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From the Journal of Richius Vantran:


I have been dreaming of wolves.


Sleep has become too precious for us now. The war wolves come almost every night, and we are all afraid to sleep for fear of waking to that terrible sound. I’ve had the men take turns on the flame cannons so that some of them may rest. We’ve already lost our best cannoneers to the beasts. It’s odd how they know how to hurt us. But the cannons are still working, and we have enough kerosene to keep them going for a few more days. Perhaps Gayle’s horsemen will arrive by then.


It seems Voris doesn’t care how many of his people die. These Drol are not like other Triin. They are zealots and die too easily. Even the cannons don’t frighten them. Their bodies are piling up outside the trenches, beginning to stink. If the wind doesn’t shift soon we shall all be sick from it. We’ve taken to burying our own dead in the back trenches so they don’t rot here next to us. I don’t think the Drol are so concerned about their fallen. I’ve watched them leave their comrades to die when they could have easily pulled them to safety. They don’t cry out when wounded, but crawl away alone while we pick at them with arrows. And when they die they do it silently. Lucyler says they are madmen, and sometimes I cannot doubt it. It is hard for us from Nar to understand these Triin and their ways, even with Lucyler’s help. He is not very religious, but there are times when he is as inscrutable as any Drol. Still, I am always thankful for him. He has taught me much about his strange people. He has helped me see them less as monsters. If I ever get home, if this damn civil war ever ends, I will tell my father about Lucyler and his folk. I will tell him that we of Nar have always been wrong about the Triin, that they love their children just as we do, and that they bleed red blood despite their pale skin. Even the Drol.


This valley has become a trap for us. I haven’t told the men yet, but I don’t think we can keep the Drol from Ackle-Nye much longer. Voris has been pushing hard. He knows we are weak. If more men don’t come soon we will certainly be overrun. I’ve sent a message to Father but have yet to hear a reply, and I don’t think one will be forthcoming. We haven’t had supplies from home for weeks, so we’ve started hunting for our own food. Even the hard army bread has spoiled from keeping too long. We’ve been throwing it out of the trenches to keep the rats away. Spoiled meat and bread doesn’t seem to bother vermin, and while they feed we are free of them. But we are also slowly starving, for even in this valley we can’t hunt enough meat to keep us all fed. Perhaps Father doesn’t know how bad it is for us, or perhaps he no longer cares. Either way, if help doesn’t come soon we’ll be fighting our final battle in Ackle-Nye and then it will be done. And Voris will have beaten me.


The Drol of the valley have taken to calling me Kalak. Lucyler told me it’s Triin for ‘The Jackal.’ They are bold about it, too. I can hear them shouting it in the woods, taunting me, hoping to lure us out of the trenches. When they attack they yell it like a battle cry, swinging their jiiktars and screaming Kalak as they fall upon us. But I prefer this battle cry to the one they always yelled before. To hear them cry the name of Voris reminds me of his loyal wolves and the long nights ahead.


Lonal died in this morning’s raid. No one seems to know how the Drol who killed him got so close to the cannon, but by the time I saw him it was hopeless. I had to take the cannon myself, so quickly I couldn’t even help him. He lived for a bit after he was struck, but his arm had been taken off and the men who dragged him away had left it there, and I didn’t notice it until the raid was over. Dinadin and I buried Lonal in the back trench, and Lucyler said some words neither of us understood. Lonal liked Lucyler, and I doubt a Triin prayer would have bothered him. But we are bothered that our friend has been buried like a dead horse in the corner of this foreign valley. When I return home I’ll have to tell Lonal’s parents how he died, but I won’t tell them how his body is moldering in a mass grave, and I won’t tell them that a Triin who was his friend said a prayer over him. Any Triin prayer, Drol or not Drol, would be an insult to them. It is Triin prayers that have caused all this. We are dying because of their prayers.


Dinadin is quiet now. I’ve never known him to be so damaged by the death of a friend. Back home he was always the loud one, but things here have made him thoughtful. After we buried Lonal, he told me that we should leave the valley, leave these Triin to slaughter themselves. We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, things we won’t tell our parents when we return home. Maybe even things we’ll have to answer for to our own God. Tonight I’ll let Dinadin mourn, but tomorrow I must have him back. He must again be the one who makes our regiment want to fight. He must hate the Drol again, hate Voris and his warriors.


Still, I can’t help but wonder if Dinadin is right. I hear the men talking, and I fear I am losing them all. Worse, there is nothing I can say to them. Even I don’t know why we’re fighting. We’re propping up an evil man, only so another evil man can extend his overgrown empire. Father is right about the emperor. He wants something here. But what he seeks is a mystery, and while he waits comfortably in his palace, we die. None of the men believe our cause is just, and even Lucyler has doubts about his Daegog. He knows the royal line of Lucel-Lor is doomed, that the Drol and their revolution will sweep away the old order eventually. Yet he and the other loyalists fight on for their fat king, and we of Nar fight with them, just to make our own despot richer. I hate the Drol, but they are right about one thing. The emperor will suck the blood out of the Triin.


But, Journal, I should be quiet about such things. And tonight I need to rest. This evening is peaceful. I can hear the sounds of the valley creatures and the stray calls of my name in the woods, but they don’t frighten me. Only thoughts of the wolves that might come keep me from sleeping. Today’s dead are all buried, and I can smell the fatty grease of the roasting wild birds we’ve caught. A pipe would be welcome now, or the wines of Ackle-Nye. If my sleep is peaceful I may dream of them both.


And tomorrow we’ll begin again, maybe for the last time. If the Wolf of the valley knows how weak we are, he’ll surely come in force enough to crush us. We’ll do our best to stand, and hope the horsemen promised by Gayle will arrive in time to save us. We hear little in the valley, and the horsemen can’t travel quickly here. I only wish it were my own horsemen coming to our rescue rather than those of that rogue. It would indeed be a tale for him to tell that he had saved me.


If we make it through the fight tomorrow, I’ll send another message to Father. I’ll tell him that we’ve come to depend on the House of Gayle for survival. I can think of nothing else that will rouse him to our aid. I know he doesn’t want this war, but I’m here and he must help me. If no more troops are sent, all the valley will fall back into the hands of the Wolf. We’ll lose this war and Father’s argument with the emperor will be our deaths. If we are to survive, I must convince Father this war is worth fighting.
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Richius awoke to the smell of kerosene. A familiar cry sounded in the distance. He knew what it was before his eyes snapped open.


Oh, God, no...


He was on his feet in an instant. Around him the trench bloomed big and black. The yellow fingers of a new day’s sun had barely begun to scratch at the horizon. He squinted hard, struggling to see down the earthen corridor. Dying torches tossed their light onto men in muddy uniforms, a group of soldiers huddling at the trench’s other end. Richius slogged toward them.


‘Lucyler, what’s happening?’ he called, sighting his bone-colored friend.


‘It is Jimsin,’ said Lucyler. ‘Got him while he slept.’


Richius pushed his way into the armored circle. At the center writhed what only vaguely resembled a man. Though the band of soldiers tried to pin his flailing limbs, Jimsin’s body pitched to the ugly cadence of his screams. Beside him, lying in a great unmoving heap, was the body of a wolf, its hide punctured with a hundred stab wounds.


‘Took it in the throat,’ said one of the group, a big ruddy man with the face of a boy. As Richius bent over Jimsin, the big man knelt beside him.


‘Careful,’ warned another. ‘It’s bad.’


The war wolf’s teeth had ravaged Jimsin’s throat, leaving a wound that ran all the way up to the jaw. A mangled windpipe blew on tattered flesh. Jimsin’s eyes widened hopefully as he recognized Richius.


‘Don’t move, Jimsin,’ ordered Richius. ‘Lucyler, what the hell happened?’


‘My fault,’ confessed Lucyler. ‘It was so dark. It was in the trench before I saw it. Let me help –’


‘Get back to the deck,’ snapped Richius. ‘Keep an eye out for them. All of you, get back to the deck!’


The big man passed Richius a soiled cloth. He wrapped it gingerly around the oozing wound. The muffled echo of a scream escaped the ruined throat and Jimsin’s hands shot up, seizing Richius’ wrists. Richius started to pull his hands free then stopped himself, unwilling to release the pressure from the wound.


‘No, Jimsin,’ he said. ‘Dinadin, help me with him!’


Dinadin quickly pulled Jimsin’s hands away, holding them down while Richius worked to secure the bandage. The awful half-scream kept coming, muffled now by the dirty rag. From the corner of his eye Richius noticed Dinadin’s blond head begin to turn.


‘Are they coming?’ Richius asked, already beginning to work more quickly.


‘Not yet,’ said Dinadin. There was a note of mourning in his voice. By the end of the day Jimsin would be lying next to Lonal.


‘God,’ Richius moaned. ‘He’s suffocating.’


Dinadin still had Jimsin’s wrists. He fought to hold his comrade down as blood gushed from the wound. Jimsin tried to scream again, each cry sending another bloom of crimson into the bandage. The high-pitched gurgles grew in urgency. Jimsin closed his eyes. A stream of tears burst from beneath the lids.


‘Help him, Richius!’


‘I’m trying!’ said Richius desperately. If he removed the rag, Jimsin would surely bleed to death. Leave the bandage, and he would suffocate. At last Richius reached out and lightly touched Jimsin’s tear-streaked face.


‘Jimsin,’ he whispered gently, unsure if the man could hear him. ‘I’m sorry, my friend. I don’t know how to save you.’


‘What are you doing?’ shouted Dinadin, releasing his grip on Jimsin. ‘Can’t you see he’s dying? Do something!’


‘Stop!’ cried Richius, dropping down across the wounded man to hold him still. Dinadin made to undo the bloody bandage, but Richius pushed him aside.


‘Damn it, Richius, he can’t breathe!’


‘Leave it!’ Richius ordered. The sharpness in his voice made Dinadin recoil. ‘I know he’s dying. So let him die. If you take away the rag he’ll live a lot longer. Do you really want that?’


Dinadin’s eyes were glassy and mute, like a doll’s eyes. He sat stupefied as Richius motioned him closer.


‘You want to help him?’ asked Richius. ‘Then hold him still. Be with him when he dies.’


‘Richius...’


‘That’s it, Dinadin. That’s all you can do. All right?’ Dinadin slowly nodded. He drew Jimsin into his arms and held him, hugging him tightly. Richius turned away to find Lucyler, leaving the two soldiers in their dismal embrace.


The Triin was easy to spot in the dim trench. His white skin was a beacon; his white hair waved like a flag of surrender. He stood upon the observation deck built into the trench wall, fascinated with the silent forest of birch trees in the distance. He hardly stirred as Richius climbed onto the deck.


‘Is he dead?’ asked Lucyler.


‘Almost.’


Lucyler’s chin fell to his chest. ‘I am sorry,’ he said wearily.


‘Blame the rebels,’ said Richius. ‘Not yourself.’


‘I should have seen it coming.’


‘A single wolf in the night? No one could have seen that, Lucyler. Not even you.’


Lucyler closed his eyes. ‘Why only one?’ he muttered. ‘Voris never sends only one . . .’


‘To break us. We’re not up against honorable men, Lucyler, you know that. Hell, you’re the one who told me that. They’re Drol. They’re snakes.’


‘Voris does not lay siege, Richius. It has never been his way. They are out there. They will be coming.’


Richius nodded. When it came to figuring out his rebellious adversary, he always deferred to Lucyler’s judgment. Lucyler wasn’t Drol, but he was a Triin, and there was a perplexing chemistry in all Triin brains, a singleness of thought that even the most intelligent Naren couldn’t decipher. Call it instinct or breeding, call it the ‘touch of heaven’ as the Drol did; the Triin did indeed seem more than human sometimes. And Lucyler’s mind was like a razor blade. When this particular Triin smelled fear, Richius never argued.


Lucyler had been somewhat of a gift, an aide sent by the worried Daegog to make sure the valley war went right. Of them all, Lucyler was the only Triin in the company, and he did not hail from Dring but from Tatterak, the rugged region of Lucel-Lor to which the Daegog had been exiled. As a sworn servant of the Triin leader, Lucyler had one mission – to ensure Richius was victorious. Though they didn’t always agree, Richius was forever grateful to the Daegog for sending him Lucyler. He was the fastest bowman in the company, and he could spot a red-robed Drol faster than a hawk.


Richius looked out over the trenches behind them. Barret gave them a wave from the one his men were stationed in, some ten yards to the rear. Behind Barret’s trench he saw that of Gilliam, and behind Gilliam’s the least-seasoned men in the company sat in their own trench, commanded by Ennadon.


There were those in the company who had quarreled with Richius about the way he had posted the new recruits. Lucyler had argued that only battle could teach the new men the things they needed to know. Richius saw no use in such a tactic. He remembered with painful clarity his first days in Lucel-Lor, when Colonel Okyle had been in charge of the valley war. Okyle had ordered Richius and a dozen other ‘virgins’ into a forest on a scouting mission. Like Lucyler, Okyle believed battle to be a soldier’s best teacher, and it only made things worse for Richius that he was the king’s son. Favoritism, Okyle had told him sternly, was not to be expected. Only when Richius returned from the forest alone did Okyle start rethinking the way he handled new recruits. But Okyle was dead now, and Richius had taken over. He was determined to do everything he could to spare his new men the horrors that would be upon them too soon anyway.


Keep them in the back and they’ll be safe, he told himself as he signaled to Ennadon. Let Ennadon teach them what they need to know first. Time enough for fighting.


Still...


If Voris came at them fully it would do the new men no good to be in the back trenches. There would be no haven in the Dring Valley for any of them. He supposed that he had three hundred men left, yet he had no idea how many Voris still had. A thousand? More? Even Lucyler couldn’t guess at the numbers of their enemy. They knew only one thing for sure; the master of the valley had enough warriors to destroy them.


Only the cannons can save us now, thought Richius fretfully. If the fuel lasts . . .


At both ends of the trench, where men gathered in little bunches to talk and worry, the flame cannons were heated and poised. Wisps of smoke rose from their tapered noses, their igniters glowing red against the coming dawn. The sight of their two-man teams forced an uneasy smile from Richius. These machines had been their salvation. Though a dearth of fuel had forced him to ration their use, he was grateful to have even a few of the weapons. The scientists who tinkered in the war labs of Nar had outdone themselves when they created them.


To the men in the trenches the cannons were worthy of worship. Like the soldiers of Aramoor, the Triin of the valley had arrows and spears and their own odd-looking swords, but they had nothing so powerful as the cannons. Even their magic – the dread of which had long deterred invaders from their land – had yet to prove a threat. Though many said otherwise, swore in fact that the Drol leader Tharn was a sorcerer, none of the men had seen Triin magic, and Lucyler had been vocal in his skepticism. The belief in the touch of heaven was the one great division that separated the Drol from the rest of the Triin. It was part of what made the Drol fanatics.


‘Richius?’ asked Lucyler. ‘Should I have Dinadin take a cannon?’


‘Kally and Crodin can handle them.’


‘Dinadin’s the best cannoneer left. What if . . .’


‘Lord, Lucyler,’ interrupted Richius. ‘Look at him.’ He pointed down the trench to where Dinadin sat, cradling the limp body of Jimsin. ‘You want to tell him?’


Lucyler said nothing. Of the three close friends that remained, Lucyler was the hardest of the trio. Perhaps it was his Triin blood that made him so callous, or perhaps it was because he had seen more of the war than any of them. Whatever its origin, Lucyler’s severity was always evident. It was only at times like these, however, when he had a mind to question decisions, that Lucyler’s hard-heartedness irritated Richius.


And Dinadin had changed. He still followed orders, but there was a reluctance in his eyes, a kind of sad maturity that had never been there before. Richius had promised Dinadin’s father he would look out for the man, that he would bring him home alive from this hellish place, and that one day they would sit again around the hearth in the House of Lotts and laugh about better days.


‘He’ll be ready,’ said Richius with feigned confidence.


‘I hope so. We’re going to need him if . . .’


Lucyler stopped, his gray eyes widening. Richius let his own gaze slip back to the birch grove. There, among the twisted limbs, something stirred. From behind the trees and rocks came a torrent of crimson. Spots of charcoal with shining eyes dotted the forefront of the flood.


A knot of terror tied itself in Richius’ stomach.


‘Ignite the cannons!’ he cried.


Far down the trench Kally fired up his weapon. The cannon screamed as it came alive, belching a cloud of spent kerosene into the air. Within seconds a red funnel of flame poured from its orifice. Next Crodin ignited his own cannon, trimming its fiery plume into a spear-shaped stream. Other cannons ignited in the trenches behind them, kerosene pumping into their long noses and being spit out again as fire. Even in the cold morning, Richius could feel the heat of the bursts beneath his armor.


‘Protect the cannons!’Richius barked. ‘They’re coming!’


What had looked at first like a flood of scarlet water was now plainly a wave of red-robed men breaking toward them. Wolves were running before the wave. Dozens of them.


‘Lorris and Pris,’ whispered Lucyler. ‘We are finished.’


Behind the beasts came swarms of warriors, each one shouting and brandishing a dual-bladed jiiktar. Lucyler gritted his teeth and snarled.


‘Come then, damned Drol!’ he cried, and gave the center of his own jiiktar a powerful twist. The weapon came apart in his hands, forming two light, long-bladed swords.


