,” Illah said. “How do we want to do this?”

Lonadiel scuttled backwards from the overhang and Illah followed, the pair moving silently through benighted forest. “We don’t need a slaughter. Without the Splinter, they’re likely to break up with rivalries and in-fighting.” That fifty goblins might be beyond the skill of two Yntuil went unsaid. “We just need to get in and out, with the object.”

“The mouth of the ravine was poorly-guarded,” Illah said.

“And the floor of it a relatively flat creek bed.” He halted and crouched amongst brush, his smile flashing out of the dark. “I think speed and shock are our tools, this eve.”

Illah mock-scowled. “Let me guess; you’re speed?”

“And you’re shock,” he replied. “I’ll take Fearless.” Their horses were tethered some distance away. Lonadiel would need time to get back to them and then work his way around to the head of the ravine. He started to get up, but paused. “You’re better with your bow, anyway.”

“This seems hasty,” she said.

“This isn’t time for one of your complex plans,” he replied. “And we’re a week away from any kind of help, not that the Tower would be able to send much, anyway.”

“Lonadiel...” Illah rose from her haunches and caught him by the arm, pulled him back to face her. A glimmer of starlight broke through the forest canopy to barely highlight his grinning face. In that expression, she saw the futility of further debate. He was already moving. “Be careful.”

His grin expanded. Suddenly, he had a hand on the small of her back, was sweeping her up into a kiss. The heat, the fierceness of it broke the little grunt of protest that formed in her chest. She wrapped into him after a moment, responded with equal ferocity. It couldn’t have been long. But, like every time they let their guards down, it felt like forever.

Lonadiel pulled back, chortled when she wouldn’t give him up. “Fear not, Sa’atel. A few goblins won’t be bringing me down.” He started to go, but she held on to his hand. His eyes flashed and his voice held no doubt. “I’ll be back. I’ll always come for you.”

He slipped from her grasp, and slipped from sight, into the shadows.

Sa’atel, she though, turning the Elder Elvish word over in her mind. Sword-mate, it could be otherwise understood, and early on in their association, Lonadial had leaned heavily into the mate aspect of it. Touching her lips, still warm with the memory of his, Illah knew she hadn’t resisted that.

It was...wrong wasn’t exactly the word. Unwise was perhaps a better one. But the Elders pairing them together hadn’t been the height of wisdom, then, either. They’d both been mismatched pieces of a sort before, he known before for his recklessness and reprimands, she for her mixed parentage.

Mother had been the daughter of a lesser branch of the Aloii, one of the Great Families of Mauvynn, whose encounter—as it was put euphemistically—with a human man had resulted in Illah. As she grew up, she’d always favored the elfin in appearance and movement, save the auburn hair, which the blonde- and silver-haired others in her creche never let her forget. She’d had the love of poetry and beauty and nature. But the temper...ah, that had a human’s fire to it. And it always broke things.

Perfect for the Yntuil, who walked the periphery of things, and broke them, too.

Temper, Lonadiel had in abundance. The Aclefs were a no-account clan, faded and few, and he never seemed to forget it—though no one else cared. He worked hard, trained hard, and rose early in the Order. But his defiance and willingness to push right to the edge where the Light greyed towards the Dark troubled leadership. Perhaps they thought teaming him with the cooler blood of Illah would hone his ragged edge.

It had, instead, been the combining of incendiary components.

Maybe the Elders had known. Maybe that’s why they so often sent the pair far and wide, where the explosion of them would hurt fewer.

Illah unshouldered her bow, uncertain how much time had passed in reverie in the dark. Slipping through undergrowth and back to the rocky overlook, she gave the string a testing tug. Satisfied, she drew an arrow from the quiver over her right shoulder and knocked it loosely as she found a gnarled tree, leaned slightly over the cavern, but still thoroughly entwined to the rocks by roots. Against this, and enveloped in shadow, she settled and eyed the wormy movements of the goblins below.

They’d begun hooting and hollering as their leader worked itself into a frothing passion, snarling at them, at the sky, as it shook the Splinter in a clenched fist. Each motion caused the green light to pulse, like an irregular heartbeat. The goblins began to jump in place to the rhythm of that pulse. Barking and slobbering, the mass shivered and gyrated in time.

