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Chapter 1

 



 



 



 



The detachment of cavalry from the mage college city of Lystern wheeled and attacked again, charging hard at the defenders holding their positions outside Xetesk’s east gates. Targeting the weakened left flank, they sped in, hooves churning mud, swords and spear tips glinting in the bright, warm afternoon sunlight. Thirty horses, sweat foaming under saddles, galloping under the steady control of crack Lysternan riders and led by Commander Izack.

‘Come on, this time,’ whispered Dila’heth to herself, watching the attack from a rise above the blood-drenched battlefield.

Down in the centre of the line, the bulk of the surviving Al-Arynaar and TaiGethen elves were engaged in a cat-and-mouse game, trying to lure the stubborn Xeteskians out of alignment. So far, their efforts had been fruitless. Protectors at the core of the defensive line, so disciplined, so deadly, remained unmoved.

A fusillade of spells erupted from the ranks of Xeteskian mages behind their warriors. FlameOrb, HotRain, DeathHail, homing in on the cavalry as they drove in. Lysternan shields glared and flashed, revealing the rich green depths of the manalattice that held them firm, deflecting the deep blue of the enemy castings.

Dila’heth could feel the pressure of the shields through the spectrum and respected their strength and the ability of the mages who rode while they cast.

Immediately, response came from the elven and Lysternan mages in the field behind the combat line. Yellow and green Orbs, burnished with flares of deep red and orange, soared over the warriors. Two dozen of them, wide as cartwheels, splashed down into the Xeteskian support. Shields creaked, blue light like sheet lightning seared the sky; but they held. It had been this way for twenty days.  Probing, watching, feinting and attacking. The battle had barely moved.

‘Keep up the pressure!’ shouted Dila’heth, her words taken by runners down to the field command. ‘Let’s give that cavalry time.’

Izack’s men struck, Dila’heth wincing at the impact. Horses snorted, men leant out left and right, swords and maces hammering down, their charge taking them deep into the defenders before they were halted. Even at a hundred yards and more, Dila’s keen eyes could pick out individual suffering with grim clarity.

Leading his men, Izack, mouth open in a battle cry lost in the tumult, struck the helmet of an enemy, his blade crushing the metal. The foot soldier collapsed senseless and the hooves of the horse following trampled him into the mud. Further right, a lone Xeteskian pike skewered a horse’s chest. The jolt threw the rider over his mount’s head. The desperate, dying animal screamed, its hooves flailing. It fell, one shod hoof splintering the Xeteskian’s ribcage, its body crushing its own rider. At the back of the charge, an enemy was knocked off balance by the press of horse flesh around him. He spun and staggered, his defence dropped and a spiked mace ripped off his face.

Swords flashed, horses reared, men roared. In the chaos, Dila watched Izack. The cavalry commander seemed to have so much more time than any of those around him. He pushed his horse through the throng, batting aside strikes to both him and his mount. She could see his mouth move as he tried to direct his riders to the point he sensed was weakest.

His horse kicked forwards, taking an enemy in the groin. Izack ignored the man’s cries, fencing a strike away from his leg and cutting backhanded into his attacker’s midriff. He was going to break through. The tide was with him and with those still in the saddle. Protectors were detaching from the centre of the line but they’d be too late. And waiting behind Izack, a hundred-strong reserve, made up of cavalry, Lysternan swordsmen and the Al-Arynaar. Enough to force the breach wide and open up the Xeteskian support mages to weapon attack. Dila’s only concern now was the centre of the main fighting line. It absolutely had to hold.

Feeling sure the battle was about to turn decisively, she swung round to call every able-bodied ally to arms and into the battle. At first, she thought the faintness and sudden nausea she felt was  because she’d spun too fast. But she saw her condition reflected in the expressions of the Julatsan-trained Al-Arynaar mages standing by her and knew it was something infinitely worse.

‘Oh no.’

The chain of focused mana cells holding together the powerful, elven, linked Spell- and HardShields collapsed. It was a sudden and violent shifting in the flow, as if every casting mage had simultaneously lost the ability to maintain the simple shape. But this was no mass error. Dila’heth had felt it. Every mage carrying the linked Julatsan construct was left helpless as the power in the spell scattered back into the individual castings, shattering them instantly.