Along the deck the soldiers steeled themselves. There was the snapping of bowstrings as the air filled with arrows. The missiles landed among the wolves, puncturing their thick black hides. An arrow caught one of them in the snout, lodging itself between flaring nostrils. Undeterred, the wolf raced on, homing for the cannons – just as Voris had trained it to do.


At once the archers at the trench’s left flank focused on the pack. Kally aimed his cannon, his face streaked with black smudges from the weapon’s backblast.


‘More fuel!’ he barked.


His lineman twisted the valve on the feed hose. Kally squeezed the trigger. Red lightning erupted. The bolt blew the wolves backward, their coats torn by the impact of the fire. An unearthly shriek rose above the bellow of the cannons. To Richius, the sound was like music.


Dinadin climbed onto the deck and peered out into the distance. His face was flushed from weeping.


‘Bloody gogs,’ he spat, fumbling an arrow to his bow.


‘No,’ said Richius. ‘Not here. I want you near a cannon.’


‘They’re already manned . . .’


‘By a cannon!’


Dinadin grumbled and started off down the deck, squeezing his big body past the others. In wolf attacks, cannoneers were always the first to fall.


A shout from Lucyler galvanized the deck. The Triin stretched out one of his swords, pointing at a black mass closing quickly in on them. The wolf with the arrow in its snout had somehow made it through the cross fire of the cannons. Little blazes glowed and smoldered in its coat, sending bits of burning hair drizzling down in its wake.


The beast leapt, a howl tearing from its mouth, its nostrils snorting bloody mucus. Lucyler cried out. He dropped to one knee and swung his curved blade in a blazing arc. Richius stumbled backward, falling off the deck into the trench below. He felt the shock of pain as his armor was driven into his back and rib cage. The head with the arrow splashed into the mud beside him.


Quickly Richius got to his feet and dashed to the nearest ladder. But before he could place his foot on a rung another scream stopped him. He looked left and saw a wolf on top of Kally. The beast had knocked the cannoneer into the trench. Already Dinadin had leapt into the ditch after it, smashing his bow against the wolf’s head. Yet it wasn’t the sight of Kally being savaged that frightened Richius; it was the sight of the unmanned cannon. The wolf had toppled the cannon from its base so that the weapon pointed skyward, spewing flame upward like a huge orange fountain. And though he was no longer on the deck to see it, Richius knew the wolves had already sensed the hole in the Narens’ defenses.


‘Dinadin!’ Richius shouted. ‘Get the cannon!’


Dinadin glanced at Richius, a horrified expression on his face. Kally was still alive.


‘Get the bloody cannon!’ Richius repeated, his voice cracking. He was sure Dinadin could hear him, even over the roar of the fallen weapon. Yet Dinadin ignored him, continuing instead to land blow after useless blow on the wolf. When at last Richius reached them he pushed Dinadin aside and brought his sword down upon the creature’s neck. There was a spray of blood as the head fell forward, held to the torso by a hinge of skin. The wolf fell upon Kally, lifeless. Kally too was still. Richius turned and glared at Dinadin. The young man stared back at him, his face twisted in confusion. Richius grabbed Dinadin’s breastplate and shook him.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ he screamed, ignoring the storm of sparks coming down and biting them like bee stings. ‘You heard me ordering you to the cannon!’


Dinadin said nothing. Tears ran down his face, leaving clean rivulets on his sooty skin. Richius stopped shaking him.


‘Dinadin?’


Dinadin was silent.


‘Come on, Dinadin. We have to get the cannon.’


At last Dinadin’s eyes flared to life. He pulled away from Richius, roaring, ‘To hell with your cannon! What did you want me to do, leave him to die?’


‘God’s death!’ cursed Richius, pushing past Dinadin. ‘The cannon is more important! You know that.’ He stooped to avoid the flames and grabbed for the weapon, shielding his face with his forearm.


‘Richius, stop!’


The voice was Lucyler’s. Richius released the cannon at once, unable to loose the jammed trigger. The Triin was waving at him frantically.


‘All right, let’s get out of here,’ said Richius, turning away from the cannon. ‘The trench is lost.’


Dinadin looked helpless. ‘Richius . . .’


‘Forget it,’ Richius snapped, waving for Dinadin to follow. Lucyler jumped into the trench ahead of them.


‘Too many,’ the Triin called out. ‘And the warriors are coming.’


‘Signal the second trench to cover our retreat,’ Richius called back. ‘Dinadin, get everyone out of here.’


At the other end of the trench, Crodin was struggling to hold back the onslaught of wolves and warriors with his cannon. When Richius barked retreat, Crodin beamed with relief. Richius and Lucyler made their way to him, climbing onto the deck beside him and his lineman, Ellis. All around them men hurried out of the trench. Drol warriors were pouring out of the woods. Only a few precious moments remained.


‘One last blast, Cro, then we move,’ said Richius, his hand already poised to undo the fuel line. ‘Lucyler, you and Ellis take the tank. We’ll get the cannon.’


Lucyler put his hands around the fuel tank. Ellis did the same, his back stooped for lifting. A chorus of Kalak broke from the ranks of the running Drol.


‘Get ready, Crodin,’ whispered Richius. ‘Ellis, give us all you can.’


‘Here’s everything,’ Ellis answered, loosening the valve that fed the cannon its combustible fuel. There was a hiss as the liquid swam through the line.


Crodin squeezed the trigger, coaxing a blast from the cannon like none Richius had ever seen. It exploded all around them with a concussive boom. Richius fell to his knees, gasping and clasping his ears. Beside him Lucyler and Ellis were running for the rear trenches, the fuel tank in their hands.


‘Richius!’ cried Lucyler, dropping the tank.


Richius waved him onward. ‘Get moving!’


He staggered to his feet as Lucyler and Ellis hurried away, the heavy tank dangling between them. A volley of arrows rose from the rear trenches to cover their escape.


‘Let’s go, Richius,’ said Crodin, wrapping the hot metal cannon in a swaddling of rags. He had already loosened the fittings that kept the cannon secured to the deck. Richius had yet to remove the weapon’s feed line. Cursing, he fumbled to find the metal collar that fixed the line. Crodin shook his end of the cannon.


‘Forget the line,’ he shouted. ‘We’ll drag it!’


Richius grabbed the cannon and lifted. He tucked the heavy weapon beneath his arm and ran for the next trench, Crodin and the still-fastened fuel line in tow. Barret was on its deck, waving and shouting. Behind them, the cover provided by the last blast had dissipated. There was another shower of arrows from Barret’s men.


They were only yards from safety now. Soldiers scrambled out of the trench to meet them. Richius gratefully let the others carry the cannon the few remaining feet. Exhausted, he collapsed onto the deck next to Lucyler.


‘You all right?’ Lucyler asked quickly.


‘Set up the cannon in the center of the trench,’ Richius gasped. ‘Have Dinadin and Ellis man it.’


Crodin was already working to settle the cannon into its new home, propping the weapon into a makeshift stand Ellis had built from two swords. The swords had been driven into the deck and fashioned into a ‘V,’ so that now the cannon rested uneasily in the notch. Dinadin was beside them, cracking the knuckles of his trigger hand.


Richius looked out over the battlefield. Ten yards away, Drol warriors were climbing into the forward trench, digging themselves in for protection. Already Drol archers were sending their own arrows skyward. Fires flickered about the field, some of them as small as the corpses they consumed, others as large as battle wagons. Clouds of bluish smoke floated above them, bearing aloft the stink of flesh and kerosene. And past the smoke, past the infernos and the flying arrows, the birch grove was crimson with Drol.


Crodin erected the cannon in its unsteady cradle. Lucyler stepped back and looked at their handiwork as Dinadin slipped his finger into the weapon’s trigger guard. The cannon swayed without toppling.


‘It will work,’ Lucyler called to Richius. ‘Not for long, though.’


‘Good enough,’ said Richius impatiently. ‘With three cannons we should be able to hold them off awhile.’


And then what? wondered Richius. Throw rocks at them? We’re running out of fuel. Without the cannons . . .


He stopped himself. Not now. Work to do.


‘Dinadin,’ he called. ‘Get ready. Give them a big blast first, then ease up on the trigger.’


Dinadin had turned an unpleasant shade of gray. He tucked himself behind the flame cannon.


‘Take it slow,’ encouraged Richius. ‘That cannon isn’t stable and we’re running out of fuel. If –’


A shout from the rear trenches made Richius stop. He turned and looked behind him. Another shout rose up, high and strangely gleeful.


‘What... ?’


From out of the distance a mass of galloping horsemen was riding toward them. At their forefront, barely visible against the horizon, flew a banner of green. Though he couldn’t see it, Richius knew that a golden, charging horse was embroidered on the banner. It was the banner of Talistan, the crest of the House of Gayle.


‘The horsemen!’ cried Crodin.


Richius grimaced, a name coming to his lips like a sickness. ‘Gayle.’


‘Look, Richius,’ exclaimed Dinadin. ‘We’re saved!’


‘Seems so,’ replied Richius dully.


There were scores of horsemen, enough to best even this many Drol. From his place on the deck Richius could see the Drol already reacting to the coming cavalry. The tide of red robes ebbed a little.


‘We should attack,’ said Dinadin anxiously. ‘We could crush them with so many horsemen!’


Richius shot Dinadin a pointed stare. ‘We’ll hold our position.’ He turned to Lucyler and added, ‘I want everyone ready to defend the trenches. Let’s avoid a fight if we can.’


‘Unlikely,’ said Lucyler. ‘Look.’


Across the valley, a cloud of dust rose up. The horsemen were charging.


‘Oh, God,’ Richius groaned. ‘They’re going to attack.’ He quickly raised his arms over his head and signaled to his men, shouting to get their attention.


‘Listen to me!’ he called. ‘The horsemen are attacking. But we still have a position to defend. Nobody gets out of the trenches unless I order it. Barret, make sure all of your men stay put. In the other trenches, too. Dinadin, I want you ready on that cannon. As soon as the Drol see what’s happening they might make a run for us.’


‘I’ll be ready,’ Dinadin replied, settling himself behind the weapon.


The horsemen were closing the gap quickly. In the forward trench Drol warriors squatted on the deck, gibbering and pointing toward the coming cavalry. The banner of the horsemen was clearer now, shining green and gold in the growing light, carried forward by a charging, armored gelding. Richius grinned. Rivals or not, the sight of so many fine animals was beautiful. These were among the finest horses in the Empire, and the men that rode them rivaled his own kinsmen in skill. But these were not the horsemen of Aramoor.


The riders drew their swords. Ugly, serrated blades. On their heads were helmets forged into the likenesses of demons.


These were the horsemen of Talistan.


‘You were right,’ Lucyler whispered. ‘Impressive.’


Dinadin scowled. ‘Not as impressive as the Aramoor Guard, right, Richius?’


‘Hardly,’ Richius quipped.


The horsemen galloped faster, shaking the air with the thunder of their attack. Splitting into two groups, they began to flank the trenches. Not even when they reached the bodies did they slow their hellish charge. With a trained sureness they trampled over the loose earth of the graves, and where unburied bodies lay supine, the chargers simply jumped over them. Soon the two teams were galloping past the trenches, hurrying across the battlefield toward the Drol.


Richius had fought from horseback before. He knew the power a man could will into a weapon from the back of a speeding steed. The Drol, however, seemed stunned by the attack. Despite their numbers, the warriors of the valley were helpless beside the horses. They had come out into the open. And the beasts they faced were bred for war. They showed none of the respect for people that their parade-ground brethren felt. Unless the tug of a rein came to stop it, a warhorse paid little attention to the barrier posed by a living being. Within moments dozens of the warriors were crushed beneath hooves.


From atop their armored mounts, where the white heads of the Drol floated at the level of their waists, the horsemen lowered their weapons. Jiiktars collided with broadswords and bare fists with armor, and Richius watched it all with a feeling of utter impotence. He longed to run out of the trench, to join in the bloodletting and his own liberation. But as Dinadin and the others eyed him hopefully, he barked only one command. ‘Hold your position!’


A single horseman rode toward the trench. He was grander than the rest, his warhorse gilded with silver, his demon-faced helmet polished and bejeweled. Upon his breastplate pranced an embossed horse of gold, and at his side dangled an unblemished blade. Lucyler pointed his chin at the rider as he drew near.


‘Richius, is that Gayle?’


Richius straightened. ‘It is.’


The rider stopped his horse just shy of the trench. He raised the visor of his helmet and looked down into the trench and the men there watching him. Finally, his black beard parted.


‘Vantran?’


Richius raised a filthy hand. ‘Here.’


Blackwood Gayle laughed. ‘The valley has been hard on you, Vantran. I scarcely recognized you.’


Richius forced a smile. ‘You were easy to recognize, Baron.’


‘How many gogs are there?’


‘As many as you see and more,’ answered Richius. ‘Voris has been pushing us hard.’


‘Indeed. Well, we’re here now, Vantran. We’ll take care of them for you.’ He lowered his helmet and began to turn his horse back to the battle, calling over his shoulder, ‘Clear that forward trench, why don’t you?’


Richius cringed in hot anger. He wanted to yell back at Gayle, to hurl an obscenity at him, but he only swore under his breath. To his surprise, he heard Dinadin cursing with him.


‘What scum,’ Dinadin hissed. ‘He can’t talk to you that way, Richius.’


‘He doesn’t care who we are, Dinadin, you know that. We’re Aramoor and he’s Talistan, and that’s all he sees when he looks at us.’


‘What now?’ asked Lucyler carefully.


Richius tightened his hand around his sword and sighed. ‘Now we clear the forward trench.’
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It was his father who had taught Richius the value of trenches in warfare. The older Vantran, a veteran of numerous battles, had used the ditches and catacombs in his war against Talistan. Though not impregnable, a trench was like a fortress to the men inside it. With a wall of archers on its deck, a trench was difficult to reach and nearly impossible to overrun. They had kept Richius’ company alive during countless Drol raids. Until now, the Drol had never breached them.


The job of clearing the forward trench had been sickening. Refusing to flee or surrender, the Drol who had seized it had chosen to fight, leaving Richius with one dismal option – to go into the ditch after them. So, with shield and sword in hand, he led a brigade into the trench. And the Drol were summarily slaughtered.


The sun was high overhead when the gruesome work was finally finished. Slick with Triin gore, Richius emerged from the trench in a stupor. The field, once teeming with men and wolves and horses, was now awash with bodies. Drol bodies. They were everywhere, some whole, some in pieces, some so trampled by horse hooves as to be only pulp. The mud of the field had turned a ruddy purple. Things that had been men and wolves burned in stinking pockets of fire, and the air was rank with the smell of kerosene. Except for the buzzards, only one thing moved amidst the astonishing carnage.


Blackwood Gayle sat astride his horse, surveying the damage his troops had occasioned. His demon-faced helmet gleamed in the smoky sunlight. At his side hung his still-unblemished sword. His head turned toward the trenches as he noticed Richius.


‘Vantran,’ he cried, spurring his horse forward. Beneath the helmet’s faceplate the big voice rang like metal.


Richius ignored the baron. He got to his feet and stooped to help Lucyler out of the trench. Behind the Triin came Dinadin, who whistled when he saw the battlefield. Blackwood Gayle reached them just as Dinadin’s boot came off the ladder.


‘You see, Vantran?’ said Gayle proudly. ‘Nothing to worry about. You make too much of these valley Drol, I think.’


‘Really?’ asked Richius angrily. ‘How would you know? You look . . . uninjured.’


Gayle stiffened. His eyes flashed through the slits in his metal mask. ‘I killed my share,’ he assured Richius. ‘And I will kill more when we find them. Most of the gog cowards fled. I’ve already sent my troops into the forest after them.’


‘What? I didn’t order that!’


‘You don’t order my men, Vantran,’ said Gayle. The demon helmet bobbed as he looked Richius up and down. ‘And from the looks of you, I didn’t think you up to chasing them.’


‘I don’t want to chase them!’ thundered Richius. ‘Especially not on horseback. If you had bothered to ask I would have told you how stupid that is. There’s hardly enough room for a horse to move on those forest paths. Your men will be lucky not to be ambushed.’


‘I waited until you were done to tell you what I’d planned,’ said Gayle. ‘That’s all the courtesy I intend to show you. I will not defer to you more.’


‘I’m in command here, Gayle,’ insisted Richius. ‘The valley’s under my authority.’


Blackwood Gayle scoffed. ‘I brought my horsemen here to fight, and fight they will. You may sit in your holes if you like, letting the real men do battle.’


‘You arrogant ass. You can’t fight from horseback in the forest. Those woods are crawling with Drol. If you ride in there they’ll be on top of you before you can draw your sword.’


‘Enough,’ ordered Gayle. He reined his horse around, turning away from Richius. ‘You have no dominion over me, Vantran.’ Then, spurring his horse into a gallop, Gayle rode back toward the forest.


‘That fool,’ seethed Richius. ‘He doesn’t even know his way around the valley. We’ll have to go after him.’


‘Why bother?’ asked Dinadin bitterly. ‘Why not just leave him to the Drol?’


‘No. I don’t want him stirring up any more trouble.’


The company’s horses were kept on the other side of the camp, just outside the confining catacombs of the trenches. There were not many of them now, but the horse master did have three geldings for the trio. Ignoring his exhaustion, Richius climbed into the saddle.


