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BOOK ONE


CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




The storm howled at Jenna Farmoon’s back and sorcery spoke with it, sensed easily by one trained to listen in stillness at midnight, to put out the candle and face the Things waiting in the dark.

“We need to move, Sister.”

Jenna turned as Wind Walker reined in beside her. Raven strands danced beneath her half-brother’s crumpled army hat, caught on the pterodon feather pinning up the brim on one side – non-regulation contrast to a sky blue jacket of the Free States’ Twenty First Cavalry Regiment. He was Attakhan warrior fury in the uniform of the Easterners—their army, his war.

“Just waiting for you to catch up,” she quipped.

Thunder crashed and both their mounts jumped. Jenna clamped her legs against Whisper’s flanks and put hands to the brown gelding’s neck rather than clutch the reins. The animal’s simple fear flooded through her fingertips and she hummed the first verses of a spell-calling. He steadied as she touched his soul, speaking, soothing.

“Jenna...” Tension creased Walker’s face, aged red-brown features in an instant. One hand tugged the reins of his steed, cajoled his mount with the confidence of a man who’d ridden horses since he could walk. But the fingers of the other fidgeted near the trigger guard of his Seaworks .58 carbine.

It was more than the storm:  these lands bordered those of the Seven Fingers. While it couldn’t be said they openly warred with the Attakhans, nor would the Sevens refrain from falling upon an isolated pair in open country.

And Walker had taken his share of their number.

“Just over the next ridge,” she said and kicked Whisper into a gallop.

The wind driven ahead of the storm carried a faint metallic tang, an almost blood taste on the palate. Miles of praire green flattened before its building roar and through that din Jenna became aware of another sound, a bone-chilling welcome to a place she’d never thought to visit again.

The siblings rode down into a dip and came up a low rise. Shards of boulder stabbed from the grass, a pattern becoming apparent, a path outlined. The pair slowed as they neared the crest, caution overcoming fear as the way narrowed. Shapes loomed from the opposite side of the ridge and the sound heard over the storm swelled into a clear voice.

Jenna reached the crest and halted. The Wailing Place spread below her.

Rock pillars stooped along the hillside, worn smooth by time and the elements, almost seeming to sag as wax does in a flame. About their bases a jagged floor spread darkly with the glitter of crumbled obsidian. The gale rushed through the labyrinth of tortured rock, building into a chorus that rose and fell, the sound she’d begun to sense, shrilling and moaning like souls pleading from the Void.

“It’s there.” Jenna pointed to twin slabs of stone, leaned together to outline a grotto in the side of the hill. Walker grunted and they descended the path that had begun on the hills’ opposite face. It narrowed further, wound to a clear point in front of the grotto. Jenna felt the cold prick of rain on her neck, heard drops begin to patter across stone.

“Hurry.” She dismounted before the cave and pulled a leather sack from the saddle. “Walker, hurry.”

He leapt down to tether the horses to a narrow slab of stone. Lightning gashed the sky, illuminated the Wailing Place and, for a blood-cooling instant, seemed to catch a ghostly outline of figures wandering the rocky maze. Then downpour hit, hissing across stone and washing the illusion away.

Jenna shivered and retreated into the cave.

A whispered spell brought a globe of yellowy light crackling into existence beside her. Cool stone pressed in around her, colorful with painted patterns, symbols of summoning, of divination, others faded with unknowable age. The Wailing Place was a known focal point of the spirits and energies of the Cosmos. Countless shamans had come here seeking to harness its potential.

The narrow space widened as she moved deep into the hill, became a low-ceilinged, semicircular cavern. The floor dipped near the center, forming a bowl blackened by past fires. The air held a faint, sooty taste.

And something more.

Hair tingled in waves across Jenna’s scalp. The very bedrock thrummed with aftershocks of powers unleashed here. Theories differed on the history of the Ancients from whom the Twenty Tribes claimed ancestry, but all agreed on one thing:  horror had happened in the Wailing Place, some catastrophic thaumaturgical accident the likes of which had become increasingly common near the end of their age, when their powers and arrogance reached their height.

Jenna moved into the bowl and knelt. She untied the leather strings of her bag and began to remove lengths of firewood, sanded smooth and marked with swirling patterns of power. She stacked them, began to hum a spell-calling as she did so.

A particularly close lightning strike shuddered through cave walls and Jenna’s hands trembled as she retrieved a small sack of stones, smooth from centuries on the bed of the Tahatkus River. She cast them in a circle about the firewood, forming a buffer between her and the energies she would ensnare, energies that would shrivel her soul were she to face them naked.

“Sister.”

Wind Walker stood in the entrance to the cavern, looking sick with unease, despite an Attakhan’s stoic self-control. He held the carbine over one shoulder and a battered canteen dangled by a leather strap from his free hand. “You said not to forget the water.”

Jenna blew out a breath, nodded. Anger at the interruption—and at her own fear—injected a hoarse note into her reply. “Yes, I did.”

Walker handed over the canteen. She accepted it and touched his hand. “Thank you.” Her hand rose to his cheek. “But, Walker, promise me that no matter what happens, no matter what you hear, you won’t come back here again.”

“Jenna, I—” Pride forced the words, but not the conviction. Walker was man enough to know when he was out of his depth. He nodded and backed away from her touch. “Sprits protect you, Sister.”

“Thank you, Walker.”

He nodded and was gone.

No time. The calling swept back through Jenna and she spread her arms. Words came now, verses learned from her mother, notes to keep time with the power building within her, building around her, in the stone, in the storm, a power building to climax.

The old ways, the ways of the Earth were best for this sort of divination, using the rage of the world to touch the rage of others. But as her spell-calling rose in pitch, part of her kept an inventory of what she had done so far, of ingredients, of the ebb and flow of the energies. That was the East in her, the lessons of the old, withered men of the Bastion with their disapproval of this strange half-breed girl. But she’d learned their lessons, too.

She felt the fury of the thunderstorm, felt the shattering momentum of the Cosmos and the wail of things that had happened in this place. Her song crescendoed with a near-shriek and she cracked her palms together. The stack of firewood burst into flame, a sudden, terrible heat that settled with a boulder’s weight upon shoulders, chest.

The flames rushed along the wood, the sigils of power carved into it beginning to take on a piercing azure gleam. The slabs blackened quickly, started to char and fall away, crumbling the symbols with it. As their physical representation disintegrated, the glowing symbols rose with the tongues of fire, spreading into the air, twisting into one another, forming shapes, lines of...something.

Jenna waited, watched, afraid to speak, afraid to disturb the spell. She prayed for nonsense, hoped the call she’d sent out into the Periphery—the shadowy non-realm between the physical and comsic worlds—would come back unanswered. Relief built as the drifting characters tangled into meaninglessness.

Perhaps her dreams had been wrong, her suspicions unfounded. She let her body loosen and began to reach for Walker’s canteen.

But...

The symbols lurched together, coalesced into a form. Jenna leaned close, eyes straining. She began to read. Then despair. Those Eastern fools, divided by their fratricidal war, arrogant with their contraptions of steel. The magic is fading, but it’s not dead. Something is out there, something old and sour in its hatred. It hungers and thirsts and...

The azure of the symbols went bloody and malevolent. They lost their shape, deformed into an image.

...It has found a way in. A back door. A weak and willing mind. The fools!

Something pulled at Jenna, tugged her closer to the blaze. The fire brightened and snarled. The skin of her face tightened with the heat. The image in the blaze focused, a face leering back, a knowing smile, a pair of eyes like blades heated white-hot.

The Thing reached for her from the Void.

Jenna screamed and tore herself away. Her fingers grasped Walker’s canteen, fumbled to undo the cork and dropped it in haste. Water splashed over the barrier of rocks, burbled into the fire where the flames crackled and shrieked. Jenna seized the canteen firmly to upend it and pour over the blaze. Tongues of fire wilted with a howl of outrage.

The fire—and the message—died.

Jenna coughed through fumes now darkening the chamber, shuddered as she dragged herself away from the embers. Lungs and chest ached and her mind quivered. But one thought shot through.

They don’t know what lies poised at the edge of our world. The war, dragging on and on, has drawn It close, sensing a way in. They have to be warned.

Braided locks tickled her face and she scooped them back. Blonde locks, the hair of her father’s people, the Easterners who’d devoured the lands. A folk of stern rules and cold faces, a people devoted the distant Lady and Her intolerance. A people Jenna had left behind for the calm of the Plains, her mother’s land.

But the blood of her father ran just as warmly in her veins.