Dila rocked with the referred pain of three dozen backfiring spells. Out in the field, mages, their minds threshed by flailing mana strands, clutched the sides of their heads, fell screaming to the ground or dropped catatonic from the shock. And two hundred swordsmen and as many in the support lines were left exposed to anything Xetesk could throw at them. There were nowhere near enough Lysternan shield mages to cover everyone.

A cataclysmic event had disrupted the Julatsan mana focus. It had been brief and the question of what had happened had to be faced, but right now hundreds of elves and men were terribly vulnerable. Dila’heth began to run down the slope towards the battlefield, calling mages to her, those that could still function at all.

‘Shields! We must have shields!’

But the push was falling apart right in front of her. Nervousness had spread through the fighting force like cracks on thin ice. To the left, Izack hadn’t broken through fast enough. He couldn’t yet threaten the enemy mages and the Xeteskians had picked up on the crisis engulfing their opponents. Their warriors put more power into every strike, their arrows flew in tighter volleys and their mages . . . Tual’s teeth, their mages cast everything they had.

Dila’heth tried frantically to gather the shape for a SpellShield while she ran but it eluded her. The mana wouldn’t coalesce to give the shape its protective form, but was always just beyond her grasp, like a butterfly on the breeze. Scared more than she dared admit, she slowed to a stop then started to reverse, simultaneously seeing Izack breaking off his attack and the arc of the first Xeteskian spells surge across the sky.

‘Clear the field, clear the field!’ Dila’heth shouted, half turning, almost running.

She could see knots of mages trying to cast, others helping confused and comatose victims. More mirrored her own fear, unsure of what to do. Xetesk’s first spell impacts made the decision for them.

More FlameOrbs than Dila could count fell at the back of the allied line, detonating in the mud and splashing mage fire over defenceless men and elves. And where that fire touched a Xeteskian SpellShield, it flared brief cobalt and dissipated harmlessly. Safe behind their defence, the enemy just stood and watched.

A FlameWall erupted along the combat front and panic tore the allied line to shreds. Burning, trapped and terrified, the line disintegrated, men and elves scattering left, right and back, anywhere that the flame might be less intense. Here and there, pockets of Lysternan shields provided shelter for anyone lucky enough to get under their protection but the overwhelming reliance had been on the Julatsan-based elven construct and too few could find sanctuary.

Everywhere she looked, Dila’heth could see burning swordsmen running blindly away, heading for the camp and the help that would be too late for so many. Flaming corpses littered the ground and the air was filled with the screams of the dying, pleading for help and relief. But in places, field captains were beginning to call their men and elves to fledgling order. Dila shook herself.

‘Come on, we’ve got to help them!’ she yelled into the roar of flame and the shrieks of agony all around her. She ran to the nearest victim, trying to force the simplest healing conjuration into her mind. Anything that would extinguish the mage fire that burned his clothes and covered his bare arms, eating at his flesh.

The shape formed slowly, frustratingly so, but at least it was coming. But then, so did the HellFire. Columns of superheated blue scorched from the smoke-filled sky, each one targeting a single soul. Scant yards away, one struck the central figure in a group of mages. The deluge consumed his body in an instant, the splatter took the other five in a flood of flame and the detonation pitched Dila from her feet.

What little order there had been developing in the retreat was destroyed. With FlameOrbs still crashing to earth and HotRain  beginning to tumble from the sky in fist-sized tears, the rout was complete.

Dila’heth lay where she had fallen, bleeding from a cut on her forehead. Beside her, the swordsman had died, his cries fading quickly as he succumbed. She raised her head to see DeathHail slashing across the field. It would be a miracle if anyone escaped alive.

Only Izack remained in control. Dila watched him lead his cavalry across the front of the Xeteskian line, blunting any move, the shields surrounding his men flashing deep green from repeated spell impact. But the enemy had made no effort to move forwards. Shorth take them all, but there was no need. They had already won the day. Chances were, the battle was theirs too.