‘Let’s keep it quiet,’ he ordered the others. ‘There’s no sense in telling the Drol we’re coming.’ Then, with a snap of the reins, Richius led Lucyler and Dinadin across the reeking battlefield and into the forest. Though he knew the horsemen had gotten a healthy lead on them, he was hopeful they would find the Talistanians quickly.


The part of the valley through which they traveled was less overgrown than the rest of the land, and its earth was level enough for a horse to tread on. Still, the forest paths were treacherous and narrow, and the trio had to struggle to keep their mounts from stumbling. More than one of their horses had broken a leg in these woods, and Richius was determined not to cause any more of the precious animals to be killed.


To their relief, they found the horsemen easy to track. The rich soil of the valley did a fine job of showing hoofprints, and it was a simple matter for Lucyler to trace the path of the heavily armored horses through the woodlands. They rode slowly, wary of every sound, their eyes constantly in search of crimson robes or the gleam of a jiiktar. But all they saw were the creatures of the forest, the bucks and the birds and the small furry things that shot across their path. So they continued, and it wasn’t until an hour had slipped by that Richius began to worry.


‘We should have reached them by now,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it possible they could get so far.’


‘They waste their time,’ scoffed Lucyler. ‘The Drol have disappeared back into the deep forest. Gayle’s men will never find them by staying on the path.’


‘Still,’ replied Richius, ‘we have to find them. It isn’t safe to leave them alone here.’


‘It is less safe for us,’ said Lucyler, peering around the forest. The woodlands had thickened, the path they followed becoming less defined. ‘We should head back now, Richius. We’re too far from camp.’


Richius shook his head. ‘We continue. We must if we’re going to catch up to Gayle.’


‘Why?’ pressed Lucyler. ‘The horsemen can look after themselves.’


‘I’m not worried about the horsemen, Lucyler.’


Lucyler looked surprised, but said nothing. He merely nodded and continued following Richius through the woods. Dinadin was also quiet, a blessing for which Richius was enormously grateful. They rode like this for long minutes, until finally Richius spoke. A faint, mysterious odor was becoming evident. The aroma, mingled as it was with the perfumes of the forest, was almost undetectable. But it was there, and it clung to the inside of his nostrils with a woodsy sweetness.


‘What’s that smell?’


Lucyler and Dinadin both breathed deeply.


‘I don’t smell anything,’ said Dinadin quickly.


‘No,’ Lucyler countered, taking another breath through his sharp nose. ‘I smell it. Like smoke.’


Richius was still sniffing the air. ‘Are there any villages around here, Lucyler?’


‘There could be. There are villages throughout the valley.’ Lucyler paused and sniffed again. ‘But the smell is too strong for cooking fires.’


Richius agreed. The smell was almost acrid. Dinadin could smell it now, too. The young man turned his head away with a jerk when he noticed it.


‘Lord!’ he exclaimed, bringing his forearm to his nose. ‘What is that ?’


Richius gave Lucyler a pointed stare. ‘You know what it smells like to me, Lucyler?’


‘What?’


‘Gayle.’


The trio moved with urgency now. Richius forced his horse into a gallop, hoping his mount could negotiate the dangerous ground. Lucyler and Dinadin galloped after him. Before long the smell became a stench. Richius’ eyes began to water. By the time the horses had taken ten more strides, a noise rippled through the forest like the breaking of ocean surf. But Richius knew he wasn’t hearing water. The noise was the dull roar of fire. He continued to charge, his imagination reeling with dismal visions.


They emerged quite abruptly into a clearing. Beneath them was farmland, the soil sprinkled with red tubers. The garden was pitted with hoofprints. Before him, across the torn-up field, was a small village. The place was typically Triin, simple and unadorned, with houses of wood and paper, wet clothing hung to dry on linen lines. Narrow avenues with paving stones ran between the homes. And amidst all this were the horsemen of Talistan.


Richius could see the horsemen clearly, some setting torches to the homes, most gathering the Triin of the village into small groups, gleefully dragging them out of their dwellings while they stripped them of any belongings. At the outskirts of the village, where the stonework ended and the field began, an inferno was coughing black smoke into the air. Horsemen were tossing all manner of items onto the fire. Furnishings and clothing, weapons and farm tools – all going to ashes in the blaze.


‘God,’ Richius gasped.


Lucyler looked stricken. ‘We must stop them,’ he said quickly, and without waiting for Richius’ order galloped off toward the village. Richius and Dinadin raced across the garden after him. They reached the pyre quickly and flung themselves off their horses. The soldiers gathered there goggled at them.


‘What’s going on here?’ Richius demanded.


One of the horsemen stepped forward. In his arms was cradled a squealing pig.


‘Who are you?’ he asked, glaring at Richius over the struggling sow.


‘I am Richius Vantran of Aramoor,’ declared Richius. ‘And I asked you a question, soldier.’


The man rolled his eyes.


‘Well?’ pressed Richius. Other horsemen were beginning to gather around them now, some mounted, some on foot.


‘This isn’t your concern,’ answered the man at last. ‘We take our orders from Baron Gayle.’


Richius stepped closer. ‘Everything in this valley is my concern, Talistanian. I give the orders here, not Blackwood Gayle. Now talk.’


‘We’re looking for Drol,’ the soldier answered stiffly. ‘We followed them into the forest but they scattered. Baron Gayle ordered the village searched.’


‘And did he order the place burned?’


‘This village is full of rebels,’ the soldier insisted. ‘It’s got to be destroyed.’


Lucyler stepped up before Richius could answer. ‘There are no Drol here. This is just butchery. These people have done nothing.’


‘And the pig?’ continued Richius, nodding toward the sow in the man’s arms. ‘Were you going to burn that, too?’


‘We’re taking the animals back with us,’ said the man. ‘And any other food the gogs have. Baron Gayle says we’re to bring it all back to the trenches, share it with you.’


‘Forget it,’ snapped Richius. ‘These Triin aren’t our enemies. And they’re going to need their animals and food for the coming winter.’


‘Any one of these gogs could be a Drol,’ said the soldier. ‘If we let them go they’ll be back at our throats in an hour. Baron Gayle says –’


Richius raised a hand. ‘Let me explain something to you. I know you’re only a stupid Talistanian, but try hard to understand. See these people in this village? They’re farmers. That means they grow food and tend livestock all damn day. They don’t make weapons for the Drol, and they probably don’t give a hang who wins this bloody war. So now we’re all going to turn around and leave quietly. All right?’


The soldier scoffed. ‘All the Triin in this valley are under Voris’ control. That makes them all Drol.’


‘No,’ said Richius angrily. ‘That makes them all victims. And I won’t have any massacres under my command.’ Over his shoulder he called, ‘Lucyler, you and Dinadin put a stop to this mess.’


The soldier looked shocked. ‘What are you doing? You can’t just . . .’


‘Quiet, fool. The emperor has given me the power to do as I wish here. Now you order your people to stop their killing at once or I’ll make sure you’re sent back to Nar in chains. Do you understand?’


The emperor’s title made the soldier swallow hard. He stooped and lowered the pig to the ground. The animal scrambled from his arms and ran off into the field.


‘I understand, Vantran.’


‘Prince,’ corrected Richius as he began walking into the village.


‘What?’


‘Prince Vantran to you.’


He didn’t care to hear the man’s reply. He only wanted the soldier to obey him, to put an end to the carnage his countrymen were causing. And he wanted to find Gayle.


Richius quickly discovered that the villagers were as afraid of him as they were of the horsemen. Most looked away as he strode by, and some of them ran. These were mostly women, doubtlessly afraid of being ravaged by the pillagers. Those whose houses were not yet burning sought refuge in them. All around him Richius could hear the slamming of doors. There were screams, too, and the wailing of children.


As he searched the burning village, Richius could see his companions trying to calm the more distraught villagers. He saw Dinadin fall to one knee to console a small girl. She was hysterical, repeating something again and again in the throaty language of the Triin. Like Richius, Dinadin knew almost nothing of the odd language. He stammered an unintelligible mix of broken Triin phrases as he tried to quiet the girl. And though he silently applauded the efforts of his comrades, Richius didn’t join them in trying to calm the panicked villagers. He walked with determination through the chaos, ignoring the incomprehensible pleas of the children that gathered at his boots. He shooed them away when they came to him. But every child he saw hammered home his outrage.


Outside one of the still-undamaged houses, a single Talistanian stood with his arms folded across his chest. No one else was around, and there was nothing about the dwelling that Richius could imagine being of interest. From within the house he could hear the unmistakable sound of a woman’s screams.


‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, approaching the man with his sword held at belt level. The man’s cocky expression evaporated at the sight of him.


‘Prince Vantran,’ the man stammered. ‘I am under orders to guard this house.’


‘Orders? From who?’


The man hesitated before answering. ‘Baron Gayle.’


‘Is he inside?’


‘He is. But Prince Vantran, I’m not to let anyone disturb him.’


‘Why? So he can rape some old woman? Step away.’


‘Please . . .’ the man implored, but Richius shoved him aside and gave the door a kick. It splintered open, revealing a small, dimly lit room. In the corner of the room, under the chamber’s single torch, a polished mound of silver armor moved on the floor.


‘Gayle!’


Blackwood Gayle twisted around to face the doorway. An ugly blend of anger and lust flashed in his eyes. He cursed when he recognized Richius. The girl underneath him squirmed to free herself but Gayle pushed her down again.


‘Get out of here!’ Gayle roared, then added with a laugh, ‘Get your own.’


The baron turned back to the girl and put his lips to her throat. She roared at the unwanted touch. It was only when he felt the blade at the nape of his neck that Gayle realized Richius was behind him.


‘Get up,’ said Richius coldly. He pressed the edge of the weapon into the big man’s skin. Gayle froze.


‘Vantran,’ he hissed. ‘Remove that sword. Now.’


Richius grabbed the man by the hair and pulled. ‘Arise, Baron!’ he said, his sword still kissing Gayle’s skin.


As Richius yanked, Gayle rose to his knees with a howl. The girl scrambled out from beneath him. She balled herself up in the corner, drawing her ruined garments over her breasts.


‘I knew you would do something like this,’ whispered Richius, bending over Gayle’s shoulder. ‘You animal.’


‘You idiot,’ Gayle sneered. He was still on his knees with the sword at his throat. ‘What do you think you’re here for? This is a war, boy!’


‘In this valley I run the war,’ said Richius, moving the blade off the baron’s throat. ‘Now go.’


Gayle rose and turned to glare at Richius. He towered over him by more than a foot, but Richius didn’t back away. Instead, he walked past Gayle to the corner where the girl waited, watching them both with red-hot contempt.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked gently.


‘I didn’t hurt her,’ Gayle insisted, straightening his uniform. ‘And what would you care if I did? You’re a bigger gog-lover than your father!’


Richius glowered. ‘Go, Baron. Leave my valley.’


‘Your valley? You’ve been trying to take this place for months. Voris will eat you up in a day if we leave –’


A sudden screech tore from the corner of the room. Richius turned to see the girl lunging forward, a sharp stiletto in her fist. She barreled past Richius and collided with Gayle, bringing the stiletto down with a scream. Gayle howled as the knife skidded off his armor and across his arm, tearing open the leather and the skin beneath.


‘Bitch!’ he swore, batting her away. She fell back, dazed from the blow, and the stiletto dropped to the floor. Gayle stalked after her and she rose again, hissing and lunging at him with clawed hands. Richius hurried over and pulled her away, dragging her from the enraged baron.


‘Get out, Gayle!’ he ordered, fighting to hold her back. It was like holding one of Voris’ war wolves. She spat a string of Triin curses at the baron. Blackwood Gayle’s face contorted with rage.


‘You little tramp,’ he snarled. ‘You’re dead . . .’


She kicked at him, driving her foot into his thigh. Richius hauled her backward, tossing her against the wall to get between them.


‘Go!’ he snapped. ‘Get out now!’


‘Gog-lover,’ Gayle countered. ‘You bloody little bastard...’


‘I’m ordering you to leave, Baron.’


‘If I leave, you’ll lose here, Vantran,’ said Gayle. ‘I swear it, you’ll lose.’


‘I’d rather lose with honor than win with your help.’


Gayle smiled sardonically. ‘Then lose,’ he said, and left the room.


Richius looked back at the girl. She had sunk down, exhausted and dazed, and he could see her clearly at last. She was young. Barely eighteen, he guessed. Her hair was long and the bone-white of all the Triin. Almond-shaped eyes looked back at him, ripe with loathing, and around her left eye a purplish swelling was beginning to rise.


‘Are you all right?’ Richius asked again, reaching out to inspect her bruised face. She swatted his hand away.


‘Ee sassa ma!’ she yelled, pulling away from Richius’ probing hand and drawing her torn dress tighter around herself. ‘Sassa ma! Sassa ma!’


Richius fell back, startled. ‘No,’ he said, holding his open palms out before him. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I want to help.’


With the quickness of a cat she dove for her stiletto. But Richius was closer and brought his foot down on it.


‘No!’ he directed, reaching down to pick up the weapon. She inched backward, regarding him. She swore at him, but all Richius could decipher from the jumble was that she wanted no part of him. Yet something about the girl kept him from leaving.


‘Stop,’ he begged. ‘You’re safe. I won’t hurt you.’


As if she understood him, the girl grew suddenly still. Her breathing slowed and her gray eyes narrowed as she watched him suspiciously. Richius forced a thin smile.


‘Good,’ he said. He let the hand with the stiletto drop to his side. ‘That’s better. Nothing’s going to happen to you now. We’re here to help.’


The girl looked at him blankly, the shade of shock drawing over her eyes. Richius had seen the look before, but seeing it on this young girl sickened him. He went to reach out for her again, but before he could he heard his name being called. The voice sounded far away. Richius recognized it immediately as Dinadin’s.


‘They’re looking for me,’ he said, half to himself. He knew she had no comprehension of his words, yet he didn’t want to stop talking for fear of losing her tenuous trust. ‘Can you hear it? That’s my name – Richius.’


The girl didn’t move, just stared at Richius fearlessly. He continued to smile at her.


‘Richius,’ he repeated, pointing to himself. ‘I’m Richius.’


For a moment the girl continued her empty silence, then suddenly her eyes widened with recognition.


‘Kalak?’


Richius was horrified. ‘No!’ he exclaimed, springing to his feet. ‘Don’t call me that! I’m not your enemy. We’re here to help you. We . . .’


He stopped himself. She was still staring at him, her eyes blazing with pain and confusion.


‘That is why we’re here,’ he said mournfully. ‘But you’ll never believe it.’


Still the girl said nothing. Behind Richius, the sunlight streaming into the room was blocked by a figure in the doorway.


‘Richius?’ called Dinadin.


Richius kept his frown fixed on the girl at his feet. ‘Yes?’


‘Gayle and his men have gone, but the fires have gotten out of control. I think we should leave.’


Richius nodded. ‘Find Lucyler.’


‘He’s already waiting outside with the horses,’ Dinadin answered, stepping into the room. ‘Who’s that?’


Richius turned from the girl and walked toward the door, dropping the stiletto on his way. ‘No one.’


Dyana waited for Kalak to leave before daring to stir. Her body had become a frigid corpse. Dirt seemed to cover her. Her garments hung open and she clamped them shut with a fist, gritting her teeth against the tears.


Breathe, she told herself. Kalak is gone.


Or was he? Outside she could still hear shouting, but they were all Triin voices. Smoke seeped into the tiny home and fire crackled beyond the walls. She examined herself quickly. Her face hurt where the big one had struck her. She tested the bruise with her fingertip and winced. The contusion was swelling, closing off her eye and blurring her vision. She heard herself moan like a girl, angry and frightened.


And then she thought of her uncle. Where was he? Why wasn’t he looking for her? She stumbled to her feet, grabbing for the wall to hold herself up. Nausea washed over her so that she thought she would vomit, and she wondered if her cheekbones had been fractured. Carefully she inched along the wall toward the door, steeled herself, and peered out.


Smoke blotted out the sun. The horrible sounds of screaming assailed her. Children rushed by, wailing, and the sobs of the elderly poured through the streets. It seemed to her that the whole world was burning, that only her uncle’s modest house still stood unscathed. She staggered out of the doorway and onto the street, appalled at the devastation.


‘Jaspin?’ she called, peering down the avenue. ‘Jaspin? Where are you?’


An older woman she didn’t know spotted her. The woman took a pitying look at her battered face and ruined garb and slid an arm around her.


‘Child?’ asked the woman. ‘Are you all right?’


Dyana nodded, unconcerned for herself. ‘I need to find my uncle. And my cousin...’


‘Your face is bleeding,’ said the woman. She smiled gently and tried to ease Dyana down. ‘Lie down. I will get something for your face.’


‘No,’ said Dyana. ‘Shani. Where is she?’ Her words seem to come from an enormous distance, and she heard how slurred her voice sounded. ‘Take me to her, please. I need to find her, make sure she is all right. She is little . . .’


The woman blanched. ‘You are the one that lives with Jaspin.’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Dyana impatiently. She pointed toward her uncle’s house. ‘I live here with them. Have you seen them?’


‘Oh, child,’ groaned the woman, her face collapsing. She took hold of Dyana’s hand and squeezed.