I have to go back...
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CHAPTER TWO
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Morning came with winds howling off the Threeland Sea. Navbergen Manor groaned in protest—had done so all night. Somewhere, a windowpane had rattled loose, allowing late winter’s icy fingers through cracks and crevasses, to crawl under covers to numb toes and torment the sleeping.

And the sleepless.

Aurus Navbergen trudged down the narrow staircase from his bed chamber with candle in hand, steps creaking under boots and broad-shouldered frame. Light flickered below and he smiled as the warmth of a kitchen fire wafted up to him, the smells of bacon and coffee. Cookware rattled, voices tittered. Then footsteps and a shadow filled the hall below – Berta, fine-boned hands fidgeting with a wicker laundry basket.

The serf girl flinched at the sight of him looming above and sidled back, cleared the way with a barely heard apology. A voice snarled from the kitchen and she flinched again. Navbergen sighed and offered her a knowing wink as he gestured for her to move past, something she did with undisguised haste.

The voice from the kitchen sounded again, growing hoarse. Now Navbergen flinched, felt lack of sleep tightening into headache as he reached the bottom of the stairs. Rounding the banister, he found the source of the disturbance at the end of the hall, silhouetted against the kitchen’s glare.

“Mother.”

“Up so early?” Her arms folded.

Navbergen approached her. “The Emperor requires me this morning.”

His candlelight reached her and seemed to falter, nervously illuminating a face weathered to crags from which glittered eyes of stormy blue. A sliver clasp held iron gray hair in a bun, save a lone strand, snowy gossamer stirred by Navbergen’ approach.

“Curse this dark.” Lady Navbergen twitched a finger. The candelabra overhead flared to life, brought the hall into sudden, almost painful detail.

Navbergen grinned at the magic. “Show off.”

“Age may have dulled some things, but not the family blood.” She blew out his candle. “Good morning, General. You’ll be having breakfast?”

“Coffee.”

“We’ll see.”

She turned into the kitchen. Following, Navbergen grimaced at her careful, pained steps, her agedness—seventy-four this spring. He missed Teah suddenly, his late wife having had a way with the Grand Lady. At least then Mother wouldn’t have to be alone in this old house.

If only there’d been children.

Navbergen settled at the far side of the kitchen table while Mother fidgeted with a pot suspended over the fire. A newcomer emerged from the pantry. Deliah, tall and pretty, took up the coffeepot from near the fire. Teah’s face sparkled from the back of Navbergen’s skull again. Their love felt far away, almost like he’d never had it.

“Good morning, my Lord General.” Deliah took an earthenware mug from a wooden rack and poured the coffee. “You slept well?”

“Fitfully, I’m afraid.”

She stepped close, skirts swishing, and handed him the mug. Tendrils of steam twisted, smell rich and brown as it tickled in his nostrils. He took a scalding, bitter sip and savored before grinning his thanks.

Deliah curtseyed to hide a blush—no, not that. The rosy hue, almost missed in the dim light, was makeup. For my benefit? Deliah’s eyes twinkling as she saw his realization. She leaned close again. Her clothes were of plain serf variety proscribed by law, light blue with white trim and conservative of cut, but stitched tight in the right places.

“Your sleep was troubled, my Lord?”

Her hand went to his shoulder, electric thrill, touch of heat. His breath hissed in and images tumbled through his mind, disjointed, with the lack of focus of a nightmare. He should have concentrated, should have resisted. But the cold, the loneliness, especially in these long winter months, conspired against his will. His gift—his curse—swept through him, the last of the dying magic in the Navbergen blood.

He saw Deliah’s soul.

Saw her leave her family before dawn, sisters and an old man shivering in a three-room hovel. Images swam. Autumn. Saw her following a procession into the mud-churned public cemetery, tear-blurred eyes on a child-sized coffin. More images. Saw her at a dance in a barn, sticky summer weather, a boy with a crooked smile in the scarlet and black of the Volunteer regiments. Heard her wonder if he was dead. Tears. Fear. Hopes. Dreams.

The flames of the fireplace boomed—then roared. Red light washed through the kitchen, rattling pots and utensils before it, an earthquake rippling through air, floor, and more. Deliah gasped, her hand darting from Navbergen’s shoulder. His world spun at the break in contact, sparks and colors and he blinked to reorient himself.

His gaze came to rest on the fire, on the dark figure before it, fists clenched against hips, ember glow in the eyes that could not be reflected light. Skin stretched against cheekbones and jaw. Lips peeled back from teeth that seemed to gleam, feral and cold.

“Mother...”

“Take your hands from the General.”

Deliah stumbled against a stack of plates on the counter with a crash. “M-My Lady...”

“What presumption.” Lady Navbergen staggered around the table. She pointed toward the exit. “Outside.”

“Mother, it was nothing—”

“Silly, stupid girl...outside!”

Deliah fled and Lady Navbergen swept after her, face loosened with rage. The kitchen stilled in her wake, gone frigid in an instant. Sharp words echoed from the hall. Navbergen forced a sip of coffee, going cold now.

The slap of a palm passed through Navbergen like picket shots on the lines at dawn. He winced at Deliah’s stifled whimper, heard another slap, and another, and another. He struggled to empty his mind, forget the fingerprint of the serf girl’s soul on his mind. But her pain hung in the air, acrid and ashy.

Lady Navbergen reentered the kitchen, wiping reddened fingertips across her apron. The glow hung in her eyes, sullen now, beginning to fade. Navbergen remembered that wicked fire from his youth, when her powers—and her pettiness—were closer to their zenith, curses of disease, misfortune, and disfigurement. He shivered. Deliah had been lucky.

“Sluts.” Lady Navbergen went back to the pot over the fire. “Really, Aurie, you must crush the Insurrection soon. These fool cows grow idle with all their young meat gone off to war.”

“It was just friendliness.” Navbergen set the coffee aside, could no longer stomach it.

“Oh?” She stiffened and half turned to him. “Is it so unheard of? Young serf girl—her handsome Lord a widower?”

“Really, Mother.”

“Perhaps you’ve taken up some of your father’s habits?”

Navbergen sucked in a breath, held it. The kitchen seemed to sharpen and cool around them. A twitch of realization shook the fury of Lady Navbergen’s face, realization that she’d gone too far.

“Your anger governs you still, Mother.” He rose and started for the kitchen door.

“Oh, that’s right,” she hissed, “the mighty General is above it all, thinks he’s better than any of us...better than me!”

“My carriage will be here soon,” he sighed. “I’ll be in the waiting room if you need me.”

“You’d show me your back, boy?”

He didn’t answer, reached the exit.

“Aurie...” She clutched his arm, doll-like, ivory fingers on a scarlet sleeve. “Wait.”

“Mother, I have a very long day ahead of me and don’t—”

“Please,” desperation made the word a squeak. “Please, Aurie...I’m sorry.”

Navbergen paused but didn’t meet her gaze.

“It’s not you that angers me...it’s...it’s the absence.” She touched his cheek, turned his face toward hers. “I never saw you much, what with the service. Now with the war, I have so little time.”

“Nothing to be done for it.”

“Does that make it more bearable?” Her voice hardened again. “I don’t begrudge you the glory. But while you’re away, the rest of us wait and watch our world decay around us. Our history, our traditions, the very natural order of things dies as we watch, and we watch alone.”

Navbergen bowed his head, felt sudden shame. Nodding, he pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry. What can I do?”

“End it, my boy,” she replied into his chest. “These Free States—these traitors—are dragging us into their hell with them. You must crush them.”

“I will, Mother.”

“And come home to me.”

“I will.”

***
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NAVBERGEN FOLLOWED a serf in the crimson and silver livery of the Royal Service into the Emperor’s Sanctum, two levels below the foundation of the Palace. A fireplace crackled to one side, its yellowy flutter adding cheer to an atmosphere otherwise thrumming with schemes and secrets. Men clustering around a table turned as one as the serf announced Navbergen’ arrival.

“Ah, and here is General Navbergen.”

Galen II, Emperor of Novaraum, straightened up from maps with a smile. Brown-eyed and clean-shaven with black hair scraped rakishly to one side, he stood tall in the blood and braid finery of a Colonel of the First Royals Cavalry—an honorary rank, though His Highness was a wondrous horseman.

“Gentlemen,” he said, looking around, “I believe that’s all I will need of you this morning. Would you excuse me and the General?”

A low grumble did not quite accompany the ministers as the group dissolved from around their sovereign. Navbergen ignored the sideways glances, smiled despite the glowers, the whispers that began even before they were clear of the room. A serf appeared to close the door. Locks gave a sharp click, though a sense of dirtiness hung still in the atmosphere.

“Aurie!” Galen came around the table with hand outstretched. “Good to see you again. How are things? How is your mother?”