Dila dropped her head back into the mud, tears of pain and frustration squeezing from her smarting eyes. Clouds of smoke billowed across the field, muffling the sounds of defeat and triumph all around her. Somehow, they would have to regroup but first they had to understand why their magic had failed so catastrophically.

Exhausted and aching, bleeding and strained, Dila pulled herself to her knees and began to crawl from the battlefield, waiting for the moment when the DeathHail ceased and she could run. Bodies lay thick on the ground before her. Some were moving, most were not. To her left, a further detachment of cavalry galloped out to support Izack. But on the rise in front of the camp she could see a line of men and elves just standing and staring in disbelief at the disaster that had swamped them all.

Yniss himself would have to smile on them if they were to turn the tide now.

 



The great hall at the top of Lystern’s squat, wide college tower felt chill despite the warmth of the day and the sunlight streaming through the ornate stained-glass windows that overlooked the huge circular table.

In an arc surrounding the Lord Elder Mage, Heryst, sat the four mages who made up the law council. All old men, all trusted advisers of the relatively young college and city ruler. Opposite them, The Raven were gathered around Darrick, who stood at their centre while they sat, listening to the charges laid against him. Otherwise, but for fifteen college guardsmen and a gaggle of clerks and monitor  mages, the hall was empty, its spectacular domed and timbered roof ringing hollow.

Hirad Coldheart couldn’t shake off a fundamental sense of wrong. It pervaded his every sense and had settled like a cloying web over his body. He had already been reminded twice of court protocol and now The Unknown Warrior left a restraining hand on his shoulder, keeping him in his seat. He had been promised his say but he couldn’t shift the notion that it would be after any decision had been made in the minds of those opposite him. Not Heryst, the law council.

Darrick, of course, had remained impeccably disciplined throughout. Former General of the Lysternan armies and now accused of desertion, treason and cowardice he had returned to the college of his own free will to answer the charges. And nothing The Raven could say about the timing of his decision, and which priorities they felt he should place higher, carried any weight whatever.

He was a deeply principled man and for him, clearing his name transcended any action The Raven wanted to undertake. Those principles were one of the things that made him such a valuable addition to The Raven. But they were also a frustration Hirad found difficult to bear. So much remained to be done and he felt they were wasting time. Events were moving fast and they couldn’t afford to be left behind.

Heryst looked round from a brief whispered conversation with the law mages. Two were frowning, one shaking his head, the fourth impassive.

‘At this juncture,’ said the Lord Elder Mage, ‘We will drop the charge of treason. It is clear that your intention was not to act against Lystern. Indeed your assertion that our alliance with Dordover at the time was the potentially more treasonable act is one we cannot counteract with any great surety. Endangering the men under your command by virtue of that treason is therefore also dismissed.

‘But the charges of desertion and cowardice must stand and you will answer them.’

Hirad opened his mouth but The Unknown squeezed his shoulder.

‘Ridiculous,’ muttered the barbarian.

‘I know,’ said The Unknown.

‘I laugh at any suggestion of cowardice,’ said Darrick. ‘But within the laws of Lystern, I am guilty of desertion. That is not in dispute.’

‘That is not a clever opening to your defence,’ said Denser.

Darrick looked to his right long enough to spear the Raven’s Xeteskian mage with the stare that had sent a thousand raw recruits’ pulses stuttering before he continued.

‘It was desertion,’ affirmed Darrick. ‘But the circumstances mitigate my actions and indeed made my decision the only honourable one.’

‘There is no precedence for mitigation,’ rumbled one of the law mages, a heavy-jowled man with eyes sunk deep into fleshy sockets.

‘Then precedence must be set by this hearing,’ said Darrick, betraying no hint of his emotions. ‘Because this was not desertion through cowardice or fear. Neither was it desertion that in any way increased the risk to the men in my command. In peacetime, it would have been considered resignation on principle.’

‘But this was not peacetime,’ continued the mage. ‘And you were facing an enemy.’

‘Even so, the circumstances will be heard,’ said Heryst.

‘You are swayed by your personal friendship,’ said a second law mage, grey-haired and long-nosed.