‘What is it?’ asked Dyana. ‘Take me to them.’


‘I . . . I will,’ the old woman managed. ‘Come with me.’


She led Dyana through the frenzied streets, past the burning buildings and the hollow-eyed children, and past the huddled families. Dyana followed, all the tangles of emotion choking her so that she could hardly think. At last they came to another huddle, not far away from Jaspin’s home. Here she saw a few familiar faces, all long and drawn in misery. She heard the agonized groans of something at the group’s center. It sounded vaguely like a man. The old woman stopped and looked at her. She couldn’t speak but pointed toward the huddle.


Dyana pushed herself toward the group of people. She recognized Eamok, Jaspin’s neighbor. He glanced up at her as her torn dress brushed past his cheek. Angry recognition dawned on his face, and very slowly he moved aside to reveal the shaking thing at the center of the mass. As she had known, as she had dreaded, it was Jaspin, his body racked with sobs. Cradled in his arms was a tiny, pulverized body.


‘Trampled,’ she heard someone whisper.


Dyana peered down at the small figure, at the red-stained clothes pitted with horseshoe-shaped markings. The face was bloodied but intact – except for one eye that had popped out whole from its socket and now stared obscenely in an impossible direction. All the strength in her evaporated. She slumped down next to her weeping uncle.


Little Shani was limp, a broken doll with disjointed, dangling limbs. Jaspin was moaning, rocking back and forth with his daughter cradled lifelessly in his arms. Dyana slipped an arm around him and squeezed him tight.


‘My poor cousin,’ she murmured. ‘My poor child . . .’


Jaspin tore away from her. Dyana toppled, hitting the ground with her palms.


‘Get away from me!’ cried Jaspin. ‘Devil!’


‘Jaspin,’ Dyana said. ‘What?’


Her uncle scooped the dead baby away from her, rising from his knees and towering above her. ‘Get away!’ he roared. He picked up his booted foot and pushed it into her chest. Dyana toppled again.


‘Stop!’ she shouted. ‘Jaspin, what is it?’


‘This is your fault! You cursed little witch!’ He raised a fist, threatening to strike her. Dyana held her ground, and Jaspin’s anger imploded. ‘Damn you, Dyana,’ he wailed, lowering his hand. ‘Damn you for doing this!’


‘Me?’ Dyana said. ‘It was not!’


‘Look at my baby!’ Jaspin screamed, holding out the child for her to inspect. ‘This is Tharn’s revenge on you.’


‘You should never have let her come,’ said Eamok, Jaspin’s friend and neighbor. He was crying, too, and wore the same crazed expression as her uncle. ‘This is what she has brought on us, Jaspin. I told you she would!’


‘It is not me!’ declared Dyana. Her head was swimming. The stench of smoke polluted her lungs. ‘And it is not Tharn. They were Kalak’s men!’


Jaspin clutched his dead daughter closer to his chest. ‘Tharn is punishing you. He knows where you are!’


‘He will come for us all now,’ added Eamok, shouting to the crowd. ‘We are not safe.’


‘Jaspin, please . . .’ She reached out, but her uncle turned his back on her. ‘Please!’


‘Do not speak to me anymore, Dyana. You are cursed. And, oh, I knew you were! I knew it! This is my fault!’ His head dropped and he began to sob again over Shani’s body, and his words ran together in a garbled blubbering. ‘You are not family to me anymore, girl.’


Stupefied, Dyana let her hands drop to her side. ‘It was not me. Kalak did this.’


‘You brought them here,’ growled Eamok. ‘You did because you are cursed like your father. It is Drol anger that brought them here, Tharn’s anger!’ He grabbed at her torn lapel and shook her. ‘We should send you back to him ourselves.’


Dyana wrenched free and struck Eamok hard across the face. ‘Do not touch me!’ she flared. ‘I will never go to him. Never! I would die first.’


Eamok stalked toward her. ‘And I would like to kill you. See what you have done? It is your defiance of your master that brings this death to Jaspin. He is too good to tell you this, but he never wanted you here!’


‘Stop!’ cried Jaspin. He turned slowly to face Dyana, walking over to her and showing her the tiny, fractured body. ‘Look at my daughter, Dyana. Look how they have killed her.’


Dyana could not look. Shani had been her uncle’s world. She had been the sun and the moon. Now he was alone, not only a widower but childless. What Jaspin had been was gone, probably forever.


‘You’re a foolish girl, Dyana,’ said Jaspin. ‘Tharn has learned of you.’ He gestured broadly at the destruction around them. ‘All of this is a sign. He wants you. He does, and you cannot fight it.’


‘And he is Drol!’ thundered Eamok. ‘He can call the gods. He can destroy us. And if Tharn knows you are here he will tell Voris. The warlord will punish us.’ He turned toward his friend. ‘Jaspin, send her away! Send her back to him now. Do not let her hide here anymore. He will come for her again!’


‘You are all mad!’ cried Dyana. She knew it was useless to argue with them, that they were all convinced that the Drol had powers. But all the rage in her was boiling over and she could not contain it. ‘Tharn is a cunning-man, nothing else. You fear nothing!’


‘Listen to her, Jaspin. She loves the Narens like her father. Send her away!’


Jaspin came very close to her, and they stared into each other’s bloodshot eyes. Dyana’s expression was hard. She grieved for the little girl, and it pained her that no one wanted her grief.


‘Uncle,’ she said evenly, tempering her ire. ‘Do not send me away.’


She had nowhere to go, and he knew it. She could never go to Tharn. And yet she could not beg her uncle. Not with the hatred she saw in his eyes.


‘Some others are talking about going to Ackle-Nye,’ said Jaspin. ‘Go with them, or go to Tharn, I do not care which. Just leave me.’


‘Ackle-Nye? Jaspin...’


‘They are leaving in the morning, Dyana. They don’t want to live here when Tharn takes over. I had thought you should go with them, and now I am sure. Dring is not the place for you. This is Voris’ land. We are his people. Go to Ackle-Nye. Go with the other Nar lovers.’


‘But there is nothing there!’ she said hotly. ‘Just refugees. Is that what you want to happen to me?’


Jaspin shrugged dispassionately. ‘I don’t care what happens to you, Dyana. I swear, you are just like your father, hardly Triin at all.’


Then he turned his back on her and left, still holding his child. He disappeared into the crowds and smoke. Eamok leered at her, tasting the victory he had sought since she had come to the village. And as Dyana watched her uncle leave, she realized he was the last family member she would ever see. Now she was truly alone. She put her arms around her shoulders and sank to the ground, letting the tears come.
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The poppies that grew in the Dring Valley were enormous. In all his young life, Richius had never seen anything like them. Big and lush, the valley was overgrown with them, an oasis of color beside the bleakness of the trenches. Aramoor had poppy fields, too, but the crimson flowers of his home were not comparable to the variety that sprang out of the earth here. The sight of the white and violet blooms made him sigh. The last few days had been wonderfully good.


Richius lowered his quill into the hinge of his journal. He was grateful to be free of the confines of the trenches, to feel the fickle sunlight of Lucel-Lor on his face. Unperturbed by the rough bark of the tree at his back, he smiled up at the sun. Its warmth caressed him, as welcome as the touch of any woman.


Across the mountains, they never spoke of Lucel-Lor’s beauty. This place was a mystery, a puzzlement to be shunned. Richius had never even seen a Triin before coming here. But like all children of the Empire, he had heard the tales of the white-faced vampires, the magicians who were quick as a breeze and as inscrutable. When he had reached an age to understand, he had asked his father about Lucel-Lor. Darius Vantran, ever pragmatic, had told his son that the Triin were different from other humans, that they enslaved their women and were more violent even than Nar’s princes.


‘Like Talistan?’ the young Richius had asked. The question had troubled his father.


Since then, Richius had learned about the Triin. They were not the beasts the Empire portrayed, nor were they cannibals. Even the Drol, zealots though they were, showed moments of humanity. They did not torture their prisoners as did the Narens in the Black City, and they did not enslave their women – not precisely. Richius had seen far worse in the brothels of Nar, where an impoverished woman’s only sustenance came from the sale of her body.


A slight breeze stirred the poppies, tickling the underside of Richius’ bare feet. The sensation forced a schoolgirl giggle from his lips. Embarrassed, he looked to where Dinadin and Lucyler sat close by, a game board on the grass between them. Dinadin was studying the ornate wooden pieces intently, but he raised an eyebrow at the sudden sound of Richius’ mirth.


‘Happy?’


‘Yes,’ said Richius. ‘For the first time in a long time.’


A yawn welled up in him and he let it out, stretching like a cat. The bright warmth was making him sleepy, and his thoughts turned lazily to a nap. He chuckled again, amused at the idea. It had been almost a week since the raid on the village, and all they had done since returning was sleep and eat. The respite provided by Gayle had been put to good use, and the fair weather had cooperated in their hunting. There had been no wolves or warriors to bother them, and each man who left in search of game had come back with a stout bird or even a buck with which to feed the company. Richius patted his stomach. The heaviness in it felt fine.


‘Who’s winning?’ he asked. Dinadin had taken a red peg from its hole and was chewing on its end while he contemplated the board.


‘Who do you think?’ he replied. ‘I can never win this damn game.’ Quickly he placed the piece into a new hole. Lucyler groaned.


‘Because you do not concentrate,’ said the Triin, pulling the piece from the board. He shoved the peg under Dinadin’s nose. ‘The red pieces are your footmen. You cannot jump with footmen.’


Dinadin snatched the game piece from the Triin.


‘All right,’ he snapped, and without even glancing at the board stuffed it into another hole. ‘Better?’


‘Play correctly,’ replied Lucyler, his anger thickening his accent, ‘or not at all.’


‘It’s just a game, Lucyler.’


Lucyler scoffed, already starting to pull the game pieces from the board. ‘You could learn from Ejai, boy,’ he said. ‘It is about strategy and wits. A game like this could help keep you alive.’


‘We do a fair job of keeping ourselves alive without Triin help,’ replied Dinadin. ‘Why, you’re the only Triin I’ve ever seen fight alongside us. All the rest of you are Drol, I think.’


‘If you believe that, you are a fool, Dinadin,’ said Lucyler, getting to his feet. ‘We have lost more people than all the nations of your Empire together. You are trapped here in the valley and you think this is the entire war. But I have seen Kronin’s warriors fighting in the north. I have been to Tatterak and I was there when Falindar fell.’ He jabbed a finger into Dinadin’s face. ‘Where were you?’


‘Enough,’ ordered Richius. ‘I want to rest, not fight. Sit down, Lucyler.’


Lucyler hesitated for a moment, then finally lowered himself back onto the grass, muttering. Richius turned to Dinadin.


‘You should know better than to say such things, Dinadin. Edgard has told me about the fighting in Tatterak. If you want to see Triin fighting for the Daegog, that’s the place to go.’


‘I know,’ Dinadin conceded. ‘I’d just like to see some of those warriors here. We could use their help, especially with Gayle’s horsemen gone.’ He gestured broadly at the serenity around them. ‘This won’t last, you know.’


Richius grimaced. What Dinadin said was true, but he had no wish to think of it. He could scarcely remember the last time they had been able to doff their armor and escape the trenches for even a few hours, but he didn’t want to squander the precious tranquillity with talk of war.


‘Kronin cannot help us,’ said Lucyler. ‘He would send warriors if he could. He hates Voris as much as any of us.’


‘I’ve heard that,’ said Richius. ‘Edgard told me about it once. They’ve been feuding for years.’


‘Years on top of years, since before I was born. Kronin is not Drol, and never was. And he supported the Daegog from the start. But Voris was born Drol, one of Tharn’s own clan. That alone makes them hate each other.’


‘Like us and Gayle, Dinadin,’ said Richius with a grin. He had always found the animosity between the warlords of Lucel-Lor intriguing. Just as political rivalries had brought the Houses of Vantran and Gayle to war, those same bitter feelings were now tearing the Triin apart. In the end, though, the Vantrans and the Gayles had put aside their malice, forming an uneasy alliance under the banner of Nar. And though he knew his ruthless emperor had designs to bring Lucel-Lor under his rule, Richius still thought it unlikely that the Triin warlords would ever be at peace again.


‘It’s that kind of thinking that started this war, you know,’ said Richius. ‘In the Empire we don’t fight among ourselves.’


‘No,’ said Lucyler. ‘Your emperor would not allow that.’


‘The emperor has kept the peace in Nar for nearly twenty years,’ replied Richius coolly.


‘By attacking other lands? Nar is at war throughout the world. How can you say Arkus has kept the peace when you are sitting here?’


Dinadin jumped in before Richius could answer. ‘You don’t seem to mind us being here, though, do you, Lucyler? If it wasn’t for Nar, you and your Daegog would be in a Drol prison camp.’


‘Your emperor only helps the Daegog because he wants something from him,’ countered Lucyler. ‘You are like these game pieces, being moved around by a master player.’


Richius stifled an angry reply, mostly because his comrade was right. No one knew for certain why Arkus was so eager to help the Daegog of Lucel-Lor. The emperor and his vast appetites were a mystery to everyone in Nar. He supposed that not even the Daegog himself knew why Nar was here. But it was the same question that had vexed Naren kings for decades. Arkus was never satisfied. He was a machine, a devourer of nations. And no one really questioned the emperor’s motives anymore; they simply did his bidding.


‘And what about you, Lucyler?’ asked Dinadin hotly. ‘Do you think it’s not the same for you? When your Daegog pulls a string, you dance. Arkus may be a bastard, but the Daegog’s no better.’


Lucyler started to his feet again then stopped himself. ‘You are probably right.’


‘Don’t let it bother you,’ said Richius. ‘It’s just the way it is for us all. And we won’t need Kronin’s help anyway. Patwin should be back from Aramoor with word soon. If he’s told my father how grave we have it, we’ll be sent the troops we need.’


‘Really?’ asked Dinadin. ‘Do you think so? Or are you just telling us what you think we want to hear?’


‘What’s this?’ said Richius. ‘Is some homesickness making you doubt me?’


Dinadin looked away. ‘I’m sick for home, that’s true enough.’


‘Is it my father you doubt, then?’ Richius pressed.


‘I’m honor bound to our king, and I won’t speak ill of him,’ answered Dinadin. ‘Especially not to you. It’s just that we . . .’ He stopped and thought for a moment, choosing his words with care. ‘We hear things.’


‘What things?’


‘Perhaps it’s nothing,’ said Dinadin. ‘Or just the same things you’ve heard yourself. We all know how badly the war’s going. But we’re not all privy to the messages your father sends you. It makes me wonder what you write in that book of yours.’ He pointed his chin toward the journal in Richius’ lap.


‘My journal? There’s nothing worth your knowing here, believe me. I tell this book the same things I tell you, and nothing more terrible than what you already know.’ Richius lifted the book and offered it to Dinadin. ‘Read for yourself if you like.’


Dinadin smiled weakly. ‘Just a learned man’s ramblings, huh? Maybe you should be back in Aramoor, Richius, writing war croons for us on the line. If you say there’s nothing I should know in that book, I believe you.’


Relieved, Richius set the journal back in his lap. ‘So? Tell me. I know something’s bothering you. What is it?’ He watched Dinadin closely, his eyes narrowing into slivers. ‘Do you think the king has forsaken us?’


‘Maybe,’ answered Dinadin. ‘It’s been a long time, and you’ve asked for troops before and not gotten them. Why should this request be so different?’


‘Because we’ve never been so close to losing,’ said Richius. ‘My father has too much faith in me, I fear. He probably thinks we can take this valley with the trickle of men he sends us. But now that I’ve made it plain to him . . .’


He stopped suddenly, seeing Dinadin glance sideways at Lucyler.


‘What?’ asked Richius.


‘Let us change this talk,’ said Lucyler, fidgeting with the game pieces he had gathered from the board. ‘You are right, Richius. We should be enjoying the peace, not arguing.’


‘No,’ Richius insisted. ‘You’re sharing some secret. What is it?’


‘Richius,’ said Lucyler calmly. ‘It is no secret your father sent you here against his will. And why should it be? No one thinks poorly of him for wanting to keep Aramoor out of our war.’


‘Oh, come now,’ said Richius. ‘I know my father wasn’t eager to send us here, but he listens to the emperor. He’s sent hundreds of men into Lucel-Lor.’


‘True,’ agreed Dinadin grudgingly. ‘But he hasn’t been so forthcoming with the men and supplies lately.’


‘If your father has heard how badly the war is going he may think it lost,’ Lucyler added. ‘The news from the north is not good, and if we have heard that here in the valley, then surely your father has also.’


Dinadin agreed. ‘I’ve heard Tharn has Kronin’s warriors on the run. Even some of our own kinsmen are talking about retreating.’


Richius laughed. ‘Oh, sure. Where did you hear that, Dinadin? From Gayle’s men?’


‘Yes,’ said Dinadin sheepishly.


‘And you believed them? Think about that for a moment. If any Aramoorians were retreating, I’m sure I would have heard of it myself. It may be true that Tharn and his Drol are doing well, but winning? I doubt it. And Kronin’s land is big, bigger even than Voris’. We can’t expect him to keep it all free of Drol.’


Dinadin shook his head. ‘Tharn is gaining, Richius. If Tatterak falls we’ll be stuck in this valley with Tharn above us and Voris all around us. We’ll be trapped. We have to do something. You have to do something!’