A small group pushed through the scrum, dragging a shape that struggled and cried out through the cacophony. Jeers erupted from onlookers, who added cackles and thrown garbage or clots of mud. The mob opened a path for the party, who labored to bring their cargo to the fore, just below the leader’s boulder perch.

Illah cursed and tensed at her bow, half drew.

The goblins had a prisoner. Torn, stained rags still clung to a pale, bruised form, and a week or more of filth and abuse couldn’t disguise the appearance of what looked to have once been a proud human matron. Illah could guess her story:  the matriarch of some homesteader family, overrun in the warband’s rampage, spared when others got the sword. Illah didn’t want to imagine what kind of hell her last few days had been.

The near-reverent cadence of before dissolved as the goblins shrieked and cursed and taunted the woman. A shivering few broke from the mob, shaking weapons and bawling threats, and her captors had to beat them back. The leader—shaman, it was now clear—screamed to be heard over the din, thrusting the Splinter high until its fluttering again caught in goblinoid eyes and the throng began to settle.

Lonadiel, Illah thought as a cool sweat prickled across her flesh, whatever you’re doing, be quick.

The goblin minders dragged the woman to the boulder. Seeing them, the shaman paused in its monologue to stoop and grab her by her grey-streaked black hair. Her scream set Illah’s teeth on edge, rose hoarse and trembling as the shaman pulled her up on to the great rock with it. The mob howled its appreciation, drowned it out.

Illah drew the arrow fully, held it as muscles began to tingle with the strain. She’d made longer shots. The shaman’s foaming, hateful face was clear and she had a straight line to it.

The shaman grappled a moment with the captive, who, though not a particular tall woman, was nearly the equal of the goblin. The onlookers cackled and jeered as they struggled—would probably have even appreciated their own leader’s fall, so long as it entertained. But the shaman backhanded the woman and clearly stunned her. Catching her as she sagged and nearly fell from the boulder, he whirled her about to face the mob, down on her knees, now.

Blood drooled from her split lip. Terror glittered from impossibly wide eyes. That glitter took on a greenish reflection as the shaman set the Splinter—the blade—of eldritch obsidian at her throat.

Illah released a breath, let herself still to the soul, felt a single tickling sweat droplet down the side of her face as adjusted her aim a last time.

An almost cheery whistle carried up the ravine into the cavern, heard even over the goblins’ expectant growling. A bloodied, screaming form came rushing out of the dark behind the mob, stumbled once, got up and waved frantically for attention. A few of its foul kin turned, snarling in confusion at the disturbance.

The whistle sounded again. The battered goblin trembled and screeched in utter panic, grabbed at and shook any that’d pay attention. A few seemed to be listening to it now and the creature turned and pointed back up the ravine, the way the whistling came.

The hand flew off, slashed away by a lightning arc of steel.

Lonadiel erupted from the night into the campfire glimmer of the cavern, Fearless’ pounding hooves carrying him along the rear of the mob like a ballista bolt. His saber flicked through the flesh of three more goblins in his passing, the brutes dropping dead before they or their comrades had any sense of the disaster come to them. Sawing violently on the reins, Lonadiel wheeled the horse, brought it around with hooves up and flailing, dashing away the faces of two more goblins, who hadn’t even the time to reach for their weapons. He was nearly at the boulder, already.

Illah saw the shaman tense with the obsidian edge below the matron’s jaw and let fly with the arrow. It hissed in a near-straight line through fire- and sorcery-light, punched squarely through the bridge of the fell creature’s nose. The shaman rocked backwards, head snapping away with the fletching in its face. Claws released the woman and arms flopped wide.

The Splinter sailed high, its sorcerous heart winking green.

Lonadiel caught it with his free hand. Fearless planted his forelegs again, brought the hooves crunching down on the twitching shaman’s corpse. Goblins surged forth to try to engulf elf and horse. Lonadiel wheeled Fearless again, this time away from them, and kicked, sent the beast ranging around behind the boulder, impeding their pursuit with its mass.

“The prisoner!” Illah cried as she went for another arrow. The woman had toppled from the boulder when the shaman fell. “Get the woman!”

She didn’t know if Londaiel heard, but goblin faces turned up towards her at the shout. She put another arrow square between the eyes of one. Skirling with terror, the others sprang away from the brained goblin as it dropped dead in their midst. Terror became mindless panic as yet another comrade crumpled with Yntuil blue-white fletching in its chest.