‘And by his previously unblemished record of service, courage and honour in battle,’ said Heryst. ‘We are not trying a conscript here.’ He smiled as he turned to Darrick. ‘Make this good, Ry. There’s a heavy penalty attached to your unmitigated guilt.’

‘I am only too aware of that,’ replied Darrick. ‘And that in itself is the first part of my defence - that I came here voluntarily to answer this charge. There was little chance of my being arrested with war at our borders. I need to clear my name so I can take my part without looking over my shoulder for college guards carrying warrants.’

‘I’m sure you have all our thanks for offering yourself up without our needing to divert resources,’ said the long-nosed mage dryly.

Hirad scowled and tensed. He wasn’t happy with the atmosphere. The four old men were clearly intent solely on establishing guilt. Only Heryst seemed truly interested in the possibility that Darrick took the only decision open to him under the circumstances. The question was, did he have ultimate sanction in this forum?

‘The docks at Arlen, those three seasons ago, were a place where not just I but every Lysternan was betrayed. It was where some of those empowered to determine control of the Nightchild abandoned their morals and put her under sentence of death. And not just her, but also her mother, Erienne, who sits at my left.’

‘We are perfectly—’

‘You will let me speak uninterrupted, my Lord Metsas,’ said Darrick. There was no anger in his voice.

Metsas’s face darkened but he said no more.

‘As has been documented, I found myself commanding cavalry that, far from preventing a ship sailing at the behest of the Lystern-Dordover alliance, were in fact defending it from Xeteskian aggression. And that is because it contained Dordovan mages in cahoots with Black Wings. Black Wings, gentlemen. The ship also contained a hostage: Erienne.’

Darrick gestured to Erienne and Hirad saw remembered pain flicker over her features. She laid her head briefly on Denser’s shoulder.

‘Dordover was using her to get to Lyanna. Her daughter. And then the mages would have cast her to the Black Wings to be murdered while they did the same to the Nightchild. It was an inhuman tactic for which Dordover deserves nothing but eternal contempt. And if any here present were in tacit support, that contempt is yours too.

‘I love my city and college, make no mistake. I love its principles, its morals and its ethics. And I could not lead a force that would see those values betrayed. It was a decision which broke my heart but I had no other option. Surely, as the men who uphold our ethics and principles, you must understand.

‘But know this, too. I carried out my resignation correctly. I handed command to Izack in the knowledge that he was fully capable of carrying out his duties as correctly as I was. He proved me right, of course. My men were not put at excessive risk and the burden of Lystern’s actions was taken from them. It was I who received the orders; Izack and his men were merely dutybound to carry them out.

‘Yet, at the same time, I gave them a choice. I did not incite mass desertion and, as the record shows, no such action was taken. The  decision was left with each individual’s conscience, but what choice did most of those men really have? They had families who relied on them. They had lives to lead beyond the conflict. And they had nowhere to go.

‘I was different. I had The Raven.’

Heryst shifted in his seat, evading Darrick’s steady gaze. Hirad watched the law mages too. None showed the slightest understanding of, or sympathy for, Darrick’s dilemma. And the words spoken merely confirmed the shallow nature of their thinking.

‘Indeed you did have The Raven,’ said the long-nosed mage. ‘And you fought alongside Xetesk while at the opposite end of the docks, your men were being killed by Xetesk. How do you equate that with responsible discharge of your duties?’

Darrick nodded slowly. ‘Lord Simmac, if my duty was to protect murderers and witch-hunters, then I am happy to have failed. If it was to protect the innocent and deliver the best possible outcome for Balaia and hence Lystern then, with one glaring exception, I and The Raven succeeded. Though subsequent events have removed any shine from our success.’

‘The exception being?’ asked Simmac.

‘That Lyanna died and so we will never know if she could have used her power for the good of us all.’

‘Of course,’ said Simmac, as if the fact had slipped his mind.

‘Dordover wanted her dead the moment she escaped them,’ said Hirad quietly. ‘What was your desire, I wonder?’

Heryst looked at him squarely. ‘Hirad, with all due respect, we are not here to debate Lystern’s flawed alliance with Dordover. Ry Darrick is on trial here.’ He allowed himself a brief smile. ‘But since you have been desperate to speak ever since we began, perhaps now is the time, if Darrick is done?’