‘Kronin’s men can hold off Tharn,’ insisted Richius. ‘Don’t you think, Lucyler?’


Lucyler shrugged. ‘Kronin has many warriors,’ he admitted. ‘But so does Tharn. Voris is not the only warlord to pledge himself to Tharn, you know. There is Nang and Shohar and Gavros . . .’ He hesitated, wrinkling his brow and counting on his fingers. ‘All the warlords of the east, I think. Since Falindar fell there has been little of the east that Tharn has not taken.’


‘He doesn’t have the Dring Valley yet,’ boasted Richius. ‘And he won’t as long as we hold on, whether Voris the Wolf has pledged himself to Tharn or not.’


‘You know what I think?’ said Dinadin. ‘I think Tharn is planning a final assault on us, all the Naren troops and loyalists. Now that we’re weak he can finish us.’ Dinadin’s voice became hushed. ‘Now he can use his magic.’


‘Magic,’ Lucyler scoffed. ‘Do you know how foolish you sound, Dinadin?’


‘Why foolish?’ Dinadin fired back. ‘I know the stories, Lucyler. They say Tharn’s a sorcerer. Hell, he’s a Drol. He’s just been waiting for his chance to crush us.’


‘Tharn is no sorcerer,’ said Lucyler. ‘He is a Drol holy man. You Narens should stop believing everything you hear. To you, all the Drol are sorcerers.’


‘They worship evil gods,’ said Dinadin. ‘I know these things, Lucyler. I’m not as stupid as you think. They believe their gods grant them powers.’


‘Yes, and they are as stupid as you for believing that.’ Lucyler shook his head in disbelief. ‘Do you know why the Drol believe they are touched by heaven? Because they are fools. They believe in myths. They are devoted to an ancient religion of nonsense.’


‘That’s not what I’ve heard,’ countered Dinadin.


‘Tales to frighten you, Dinadin. It is the same thing the Drol want the Daegog’s followers to believe. But even if Tharn does have some great magic, which he does not, he would never use it to kill.’


‘Oh?’ Richius asked indignantly. He was unaccustomed to his men defending his enemies, and it irritated him. ‘Why not? What makes you think that mad devil wouldn’t use sorcery if he could?’


‘Because no Drol would,’ said Lucyler flatly. ‘They believe their magic is divine. Magic or sorcery – or whatever you call the touch of heaven – the Drol say all these things must be used to heal, not harm. The Drol may be zealots, but they hold the old ways of our people sacred. They, above all Triin, know the price of misusing the favors of their gods. Whatever his cause, Tharn would be damned if he used his blessing to destroy.’


‘But he took Falindar,’ said Richius.


‘True. But by blade, not by sorcery. Understand me, Richius. Tharn is a demon. I saw his butchery at Falindar. But he is also a Drol. No Drol, no matter how evil, would use the touch of heaven to kill. If he is pushing troops back to Ackle-Nye, he is doing it with men and jiiktars only.’


‘That doesn’t sound so bad,’ said Dinadin. ‘I wouldn’t mind retreating to Ackle-Nye, would you, Richius?’


‘Maybe not,’ said Richius. ‘But I’d rather not fight Tharn to get there.’ He looked to Lucyler.


Lucyler glanced away. He had been there the night the revolution had begun, the night Drol rebels attacked Falindar to free their enigmatic leader. Like his father and grandfather before him, Lucyler was in the service of the Daegog, a warrior of the royal caste sworn to protect the Triin lord. Tharn was only a prisoner then, rotting in the catacombs beneath the Daegog’s palace.


Until that bloody night.


Drol warriors, mostly Voris’ red-robed fanatics, attacked the palace on a moonless evening. They were merciless, as the Drol always were, and they spared no one in their efforts to rescue Tharn. But Lucyler had been lucky that night, lucky enough to steal away from the palace without being seen, and had smuggled his Daegog to safety. Falindar fell to Tharn, and the Daegog was in exile. And for his great loyalty and courage, Lucyler was given the unenviable assignment of helping secure the Dring Valley, and of keeping an eye on Richius.


Together they had shared many horrors since the fall of Falindar, but of the trio only Lucyler had faced the Drol leader in battle. Even Voris, pledged as he was to do the bidding of his master, could not lay claim to Tharn’s dreadfulness. The warlord of the valley had jiiktars and war wolves and warriors sworn to die for him, but these were things comprehensible and natural. The bloodlust Tharn could conjure in his men was legendary. It was, in a sense, magical.


Dinadin reclined on the grass, for once ignoring an opportunity to pester Lucyler as he gazed into the cloudless sky. ‘Perhaps Patwin will have news of the war in Tatterak when he returns. No doubt he will stop in Ackle-Nye on his way back.’


‘No doubt,’ agreed Richius with a grin. ‘Patwin likes the ladies as much as you do.’


‘You know,’ said Dinadin, rolling onto his stomach and resting his chin on his fists, ‘Ackle-Nye is only two days’ ride from here.’


‘Forget it,’ said Richius.


‘But why? Why not now, when there’s a break in the fighting?’


Richius groaned, regretting the promise he had made to Dinadin that they would ride to Ackle-Nye when and if there was a good lull in the fighting. Now, it seemed, that lull had come.


‘We can’t go, Dinadin. Voris could attack at any time.’


‘After the routing Gayle gave him?’ said Dinadin. ‘Not likely.’


‘No?’ asked Richius. ‘I’m sure Voris knows by now that Gayle and his horsemen are gone.’


‘So? He still can’t have his men ready for another attack so soon. Right, Lucyler?’


‘Who can say?’ replied Lucyler dully. ‘The Wolf thinks like no other warlord. He is unpredictable.’


‘And strong,’ added Richius. ‘The Dring Valley’s big, Dinadin, and Voris still has scores of warriors. It wouldn’t be wise to think him so damaged by the last fight.’


Dinadin frowned and looked away. ‘All right,’ he conceded, getting to his feet and wiping the grass from his backside. ‘But you should at least think about it. The way Tharn and the Drol are gaining ground, this chance might not come again.’


‘Sorry,’ said Richius. ‘We simply can’t risk it.’


Dinadin made a slight, unhappy sound, then turned and left his comrades. A feeling of melancholy washed over Richius. He hadn’t enjoyed breaking his promise to his friend, nor had he taken any solace in Dinadin’s explanations as to why he had become so distrustful. He felt Lucyler press one of the wooden game pegs into his foot.


‘He is young,’ said Lucyler. ‘All he can see is the chance to lie with a woman.’


‘No,’ said Richius sadly. ‘It’s more than that. He hasn’t been the same for weeks now. He doubts me, Lucyler. He doesn’t trust me anymore.’


‘He is angry, that is all. He feels trapped here, and he blames you for not doing more.’


‘What can I do? Lord, I’ve done everything I know how to. It’s not my fault my father won’t send more troops. I didn’t ask for any of this!’ Richius folded his arms and lowered his chin to his chest. ‘Lucyler, tell me something, will you? How widespread is this talk of my father?’


Lucyler cast his somber eyes on Richius. ‘The truth?’


‘Of course.’


Lucyler smiled one of his rare, friendly smiles. ‘I do not believe your father will be sending any more troops here to fight. You’ve told me yourself how reluctant he was to send you. Were it not for the will of your emperor, you and Dinadin and all of your company would be safe at home in Aramoor.’


‘But . . .’


‘I think this war is lost, Richius,’ Lucyler continued mercilessly. ‘And I think you think so, too. Dinadin is probably right. By now Tharn is planning a final assault. It might be a month or more away, but it is coming. There isn’t much time left for any of us.’


Richius was silent, letting the pain of Lucyler’s words echo in his mind. Lucyler was looking at him, his gray eyes drinking in all the truths Richius’ expression betrayed, all the things he had tried so hard to conceal. He looked back at Lucyler, his own eyes filled with apology.


‘It wasn’t really a lie, you know,’ he said.


‘No.’


‘In the Black City there are theatres where men can act to entertain. I’ve never been there, but I hear they’re paid quite handsomely.’ Richius groaned, resting his head against the gnarled tree trunk. ‘I tried to be as good an actor, but I see now that no one believes me.’


‘Do not say that. It is not you they doubt, Richius. Every man here knows you have kept them alive.’


‘Dinadin doesn’t think that,’ said Richius. ‘And maybe he’s right, maybe he should be angry. I’ve kept us alive only to be trapped here, and I’m too damned afraid of the emperor to retreat. We’re alone now.’


Lucyler shrugged. ‘There is still Talistan. They might send more troops.’


‘Not into the valley they won’t,’ countered Richius. ‘They have already sent in twice the troops my father has, and even if they could send more they would go to Tatterak to save the Daegog. The Gayles would see us lose the whole valley before they sent more horsemen here to help us.’


The shadow of a frown crossed Lucyler’s face, and Richius began again to regret his angry words. Feud or no, he should have let the horsemen remain in the valley. Now the valley might be lost, and all for the sake of family pride.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I know it was wrong to send Gayle away.’


Lucyler waved the remark away. ‘No. You have told me about that one. We are better off without him, I am sure.’


‘Then what?’ asked Richius. The Triin’s jaw was set in the same tight way it always was when he was angry, and he looked distracted, as if arranging his thoughts in just the right way to spare Richius the worst.


‘I have been here with you for nearly a year now, Richius. Yet still you keep such secrets from me. I have tried to help you, but still you do not trust me.’


The bitterness in Lucyler’s voice startled Richius. Never in the many long months of their efforts had he heard his comrade talk like this. Now that the words hung in the air, Richius didn’t know what to do with them.


‘Lucyler, don’t mistake my secrecy for mistrust. You’ve been a greater help to me than you know, but I’m the leader here. I can’t tell my men everything I know.’


‘But I am not one of your men, Richius. I do not need to be protected as they do. You forget that I am the Daegog’s man here. There is nothing about this war I do not know, even if I do not hear it from you.’


Richius bit back an insult. Lucyler hadn’t seen the Daegog of Lucel-Lor in months. As far as any of them knew, the Triin leader was in Tatterak with the loyalist warlord Kronin, and probably too preoccupied with the invading Drol to give much thought to his man in the Dring Valley. To Richius’ thinking, it was self-importance at best that made Lucyler believe he was still of concern to the Daegog.


‘Even I don’t know everything that goes on outside the valley, Lucyler. And as for my father, he is an even bigger mystery to me.’


As soon as he had spoken the words, Richius regretted them. His father wasn’t a subject he cared to discuss with anyone, even with a friend as close as Lucyler. But Lucyler’s eyebrows rose, and Richius knew he couldn’t avoid the turn their conversation was about to take.


‘That surprises me,’ said Lucyler. ‘Only you see the messages your father sends you. The men can only imagine what he writes.’


‘My father is a man of few words. If you’d read the messages he’s sent me, you wouldn’t think me in possession of great secrets. The king tells me precious little, and what I think matters I share with you.’


‘But it all matters. How can I help you if I do not know what is happening? If I am to continue with you here I must know everything. I demand it.’


Richius knew Lucyler was neither bluffing nor lying. He would hear everything, or he would leave them. And without Lucyler’s guidance, the loss of the Dring Valley was certain.


‘So,’ said Richius dully. ‘You would leave us here to deal with the Wolf ourselves, huh?’


‘I would.’


‘What can I tell you that you don’t know already? That the war is lost? Perhaps my father will still send us more troops, but I don’t think so. He’s never taken so long in sending us word. My guess is that he’s decided to end it.’


‘I had feared as much,’ said Lucyler. ‘But can your father really decide the war for himself? What of the emperor?’


‘Arkus and my father have never been friends. You said it yourself. If it weren’t for the emperor, my father wouldn’t have sent us here at all. Only Talistan sent troops here willingly, and that’s only because the House of Gayle is the emperor’s boot rag.’ Richius shook his head. ‘My father wanted to keep Aramoor out of this war.’


‘But you are already here. Why would your father forsake you?’


‘Because he still believes Aramoor is his to rule,’ said Richius. ‘He only let Aramoor become part of the Empire to save his people from a war with Nar.’ He sighed, seeing the bitter irony of his father’s predicament. ‘And then the emperor thrust this war on him. God, we are lost.’


‘Perhaps,’ Lucyler said. ‘But we should not lose hope. Not yet. Patwin has still to return. Maybe we are wrong about your father. Maybe Patwin will bring us good news.’


‘You’re more hopeful than you should be, my friend. I know my father has already sent more troops here than he ever intended to. He won’t recall us. Even he knows the emperor would crush Aramoor if he did. But he may think that Arkus will spare Aramoor if he simply lets the war be lost.’


‘But his own son . . .’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Richius snapped. ‘Even I don’t expect him to risk more lives for my sake. Scores of us have died already, maybe more. For all we hear, the fights in Tatterak and the Sheaze have already cost Aramoor hundreds of men. I know my father. He’s just foolish enough to stand against the emperor. He’s going to end it here, and we will all be trapped.’


Richius caught himself then, seeing his own black mood settle over Lucyler. For months he had done his best to keep his true beliefs from his men, and now he was droning on about how little chance they had of victory. He cursed himself, sure that Lucyler’s mind was mulling over the consequences. Even if they should lose, he and Dinadin and all the others could still return home. But Lucyler was home already, and would have to live with whatever government Tharn and his Drol revolutionaries imposed on Lucel-Lor. The weight of that knowledge must be heavy indeed.


‘Then you should go,’ said Lucyler. ‘Listen to Dinadin. Do not let yourself be trapped here. Just leave.’


‘I can’t do that,’ said Richius. ‘I wish I could, but it’s impossible. If we retreat, the emperor will kill us as surely as the Drol would. And then he would take Aramoor away from us, maybe even give it to the Gayles to rule. Dinadin is too blind to see the politics of things. But I’m sorry for you, my friend. If we lose we’ll just be dead. But it’s your country that will really suffer.’


Lucyler smiled sadly. ‘I have already lost, Richius. You and I are not so different. You are here to serve an emperor you hate. I am here to serve my Daegog.’


‘Who you hate?’


‘Not hate exactly. But it is hard to ignore what Tharn and his followers say about the Daegog. I lived in Falindar, remember. We were less than perfect. There were excesses. And the Daegog can be very cruel. They say he was merciless when he tortured Tharn, and I believe it. He knows your emperor means us no good. He simply does not care. Just as Arkus wants something from Lucel-Lor, so too does the Daegog want something from Nar, something more than protection from the Drol.’


‘What?’


‘Weapons, perhaps. The warlords have followed him only because he has the title. But he is weak, and he knows his time would end soon even without Tharn to hurry it. I have no doubt he would risk our lives to get the power he wants. And your emperor was very obliging.’


‘They’re both bastards,’ said Richius. ‘Power mad. But how can you follow him?’


‘Why do you obey your emperor?’ Lucyler countered.


‘Because I must. Aramoor would be crushed if I didn’t.’


‘It is like that for me, too. I know what I have in the Daegog. I lived well in Falindar. Maybe too well, but it was a fine life. I do not know what Tharn and his Drol would bring to Lucel-Lor, but I am certain it would be worse. The time for Tharn’s dead religion is past.’


‘It sounds like you’d just be trading one despot for another,’ said Richius.


‘Maybe. But it is what I am. My father served the Daegog, and his father before him. I am sworn to the Daegog. I cannot explain the oath, but it defines me.’


Richius sighed. ‘Then we are both doomed. If, as you say, Tharn is gaining ground in Tatterak . . .’


‘They claim so, but it may only be a rumor.’


Richius frowned. Rumors were the bane of all military men. Somehow he had to find out what was really going on.


‘We’re blind here,’ he said bitterly. ‘This war could end tomorrow and it would be a week before we would even hear about it. We have to get the truth.’


Lucyler raised his eyebrows at Richius and smiled. ‘Like Dinadin said, it is only a two-day ride to Ackle-Nye.’
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Tucked away in a corner of the Dring Valley, veiled from the world by a tangle of vines and a forest of birch trees, stood a dilapidated castle. It was an ancient, unremarkable place, decorated with drooping catwalks and bordered in the rear by a crystalline stream. From many of its clouded windows one could see the overgrown sculpture garden rambling across its front yard, a graveyard of neglected statues chewed to ruins by lichens. In its spiderwebbed halls hung crooked portraits of the long dead, and its high, cracked ceilings were ornamented with vast candelabras of tarnished brass. At sunfall the place was lit by a network of torches and oil lamps, a ritual always followed by the baying of distant wolves.


Yet despite the castle’s disrepair, it was far from deserted. Castle Dring was the stronghold of Voris the Wolf, warlord of the Dring Valley. It was where he orchestrated his war against the invading Narens and the weak, traitorous Daegog who had invited them in. And it was where he raised his three daughters with his dutiful wife, Najjir. Even in the smallest hours of the night the castle hummed with the familiar sounds of life: restless children crying for comfort and the earnest whispering of the red-robed guardians pacing along the catwalks. The primeval music of the forest permeated every hall and bedchamber, and any with a mind to sleep in Castle Dring learned quickly to accept the noise of the valley’s nocturnal inhabitants.