Navbergen accepted the Emperor’s grasp. “She is well, thank you, Your Highness.”

“Have you had time to ride out to the new land grants?”

“I’m afraid not. But Your Highness’ generosity is most appreciated.”

Galen waved dismissively. “It’s a small matter for the Realm’s finest commander.”

“Your Highness flatters me.”

“Nonsense. Come, General.” Galen stepped back to the maps, leaned over one, a splendid, full color depiction of the continent of Novaraum.

The sprawling Wizen Mountain Range bisected the land. To their east lay the loyal lands of the Realm, the original Duchies founded when settlers from the Old Kingdoms came across the Threeland Sea. To the west lay the so-called Free States of Novaraum, settled over the last century by malcontents, debtors, and political undesirables, a people distrustful of government who’d balked when the Crown attempted to bring order back to the frontiers. They’d raised armies and created a vile joke of a government, an abomination against order and the Lady.

Government by the governed. A thing called “Republic”.

Galen jabbed a finger west of the Wizens, at a city situated on a lake. “Riverend:  the heart from which pumps the blood of the Insurrection. We cannot win the war without taking it and killing the symbol of their rebellion. A few weeks ago I asked you to think on this, General.”

Navbergen nodded, took a breath. “Your Majesty has been very cooperative in assisting my preparations. We’ve shifted extra force from the north and the raising of the feudal levies has brought added strength. I will have gathered at Krannigsburg by spring a hundred and twenty thousand men.”

He looked at the map. The most direct route to Riverend was actually through the Midland Gap, a narrow valley splitting the Wizens about two thirds of their winding way to the south. But that way offered little room for maneuver and campaigns there had repeatedly disintegrated into head-on slugging matches where dug-in Free Staters had the advantage.

That left Navbergen in the south. The focus of Royal effort there had been the former duchy of Kronin, treacherously gone over to the Free States. The Wizens petered out in northern Kronin, became foothills and rolling countryside, open and better for campaigning. Royal and Free State armies had swept back and forth across the land, dueling plagues of locusts. Kronin had paid for her teason with devastation and martial law.

“The Free States have three forces before us, covering the easiest routes to Riverend, each close enough to the others for mutual support.” Navbergen touched the map. “The Army of Midland is directly before us at Farlane, about five days’ march from Krannigsburg, two Corps strong, maybe fifty thousand. The Army of the Valley, twenty thousand, is to the north in the Green Valley, say three days’ march from Farlane. Then there’s the Third Corps, detached from the Army of Midland here to the southwest, maybe five days from Farlane, about fifteen thousand.”

“So the Insurrectionists can put eighty five thousand in front of you.” Galen’s eyes drilled into the map. “We have the numbers, then.”

Navbergen nodded tightly. “Yes, but eighty five thousand veterans dug in are rather more than they would seem on paper, Sire. And there’s always the threat of Free State cavalry and partisans disrupting our lines of supply.”

“You told me we could do this, General.” Galen folded his arms and stiffened. “You told me before the New Year if I got you the force, you could give me Riverend.”

“I did, Your Highness—”

“General, I don’t think you appreciate the pressures we’re under. The nobles are in an uproar over the scale of the feudal levies. Twenty thousand freshly conscripted serfs no longer work in their fields and factories. They plead and threaten; lessen the drain on the kingdom. Win the war.”

Galen leaned close and Navbergen could make out the faintest tremor in the Emperor’s voice. “And there’s pressure from overseas. The High Lords from the Old Kingdoms worry over this Insurrection, this blaspheme the Free States call Republic. They worry about it spreading like a disease. And they suggest Novaraum is not fit to truly stand on its own. They suggest outside force may be necessary.”

The Emperor drove his fist into his other palm. “Not in my reign! I’ll not have everything my fathers built falter!”

Navbergen took a long breath, felt the headache of earlier return. Eighty five thousand Free State veterans, men fighting for their families, their homes, their lives. He’d bring good men against them, certainly, but so much uncertainty, too. And the levies...by the Lady, their quality would be mixed. Some, depending on the Lord raising them, would come barely-clothed, ill-fed, and armed with everything from outdated flintlocks to pikes.

“I need you to understand the nature this campaign will take, Your Highness,” Navbergen said at last. “Victory here isn’t about numbers; it’s about winning a race, a foot race of thousands to see if we can reach Farlane before the Free State forces unite. If we’re successful, we have the chance to chew them up piecemeal.”

Galen nodded, seem to accept. “So it’s a matter of speed?”

“Largely, yes Highness.”

Galen grinned, glanced over his shoulder. “Well, we may have a solution to that.”

“We may, indeed, Highness.”

Navbergen barely hid the jolt that went through him at the voice from the back corner of the chamber. Governing himself, he turned.

A shadow shifted, rose from a chair beyond the illumination of the hearth. The figure—the man, who hadn’t been there an instant ago, had he?—drifted across the carpets to join them at the table, a gaunt shape in black. Spectacles reflected firelight with a hue that reminded Navbergen of Mother’s earlier rage. Pale, spidery fingers lifted a cigarillo and the tip flared to life without a spark. The clenching of teeth about its stem made his smile the smirk it truly was.

“Good morning, General.”

“Ark,” Nabergen did not quite grate in reply. Minister Ark Obispal, the Royal Advisor on Affairs of Sorcery.

The wizard exhaled tentacles of purple, spiced smoke and cleared his throat. “My people have been watching a candidate since his adolescence. The subject is a man of extreme, even troubling, talent and gift. But I believe he’s ready to serve the Crown.”

“Sorcery at the strategic level is a gamble, Your Highness,” Navbergen said, feeling a flutter of unease in his stomach.

“I shouldn’t have to tell you that so is war, General.” Reproach rang in the Emperor’s voice.

He’s on his way from Groth,” Obispal continued. “I’ll arrange an introduction. I think you’ll be impressed General.”

Navbergen glanced back and forth between sorcerer and Emperor. “We already have many fine, experienced wizards in our ranks.”

“Not like this one.”

Navbergen frowned but offered a grudging nod. “Very well. I’ll meet with him and see for myself.”

“Good!” Galen clapped his hands together, again smiling and jovial. The Emperor went to a bookshelf and retrieved a brandy decanter and three glasses. He passed them around and poured for the men before taking some himself. He raised his glass.

“To the final offensive and the war’s end.”

“Here, here!” Obispal touched his glass to Galen’s with a ring.

Navbergen did likewise, forcing a smile. He took a sip, savored the warmth, found smiling became a little less difficult.

“Oh, there’s one more thing,” the Emperor said, “something we read in the Insurrectionist papers. The Army of Midland has a new commander. Jorum Crest has been promoted to Lieutenant General.”

Navbergen looked up sharply. “That’s confirmed?”

Galen nodded. “You knew him, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Navbergen replied. “He bore the regimental colors in my old outfit, the Fourteenth Royal Rifles in the Ork War. I was one of the sponsors on his application to the Tower.”

“My people tell me he wasn’t much of a student.”

“No,” Navbergen chuckled. “I was surprised he graduated. I helped teach him to read, years ago.”

“Yes, well he gave dear Harry quite a bit of trouble in the North, last year.” Galen sighed. “Not that my poor brother wasn’t in trouble enough. Is there anything new you can tell us of this Crest? What can we expect?”

“Well, sire,” Navbergen said, looking into his brandy, “you can expect Jo Crest to be stubborn.” He finished it with a gulp. “Very stubborn.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jorum Crest tried to steady his hand and put ink to paper, a letter to Alyssa and the girls, but the jounce of the train fouled already poor handwriting. To the Nine Hells with it. Rolling up the leather writing kit, he stuffed it into his battered overcoat and leaned against the window to his right with a grumble.

Riverend sprawled sooty and black along the Silversea coast. Dusk turned the sky golden, except over the capitol, where coal smoke roiled in shades of sulfuric orange. Ah, the beauty of our modern age. He’d been to the great city once, had expected before the war—when Riverend was still just the largest of western Novaraum—to only see it a handful of times. It had grown since, gluttonous from the war’s hunger for Free State industry.

Crest turned his gaze inward to the passenger compartment. Civilians sprinkled the seats, white-haired men in fine suits discussing in low tones, a couple crowding one corner—working class by their frayed attire, probably seeking jobs in the capitol. A studious-looking young man sat near the aisle, reading a novel. Unusual that he isn’t in uniform. The lad shifted in his seat and the stump of his left leg, the tied-off pant, came into view. The youth stiffened as he noticed Crest’s gaze on him.

Crest looked away with a wince, remembered...