‘For now,’ said Darrick. ‘Though I reserve the right to speak again.’

‘Granted,’ said Heryst. ‘Hirad, the floor is yours.’

The barbarian stood, feeling the cold stares of the law mages gauging him.

‘It’s really simple,’ he said. ‘The events Darrick set going saved the elves from extinction. He saved so many lives by joining us. Still not quite enough, though.’

The Unknown squeezed his forearm. The Raven still felt it. They’d been too late to save Ilkar, the elf who had been with The Raven since the start. An elf they all loved and who, ironically, had feared watching them all grow old and die around him.

‘And how exactly do you work that out?’ asked Simmac, expression all but a sneer.

Hirad felt the almost overwhelming urge to cross the table and flatten his long nose. He took a deep breath.

‘Because,’ he said carefully, ‘had he not organised the defence of the Al-Drechar’s house on Herendeneth; and had he not fought with The Raven and alongside Xetesk in that house against the Dordovan and Black Wing invasion, not just Lyanna, but all the Al-Drechar would have been dead. And with them, as it turned out, would have died every elf. Only they had the knowledge to rebind the statue of Yniss and halt the plague.’

‘I fail to see—’ began Simmac.

‘And where would your forces be now without the elves, eh?’ Hirad raised his voice, hearing it echo into the rafters. ‘Without their swords and their magic to back you and Dordover against Xetesk? Answer me that and keep sneering.’ Hirad almost sat then but there was one other thing to say.

‘Ry Darrick is one of the bravest men I have ever met. He is also without question the most moral and upright. Everything he does is for the benefit of Balaia, and that is something we should all be striving for, don’t you agree? Removing him would remove one of our most potent weapons from the fight that is still to come. And believe me, we are on your side. The side that would see balance restored to our land.

‘Remove him and you make The Raven your enemy. And you don’t want that.’

Hirad sat. He felt his pulse thudding in his neck and was glad of the weathered tan on his face; he was sure he was flushed.

‘Well done, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

Darrick turned his head and nodded fractionally.

‘Does anyone else wish to speak?’ asked Heryst.

‘Hirad speaks for us all,’ said The Unknown. ‘Darrick is Raven. He was instrumental in saving the elven race and his honour and courage are beyond question. If you find Darrick guilty without  redress, you must ask yourselves exactly what it is you are actually finding him guilty of.’

‘Desertion,’ said Metsas, the word snapping from his mouth. ‘From Lysternan lines.’

‘Or perhaps of doing his duty by his country.’

‘If you believe that,’ said Metsas.

‘Oh, I have no doubt,’ said The Unknown. ‘But it is you who sit in judgement.’

‘For the record,’ said Heryst, ‘and excuse the slight contradiction but I am both Darrick’s judge and commanding officer, I must make mention of Darrick’s unblemished record of courage and service to the city and college of Lystern. To list every event would take longer than we have, and that in itself should inform us of his character. They are all well documented but three stand out as shining examples of his loyalty, strength and ability.

‘The sorties into Understone Pass in the years before the pass fell. How much more damaging would the Wesmen invasion have been a decade later had we lost the pass earlier?

‘The battle at Parve six years ago. Darrick led his cavalry into the heart of Wesmen power to break their lines and allow The Raven through. Without him, would Denser have been able to cast Dawnthief and pierce the hearts of the Wytch Lords?

‘Finally, the Wesmen invasion. Darrick’s command of the four-college force was critical in delaying the Wesmen long enough for help, in the form of the Kaan dragons, to arrive on the closing of the Noonshade rip.

‘Within those commands, acts of personal heroism and sacrifice were played out. In his time as Lystern’s general, Darrick has, without question, been central to saving Balaia.’

Hirad could see the law mages’ expressions. Their disdain for what they had heard was plain. These were mages of the old school, which taught that allegiance to Lystern and a love of Balaia were not necessarily linked. And Darrick had chosen Balaia.

‘Are we done?’ asked Simmac. Darrick and Heryst both nodded. ‘Good.’ The elderly mage snapped his fingers and a young woman detached herself from the clerks. ‘The SoundShield, please.’