Of all the rooms in the meandering structure, only one was dedicated wholly to silence. It was a tiny chamber buried near the back of the place, windowless except for a metal grate that let in divided shafts of sunlight at dawn and let out the cloying smoke of the perpetually burning incense. The chamber was almost entirely bare. Strewn along its wooden floor was a scarlet carpet, a weave plush enough for kneeling on, and beside one wall was a gold-trimmed altar. On the altar was a statue of a man and woman, deified mortals both. Incense burned on either side of them, sending up thin, mystical signals to heaven.


Outside, the night was dying. Tharn opened an eye and spied the grate in the eastern wall. The tiniest spark of infant sunlight glinted on the metal. He closed his eye and lowered his head again. His back ached. His knees burned from genuflecting too long. But his mind was clear and open as the sky, inviting in the answers he had prayed for throughout the night. He had come to Castle Dring hoping to find solace in the company of his adopted family, to seek counsel from the Wolf, and to beg his patron god for guidance. He was rested now and well fed on Najjir’s fine cooking. His body was ready. But it was his mind that troubled him, and it was the loss of his soul that terrified him.


Lorris, he called out soundlessly. Guide me. I am your tool. I will do your bidding. Just tell me what to do.


His silent voice had taken on the frail tone of a child. He had started out at sundown calling upon the Drol god, hoping to ease the guilt over what he was planning. But Drol gods were fickle. Sometimes Lorris spoke to him, and at other times the deity was as silent as stone. And it was only he that spoke, never his adoring sister, Pris. Pris was a good Drol woman, devoted like a fine wife to her brother Lorris, and she never spoke to anyone save the most pious of Triin females. But they cared for all Triin who sought their divine guidance and were willing to endure the difficult life of a Drol. The Drol favored them and worshiped them above all others, and for this worship the immortal siblings granted enlightenment and courage and love. And, on rare occasions, the touch of heaven. What they had granted Tharn had been beyond his comprehension. It had shattered and astounded him.


I grow stronger, Lorris, Tharn went on. Your touch in me is fire. I beg you, end your silence. Speak to me, before I do this dreadful thing.


He waited quietly, but there was no answer, and he thought for a moment, as he had thought throughout the night, that his god’s silence was the answer, and that the answer was approval. It had to be, he reasoned. The touch of heaven was strong in him, stronger than in any Drol he had ever heard of. Far stronger, even, than in any of his own priests. Lorris and Pris had gifted him, and he was more than just a man now. He was part of nature, a force like the ocean and the moon. The pattern of every leaf foretold the tree’s demise. He could hear the drone of a cricket and know if it was hungry or ready to breed. Dreams had become living entities that he could touch and walk through, so that every night’s sleep was a spectral journey.


And the air obeyed him. It trembled when he bid it to, and if he thought of clouds he could slay the brightest sun. He could summon the rains and the winds and the fog, could squeeze water from a rock with the viselike focus of his brain. He couldn’t fly, but he could open his consciousness so that his mind could soar untethered and let him feel the iciness of mountaintops and the suffocating depths of the sea. All these things he could do, and he was so terrified by them that he spent long hours in prayer, begging for an explanation.


I will do this thing if you wish it, Lorris, he prayed. Do you? Tell me, please. Please.


All his new abilities had a purpose. The other cunning-men, priests like him, had told him so. Voris too seemed to believe it. They had all been at war with the Daegog for years, and with the Daegog’s powerful protector, the warlord Kronin. And they were weary. Certainly Lorris had touched him for a reason. But it was not they who would bear the guilt of the crime they were considering. Tharn alone would endure that burden, and in a way he hated them for it. If they were all wrong, then Lorris would punish him alone.


I have been so loyal to you. And you have given me so much. Will you not tell me why? Am I not your favored? Shall I do this thing for you, or are these gifts for something else?


Tharn unclasped his palms and let them fall to his sides. There was only a little time left. He had told Voris he would leave Castle Dring at dawn, and Voris was always punctual. But he still had no answer, and the night of prayer had weakened him so that he wanted only to crawl into one of the castle’s many beds, and sleep until the war was over. Lorris had his reasons, Tharn was sure, but he felt abandoned anyway.


‘Let me rest,’ he whispered. ‘When this is over, be finished with me. Let me sleep in peace. No dreams.’


He started to rise, but his knees would not let him. They burned with such fierceness that for a moment he thought he would cry out. But then he thought of the Daegog again, and how the fat Triin leader was to blame for this misery, too, and the resolve to do the evil deed came to him in a violent flash. His knees had been like water since his torture. The Daegog’s jailors enjoyed their work.


In his heart, Tharn knew he was not an evil man, though the world now thought him so. His name was infamous among the Triin, and he dreamed of a day when he could change that, and prove to his people that the gods still existed and that they had expectations of their children. Lorris and Pris wanted the best for the Triin, and the Triin had shunned them, turning instead to the devils of Nar for enlightenment. Like the Daegog, the Triin had gotten fat on Naren pleasures. They had forgotten their place in creation, their service to heaven, and they had become sinful. They needed cleansing, they needed the fire that only he could bring.


Like Dyana, the cunning-man thought blackly. She was the worst of them, defiant and offensive to Pris herself. She too would have to be cleansed, and learn her place as a good Triin woman. A current of passion rushed through him. He would re-educate her.


A knock came on the chamber door, soft but intrusive. Tharn ignored it. He heard the door slip open, and Voris’ familiar footfalls on the wooden floor. His friend’s voice was apologetic.


‘Am I interrupting your prayers?’ asked the warlord.


‘Nothing interrupts my prayers,’ said the Drol. ‘Come in. You can help me.’


Voris stepped into the chamber. ‘Your knees again?’


‘My knees,’ replied Tharn. He took Voris’ huge, outstretched hand and let the warlord pull him to his feet. Pain shot through his legs and he winced. Voris watched him dutifully, waiting for him to work the stiffness out of his body.


‘It is dawn,’ said the warlord. ‘Your cunning-men are outside, waiting.’


‘I am ready.’


Voris grimaced. ‘You do not look ready,’ he remarked. ‘You have been awake too long, and so much praying wearies you. You should rest first.’


Tharn shook his head. ‘No time. There is too much to do. And I am as ready now as I ever will be.’


‘What happened?’


‘Nothing,’ said Tharn bitterly. ‘Lorris is silent.’


‘Then you have not changed your decision?’


‘I have not,’ said Tharn, heading toward the chamber door. ‘There is no other way I can see.’


Voris smiled. ‘It is the right decision, my friend. We will all honor you for this. And it is what Lorris wants, I know it.’


‘Do you?’ asked Tharn sharply. He had stopped at the door and turned to glower at the warlord. ‘How would you know that? How would any of you? This is a crime, what I go to do.’


‘It is not a crime if it is Lorris’ will,’ replied Voris. ‘You have been chosen to do this. He would not have granted you these powers if he did not intend you to use them.’


‘His intent is lost on me!’ flared Tharn. ‘He ignores me. He gives me only silence, now. This may only be a curse, Voris. You and I have done some terrible things.’


‘For good reasons,’ interrupted Voris. It was the argument Tharn expected. ‘We kill with jiiktars, we kill with hands. Has not heaven given us these things, too? Then why not use these other gifts?’ He snorted in disgust and folded his arms across his chest. ‘To kill our enemies is no crime at all.’


Tharn drew a deep breath and went over to his friend. Voris was a good deal older than he, more like a father than a follower sometimes, but he was not a Drol priest.


‘It is written in the texts of Lorris that the touch of heaven is for the benefit of all Triin, and that those who are selfish with it or who use it for death will be themselves forever damned.’


‘I know all this,’ said Voris impatiently. ‘But what do the texts say of the Daegog? What would Lorris think of a man who deals with devils from Nar? Lorris was a warrior, Tharn. Like us.’


Tharn’s face cracked with a melancholy smile. He was no warrior, just a holy man who had picked a fight with royalty. ‘Lorris was also a man of peace,’ he corrected. ‘Let us not forget that. Remember the story of the oak and the lion? Lorris risked his sister’s life for peace.’


‘Peace is all I pray for, Tharn. And when you do this thing we will have peace at last. You crush Kronin and his Daegog, and I will deal with the Jackal.’


Tharn put up a warning hand. ‘The Naren is not to be harmed,’ he insisted. ‘Do what you must, but take him alive. He must witness what I have planned for the Daegog. All my enemies must be there, particularly the Jackal. He must believe in my powers, so that his emperor fears us.’


‘As you say,’ agreed Voris. ‘But you should know that the horsemen of Talistan have left the valley. They will probably return to Tatterak to fight with Kronin and the Daegog again.’


Tharn’s eyebrows went up. ‘Left the valley? Why?’


Voris shrugged. ‘The Jackal is an arrogant one. Perhaps he thinks he no longer needs them. But be on guard for them. They are surprisingly vicious.’


‘We have fought them before,’ said Tharn. ‘They will be a small matter. If I can, I will try to capture their leader along with Kronin. If I cannot, I will kill him or let him escape. The Baron Gayle is not of interest to me. He does not have the mind to grasp what I have planned. I want the man from Aramoor.’


‘You will have him,’ said Voris. The warlord’s eyes burned with laughter. ‘I will capture the Jackal for you, and you will capture Kronin for me.’


Tharn’s expression hardened. ‘You take too much pleasure in this, my friend. Remember who our real enemy is.’


‘I do remember. Too well.’


‘Do you?’ asked Tharn. ‘I wonder. Kronin is a good man. He serves that bastard Daegog out of loyalty and because he has taken an oath. I will not let your hatred of him taint what we are doing. I will not kill Kronin if I do not have to.’


‘That is fine with me, Tharn,’ said Voris. ‘His humiliation will please me just as well.’


Tharn sighed. The warlords of Lucel-Lor had bickered and warred for centuries, and some of their rivalries had gone on so long that they no longer had any real meaning. Hate was like that, Tharn knew. And hate had blinded his friend Voris for decades. The Dring Valley and Kronin’s land of Tatterak fought now over the pretense of the Agar Forest, a useless tract of land that had come to symbolize bloodshed. And though Voris was a devout Drol who did Tharn’s bidding unquestioningly, his hatred of Kronin was a vice he simply would not renounce.


‘There is something else, Tharn,’ said Voris evasively. ‘Something we should talk about . . .’


‘Yes, I know,’ replied Tharn. ‘The woman.’ He sighed heavily and fell back against the wall, staring up at the ceiling. ‘I have looked for her. I had thought she was in your valley, but . . .’


‘What?’


Tharn shrugged. ‘I do not know where, exactly. This thing I do, it works poorly. I see her, and yet I do not. I glimpsed her in a village somewhere, and now I cannot see her there. She is somewhere else, I think.’


‘Where? Tell me and I will get her for you.’


‘I cannot. She may still be in Dring, maybe in a different village, maybe somewhere where I cannot find her. I am not strong enough yet to use this ‘‘sight.”’


Voris frowned. ‘That is not much good. There are many villages in Dring. You have to tell me more if I am to find her for you.’


‘There is no more, not yet.’ Tharn looked straight into his comrade’s eyes. ‘But you will try, will you not?’


‘If I can,’ replied Voris. ‘It might not be possible –’


‘You must,’ Tharn insisted. ‘Dyana is mine. She was pledged to me and I will have her.’ The anger rushed through him, sickening him. Again he fell back against the wall and wiped a palm across his forehead. He found a slick of perspiration there and groaned. ‘I am too tired for this. But when I am stronger I will find her, and I will capture her myself if necessary.’


‘That,’ insisted Voris, ‘is not why Lorris has given you power. Just find her if you can. I will take her for you.’


Tharn nodded but said nothing. He knew Voris was right, that his new abilities were certainly not meant for abducting a woman, yet he was still beguiled by her. He had been since their parents betrothed them. And every day she defied him, every time a Drol asked him where his woman was, he seethed. It was not her place to break the promise of their parents. She was a woman. This female independence was just one more dirty Naren influence left unchecked. When he and his revolution were victorious, they would turn back the clock on this obscenity as well.


‘She is mine,’ Tharn whispered darkly. ‘I will have her, my friend. And then I will teach her what it means to be a woman.’


Voris laughed. ‘Is she so fair? She must be to have you so entranced. She is just a girl, Tharn. And from what you have told me, a wildcat. You might be better off without her. There are women enough in Dring, good Drol women. I will find one for you if you wish.’


Tharn shook his head. ‘No. You do not know her. You have not seen her. She is . . .’ The Drol master closed his eyes. ‘A dream.’


‘A dream,’ scoffed Voris. ‘You have been bitten by a snake, Tharn. This Dyana is the daughter of a heretic. She would make you a very poor wife. Forget her father’s pledge.’ The warlord’s tone softened. ‘I know you. A woman like this will not make you happy.’


‘There is no other woman for me,’ said Tharn softly. ‘She is part of my curse. I want no one else.’


‘She can never love you. If that is what you want –’


‘She is mine,’ Tharn railed. ‘She was betrothed to me, and I will have her!’


‘I say again – she will not love you. Ever. She runs because she fears you. She saw what you did to her father.’


Tharn’s dark eyes smoldered. ‘Her father broke his word to me.’


‘You were pledged at twelve, Tharn. He did not know the man you would become. If you were Drol then, he would never have offered you his daughter.’


‘And is that how followers of the Daegog keep their word? When it is convenient to remember the giving? Her father deserved his death. I would behead him again if I could.’


‘This is why she hates you, my friend. This is why she will always hate you. Whatever you believe you had is dead. Find another.’


‘I cannot,’ admitted Tharn. ‘When you see her, you will know why I am so possessed.’


Voris looked profoundly sad. ‘Then I will find her for you, if I can. Now come. Your men are packed and ready.’


Voris opened the door for the Drol master, and the two of them stepped out into the quiet hallway. A pair of Voris’ warriors were waiting there for them, their red robes perfect against their hard bodies, their twin-bladed jiiktars slung ready over their backs. They fell into step behind Tharn and the lord of the valley, following them through the dark hall, past the main entrance to the castle and out into the courtyard where five horses waited for them among the broken statues. Atop two of the horses were cunning-men, Tharn’s Drol priests dressed in the saffron robes of their station. They were silent as their master approached, not even tilting up their heads to regard him. Voris’ warriors went directly to their own horses, mounting them quickly and leaving the warlord and Tharn room for a private farewell.


‘It is a long way,’ said Voris. His expression had softened with concern. ‘You take care of yourself, my friend. And do not fret. What you are doing is right.’


Tharn tried to smile but couldn’t quite manage it. ‘Right or wrong, I expect to be damned for it.’ He went to his own horse and started to mount when he heard a cry echoing from inside the castle.


‘Bhapo! Wait!’


Tharn pulled his foot out of the stirrup and looked toward the castle gate. From out of the darkness came Pris, Voris’ youngest daughter. She was running toward them, her arms outstretched.


‘Do not leave yet, Bhapo,’ she cried. She tried to run past her father but Voris caught her by the collar.


‘Daughter,’ he scolded. ‘Get back to bed.’


Pris tried to squirm free of her father’s hand, but Voris held her tight. ‘I want to say good-bye,’ she pleaded. ‘I saw Bhapo leaving from my window. Please . . .’


‘All right,’ agreed Voris. ‘But be quick. Bhapo has to leave.’


Tharn went over to the little girl and dropped to his knees. The pain of the gesture blew through him but he ignored it, staring into the girl’s face with a smile. ‘I am not going to be gone forever, Pris,’ he said gently. ‘Do not worry. I will come back as soon as I can. I have things to do first, though.’


‘What things, Bhapo?’ asked the girl. ‘War things?’


Tharn loved to hear her call him Bhapo. It was a term of endearment meaning ‘uncle,’ and Tharn always smiled when he heard it. ‘I have to go and stop a bad man, Pris. I have to go help some people. But I will be back, I promise. And things will be good then. All right?’


Pris nodded. ‘Yes, Bhapo. Will you bring me back another book when you come?’


‘I will try. But here, let me show you something. You will like this.’


With Pris and her father watching, Tharn picked up a stick from the ground, a gnarled, dry branch that had fallen from one of the courtyard’s birch trees. Quickly he pulled off the twigs studding it, then began to crack the stick into pieces. Each piece he laid on the ground in turn, until he had formed what looked like a figure, a wooden man with a branch for a torso and tiny sticks for legs and arms.


‘There,’ said Tharn. ‘Do you know what that is?’


Pris didn’t hide her disappointment. ‘Nothing,’ she said sourly.


‘Not nothing. That is a man.’


The girl cocked her head inquisitively and studied the stick figure. ‘It is?’


‘Yes!’ Tharn waved his hand over the twigs. ‘Look.’


The sticks quivered for a moment, and then the little wooden man stood up, teetered on his blunt feet, and began to move. Pris squealed with delight, clapping her hands. Tharn laughed and looked up at Voris, whose eyes were wide with a sort of horrified fascination. As Pris clapped, the little wooden man began to dance, and soon even the cunning-men, who had slowly been growing accustomed to their master’s bizarre abilities, began to chuckle.


‘Keep clapping, Pris,’ directed Tharn. He got up from his knees and headed back to his horse. ‘He will dance for you a little longer.’


So enthralled was the girl with her new toy that she hardly noticed her beloved Bhapo leaving. Voris walked past her and helped Tharn onto his horse. His white face still bore a look of utter shock.


‘What was that?’ asked the warlord.