Goblins swirled about Londadiel and Fearless, despite their speed. Saber swipes took off hands that gripped from the bridle, heads that bawled orders to the others to surround them. One goblin got a grip on the back of the saddle and was drawing itself up the horse’s back with a blade ready to plant in Londadiel’s spine.

Illah didn’t hesitate; drew and loosed. The gods and years of training were with her. The shaft sliced down across the cavern and into the goblin’s flank, sent it tumbling off Fearless with a squall.

The sudden flurry of violence created room for Lonadiel to spur Fearless clear of the scrum, angle around the back of the cave, and charge back for the front and the ravine beyond. Illah showered the way with arrows, picking off goblins that stepped into his path, putting shafts into the middle of clumps of them to spread panic, filling the air with the terrible, deadly hiss of Yntuil points.

Something thunked into the tree beside her. A glance showed her ugly, black fletching atremble in the trunk. A clack off the rock beneath her spoke of another missile seeking her, unsuccessfully, but close. Goblin short bows were twanging below and the whicker of their passage growing in the air about her told her time was short. Shouldering her bow, she spun and darted back through the trees.

Whisper waited where she’d left him, the old brute cropping undergrowth nervously. He could hear and smell. The night was full of goblin and death. His trembling only ceased when she slid up into the saddle and put a hand to his neck. “Quickly now,” she said. “Only a short run.”

She spurred him forth.

For the first moments, all was tossing shadow and terror, the benighted woods a jagged, formless labyrinth around them. But Whisper was Yntuil-bred and trained, intelligent beyond the ken of its mundane equine kin and attuned beyond the senses of many elves. He knew the way, lurched and rushed, dove and charged through the gloom as nearly-assured as though in daylight.

More, he had a sense for the presence of another Yntuil mount. As they careened through the night, and the clamor of the stirred goblin camp faded, Illah heard the snorting breath of Fearless amongst the night sounds, the clammer of his hooves. Illah knew Fearless, at least, and—the gods willing—Lonadiel astride him must be ahead.

A whistle bit the air.

Illah sagged with relief. Up ahead, in a star-lit part in the trees, a mounted shape slowed and reared. Whisper slowed in kind, breathing hard, but easing down as he cantered to them. The Yntuil came back together in the night.

Lonadiel was spattered the black grue of goblin blood. At least a little of his own red intermixed, his lamellar armor rent at one flank. Breathing hard, he smiled through pain and exhaustion, held up the Splinter. His hand shook, but the green glow had gone from it.

Illah swallowed. He’d come out alone. “The woman?”

“No time.” Seeing the wince that twisted Illah’s face, he hurried to add, “There was no way to her! She was already dead.”

“You’re sure?”

“Illah...” He looked hurt in the dark. “Of course. There were too many of them and they’d overrun her even as I reached her.” His eyes gleamed for a moment, insistent. “You had to have seen.”

She swallowed again, forcing back nausea and horror. That poor thing. But she nodded slowly, had seen too much of the casual cruelty of the world to question it. The Yntuil could preserve light where it existed; but there was always the dark, too.

The night echoed with shrieks and fury, growing and moving in their direction. Speed and surprise could only do so much. The goblin survivors had rallied and were coming, would soon infest the forest.

“We’ve got to go,” Lonadiel said and shoved the Splinter into a saddle bag. “We can’t take the same way back, not with the woods lousy with them.” He took up Fearless’ reins. “We make north, across the wilds, for the edge of the Glittran Wastes.”

Illah frowned at him. “South and east for the Thalos River is the faster way. Yours takes us weeks longer.”

He nudged Fearless up alongside her, leaned close. “Of course, it does.”

She blinked in confusion. “But what about—”

His hand flashed up to grip the back of her head, pull her into a kiss. Some part of her resisted reflexively. But the heat of his lips on hers, especially after the intensity and terror of the last half hour, melted away her normal focus. She groaned, leaned into him, met his suddenly ferocious passion with her own. Theirs had been a course straight and narrow for weeks, ranging across the wilderness, tracking this war party—weeks of deprivation and drudgery. She suddenly didn’t care if they veered off course, after all that.

Lonadiel broke the kiss, pulled back an inch to smile. “Weeks longer...”