She nodded and began to cast. Her hands described a dome above the heads of the five who sat in judgement. She mouthed silently,  cupped her hands and spoke a single command word, completing the simple spell.

‘How long will it take?’ asked Hirad, watching Metsas begin to speak and seeing him flick his hand at The Raven. Heryst frowned and shook his head as he replied.

‘Not long, I fear,’ said Darrick. ‘I’ve only the one ally inside that bubble of silence.’

‘But at least he’s head mage,’ said Hirad.

‘I suspect that means little in the middle of a war that half of Heryst’s council thinks Lystern should not be fighting,’ said Denser.

‘True,’ said Darrick.

‘You think Heryst may sacrifice you as a sop to the opposition faction?’ asked The Unknown.

‘It’s possible,’ said Darrick. ‘He’s not as confident as I remember him.’

‘I don’t see it,’ said Erienne. ‘Surely the salvation of the elves is enough.’

‘To save my life, possibly. To free me, I don’t know.’

To his left, Hirad heard a growl. He glanced across to where Thraun sat, eyes fixed on the law mages and Heryst. Thraun’s face was pinched and angry, lips drawn back over his teeth.

‘Blind men,’ said Thraun.

‘I know what you mean,’ said Hirad.

They fell silent, watching the law council argue Darrick’s fate while the tension soared in the great hall. Hirad felt sweat on his palms and, next to him, Darrick at last showed some emotion. His face was lined with anxiety beneath his tight brown curly hair and his fists clenched and unclenched by his sides. He swallowed hard and glanced round at Hirad, his smile terribly weak, his eyes small and scared.

Time stretched. The Raven couldn’t look at each other, their gazes instead locked on the scene being played out in silence across the table. Metsas and Simmac had already revealed their hands and Heryst’s allegiance was clear. It rested on the two who had not spoken a word during the hearing. Where would their heads and hearts fall?

The quiet dragged at Hirad’s ears while he watched Heryst reply in obvious anger. His hand slapped the table, vibrations carrying  around its circumference. The Lord Elder Mage jabbed a finger at Metsas and gestured at the two undecided mages. The law mage winced and shrank back in his chair but his expression hardly changed. Heryst asked a simple question. Metsas shook his head, Simmac made no move and the other two nodded.

‘The decision is made on majority.’ Heryst’s voice was unnaturally loud, puncturing the silence once the SoundShield had dispersed.

If it was possible, Darrick stood a little straighter, his hands still once again.

‘The findings of the law council hearing in the matter of Lystern’s charges of desertion and cowardice against former general Darrick are as follows.’

Heryst’s face was carefully neutral but his eyes couldn’t disguise his discomfort. Hirad clutched the arms of his chair. He felt suddenly very hot and wished for just a morsel of Darrick’s bearing.

‘The charge of cowardice is dismissed. The charge of desertion, of leaving the men in your command to face a foe of unknown strength and of subsequently leaving the scene of battle to take up arms against an ally is upheld.

‘The usual penalty for desertion is death without appeal. But these are not usual times. And there is no doubting your abilities as swordsman, horseman and leader of men.’

Lord Metsas cleared his throat but a sharp glance from Heryst stilled any further interruption.

‘It is the decision of this court, therefore, that you, Ry Darrick, be redrafted into the Lysternan cavalry, there to serve under Commander Izack in the war against Xetesk. Your rank will be reduced to cavalryman second class but, as you are aware, the Lysternan armed forces have always rewarded clear ability with swift promotion, often in the field.

‘You will leave for the east gates front at dawn tomorrow. Do you have anything to say now sentence is passed?’

Hirad didn’t know what to think. Relief that Darrick wasn’t to be executed was diluted with the knowledge he was to be taken from The Raven. And on the back of so much recent loss, Hirad couldn’t shift the notion that somehow The Raven were being forced to share his punishment.

For a few moments, Darrick was still while the chamber awaited his reaction. It was not one that any of them expected.

‘I accept the decision but not the punishment,’ he said.

Lord Metsas snorted. ‘You speak as if you have a choice.’