Tharn shrugged. ‘Ask Lorris,’ he replied, then snapped the reins of his horse and rode away. Moments later, when he had disappeared into the green forest, the little man he had made of sticks stopped dancing and fell broken to the ground.
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His name was Nebarazar Gorandarr, but no one ever called him that. He had a royal pedigree longer than most Naren kings, save for perhaps the emperor himself, and he could trace his bloodline back a thousand generations, to the time when the Triin were gatherers of plants and the first troublesome Drol had yet to worship a mythical god. Because of his lineage and the twistedness of his name, his people had long ago settled on a title for those of his once-powerful clan.


They called him Daegog.


It was an ancient word meaning ‘leader,’ and the Daegog of Lucel-Lor took pride in the title. He was not Daegog Nebarazar Gorandarr, he was simply the Daegog. His wife called him thus, as did his dozen children, and to speak his full name while in his presence was to commit the highest heresy. Those who served him did so not out of love, but the deepest, inbred loyalty. His family had been revered throughout Triin history, and though he had been the weakest of his clan, he still commanded honor, at least among those who had not fallen under the spell of the Drol.


Some thought him petty. He knew this and generally did not mind the insult. He was vastly wealthy, or at least he had been before losing his citadel to Tharn, and he always considered it mere jealousy that those with less should call him mean or tight with his riches. In his mind he had earned every bauble simply by virtue of who he was, the latest descendant of a venerable family.


Today the Daegog of Lucel-Lor was in a particularly foul mood, and he intended everyone to know it. He drummed his pudgy fingers on the meeting table, so that his stout rings rubbed together. Of all the things the Daegog hated, he despised waiting above all else. In better days, keeping a Daegog waiting would have been a crime. But those days had passed, and even he knew he couldn’t expect the Naren savages to understand such complicated etiquette. So he waited, seething, on pillows of less than quality silk. A servingwoman placed a bowl of dates before him and he batted it away, spilling the fruit to the floor.


‘Get out,’ he snapped at the woman, who quickly obeyed. Next to him he could feel the warlord Kronin bristle, but he didn’t care. He was tired of living in this hovel of a castle, tired of being the warlord’s guest. He wanted to go home, and he blamed the others in the room for keeping him away from his beloved Falindar. One-armed Edgard, the Aramoorian war duke, rubbed the stump of his shoulder distractedly and gave Kronin a furtive wink. The Daegog cringed inwardly, sure that they thought him an idiot.


‘I want to start,’ he said to Kronin. ‘Where is this fool baron? Go and find him.’


Kronin, warlord of Tatterak, stifled a grunt and got up from the floor. Mildly annoyed, he started toward the open archway before noticing Baron Blackwood Gayle. The baron pushed past him without regard, strode into the chamber, and bowed deeply to the Triin leader. He was a giant man, the epitome of a Naren barbarian, and when he moved, his leather armor stretched and groaned. Behind him followed another Talistanian, the ubiquitous, weasel-faced Colonel Trosk, who never removed his feathered hat for anyone, not even the Daegog.


‘Daegog,’ said the baron with a flourish. ‘Forgive my lateness. Matters of weight occupied me, and I only just arrived.’


‘It is a disservice you do me, Baron, to keep me waiting. What do you think I do all day that I have such time to waste? Sit.’


Gayle cocked his head deferentially, and he and his colonel sat cross-legged on the floor, fighting to maneuver the silk pillows under their buttocks. They made no attempt to speak to Duke Edgard, nor did the Aramoorian pay them any attention. Kronin returned to his place beside the Daegog without a word.


‘Woman!’ cried the Daegog in his own tongue, directing his voice out into the hall. ‘Bring us some food. More dates, and drink.’


Seconds later the servingwoman returned, bearing with her a tray of fruits and a tall silver decanter. She placed the tray on the table and nervously poured some tokka, the Daegog’s favorite liquor, into her master’s outstretched glass. When it was filled, she attended to the others.


‘Now,’ said the Daegog haughtily, ‘may we begin?’


‘Of course, wise one,’ said the baron through one of his insincere smiles. ‘If the others are ready . . .’


‘We were waiting for you,’ said Edgard. The war duke looked contemptuously at Gayle. ‘I think you do this on purpose, Baron.’


‘Just like an Aramoorian to speak out of turn,’ countered Gayle. ‘You talk boldly for a man with one arm, War Duke. Reconsider your tone.’ His eyes flicked toward his silent colonel, who was stroking the handle of his saber. ‘It’s not just a jiiktar that can take off an arm.’


Edgard started to rise. The Daegog brought a fist down on the table. ‘Enough!’ he cried. ‘Sit, Duke Edgard. And do not bicker around me again. I am tired of you all!’


The Aramoorian sat back down. The Daegog knitted his fingers and rested his elbows on the table, glaring at each of them in turn. Gayle and Colonel Trosk merely grinned.


‘I warn you, I have no patience for this,’ said the Daegog. ‘Baron Gayle, Kronin tells me the rebels are gaining ground in the south. He says that soon they may even be able to reach us here on Mount Godon. You are supposed to be securing that land, yes?’


‘Yes, Daegog,’ replied Gayle. ‘And I am doing so, to the best of my ability.’


‘Your best is very poor, Baron.’


Gayle made a face. ‘I have been away in the Dring Valley, Daegog. Young Vantran needed my assistance.’ The baron glanced at Edgard. ‘He had to be pulled from the fire. We arrived just in time.’


‘And he is strong again?’ asked the Daegog.


‘Strong? Oh, no, Daegog, he’s never been strong. He is a whelp, and it is all too much for him. As I’ve always said, the valley war should be mine to conduct.’ He sighed. ‘Frankly, I sometimes wonder why the Aramoorians are here at all.’


The Daegog watched unhappily as Edgard swallowed the insult. Of the two, he preferred the mild Aramoorian to the brassy baron. Edgard was certainly honest, even if he wasn’t as bold as Gayle, and his counsel had always proved useful. But he did wonder, as he watched Edgard shifting, if the baron was correct. The Talistanians were crude but rugged, and they obeyed their emperor without question, something the Aramoorians did only grudgingly. In fact, the only man the Daegog trusted at all was Kronin. Kronin was Triin. A fool, of course, like all the warlords, but more than a match for any Naren.


‘Tell me about Dring first,’ directed the Daegog. ‘What is happening there?’


‘It goes poorly, wise one,’ replied Gayle. ‘The boy doesn’t know what he’s doing.’


‘That is not what I have heard from my man there,’ countered the Daegog. ‘Go on.’


‘Well, what can I say? He is not a good military strategist. He lacks experience and will. You should see his men! They look half-starved. They’re dressed in rags and they’re running out of everything.’ Gayle shook his head ruefully. ‘I really don’t know how much longer they can last.’


‘To be honest, though,’ added Colonel Trosk, ‘we are not doing much better. We lack for everything, too.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Gayle, ‘but it’s more than that. They’re becoming demoralized, and it’s Vantran’s fault.’


‘I’m sure Richius is doing his best,’ rumbled Edgard.


‘I’m not talking about your precious prince, Edgard. I mean Darius Vantran, his father. He’s not sending in any fresh troops or supplies. You haven’t had any yourself, have you? Your king has abandoned you.’


Edgard didn’t respond to the charge, and his silence piqued the Daegog’s interest. ‘That is the other matter,’ said the Triin leader. ‘Duke Edgard, why no word from your king? Where are the troops the emperor promised me?’


‘It’s not the emperor’s fault, Daegog,’ offered Gayle.


The Daegog silenced Gayle with a wave. ‘Duke Edgard? An explanation?’


‘Aramoor is a small country, Daegog,’ said Edgard calmly. ‘We don’t have the resources needed to fight this war. I’m sure my king is sending in everything he can.’


‘A lie,’ snarled Gayle. ‘Your king is a coward. He could send more men and supplies if he wanted to, but he’s like a child who can’t stand the sight of blood. Why, as we speak he’s letting his own son starve to death in Dring! Aramoor controls the Saccenne Run. He is the reason no supplies are getting through. He is a single-minded renegade who has always been trouble for the emperor.’


‘You speak very highly of your emperor,’ said the Daegog. He sat back and popped a date into his mouth, examining Gayle as he chewed. ‘Tell me, Baron. Do you like being under Nar’s boot?’


‘You mean protection, Daegog,’ corrected Gayle. ‘And yes, I appreciate it. As I’m sure you do.’


‘And you do not mind that your emperor is a conqueror, or that he and his underlings kill for pleasure?’


‘Your pardon, Daegog, but the emperor wants only to help you. He fears for you, for all Triin . . .’


The Daegog closed his eyes and tried to quell his burning temper. ‘He is a madman, Baron. All the world knows that.’


‘Oh?’ asked Gayle indignantly. ‘If he is such a threat, why then do you accept his help so readily, Daegog? May I ask you that?’


‘No, Baron, you may not. That business is mine and Arkus’ alone. But know this – I speak your language and I know the truth of things, more than you do. I am not a savage you can outwit.’


‘Wise one, I never suggested –’


‘Be still!’ thundered the Daegog. ‘And listen to me, both of you. I know the king of Aramoor plays games with me. And I know the emperor’s mind, too. So you may tell Arkus for me that if he wants the thing he seeks from me, he had better start sending in the troops he promised. And not Talistanians or more weaklings from Aramoor. I want Naren soldiers, from the Black City. Because if I fall, he will never get what he wants from Tharn. Never!’


Blackwood Gayle was finally at a loss. He glanced at his colonel for support, but the lanky Trosk merely shrugged and tried hard not to seem concerned, a ruse the Daegog saw through easily.


‘No?’ pressed the Daegog. ‘You will not tell him that?’


‘Daegog, it is not that simple. The emperor is pressed for men just as we are. He is still at war with Liss, and there are rebellions in the north of the Empire. I swear to you, he would send his legions if he could...’


‘I do not care about Liss or rebellions,’ hissed the Daegog. ‘I have my own rebels to deal with! Tharn and his Drol could be at the gates of this castle any day. I need men to fight them off!’


‘We need support, too, Daegog,’ said Gayle. ‘It is not our fault that the king of Aramoor leaves us to fight alone. Why, Dring itself might fall in days. The warlord Voris may be victorious.’


Kronin perked up at the mention of his enemy. ‘Voris?’ he asked the Daegog in their shared language. ‘What did the baron say?’


The Daegog laughed ruefully. ‘You see?’ he said to Gayle. ‘Do you see what I am surrounded by? This fool protector of mine thinks of nothing but Voris. He should be defending me, yet all he talks of is killing Voris. Would that be better, Baron? Should I let Kronin loose in Dring to help Vantran?’


‘No, Daegog,’ said Gayle coldly. ‘That’s not what I’m suggesting.’


‘Then offer me something useful!’


‘Daegog,’ said Edgard calmly. ‘It is time for us to talk truthfully.’


There was so much seriousness in the war duke’s tone that the Daegog was stunned. He turned to Edgard and said, ‘Truthfully? Yes, that would be a good change, Duke. Please...’


‘Now I will speak your language,’ growled Edgard in Triin, ‘because Kronin is my friend and he deserves to hear my words.’


‘What? What is that you’re saying?’ asked Gayle.


Edgard ignored him.


‘Plain talk, Daegog. The war is lost, not only in Dring but here in Tatterak, too. You know it. We all do.’ Edgard eyed the warlord Kronin, who looked suitably shocked. ‘Ara-moor is not sending any more troops. Maybe they cannot. Maybe they will not. I do not really know or care. But it is not our war anymore. If you have business with the emperor, then let him send his own men to die.’ He got up slowly, then turned to address Kronin. ‘Kronin, my friend, may your gods look after you.’


‘Where will you go, Edgard?’ asked the warlord.


‘Back home, to Aramoor.’


‘You will be hung!’ exclaimed the Daegog. ‘You cannot retreat. The emperor will kill you if you do.’


‘Probably,’ replied Edgard. ‘But I would rather die with honor at home than die here in your defense. You are a cruel and miserable man, Daegog. I am sorry so many of my countrymen have perished for you.’


Kronin stood up, smiled at the war duke, then embraced him. ‘You have always been my friend,’ said the warlord. ‘Fighting with you has been my honor.’


Incensed, the Daegog stood up and shook a fat fist at Edgard. ‘You are a fool!’ he raged. ‘Your emperor will ruin Aramoor for this!’


But Edgard ignored the Daegog’s barb. He turned and walked away, stopping and looking down at the astonished Blackwood Gayle, who had remained seated throughout the entire exchange. ‘Blackwood Gayle, it’s your war now. You may not believe this, but I wish you and your men well.’


‘What?’ sputtered the baron. ‘Daegog, what is this?’


The Daegog snorted with contempt. ‘It is as you have always said, Baron Gayle. The Aramoorians are cowards. He is retreating.’


Gayle and Trosk both sprang to their feet. ‘Retreating? Edgard, you cannot! Your troops are needed, now more than ever. What will become of the rest of us?’


Edgard laughed. ‘You’ll probably fare better than I, Gayle. Don’t worry. You’ll always have a place in the emperor’s heart. If you live, that is.’


‘War Duke,’ called the Daegog. Then he softened his expression and said, ‘Edgard, please. Do not do this. We do need you. We can win still, if you stay. If you go . . .’ The Triin’s round face wrinkled. ‘Tharn will kill me.’


The war duke of Aramoor smiled sadly at the Daegog. ‘Every man dies, Daegog. And if I may say so, you deserve it.’ Then he turned his back on them all and strode out of the chamber, saying, ‘I leave in the morning, with my men.’


That evening, the Daegog of Lucel-Lor sat brooding on a balcony, overlooking the rough terrain of Tatterak. He sipped absently at a cup of steaming tea and ate sparingly from a tray of sweet biscuits, both Naren affectations he had learned to love. The moon was full and red behind Mount Godon. Kronin’s granite stronghold cast its dentate shadow across the plain, while moonbeams splashed on the stones and the carved mahogany of the balcony, setting them alight. The Daegog licked at the rim of his cup, mopping up the honey there with his tongue. In the distance he could see the tattered dragon banner of Edgard’s troops, huddled around torches that stirred in the evening breeze. It was late. There was very little movement among the Aramoorians now. The war duke would have them sleeping, the Daegog surmised, resting for their long march back home.


‘Coward,’ muttered the Daegog. He had always liked Edgard, and the duke’s betrayal was a bitter blow. Now he had only Gayle to protect him, plus whatever warriors Kronin had left. There was still young Vantran in Dring, but he would no doubt be leaving, too, once he heard that his war duke had retreated.


The Daegog let out a little whimper. It had been a long, protracted war, and his allies were dwindling. Every day it seemed more of the Triin warlords sided with Tharn. He was a sorcerer, that one. He could turn men’s minds to slush. Now only Kronin and a handful of others still followed the Daegog, and if the Drol pushed hard enough, they could probably topple them all right into the ocean.


The Daegog poured himself another cup of tea, dashed it liberally with honey from a silver spoon, and sat back to stare at the Aramoorians. They were going home, and he hated them for it. He ached for his own home, the dazzling spires of his usurped Falindar. Kronin was a loyal man but a middling host, and in these days of shortages Mount Godon could only provide modest hospitality. He was accustomed to stretching out each night on a bed of ivory inlaid with rubies, but here he slept on a mattress of scratchy fabric stuffed with straw. In Falindar, there had been scores of servants to attend him, beautiful young women trained to be perfectly servile, who bathed him and rubbed his feet with oil. But here in austere Mount Godon, every woman was engaged in the same bloody business as the men, trying to win the war. There were weapons to sharpen and clothes to mend and food to be harvested. There were shortages of everything now that the Drol had started burning the eastern fields. Day by day, he was becoming less royal, and he despised it.


He was sure Arkus of Nar was having no such problems. Arkus, his Naren benefactor, was comfortable in his black palace. Arkus the puppeteer, who never showed the world his face but let his golden count – the strange one called Biagio – be his voice. He would send a message to Biagio at once, he decided, to tell him of Edgard’s treachery. He would demand the emperor send his own legionnaires into Lucel-Lor to put down the rebellion. The Daegog ran a chubby finger over the rim of his cup and grinned. He admired Arkus, but age had dulled the old man’s reason, and his obsession with magic had made him reckless.


‘Magic!’ The Daegog snorted. The Narens were such passionate fools. They had all the science of the world in their hands, had built cities and weapons the Triin could only dream of, yet they were still as superstitious as any Drol. Now only he, the Daegog of all Triin, could pretend to give Arkus what he wanted, and the price was steep indeed.


‘Go home, then, Edgard,’ whispered the Daegog. ‘Go home to your death.’


He lowered his glass to the rickety table next to him and let out a giant yawn. It was very late, and he was weary. In the morning he would meet with Baron Gayle again to discuss the defense of Mount Godon, and speaking to the Talistanian always taxed him. It was time for sleep.


Retreating from the balcony, he entered his bedchamber, the plushest one in the entire castle and still smaller than his own in Falindar by at least half. Miserably appointed, the room reminded the Daegog more of his citadel’s dungeon than its bedchambers. But he was too exhausted to dwell on his plight, and as he shut the twin doors leading to the balcony, he took one last breath of the night air and turned to his bed. There was a candle near the bedside and he blew it out, satisfied with the moonlight coming through the glass. He was already in his satiny bedclothes, and as he slid into the bed and drew the sheets over his bulk, his eyelids drooped. It took only a moment for sleep to come.