She chuckled, but the growing jabber of goblins amongst the dark woods brought clarity stabbing back through her. “Now we really do have to go.”

His smile fading—though not completely—Lonadiel twitched his heels to Fearless’ flanks, started the mount forward into the night. “Of course. North, then.”

“And what about that thing?” she asked, nudging Whisper up alongside.

“The Elders will get it when they get it,” he replied dismissively. He shot a mischievous glance over his shoulder, barely seen in the shadows. “It’s always the mission with you, isn’t it?”

She snorted, but it came out half-hearted. Doubt soured her thoughts as they picked up the pace, slipping through the wilds and leaving the goblin band to search fruitlessly, to bicker, and, eventually, to dissolve without a strong leader to hold them. The thrill of the raid—of his touch—was fading.

The image of that poor woman returned.

“One of us has to remember what we’re about.”

***
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STEEL CLANGED AGAINST iron bars. Giggles followed, as did curses.

Illah’s eyes popped open to the hellish present. The goblins had ringed her cart, grinning and drooling, eyes aglitter as one of their larger members clacked its tulwar again and again off the bars. Likely, her meditative state had disturbed them, its silence and calm. Such things frightened the brutes and they responded with the reckless sadism that was their answer to anything they didn’t understand.

Lonadiel had left her here, surrounding by these beasts.

Just like he’d left that homesteader matron.

A clot of foul garbage flew through the air to splat off one of the bars, flecks of it sprinkling her in reeking slime. The goblins jeered with delight, some of them crowding closer to grip and shake the cart, curse and clamor at her. She knew enough of their language to note threats so crude she wasn’t certain even the goblins capable of carrying them out.

She ignored it all.

She’d known, even then, that Lonadiel had left her. Weeks of roundabout return to the Tower hadn’t dulled the knowledge, nor had the warm nights of togetherness. Years of teamwork and trial after it, endless examples of his courage, had never completely smudged away the smear of that night.

He’d left that woman.

He’d left Illah, when he betrayed the Yntuil in the Valley to destruction. He’d left her again, when given the opportunity for redemption.

It was time to return the favor.
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Chapter One

Down – But Not Out
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Hamman Frae, Speaker of Andenburgh, second largest city in the Remoardan Valley, looked like a man about to throw up. With a face pocked by some childhood disease, he possessed an already lugubrious visage. And, as he leaned back in his seat and listened to the tale of the final days of Ereydnn, his color took on a decidedly green hue.

Vohl Rhenn almost felt sorry for the man. But there was plenty of sorry to go around, these days.

“Both the Strategos and Procurator Aigann are slain?”

“Yes,” Dodso, Speaker for the gnomes of Kobolon—and one of Vohl’s oldest friends—replied. He knew of what he spoke; he’d been there.

They all had been.

Frae swallowed and smoothed wisps of thin hair across his scalp. “A-and you tell me the Valley Legion is destroyed?”

“Partly.” Dodso glanced to his left, where Captain Ulomo, who’d somehow gathered a few fragments of the Legion from the defenses of Eredynn and made good his escape, stood, leaning on a walking stick. The Legionnaire stiffened as every eye in the gathering shifted to him.

“I have, from among the survivors still healthy enough to fight, perhaps a reinforced maniple.” The Legionnaire shrugged. “A little over a hundred men.”

“So few.” Frae’s gaze wandered to the sky with a beseeching light. The local assembly met in a small, columned circle atop a hill overlooking Andenburgh. In good weather, such as this deceptively cheery, early spring day offered, the wooden roof was run back along tracks to allow deliberations to continue in the sun.

“There are two cohorts still stationed to the north, in Threshold,” Ulomo said. “They had hardly begun their journey south when they were turned back at the news of our victory over the Skinner barbarian tribes, weeks ago. They could be called upon, once again.”

“They wouldn’t reach us before the goblinoids are Andenburgh’s gates,” Vohl said. Ulomo shot him a look but didn’t refute his words. Vohl was glad the professional soldier had survived the holocaust of Eredynn’s fall, but there’d been hard words between them, and no small amount of distrust.

“We must send dispatches for them anyway!” Frae declared.