...screams, the acrid bite of burnt powder and the gruesome sweetness of voided bowels. Groans for water or salvation carried through a half-frozen night. Spidery mounds of sawn-off limbs outside the hospital cabins twitched, as if from sorcery.

Alec sprawled over the seats across the aisle, snoring. Mother’s favorite, blonde with boyish good looks. Unmarried at twenty-eight, the ladies favored him as well, dashing in the sky blue of the Free State armies with the brand new eagles of a Colonel on his epaulettes.

A snore caught in Alec’s throat, then erupted wetly. Crest grimaced and slammed his boot to the side of his chair.

“Wha...?”

“Damn, you make a racket in your sleep.”

The younger man shuddered bleary-eyed into consciousness and sat up, straightening rumples from his uniform. “We there?”

“Another hour to downtown, I’d say.”

Alec stretched with a groan and stood to look out the windows. “That’s it, huh?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Alec made a face. “Give me the hills of the north any day.” He sat and glanced at Crest. “I thought you were writing a letter.”

“I was.”

“Alyssa is still sore?”

Crest shrugged, felt loneliness nibble his gut. “Don’t know. I didn’t get home to her before we were called to Riverend.” He shrugged again. “I’d be sore.”

Alec smiled but the tightness of his jaw reminded Crest that his wife wasn’t the only one sore. Alec’s promotion and subsequent transfer to Crest’s staff had relieved Mother, of course. Alec suffered the twin curses of talent and courage, had already been wounded once at Far Glade, last spring. But Alec had wanted his rise through the ranks to be the product of service, not his older brother’s coat tails.

I need the lad, though, need someone I can trust, here in the south amongst these strangers.

The train whistle blatted. A jolt passed through the train and the squeal of brakes followed. Muttering rose from the other passengers as they swayed with the motion. A child began to squall from one of the rear compartments.

A railroad conductor in crisp white entered the cabin with hands already up at the questions and complaints. “Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize, but we’ll be making an unscheduled stop ahead.”

Motion flicked by on Alec’s side. Riders, Crest realized. Alec leaned against the window, Crest at his side, and watched squadrons of Free State cavalry, glittering braid and sheathed sabers, rein in alongside the slowing train. Steeds neighed and tossed, plumes of breath frothing in early evening air.

“More horseflesh than I’ve seen gathered in one place in a while,” Alec said with a mixture of admiration and jealousy. A brutal winter had left the Free States woefully short on forage in the north and the mounted arm there had withered.

“Somebody’s provost guard?” Crest scratched his beard. “That’s too much gilding on those boys for them to be line troops.”

“Sirs?”

The Crest brothers turned as one to the conductor.

“Sirs, excuse me. The...um...several officers have come aboard. They’re apparently looking for you, General Crest.”

Crest felt the hard pump of his heart as he glanced at Alec, saw his brother’s face harden. Both recalled the purges of last fall, officers deemed incompetent dismissed in droves, the lucky ones sent home in disgrace, the not so lucky sent off to await court-martial proceedings—proceedings that never seemed to happen.

“Did they say what this is about?”

The conductor’s hand fluttered to his collar, straightening it and exposed the ring of perspiration spreading at the edges. “Err...no, sir. They simply asked if you were aboard. They...ah...appear to be quite insistent.”

Crest gave a grim chuckle. “I’m sure.”

The train gave a final, halting lurch. The baby in the rear continued to wail. Outside, the cavalry had halted in a swirling mix. Alec stood rock still, jaw locked. Something about it made Crest giggle and Alec’s expression went confused.

“It’ll be all right. What do you say we get our things and follow this gentleman, Colonel? I wouldn’t want to hold these good citizens up any longer.”

The conductor turned and led them forward with obvious haste.

Crest ignored the civilians as they shuffled up the aisle, but couldn’t avoid the stare of the maimed young man, who’d set his novel aside to watch the scene. Crest’s eyes flicked over the stump of the leg and caught the youth’s gaze again.

He shivered, recalling death’s cool caress.

***
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THE OUTSKIRTS OF RIVEREND were a known retreat of the wealthy, the low hills and dunes along the Silversea littered with their refuge cottages. Summer brought mild weather and glorious sunsets. Winter saw homes bundle up, quaint corners of solitude for those who could afford it, windows glowing with holiday candles left over from the Feast of the Lady.

The carriage into which Crest and Alec had been ushered at the train stop pulled up before one such estate. Its door snapped open and air smelling of frost and wood smoke flowed in with a pattering of snowflakes. A cavalry officer held it.

“What now?” Alec asked irritably.

Crest stepped from the carriage with a lopsided smile. The situation had gone beyond intimidating. Tired and sore from the train, he felt ornery. “Just...be yourself, Alec.”

“What the Hells is that supposed to mean?”

Crest ignored him. His foot crackled on frozen dirt as he took a long, chilling breath and glanced around the property. The house overlooked rolling hills, its worm rail fence stretching toward forest in one direction, meandering to the edge of the lake in the other. Nice place, the kind he’d always thought of retiring to.

The front door clacked open and a figure silhouetted by the glare of oil lamps stepped into the moonlight wearing a bowler cap over gleaming spectacles and a rumpled suit a clerk would disdain. He didn’t notice Crest or Alec as he fumbled to light a pipe.

A voice called from within and the man turned. “I can’t think in there, dammit!”

A figure as tall and imposing as the other was not emerged. “Mister President, I will not have you walking out on me every time I—”

“Who is this?” The bespectacled figure paused to stare at Crest. “Would this be General Crest?”

Crest glanced at Alec and saw the younger man already at rigid, pale-faced attention. He stiffened—here we go—fixed eyes on a point in the brick wall, and saluted Thom Urstone, President of the Free States of Novaraum.

“It is the General.” Urstone stepped up to Crest and extended a hand. “Finally, this is a pleasure.”

Crest accepted the President’s grip, a firm, yet well-manicured hand. “The pleasure is mine, sir.”

Urstone put the pipe into his mouth and tried to light it again, saying through puffs, “I doubt that, General, but I’m glad you’re here.” He glanced at the man behind him. “Are you going to just stand there brooding, Kalten?”

The larger man stepped to the president’s side and removed his top hat, looked Crest over as he reached for a cigar and inserted it between borne teeth.

“This is Secretary of War Corran, General,” Urstone said. “You two have never met, I believe?”

“Not in person, Mister President,” Corran said. He offered a huge hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, General.”

Corran gripped hard in the way of a man forcing himself on another. Crest felt knuckles creak as he remembered floods of telegrams from the Secretary, the demands for action, the refusals for supply, threats. And the politics, always the damned politics...

“The pleasure is mine, Mister Secretary.” If Crest’s reply sounded as forced as Corran’s grip, he didn’t care.

The President grinned, seemed amused. “Good, good. I’d have you meet the rest of the Cabinet, General, but...no, I think later. Yes, later.” His grin broadened. “This is perfect. The air is crisp. General, walk with me?”

“A walk, sir?”

“Mister President...”

“Not now, Kalten,” Urstone snapped. “Yes, General, I think best after a walk to clear the mind.”

Crest, at a loss for a better response, shrugged. “As you wish, sir.”

“This way, then.” Urstone turned to stride downhill toward the woods.

Crest threw Alec at glance, got a shrug from his brother, and rushed to catch up with the President. He nearly slipped as he came alongside the other man.

Urstone struck a match along a pewter case and finally lit his pipe, the sullen flicker bringing something grim to his features. “Is the Secretary of War still watching?”

Crest glanced. “He is, Mister President.”

“Bastard,” Urstone blew out a cloud of luxuriously spiced smoke and shook his head, “thinks me a fool. What about you, General?”

“Sir?” Crest felt his face warm. “I don’t think...I can’t judge a man I’ve not met.”

“You will think me a fool, General. In time, you will. They all do.”

The flush spread across Crest’s face, prickling with the sense of playing some game whose rules he’d not been given. He stopped, took a breath of winter air that did not quite cool the ornery temper of before.

Urstone noticed Crest’s halt and turned to face him.

“Mister President...” Crest paused, tried to find the words. “Sir, in the last week I’ve received word that I’m to be given command of an army I don’t know, rushed south by horse, carriage, and train, kidnapped by your private guard, here, and generally...well...man-handled. I don’t claim to be terribly bright, so you’ll forgive me if I need to have things explained. What is it that’s going on here?”

Urstone smiled, some sort of relief coming into his eyes. “A direct man,” he sighed. “That will both serve and haunt you here, General.”

“I know no other way.”

Urstone took Crest by the arm and began to lead him along the wood line again. “I apologize for the theatrical manner in which we snatched you, General. We received intelligence that some of our more politically radical elements were planning something in the capitol. Kalten Corran, despite being an ass, does care enough about his job to protect me.”