But it shattered just as quickly.


The Daegog sat up in bed, hearing a noise at the balcony doors. Startled, he pulled the sheets close to his face and peered out toward the balcony. Past midnight, he recalled, past the hour of decent folk. Something outside shimmered, twinkling darkly in the moonlight. A white and man-sized shadow hovered just beyond the doors. The Daegog made to scream, but lost his voice in terror as the thing moved wraithlike through the glass.


It was a man and yet it was not. It was white and thin and without substance, but it had form and it had eyes, and it watched the Daegog with a wicked humor. The Daegog’s heart seized. His breath came to him in short, painful bursts. And the thing that was not quite alive floated closer on its legless torso and stopped at the foot of his bed.


‘Do you recognize me, fat one?’ asked the spectre. Its voice was hollow, and it rang in the Daegog’s head like a broken bell. The Daegog studied the thing, examined its determined face and saffron robes, and knew with horrible certainty what the visitation was. His dry lips pursed and a name dribbled out.


‘Tharn.’


The ghostly face grinned. ‘How nice to be remembered. I, of course, remember you, Daegog. I remember you every time it rains and I cannot walk.’


The Daegog backed up against the headboard. ‘What are you, demon?’


‘I have become the sword of Lorris,’ declared the Drol, and as he spoke his body shimmered. ‘The touch of heaven is within me. I am the air and the water. Look upon me, fat one. Look and fear me.’


‘I do fear you,’ chittered the Daegog. ‘Spare me, monster. Take what you want but let me live . . .’


The Drol laughed. ‘I go to make your end, Nebarazar Gorandarr. Tonight you are undone.’


‘No!’ wailed the Daegog. ‘Tharn, forgive me. I never meant for you to be harmed. It was not my doing, I swear to you.’


‘Liar. I remember seeing your face through the blood in my eyes. I remember you there.’


The Daegog held up his palms. ‘I thought you were a criminal. I . . . I was wrong. Please, we can talk . . .’


‘You are the one with crimes to answer for, and I do not talk with devils.’ The ghost gestured with his transparent hand toward the balcony and the darkness beyond. ‘Look to the skies tonight. Wait for the purple mist. Tonight I am Storm Maker.’


And then the image of the Drol faded and dissolved, leaving the Daegog shivering, alone. It was long moments before he could move, but at last he slid out of his bed and tiptoed toward the doors. He flung them open and stepped onto the balcony. The steam had stopped rising from the teapot on the table. It was colder now, almost wintry. He looked to the bloodred moon hanging like a death’s-head in the sky. A purple cloud floated across the horizon.
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Even before the war with Nar, the Dring Valley had never been a peaceful place. Voris the Wolf had done his best to live up to his title of warlord, and so the people of his land endured many hardships for his sake, losing sons in battles with their neighbors from Tatterak, the largest of all the Triin territories. Voris was iron-fisted, and his feud with Kronin had dragged on for years, never coming to any conclusion, and never winning the ostensible prize of the Agar Forest. This attrition had drained the coffers of Voris’ castle and had made his people pariahs among the rest of Lucel-Lor, who looked upon the Drol of the valley with suspicion and disquietude.


And yet the Wolf was beloved in Dring, a mystery Dyana puzzled over as she walked with her ragged company along the winding Sheaze River. They were refugees now, these people she traveled with, the meager handful of the valley’s populace who saw the Wolf as something less than deified. With their shabby clothes and dirty faces, they no longer looked Triin at all. They were ghosts now, thin and pale, and Dyana muttered bitterly as she trudged alongside the wagon, for she knew that they all had Tharn and his henchman Voris to thank for their misery, and she wondered at the stupidity of people who would follow such men.


People like her uncle, Jaspin.


She didn’t miss the Dring Valley, not like she missed Tatterak. Dring had merely been a home of necessity, a place to flee when no others would accept her. Jaspin had opened his home to her, but had never made her feel welcome or called her ‘niece’ with any affection. He had feared her, like her mother and sisters before him. And he had discarded her with the rest of the outcasts, labeling them as dangerous heretics. But they were not heretics. They were survivors and fighters, and Dyana was glad to be among them.


Each day for them was much the same. By Falger’s reckoning, they had journeyed halfway to Ackle-Nye so far, crawling along at a snail’s pace. Because there were only two riding horses, most of the group walked, except for the children and the infirm, who were allowed to ride in the mule-drawn wagon along with the few possessions they had brought with them. Falger walked in front of them all, leading his horse over the rugged landscape and letting the weary take turns on its back. Only on rare occasions did he ride his horse himself, and only then when he was just too tired to continue walking.


Falger was an older man, with a well-earned reputation for eccentricity. If there was a heretic among this dismal lot, it was he. A selfproclaimed hater of the gods, he was quick to denounce those who prayed and quicker still to laugh in the faces of the village’s devout. And like Dyana, he despised the Drol and their revolution with a fervor she had thought no one else shared. This mutual disdain had fostered an unusual kinship between them, and Falger quickly became her one defender, for even these folk were nervous to have Tharn’s betrothed among them. But they showed her respect, and that was all Dyana wanted. That and to find her way, somehow, to Nar.


None of them knew precisely what they would find in Ackle-Nye, but they hoped it would be freedom and a willingness to take them into the Empire. They would be outcasts there, too, of course, but they would be free of Drol tyranny. For Dyana, Nar might mean a new life. Perhaps in Nar she could fulfill her father’s dreams and become a woman with dignity, and not a lapdog of the kind she so despised, the type of woman a Drol society demanded. In Nar, she could choose her own husband, and not be sold to a man. She hoped that not all Narens were like Kalak and his murderers.


The noon sun beat down on her uncovered head, and as she trudged along she considered this again, letting her imagination ease the drudgery of the endless trek. These days, her thoughts often turned to Nar and the marvels she might find there. Her father had told her that the Empire was a vast and powerful place, with machines and high buildings made of sweeping stonework. He had said that in the Black City there was a palace as beautiful as Falindar itself, and that Emperor Arkus sat in that palace upon a throne of iron and ruled his many kingdoms with wisdom.


Dyana laughed lightly as she recalled this memory and her father’s bright face. He had never even been to Nar. He was one of the richest men in Tatterak, but he had never once purchased passage through the Run. Too busy, he always used to claim. Busy raising a family and caring for a wife who betrayed him. Busy helping the Daegog deal with the Naren representatives who poured in from the Black City. Too busy for himself. Dyana’s smile evaporated. She missed him, and sometimes the pain of it was unendurable. Worse, she still heard his screams at night, and when she dreamed of him her visions always ended the same way – with his severed head looking up at her vacantly, and Tharn standing over his decapitated body. Years had passed, but the memory was still vivid. That vision would haunt her forever, she knew, and she was resigned to such nightmares. Just as she was resigned to her solitude.


They went on like this for hours more, silently plodding along, until at last the sun began to dip and Falger called a halt. Gratefully they all dropped down at the riverbank and took their fill of the fresh water, careful that all their skins were filled in case of emergency. According to Falger, the Sheaze would take them straight to Ackle-Nye, but none of them had ever been to the infamous city of beggars and so they took no chances with their water supply. Food, however, was another problem entirely. What little they had taken was dwindling fast, and they collected what they could from the brush and forests, gathering nuts and berries and any wild roots they were lucky enough to find. Falger was in charge of rationing the food, and each time they rested he doled out a meager allowance of bread, barely enough to keep the children from crying. Since Tharn had started burning the croplands, food was scarce nearly everywhere in Lucel-Lor. It was just one more of the Drol leader’s obscenities, one more brutality he performed in heaven’s name.


Exhausted, Dyana collapsed at the riverside and pulled off her doeskin boots, dipping her burning feet in the blessedly cool water of the Sheaze. She let out a sigh of pleasure at the sensation, letting her eyelids droop. Around her the men started making camp, going off into the brush to gather firewood and spreading out blankets to sleep on, while the women fussed over the restless children, who splashed happily into the river to play. Dyana smiled as she watched them. There were six boys and three girls. She noticed the way they played together. At this age, they were still equal. The girls had yet to know the sting of male domination, and the boys could still see their playmates as more than just objects. Too bad they would grow up.


‘Dyana?’


She looked up to see Falger hovering over her, a small chunk of bread in his hands. She smiled up at him gratefully.


‘Thank you,’ she said, taking the food. She tore off a small wedge and began to eat, slowly so that it would last. The taste of it was wonderful. Falger remained above her, staring down at her with his peculiar grin.


‘Can I join you?’ he asked.


Dyana chuckled. ‘You do not need to ask that, Falger. Sit.’ She patted the ground beside her, urging him down.


Falger dropped to the earth and stretched, letting the muscles in his neck pop and yawning like a lion. He had no food for himself, just a blade of grass between his teeth.


‘You are not eating?’ asked Dyana.


Falger shook his head. ‘I thought I would wait until the morning, let the children have some more.’


Dyana looked down guiltily at her meager portion.


‘Eat,’ Falger urged. ‘I am not trying to be a hero. I just want there to be enough. Who knows what we will find when we get to Ackle-Nye?’


‘There will be food there,’ said Dyana. ‘Will there not?’


‘Hopefully. From what I have heard there are many like us, Dyana. And the Narens are not doing so well themselves, remember. We may need to conserve what we have.’


What they had was ridiculously little, and would barely last them all the way to Ackle-Nye. Dyana bit into her bread pensively. How could she make such a smattering last?


‘You did not come to talk to me today,’ said Falger. ‘I missed you.’


‘I was thinking,’ said Dyana.


‘About what?’


Dyana shrugged. ‘About everything. About Ackle-Nye, and Nar. I was thinking about what it will be like there.’


‘Hard,’ said Falger. ‘And it is a long road through the Run. And we will need the Narens to guide us, give us food.’ Falger’s expression became forlorn. ‘Do not get too hopeful, Dyana. We will make it to Ackle-Nye. More than that . . . who knows?’


‘I know,’ said Dyana. ‘We will make it to Nar. I swear it. I will get there if it kills me.’


Falger laughed. ‘Oh, yes? Better to die in the Run than here in Lucel-Lor, eh?’


‘Better to die free than be Tharn’s wife,’ corrected Dyana.


‘He will not find you now, Dyana,’ Falger assured her. ‘We are too far from Dring for that. Even Voris will not send warriors looking for you now.’ He looked up into the darkening sky and smiled. ‘We are all safe here.’


Safe. It was a wonderful word, but Dyana couldn’t believe it. The night he killed her father, Tharn had made it clear she would never be safe again. He was obsessed with her, he always had been. They had both come from prominent families, and the union had seemed the perfect pairing to their misguided parents. Now she could scarcely remember the man he had been, the Tharn that he was before the call of the Drol. He had been kind once. If her memory wasn’t wrong, he might have even been shy. She laughed silently to herself. It was hard to reconcile those memories with the revolutionary.


‘There is no safety from Tharn,’ said Dyana bleakly. ‘And I do not like being driven from my home.’


‘Nor I,’ said Falger indignantly. ‘But show me a choice. Tharn will win this whole thing soon enough, and there will be no place for us who are not Drol. Once Kronin falls, the rest of us are dead. We must leave.’


‘I know,’ said Dyana. ‘But would it not be better to go with our heads high, and not as rats? Would it not be so much better?’


Falger fell silent, and Dyana quickly regretted her words. She could see the hurt on the older man’s face, and knew she had insulted him.


‘Sorry,’ she offered. ‘That was wrong of me to say. We are not rats.’


‘But we are running,’ admitted Falger. ‘That bastard Tharn has beaten us.’


‘Oh, no. He will never beat us, Falger. Not while we live and escape him. Once we get to Nar, we will have beaten Tharn.’


A boy splashed out of the river and fell to his knees in front of them, panting and giggling. ‘I can beat Tharn,’ he declared proudly. ‘I can fight!’


‘Can you?’ said Falger. ‘Well, all right then. Let us get you a jiiktar and send you off!’


‘Yes!’ cried the boy excitedly. ‘Dyana, I can beat him.’


Dyana smiled ruefully. ‘You stay here and protect us, Luken. You can fight him off if he comes.’


‘I will,’ said the boy adamantly. ‘I wish he would come. I am not afraid.’


None of the boys claimed fear. They all clambered out of the river, wringing the water from their clothes and declaring their defiance of Tharn. The girls came ashore, too, sitting down with Dyana and Falger and giggling at the boys’ boasts.


‘Tell us more about him, Dyana,’ urged Luken. ‘Tell us again what he is like.’


Dyana laughed. ‘It was a long time ago, Luken.’


‘Is he ugly?’


‘Is he fat?’


Dyana started to answer, but a little girl whose name she didn’t know plopped down next to her and asked the most disquieting question.


‘Why does he hate us?’


And no one asked another thing. They just stared at Dyana, waiting for her sage response, and Dyana found herself at a loss.


‘I don’t know,’ she said sadly. She took the little girl’s hand and pulled her closer, hugging her wet body and not minding the soaking at all. ‘Maybe it is not really hate,’ she said. ‘Maybe it is like what happened in the Agar Forest. You all know that story, right?’


The children were wide-eyed.


‘No? None of you knows what happened in the Agar Forest? Luken, you do not know?’


She could tell Luken wanted to lie, but instead he simply frowned.


‘Well then, let me tell you. There are giant birch trees in the forest, you all know that. But the story of how they got so tall, that is the good part.’ Dyana’s tone took on drama. ‘This was a long time ago, long before any of us were born.’


‘Before Falger was born?’ asked one of the boys.


They all chuckled. ‘Well?’ Falger kidded. ‘Was it?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Dyana. ‘It was much longer ago than that. This was before Voris and the Drol, before everything. This was when there was nothing but trees in the forest, no animals, no people, nothing. Just the birch trees, and the redwoods.’


Luken wrinkled his nose. ‘Redwoods? There are no redwoods in Agar.’


‘Right,’ said Dyana. ‘Not anymore. Because they lost their war with the birches. Trees can fight, did you know that? Well, that is what they used to do. They used to fight, talk, everything just like people. Only they did not get along with the redwoods, because the redwoods were cruel to them. Just like the Drol are to us.’


‘What happened?’ asked the girl in Dyana’s lap.


‘You all know how tall a redwood is. Really, really tall.’ Dyana raised her hands and knitted her fingers together. ‘So tall they block out the sun. There were thousands of them in Agar, too, so many that the poor birch trees had no light! They were in the dark, because the redwoods were selfish, and wanted all the sunlight for themselves. And when the birch trees complained, the redwoods got angry. They told the birches that they were the most powerful of all trees, that the gods had made them that way and that the gods liked them best.’


‘Like the Drol!’ Luken echoed.


‘Exactly. But those birch trees were tough, like us. They would not let the redwoods suffocate them, so they fought back. Even though the redwoods were taller and stronger, the little birch trees got together and decided to make their roots go even deeper into the earth. Well, the redwoods were so tall and proud they did not even bother looking to see what the little birches were doing. And the birch trees dug deeper and deeper, until their roots were stronger than the redwood roots, and they took all the water from the ground, and did not let the redwoods have any.’


Dyana paused and looked at the children.


‘Then what?’ pressed Luken.


‘Then?’ Dyana shrugged. ‘Do you see any more redwoods in Agar?’


All the children laughed, and even Falger gave a chuckle. Dyana laughed, too, recalling the time her father had told her that story. She had been about Luken’s age then, and Voris and Kronin had already been at war over the Agar for years. But that wasn’t the moral of her tale.


‘You see?’ she asked them all. ‘Those birch trees are like us. They were small, but now look at them. They are tall and strong, and they did not give in to the redwoods. And we will not give in to the Drol. We are leaving now, but we will return someday to take back what is ours.’


The children loved this, and so did the mothers who had overheard Dyana’s story. Falger’s smile was wide and proud, and he slipped a hand into Dyana’s and gave it a thankful squeeze. Dyana smiled. After months of being a shadow, it was good to suddenly be a light.


They all ate sparingly that night, picking up Falger’s lead, and eventually retired to their own corners of the camp, to talk around fires or just to sleep and ready their bodies for the next day’s march. Dyana always slept alone, not too far from Falger, not too close to the other men. She still preferred her solitude. The quiet coolness of night always calmed her, and she enjoyed the music of the river while the others slept. Tonight the moon was full. It was very late, yet despite her exhaustion Dyana found sleep impossible. Soon they would arrive in Ackle-Nye, and the excitement of it rippled through her, setting her imagination aflame. There would be Narens there. Her father had trusted the Narens. Soon she might be free.


Dyana sat up and looked around. Nearby, Falger was asleep, his blanket tangled around his body. A fire crackled at the riverside, waning in the moonlight and sending up smoldering wisps. Crickets chirped and the river babbled over the rocks, and all at once a great feeling of melancholy seized Dyana. This was still her home, no matter what she found in Ackle-Nye. She would miss this land. Unable to sleep, she slipped on her boots and tiptoed away from the camp, following the river in the moonlight until she could barely see the campfires. She found a rock on the bank and sat down on it, dipping her hand into the muddy earth and fishing up a collection of stones. One by one she pitched them into the moving water, listening to their splashes, and when she finished each handful she gathered another and did the same. It was a pleasant sound, regular and therapeutic, and Dyana lost herself in the simple act.
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