“Agreed,” Dodso said. “But we must also prepare to fight on our own.” The gnome fixed Frae with a grave stare. “Candolum and Eredynn are fallen. Andenburgh is the largest city in the Valley not overrun and the next one threatened. It is to you, Speaker, that the political authority passes now.”

For a moment, Vohl thought Frae’s gorge would finally rise. The man marshaled himself, though, straightening in his seat and blinking away the terror in his eyes. “Then I...uh...well, Speaker Dodso; you carry an Imperial Commission. You commanded when the barbarians were defeated. What do you suggest?”

Vohl turned his gaze slowly and deliberately to Ulomo.

The Legion officer was truly the wild card, here. In an act of insane vindictiveness, and at the height of Eredynn’s peril, the late Procurator, Kodror Aigann, had had Dodso arrested on trumped-up charges. Ulomo, the loyal soldier that he was, had stood and done nothing, even tacitly supported it. That he could reveal all of that now, including the fact that Dodso’s commission was defunct, hung in the air.

But when he glanced Vohl’s way, the horrors of Eredynn’s destruction were written into his face. Turning his gaze to Dodso, he nodded his ascent.

Tension fell from the gnome’s shoulders as surely as Vohl felt it leaving his guts. Dodso returned the nod and began pacing around the floor, a minor work of art, itself, colored bricks fashioned into a surprisingly functional map of the Valley. Dodso paused over a spot east of Andenburgh, along the Dawden River, which flowed southwest out of the Red Hills, and pointed. “The Old Imperial Highway crosses the Dawden here, at the ford below the ruins of Krawn’s Hold. Am I correct, Captain Ulomo, in saying that there might be the best place to contest the horde’s advance?”

Ulomo stepped close to Dodso, eyes on the floor map. “With the Dawden swollen from snowmelt and the spring rains, yes, it’s a perfect bottleneck.” Sudden animation filled his voice as eyes shined with calculation. “Yes, we could fortify the old ruins and hit the goblin filth as they cross. Their numbers would at least be partially nullified. We could hold them some time.”

“If we got there first,” Dodso said. “Speaker, we must have every horse, every mule, every draft animal in the city! We have to get as many men there and in place as soon as we can.”

Frae stepped down from his chair and joined the others on the floor. “Even if you took every mount we have, you’d only be able to put a little over two hundred on the road.”

“We will be with you, as well,” Taul Rising-Gale boomed from where he towered amongst others at the columned perimeter of the circle. By brute force, the centaur chieftain had commandeered enough craft to carry the balance of his tribe out of Eredynn—at the cost of no small number of Legion horses left behind, though.

“Three hundred,” Frae corrected himself. “Still, a small force. By the gods, Speaker Dodso, you said there were thousands of goblinoids!”

“The horde will move slowly,” a new voice rumbled from the shade of one of the columns. Muddle was running a finger nail along the notched edge of his huge battle-axe, eyeing some imperfection casually. “The highway north of Eredynn was in poor repair, last I trod it, and the scum will be slowed further by their plunder.”

Frae snorted. “And I suppose you’d be one to know!”

Vohl tensed. Muddle stood a half a head taller than anyone else in the gathering, save the centaur, a mountain of muscle sheathed in a scarred hide of red-brown flesh. His mixed parentage was obvious in the protruding lower fangs and batwing ears of a hobgoblin. He was as ugly as the Nine Hells, but there was no one Vohl would trust more in a brawl. And that was exactly what he feared was about to erupt—with Hamman Frae the target.

“You’ve got a point to make, Speaker man?”

“I should think it’s obvious. Like understands like, isn’t that so?” Frae sniffed. “I’m surprised you didn’t go over to their side!”

“Muddle is longtime a friend,” Dodso interrupted before the half-hobgoblin could form a retort. “And he’s saved the lives of no small number of people, Speaker, including a lot of us here now.”

“It’s unseemly, is all,” the man snapped. “And he was told no weapons on the—”

“And, besides, he’s right.” Dodso dragged his toe southward from the symbol of the ford, apparently moving the conversation on as quickly as possible. “Our leading parties can harass the horde as it comes up the road and buy time for the main forces to assemble.”

Frae glanced poisonously at Muddle—who grinned back ferociously—before turning his gaze to the object of Dodso’s attention. “That’s all well and good. But what if the goblins attempt to hit Andenburgh from the lake while we’re depleted? You said they tried it at Eredynn.”