Crest’s lips pinched. “I wasn’t aware matters had grown so...unstable, sir.”

“It’s no secret we’re not winning the war, General. My fault, that. I chose men for posts based on political expediency and it’s cost us. I’m told you are not a political man?”

Crest hesitated, had heard this question before from nefarious, suited War Department men, and gave the rote answer. “I fight because this is my home, Mister President.”

“It’s that simple?”

“It is.” Crest looked at the President. There was something in the set of his shoulders, in the honest, thoughtful eyes, and Crest began to glimpse how the man had risen to his station, decided to take a risk. “And it isn’t...”

“No?” Thurstone eyed Crest as his hesitation dragged, puffed once. “Do go on, General.”

“I don’t much believe in Causes, sir, nor do I think humanity’s much worth the Lady’s effort. But...”

Puff of smoke. “Yes?”

Hell with it... “When I got back to Barden County after the Ork War, this...thing happened. Royals were cracking down at the time, trying to bring the Law back to the frontiers, after never paying us much mind. And that drew the worst sort, you know?”

“Oh, I do,” Urstone sighed.

“There was this Auditor who’d settle tax fines in ways other than money. Well, he settled this young widow’s account, over and over again. When she got knocked up, he disavowed it—he was married lower nobility, you see? But then the birthing went badly and she died with the baby.”

“Stuck the girl’s family with her debt?”

“No.” Crest shook his head, nauseated as the memory intensified. “He was stricken with grief, apparently really had it for her, and flew into a rage. He had the girl’s midwife charged with negligence, dragged out of her house and down to the county seat. She got a prompt trial. And she got a prompt hanging. Poor thing died ugly, too.” He swallowed back bile, remembered struggle, the smell of voiding bowels. “I was there. So was Alec, the Lady help me.”

“Monstrous.”

“And we couldn’t do a thing about it, just stand and take it, because that was the way things were, the way they made ‘em.” The gruesome echo of that day faded, was replaced by a rising tide within him, hot and scathing, his teeth set against one another. “One law for us; no law for them.” He glanced at Thurstone. “You ask me if I’m political. If wanting to put a stop to that is political, then hells yes I am. I don’t know about Republics or Royals. But we’ve got to have some accountability in this thrice-damned world. We’ve got to have some law.”

Urstone puffed his pipe thoughtfully.

Crest shook himself, remembered in a cool rush where he was—and to whom he spoke. “I’m sorry, Mister President. I’m...told I get opinionated.”

“No, no.” Urstone stopped, touched Crest’s shoulder and met his gaze. “Promise me you’ll always speak your mind. There’ve been so many lies, so many things kept from me.” He looked into the woods with a wistful head shake. “It all seemed simple, back when we were intellectuals arguing political theory in a classroom.”

Crest watched the president, felt uncomfortable as the other man’s silence dragged.

“Let me speak plainly now, General—”

That would be a relief...

“—your predecessors’ failure to hold western Kronin, the defeats of last fall, have opened a rift between those who wish to hold on to the dream and those who wish to seek terms of reconciliation with Galen and his government.” The President spat. “They don’t see that it’s gone too far for that. We’ll never live under them as anything but serfs—those not shot outright.” Urstone glanced toward the hilltop house where Corran waited. “And now I come under fire even from within my Cabinet.” He looked back at Crest. “But there’s still spirit to the armies, I’m told.”

Crest smiled. “I can’t speak to things here, but the armies of the North are ready to storm the Nine Hells.”

Urstone chortled. “And that’s why I brought you here, General. I need you to bring that fire to our armies here in the South, give the men back their pride, their grit. I’ve trusted those poor boys to too many sick-brained fools.”

“I’ll do my best, Mister President.”

“I’ll need more than your best, General.” Urstone grabbed Crest’s arm and held it in a grip bordering on frantic. “I’m told you hold nothing back in a fight.” He gave Crest a shake. “That’s what we need—no more half-measures, no more preserving things for another day. We fight—everything on the line.”

Crest met his shivering stare. “You will have my all, sir.”

“And I’ll try to keep Corran and those other bastards out of your way.” The president released him, seemed to collect himself. “Our armies are the Republic, General. As long as you’re fighting, the dream lives.”

Crest nodded as the President took a calming puff on his pipe.

“You are the Republic.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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A fitful snow fell over benighted Krannigsburg, tattered eddies glittering in the light of candlelit windows and oil lamps. Curfew kept its streets largely deserted, Royals standing sentinel at key intersections and buildings. But bitter chill silenced the city than more effectively than any martial law.

A foursome of soldiers shivered in front of the Stillmore Hotel, arms wrapped around black overcoats, stamping the sidewalk for warmth. Curtains of white lashed them and shook a musket loose from their stack to clatter into the street. One sentry broke from the group to retrieve it, cursing the duty that left him braving frostbite in front of a brothel serving rear-echelon staff.

The sentry rose with the rifle and gasped.

A black carriage appeared in the street before him, without the jangle of bridle and hoof, without any warning at all. Monstrous horses snorted ice plumes as a black-liveried driver dragged on the reins. An eerie blue nimbus played about stamping hooves, like the afterimage lightning leaves in the eyes.

Its door flung open.

Sir Osh Navooren stepped from the carriage and fought off a wobble. Muscles cramped in his neck. He blinked, felt the azure haze of sorcery fade from his eyes, and took another, more certain step, looked around.

Only moments ago he’d ridden the ice-choked roads of home, the Duchy of Groth in winter-locked northeast Novaraum. Now he stepped from his carriage into the streets of the occupied rebel city of Krannigsburg.

A thousand miles away.

He grinned, had pushed himself again and succeeded. Each season the gift grew in him. They say I am reckless, the white-haired fools with their dusty books. But it’s jealousy. Of an upstart minor noble with questionable bloodlines and even more questionable parentage. Twenty one years old, with a lifetime to grow. Already, I surpass them.

“My Lord?”

Navooren turned as a figure in black silks wrapped skin-tight emerged from the carriage. Veta’s eyes gleamed at him from the folds of her hood, a flash of pouting lips, of honey skin. His lips spread in a hungry smile and reached playfully to cup her breast.

She flowed out of his grasp, impatience giving edge to the serf girl’s voice. “My Lord, the baggage?”

He glanced at his servants, Kolos and Komnos, broad-shouldered brothers with the same honey skin tones of Veta, of their Farsea origins, a race of hot-blooded pirates and rascals. They waited at the rear of the carriage with slow-witted stares. He nodded and Veta snapped at them, confident in his favor, knowing she gave him what he wanted.

Navooren turned his gaze back to the city around him. Krannigsburg had been the crowning victory of the Royal Army of the South, abandoned by the Free State rabble in their rush to avoid encirclement last autumn. Its supply lines cut with the first frost, Krannigsburg had submitted without a shot. Navbergen himself had ridden down this street with scarlet columns cheering at his back.

Spared a siege, Krannigsburg had remained unspoiled, quaint with its stern little homes and muted architectural tastes. The city’s main streets spoked out from the hill that was the hub of a wheel. Upper class homes crowded the lower tiers of the slope, government buildings spread across the higher, but none rose so high on the horizon—or in the minds of the pious Krannigsburgers—as the Cathedral of the Lady’s Benificence.

Navooren regarded its rounded walls, crafted in the shape of a heart, the high turrets crowned with bulbous domes and bronze figures of the Lady. The structure defied the night sky, glittering with candles and lanterns in every window, maintained under the constant watch of the cathedral’s staff.

“Veta?”

The girl turned to him. “My Lord?”

Navooren tugged his black cloak close. “I’ll be out for a stroll. See that my rooms are prepared by the time I return.”

Veta stiffened. “My Lord was to dine with Lord General Navbergen, this evening.”

“I will make that appointment.” He turned a glare on her. “And I need no whore’s daughter to remind me of it.”

Navooren ignored whatever response she stuttereded and strode past the sentries, who’d taken to looking preoccupied with their uniforms. He smiled, felt the strength he’d expended begin to return. The cathedral stood only a few blocks up the hill. He’d moved his carriage and retinue the thousand miles to Krannigsburg in a blink of the eye by wizardry; he’d walk to the Lady’s Benificence in ten minutes by foot.

<Such pride you take in such limits...you could be so much more...>

Navooren frowned. It was not so much a voice that came to him as the rattle of dead branches in a winter wind, the hiss of dried leaves dancing across pavement, the groan of old rock...and older malice.

You come to me unbidden. Why?

<It was you that opened this dialogue, my friend...>

Navooren recalled the night he’d first spoken with the creature. A dark room, stacks of ancient books, a host of candles bordering symbols smeared in red, the air stinging with sulfur and the coppery tang of blood from that half-starved serf child.

Why do you contact me, creature?

The street grew steep ahead. A well-dressed couple, a Royal officer and what was no doubt a high-priced prostitute stumbled by in giggling drunkenness. A dog barked in the near distance, hoarse and tight like laughter.

<Not so long ago, you welcomed such contact. Has your desire for greatness cooled?>

Images danced behind Navooren’s eyelids when he blinked. He saw a boy in the tatters of fine clothes, watching as his father begged door to door from members of the lower aristocracy who’d once feared him. He saw the mocking faces of the other boys at the boarding school, heard their whispers.

I am listening, creature.

The cathedral gleamed, wasn’t far now. Another sentry strolled across the street ahead at shoulder arms, stiffened at the sight of Navooren.

<You are stronger than I suspected possible when we first communed. Many tremble at the hint of you and more speak your name with trepidation.>

The sentry came to port arms, barred Navooren’s path as he reached the hilltop and the park surrounding the cathedral. Navooren said something, he wasn’t sure what, and glided by. The soldier slipped aside, face slack in terror.

<But the stakes are higher than games of domination played with classmates or female recreations, higher than besting a few Free State wizardlings in battle. You think yourself mighty because you have tasted fear and blood. But the game now grows desperate. Your government grasps for new stratagems and finds...you...>

Navooren ground his teeth to force away a shudder. I’m up to the challenge.

<You are alone.>

Navooren mounted the steps of the cathedral, white marble shot through with veins of gold-flecked crimson, like arteries carrying blood from the Lady’s Heart. Citizens of Krannigsburg crowded the steps, some in rags, some in finery gone ragged, prayers for salvation murmured over the moan of a newly risen wind. Sentries stood at the top of the stairs, forbidding entry to the Heart with gleaming bayonets.

I have the strength, creature. You don’t know me so well.

A corporal with a precisely trimmed mustache crossed his musket before Navooren and ordered him to halt. Navooren paused to part his cloak and show the red satin sash beneath, pinned with the golden splash of the Emperor’s crest.

I have the strength.

The corporal gulped and bowed aside. Navooren strode through the high arch of the front entrance into a dimly-lit stillness.

The interior of the cathedral was too large for banks of torches and lanterns to adequately light, columns and flying buttresses lost in the high gloom. A huge figure of the Lady in white marble towered over the sanctuary, arms outstretched. Gold glittered from every corner, statues gestured from alcoves, faces cold.

Priestesses flitted in the shadows, re-lighting candles gone dim, straightened rows of pews that had not seen use since the occupation. Navooren shivered in the quiet, his very footsteps seeming an affront in this place.

<You’re right, friend. Perhaps I don’t know you so well. But I know the minds of mortals. I know the things your generals have planned. You cannot know the pressures they will bring upon you. You alone.>

Navooren walked the perimeter of the chamber, clinging to the shadows, suddenly ashamed he’d come. Alcoves contained scenes from the Rise of the Lady:  her ascension from amongst the lesser deities to the Mother of Creation, the wars of heaven that left her allies slain and her foes scattered, and her final stand alone.

<Alone.>

Navooren stopped before a scene, one with the Lady holding a golden sword aloft while a host of skull-faced horrors clawed at her. Crafted in shimmering obsidian, the wicked figures almost seemed to writhe, looked as if they might succeed in dragging the Lady down.

<But it doesn’t have to be that way. I can show you power the fools of this world cannot imagine...if you let me. The decision is yours.>

Navooren glanced about, was relieved to find no one close enough to see his shivers of terror.

***
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THE ROYAL ARMY OF THE South sprawled north of Krannigsburg, a blanket of flickering campfire jewels across the darkened countryside. Dawn neared and stars winked through gaps in the overcast. Their weak illumination caught in tatters of wood smoke rising above a thousand winter quarters.

Colonel Artra Tal’Athalus stepped from his command post and took a deep breath. Wintry bite in his lungs brought a soft curse as he thought of green and golden warmth beyond the seas. If he closed his eyes, he could almost see a labyrinthine garden, smell air heavy with wet redolence, feel the sun gleam off the whitewashed walls and spiraling towers of Tisulus. Had it been so long? Time had taken many things, dulled memory’s sharp edge. But that day in the garden hung on, the cool waters of the fountain, Sessa’s coy look as gauzy, white robes danced about ivory flesh.

Stop...that’s gone...it’s the way of things...

Eyes opened to the vast human camp. Stooped bits of dark motion fluttered through company streets. A sound carried over the crackle of fires, soft and broken, a soldier clearing his throat. Another man getting sick. In the mornings, the roused army could be heard for miles, the so-called “phlegm roll”.

Fragile creatures...I suppose that’s why we’re here; to bring our strength...always the strength...

Tal’Athalus glanced at the sentries flanking the entrance to his post. Tall and lithe in the way of the Pale, they towered in the light gray and white-trimmed uniforms of the First Foreign Brigade. Firelight glinted from the steel of .69 caliber smoothbore Isle rifles, held at present arms without the slightest tremor. They’d remain so, statue-like, until he relieved them.

He stepped close to one, admired triangular features, the hint of white golden locks twisting from under peaked cap, the artistic upward point of the ears. Only the weathered iron grey of almond-shaped eyes told the tale of the soldier’s vast age.

“How are you, Tadrus?”

The sergeant’s lips curled. “Tolerable, my Colonel.”

“The chill is not to your liking?”

“Very little in this place is, sir.”

Tal’Athalus chuckled. “It reminds me of campaigning in the Old Kingdoms.”

“Makes me think of the Kin Wars, sir, in the Northern Isles. The winters were bad, there. And I felt just as uncomfortable with that assignment.”

Tal’Athalus frowned. He’d heard that sentiment rumbling in the background since the Brigade landed at Groundbreaking. The Holdfast of the Pale had long contracted its troops to fight in the endless wars of the human Old Kingdoms. But many felt this conflict, this civil war for the upstart Novaraum lands, was something the Pale should shy away from, no matter the pay.

Others, a growing minority, felt the Pale no longer had any place in any of humankind’s dealings.

“We follow our contracts, Sergeant,” Tal’Athalus said, “the honor is there.”

“As the Colonel says.”

The rumble of approaching horses saved Tal’Athalus a debate he didn’t relish. He turned as a half dozen riders thundered into the Pale camp. One of the beasts reared with a whinny as its rider laughed and waved his cap. This brought chuckles from the others and Tal’Athalus could not help a grin as the short human dismounted and strode into the light of the command post.

“Tal, good to see you.” The human extended his hand—a curious custom Tal’Athalus endured.

“And you, General Orning.” Tal’Athalus accepted the offered palm. “I assume the early nature of your visit means news?”

Orning nodded. “Inside.”

Tal’Athalus turned to part the canvas doorflaps to his post. Orning moved in, followed by two of his companions. Orning’s lesser underlings busied with the horses.

“You have anything worth drinking in here, Tal?” Orning asked as he undid the buttons of his grey overcoat and slumped into the wooden rocking chair that was one of Tal’Athalus’ few excesses.

Tal’Athalus reached for a gnarled bottle of glossy purple glass kept near the improvised fireplace. “Spiced Tokan, always served warm.”

“You’re a blessing to this command, Tal,” Orning replied and accepted a cup as Tal’Athalus poured. “Thank you.”

“Sirs?” Tal’Athalus offered a cup to the other two. When both declined, he poured for himself and took a hot sip, felt cinnamon warmth creep through his skull.

Orning took a drink deep enough to ensure light-headedness and leaned back in the chair, overcoat spilling away from the crimson of his uniform, gold buttons straining against his girth. Silver hair and pasty skin accentuated a rosy, swollen nose. He looked up, bleary-eyed, and seemed to notice the others for the first time.

“Please, gentlemen, have a seat.”

Tal’Athalus took the edge of his cot near Orning. The others moved to the cot on the opposite half of the narrow quarters. One of them snapped his fingers and a jolt of blue white lit the space. The tip of his cigar smoldered in the startled silence that followed and he took a draw of pleasant-smelling smoke with a smile that seemed to dare response.

Kalin Navardor commanded His Majesty’s Second Foreign Brigade, five regiments of Ork mercenaries. And at twenty-two, he remained very aware of the Brigadier’s star pinned at his collar.

The other officer kept his overcoat tugged about him. A scraggling beard of blue-black covered most of his face but did not quite hide the flash of upturned canines, the Orkish green of his complexion. Ro Hatem commanded the Third Foreign Brigade, was also kin to the notorious troops he lead.