“They couldn’t even keep fleeing civilian craft from escaping. They won’t disperse their strength, trying something that costly again.”

Vohl looked away as the debate went on. He noticed Jayce Zerron, who’d passed the meeting lingering in the shadows at the floor’s edge in silence. The Verraxian-born wizard stepped out onto the floor, moving slowly, his silvery eyes upon the map as his ebon features creased in thought. He looked better now, with rest and his magic at work, but still draped in the aura of fatigue, illness, and despair that had limned him since Eredynn.

“What is it?” Vohl whispered.

“Something I’d thought of before.” The wizard tapped his toe to a bright symbol near the ford. “The barrow mound of Saint Krawn lies on the south side of the Dawden, across from the old fortress. Krawn was said to be even more fond of the Valley than Saint Reniburn, or so the legend goes. Legend goes further, too, suggesting his very bones lie beneath that mound, undisturbed, as any grave robbers attempting to ascertain the truth” he looked up at Vohl with an uncomfortable grin “met with unpleasant ends.”

Vohl shrugged. “Ghost stories, Jayce.”

“But ones with truth. I’ve been there, Vohl. There is something, under that hill, some power.”

Vohl’s brows knit. “You’re thinking of the Creature that leads the horde?”

“Yes,” Frae broke in on their conversation. “What of this Thing? I am told it broke the very walls of Eredynn. What do you suggest, wizard, to deal with that?”

Jayce offered the Speaker a lopsided grin. “We’re working on a plan.”

“You’re working on it?” Frae let out a panicky giggle. “Half-baked plans against something that smashed the Valley Legion and the District Capitol?”

Vohl knew it was even worse than the Speaker of Andenburgh could imagine. The way Jayce described it, whatever had rallied a horde of goblinoids, trolls, and giants out of the southern Valley also had command of powers of an even more demonic nature. And no one who’d fought atop the battlements of Eredynn, against enemies living, as well as living dead, would doubt that. But this thing—this Creature—also had sway over minds. They’d seen that, too.

Illah...standing with the horde while it encircled the city...

Vohl shook the thought away, didn’t want to believe it. But he’d seen it.

“Speaker,” Dodso said with a voice raised but patient, “we need those horses. And we need every man the Andenburgh militia can call out. My folk of Kobolon are surely on their way and heralds need to be rushed to Norothar to demand they join in the common defense.”

The conversation once again steered away, Vohl grasped Jayce’s shoulder. “Do you think something about that barrow can assist us?”

“I don’t know.” Jayce’s smile grew. “But I’m liking this plan better and better.”

***
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THE CITY OF ANDENBURGH occupied a bowl eroded across millennia from the cliffs facing into Lake Remordan. Its rambling harbor—now overcrowded with the vessels of refugees out of Eredynn—marched up the beach into warehouse districts and then charcoal-smoked slums and finally middle- and upper-class neighborhoods of cottages and small manors, many built right into the crags, themselves. Breezes off the lake dissipated the fishy-rot stink of the bay. Approaches over natural barricades of rock protected the land side.

Many of the refugees remained on their boats, a misery of stench and cramped confines. More had been moved outside the city proper, to shanties and camps, poorly-protected from both the elements or attack, but open. Dodso had used his influence to gain access to a couple cottages overlooking the bay for his closer companions, nothing fancy, but certainly better than many had to make do with.

Jayce entered one such domicile to a breath of air from the lake and a flutter of sunshine. The two-room upper floor wasn’t much for he and Danelle, but after all the fear and filth, it seemed like paradise. He allowed himself a moment to simply savor.

Danelle sat in the middle of the living room, seated on her knees in the middle of a pentagram she’d chalked into the rough floor boards, her back to Jayce and silence almost a physical thing, draped about her. She had her red-brown hair down and loose, grown nearly to her shoulders, and for a moment looked like the child he’d raised.

On a snowy eve, the villagers of Edon Village in the northern Valley, where Jayce had made his lair for decades, had brought a weird visitor to his tower. The old crone never gave a name but had the feel of someone—something—far more ancient than even her pruned, liver-spotted face suggested. She’d handed off a girl child to Jayce saying only that she’d found her wandering the wilds—barely two years, by the look—and that she repeated the gibberish word “da-nal”.
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