Orning set his nearly empty cup on the small circular table in the center of the quarters. “The word is Riverend.”

Navardor sucked in his breath. “And it’s about time.”

Orning gave a noncommittal nod. “I have no particulars, but General Braddon dropped several hints at dinner last night.”

“Riverend, finally!” Navardor jostled Hatem beside him but the Ork offered only a phlegmatic shrug. “And we’ll be there for the last drive.”

“Yes, well...” Orning shifted in the rocking chair. “There was the impression that this Division is to be designated as reserve.”

Some of the glee left Navardor’s face.

“We are the smallest division in the Army,” Orning pointed out.

“And made up of foreigners,” Hatem added quietly. His dark eyes flicked up to meet Tal’Athalus’ for an instant.

“Reserve?” Navardor stood, clenching fists. “You can’t be serious. There’s barely a skeleton crew between Krannigsburg and Riverend!”

Tal’Athalus smiled grimly. “I rather think there is more than that, General.”

Navardor threw him a glare. “We’ll be guarding wagon trains while the rest of the army punches through to glory?”

“It’s their capitol, General.” Exasperation turned Orning’s voice hard. He took his cup and finished it with a single toss. “I’m certain there will be plenty of fight for all.”

Navardor snorted and turned, throwing canvas door flaps savagely aside as he stalked out.

Orning stared after the youth with mournful eyes. “And the Duke of Keddering wants me to keep an eye on that.” He shook his head. “All these little Navlings running about with their stars and their play brigades...Lady save us...”

Tal’Athalus took another sip of Tokan. The reason for his brigade’s contract and Novaraum’s willingness to dip into an already strained treasury became obvious. The survival of the Free States had them teetering on the edge of recognition as a separate political entity and had Galen II’s regime on the brink of begging assistance from the Union of Lords overseas. That could end their sovereignty and perhaps trigger reabsorbtion into Raum, itself.

“Tal?” Orning held out his cup. “Another drink to chase away the chill?”

“Of course.” Tal’Athalus uncorked the purple bottle.

Orning’s hand shook as he poured. Beads of sweat glinted across his upper lip and a yellowy hue of sickness tainted his smile of thanks. Tal’Athalus had difficulty suppressing his disgust as he set the bottle aside, suddenly needed to have the others out of his quarters, their smell, their poor manners, their habits and addictions.

Their weakness.

This land was rotten with it, just as the lands they spread across in the Old Kingdoms had been. They built grand things in bursts of wild energy but the strength, the staying power was never there.

In the end, the call was always the same, the call for the strength, for the hard core of the Pale.

***
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NAVBERGEN DREW HARD on his pipe and eyed his Corps commanders through twists of smoke. Arrayed around the dining room of Krannigsberg’s renowned Esenbreg Motel, the men who’d carry out Navbergen’s plan leaned in as his Chief of Staff, Lev Vanders, touched a map unrolled across the banquet table.

“Cavalry detached from Third Corps will feint north, into Harmony Gap, just prior to our departure. They are to create enough of a stir to draw attention away from our true axis of advance—” Vanders’ finger slid southward along a line of high foothills to another gap west of Krannigsberg “—the Heron Pike. First and Second Corps cavalry will seize and hold the fords across the Torin River. Once the main body is up, we cross into the Green Valley in force and Farlane is only four days’ march.”

“Finally,” grunted Lieutenant General Harod Alrik. The commander of First Corps towered over every man in the room, a full-bearded giant with the cold agate eyes of a religious zealot. “No more maneuvering. We fight.”

Navbergen gnawed his pipe stem to suppress annoyance. Alrik had argued last fall when Navbergen decided to flank the Free State forces out of northwest Kronin rather than push the army into another battle. Navbergen’s way had netted them Krannigsburg without a shot, but Alrik had wanted the decisive engagement. Later, Alrik suggested to influential company that Navbergen lacked the mettle for high stakes, that his army was more precious than victory.

Well, we shall see where the mettle lies, won’t we?

“A straightforward strategy, my Lord General,” said the man opposite the table from Alrik, “perhaps dangerously so.”

Navbergen’s eyes turned to Jeridon Broadland, commanding Second Corps. Strands of gray flecked the unruly crimson curls of his beard and crow’s feet at the corners of squinting eyes had carved deep in the last nine months.

“Dangerous how, General?” Alrik asked with a tone of challenge that escaped no one around the table.

Navbergen took a long breath, ready to intervene. Intense dislike had grown between the two, disagreements over strategy, over style, over personality—the noble-born favorite of the newspapers versus the country-bred officer of quiet achievement.

But Broadland ignored the tone. “Dangerous in that it assumes cooperation on the part of the Staties. Crest won’t sit idle while we move the bulk of our force across the Green Valley to the doorstep of Farlane.”

“Scouting shows the Green Valley to be wide and sparsely wooded in this area, General, and the Torin River fordable in many places.” Lev Vanders smiled around the table, at twenty-six an overeager pup amongst wolves. “If Crest chooses to contest a crossing, he will face us outnumbered and in the open. We believe that the Free Staters will cling to Farlane, where they control the best routes out of the Green Valley toward Riverend.”

“Crest will pin his hopes on uniting his forces before we concentrate on Farlane,” Alrik said.

“That is our belief, General.”

Broadland shook his head. “The moment Crest has word of our crossing, the Army of the Valley will be heading south to reinforce him. They’ll have a three day’s march to our five and you can’t tell me a cavalry feint’s going to distract twenty thousand infantry for long.”

“Cavalry alone won’t, General,” Navbergen said, stepping to the tableside, “but cavalry backed by eighteen thousand infantry will.”

Confused looks answered Navbergean for a moment.

“Sorcery,” Alrik guessed aloud, a hungry smile creasing his features.

Broadland shook his head. “Sir, I don’t like it.”

Navbergen raised his hand. “The decision is made.”

“My Lord General, we’ve gambled on wizardry at that scale before and met with fell results. Remember Brayton’s Division at—”

“The decision is made, General,” Navbergen said, voice tightening. Curse it, Jeri, now is not the time!

But the words hung in the air.

Brayton’s Division, during the Gray Pines campaign, had attempted a mass gating—propelled by sorcery from the material plane into an alternate one and back again. The result was to have placed nine thousand troops behind the Free State right flank. Instead, the Royal wizard attempting the gate dropped screaming, spewing blood from mouth, nose, and ears.

And left nine thousand Royal troops languishing in the Void.

Navbergen suppressed a shiver. “We have assurances we didn’t have at Gray Pines.” He threw a glance toward the corner of the room where Obispal sat in shadow that did not seem possible in so well lit a room.

“I’m sure that’ll be great comfort to the commander of those eighteen thousand, sir,” Broadland snapped.

“I’ve already discussed the matter with General Braddon.” Navbergen turned to a frowning, willowy officer behind him.

Ezek Braddon stiffened at the attention. A white-haired, skeletal man with nervous blue eyes, he’d achieved a morbid sort of fame in the second Midland Gap campaign last spring, leading his division vainly against massed Free State defenses at Centreville.

“My compliments to you, General Braddon,” Alrik said with an exaggerated nod, “and to Fifth Corps. May the Lady be with you.”

The other officers in the room seconded Alrik’s comment, Broadland doing so with a blush of embarrassment.

Navbergen touched the map to the north of the Free State city of Farlane, a narrow stretch of the Green Valley where the foothills forming its western boundary threw out a series of spurs. “Support from the Valley army will have to come this way. Braddon and Fifth Corps will find good ground along this route and delay the Free Staters long enough for us to crush Crest. We will defeat them in detail, gentlemen.”

“Victory,” Alrik rumbled.

Navbergen met the man’s stare and could not help but grin back.

“What of the logistics, my Lord General?” The words strained from a frail figure of ghostly pallor.

Navbergen barely hid a wince. If he looked at General Cecil Hylle long enough, he could almost see the fiery young man Third Corps commander had been before shell fragments had sliced through him at Gray Pines and months of disease followed.

Perhaps sensing the discomfort, Hylle continued hurriedly. “The Staties did quite the job, tearing up the railroads as they withdrew last fall. Our troops have managed thanks to control of this city. But without the railroads we’re certain to see supply shortages once active campaigning has begun.”

Navbergen nodded resignedly. The Free Staters had cultivated their railroads—just as they’d flocked to any technological leap that promised to replace the need for good spell work or a serf’s labor. The interconnection of their major cities had been complete long before the Insurrection. Railroads remained less developed in the east, the few lines obsolete and run inefficiently by greedy nobles. People clung to their traditions, their horses and carriages, their hired mages who gated them about occasionally. The loyal Duchies of Novaraum had begun the war with a national transportation crisis.

“The men will be issued five days rations at the outset,” Navbergen said. “After that, they’ll be ordered to forage aggressively. The army will live off the land.”

Silence answered Navbergen. Even Alrik paled at the words.

“This is war, gentlemen.” Navbergen felt a hint of anger. “The lands behind us are wrung thin from two years of it. The Green Valley and the lands beyond are untouched, storehouses crammed full of winter stores, fat livestock.”

“Quite an escalation, you have to admit, General,” Broadland said.

“I know that. But these people are in rebellion against their lawful government.”

Again silence. A harsh winter in the north had left the Royals there near starvation. The Emperor’s brother, Harlan, had ordered them to forage the countryside. Weak generals and his ineptitude had led to a loss of control and large scale banditry. The papers hadn’t been kind to “Prince Harry”. Novaraum nobles were supposed to be gentlemen, after all.

“When do we step off, my Lord?” Lieutenant General Urin Navdorn spoke into the hush. Commanding Fourth Corps, he was a plain-looking man of thick blonde whiskers and mournful green eyes.

“The end of Arendale, after the late winter rains let up.” Navebergen met each of the generals’ eyes. “There are still many details to be seen to, but what you have before you is the plan, approved by His Highness. Are there further comments?”

The question was formality. Navbergen knew—could see quite clearly in Broadland’s eyes—that there’d be comments, many and in private. He felt suddenly tired.

“Very good. Gentlemen, enjoy your day. May the Lady go with you.”

“And with you,” the officers chorused back. They broke up quickly, flowing out the door.

Navbergen released a long breath, hands going to the buttons of his frock coat and scurrying to undo them. Lev stepped to his side and took it, asking at the same time if Navbergen wanted coffee. “I’m fine, Colonel. Some time alone is all I’ll need.”

“As you wish.” Vanders departed with a worried smile.

Navbergen dropped into a chair near the fireplace and tapped his pipe bowl out into an ash tray. Reaching for the spiceweed pouch in the breast pocket of his vest, he paused. “You’ve something to add, Ark?”

Obispal emerged from his darkened corner and strolled into the warmth of the fire, a fresh cigarillo smoking in his lips.

Navbergen finished packing his pipe bowl and—too weary for his feeble sorcery—struck a match. “Well?” he said between testing puffs. “Where was he last night, your protégé?”

Obispal sighed. “They found him passed out drunk in a tavern three blocks from the Cathedral of the Lady’s Benificence.”

“I heard it was a brothel.” Navbergen fixed Obispal with a withering glare. “And this is the wizardling you want me to trust the lives and, by the Lady, souls of an entire Corps of His Majesty’s troops to?”

“The subject is young and un-tempered in many ways. But I can assure you that he is what we need to make this work.”

“Can he be controlled?”

“Yes.”

“Can he control himself?”

“Yes.” Obispal gestured toward the door. “If you want a judgment of your own, he’s here now. Will you meet with him?”

Navbergen maintained the glare a moment longer before glowering into the fire. “Send for the lad.”

The sorcerer moved for the door.

“Alone, Obispal.”

Navbergen heard no response from the other man or sound of his departure. He waited in silence, puffing spiceweed thoughtfully. Teah fluttered through his mind, her beautiful, courtly smile. He winced her away.

Footsteps.

Navbergen didn’t leave his seat, didn’t even turn to the door, waited as a young man stepped cautiously around him. Clad in a pitch black suit with archaic symbols sewn in gold thread at the cuffs and outmoded frilly silks beneath, the youth looked every bit the backwoods noble. He had the blocky, peasant features of Groth, a Duchy known for vicious blood feuds amongst a hopelessly-inbred aristocracy.

“Have a seat, Mister Navooren.” Navbergen didn’t bother to address the youth by his probably ill-gotten honorific.

“My Lord.” Navooren fluttered into the chair opposite. He removed his top hat and coils of oily blonde hair spilled forth. “My Lord General, you have my deepest apologies for missing our dinner, last night. I was...detained...I mean...” Navooren blew out a breath, managing to look as sick as he probably felt. “I’m sorry, sir...actually, I was drunk. Quite so, in fact.”

“Honesty. Well, you’ve gotten that right, at least.”

Navooren looked down. His hands fidgeted, frail, white spiders about the hat in his lap. “The power is much to bear, at times, Lord. There are...voices...sometimes, and dulling the racket is sometimes more than I can manage.”

Navbergen eyed the younger man. “I’m told you’ve seen action?”

“At Rising Falls and Far Glade, yes sir.”

“Then you know something of the pressures you’ll be under. But understand this:  what you’ll be asked to do may push the limits of your endurance. And the lives of thousands will depend on you.”

The young wizard straightened in his seat. “I’m up to the task, my Lord General.”

“There’s no disgrace in knowing one’s limitations, Mister Navooren. I’ll take your answer and hold you to it as I would the Lady’s Truth.”

A cool flicker passed through Navooren’s eyes. “I said I’m capable, and I meant it.”

“Because if I find you’re not,” Navbergen said, leaning forward with menace in his tone, “I will take a personal role in your suffering.”

“I understand.”

Navbergen took a final, warming drag at his pipe. Another gamble...so many gambles. Lady, I am tired. He rose from his seat, felt the groan of joints and the weariness of age. Navooren rose, as well, the motion quick with youth.

Navbergen stepped to the table, touched a finger to the map.

“Come then, Sir Navooren, and let me show you the part you will play.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Gregor Harden’s wife returned with his nightmares.

...his horse thundered beneath him, flanks frothing, the beast nearly blown. Sweat plastered cotton shirt to flesh as the sun punished rider and steed, turned the world into shimmering agony around them. Hills of browned grass receded behind Harden. Smoke marred the sky over the ridge ahead...

When the government in Krannigsburg voted for secession with the rest of the Free States, Kronin found itself torn between rebel and loyalist. Neighbors became foes, towns armed camps, and backyards battle grounds. The countryside roiled with guerilla war fought from foot, from horseback, from bush or mud or rooftop.

A school teacher embittered by Royal disdain for education, Free State ideologies had enflamed Harden. He’d joined one of the local militias and found himself overnight a patriot.

...the horse gave out just shy of Harden’s property. He left the collapsed heap to stagger on. Uncertain steps stirred dust that stung the skin. A hot wind took his hat, carried it across throbbing summer air. He undid his belt, let leathers and pistol drop. Smoke enveloped him, its sooty reek searing nose and throat...

The Royals had rolled across Kronin, unstoppable with loyalists uniting at their sides. Outnumbered, the Free State militias could do little more than snap at their flanks. When it became apparent that the Army of Midland had not yet the strength to keep the Royals from central Kronin, the militias’ fighting retreat became rout as partisans scattered to gather their families and flee vengeful bands of loyalists.

...fire licked amongst oily swirls over the skeleton of his home. Tatters of clothing danced ghost-like across a furrowed field. Harden ambled toward what had been the front yard. His face pinched in the awful heat. His foot caught something and he went down on hands and knees.

Blinking tears from smoke-bitten eyes he looked up...

...a blackened form dangled from rail spikes nailed to the front door. Damage from the flames left Harden only speculation as to the horrors visited on the body but he had no doubt about the tatters of ebony hair still clinging to the ruin that had been his love, his whole life...

...his Anita...

Harden awoke with a shout.

The mildew-stained canvas of his tent stretched above, dawn’s glimmer beginning to cast shadows across it. He sat up with the nightmare throb still behind his eyes. Woodenly, he swung out legs and settled bare feet to the chilly, damp surface of the ground cloth beneath his cot. His mouth tasted terrible. He ran a finger along the inside, pulled it out red and realized he’d bitten his tongue in his sleep.

Something rustled outside and a shadow moved at the tent’s entrance. “Major?”

Harden swallowed. “Come.”

Canvas flaps lifted slowly and a mahogany-skinned man of bushy brown sideburns and the double shoulder bars of a captain looked in. “Sorry, sir. Are you all right?”

Harden nodded groggily.

The captain stepped fully inside, green eyes warm with concern. “Nightmare?”

“I’m fine.”

Umber stiffened. “Very well, sir.”

Harden realized his harsh tone and winced. “Sorry, Zeke. Look, I am fine. Just not sleeping like I should.”

The first notes of reveille sputtered through crisp morning air. Harden listened as he ran a hand across week-old stubble. Coughs and curses intermingled with the rustle of blankets and the rattle of tin ware. Fires crackled as prodding sticks stirred them back to life. An adjutant barked for morning reports from company NCO’s.
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