‘I do,’ said Darrick. ‘I can choose to agree to your punishment or remain true to what I believe.’

Hirad was sure everyone could hear his heart beating in his chest, the silence was that pronounced. Heryst was completely confused; his face had fallen and he looked as if he was about to burst into tears. Erienne was shaking her head but The Unknown and Thraun were nodding. Hirad was with them.

‘And what exactly is it that you believe?’ Lord Metsas asked.

‘That Balaia needs me with The Raven far more than it does at Xetesk’s east gates. That we can right the balance if we’re left to act and the allies hold Xetesk at her walls. That my return to the Lysternan cavalry is a sham.

‘Gentlemen, you have to understand me. I am Raven. And that is all I will ever be now until the day I die.’

Across the table, Metsas and Simmac relaxed into their chairs. Heryst closed his eyes briefly and leant forwards, fingers kneading his forehead.

‘Then I have no option,’ he said. ‘I’ve done everything I can for you. Ry Darrick, if you refuse to join the cavalry, the sentence of this court can only be one thing. Death.’
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The silence that had fallen over the largely rebuilt College of Julatsa had lasted for so long that now no one dared speak lest he or she voiced the fears they all harboured. None of them had suffered, for which the Gods had to be thanked, because none of them had been casting at the time.

But they had all been touched so deeply it had taken their breath and their strength, and had drawn them all to the gaping hole in the middle of the college. It was the one thing they couldn’t put right because there just weren’t enough of them, but it was the one thing they needed because without it the college would not function as a fully formed magical entity.

The Heart.

Buried to prevent its destruction by Wesmen and now lost until enough Julatsans could be gathered to raise it and allow its pulse to beat through the college once again.

They had thought the Heart’s burial would merely cause it to lie dormant but that was not the case. And it was this dread realisation that had drawn them all, few that they were, to the jagged crater. Three hundred feet below and covered in impenetrable black, lay the Heart.

Burying it had toppled the Tower which had been built above it, entombing those few brave souls who had sacrificed themselves to save the college from ultimate destruction. Reversing the burial was far more difficult and the forty mages standing around the crater simply weren’t enough.

Pheone stood chewing her lip, trying desperately to frame words of hope for them all, but her heart was as heavy as the pit in front of her was deep. They’d clung to the belief that though it was dormant, the Heart still kept their magic alive. This had given them  the faith that one day, however long it took, they would be able to return their college to its former glory. Not now.

‘It’s dying, isn’t it?’ Pheone said, her voice carrying across the courtyard. No one answered her though the shifting of feet told her they’d all heard her.

What in all the hells was she supposed to do? They’d all turned to her when Ilkar had left to do The Raven’s work three seasons ago. Expected her to take up where he had left off. Like it was that easy.

Gods, how she missed him. His strength, his touch, his kiss. Not a day went by that she didn’t look to the gates, wishing for him to ride through them. He’d know what to do, where to find the mages they needed to raise the Heart before it was too late. Perhaps he would still come. But news was so hard to come by with so few Julatsans in contact with the college and she’d heard nothing of his whereabouts for over a season. And every day without word chipped at her belief a little more.

‘That’s not possible,’ said Lempaar at last. The oldest mage amongst them, he was an elf who had stayed clear of a disease that had claimed ten of his race and a fifth of the already small mage population. Only now was news filtering through that the disease had afflicted tens of thousands of elves on both continents before apparently running its course.

‘We all felt it, Lempaar,’ said Pheone. ‘We all know what it means.’

It had been relatively short-lived. An abyss had opened up in each one of them, giving them a glimpse of an existence without the touch of mana. It had been terrifying. A void of unfathomable depth, of unbridgeable loss.

Pheone let her gaze travel slowly across the assembly. They all, like her, were trying desperately to argue themselves out of the obvious. Every teaching any of them had received on the subject had been clear. The Heart, they said, was the centre of Julatsan power but was not the portal between them and mana in itself. Losing it would be a terribly weakening blow but it would not end Julatsan magic, just make it more difficult.

So said the teachings.

‘But they’re wrong,’ whispered Pheone.

‘Who?’ asked Lempaar.

‘Everyone who ever taught us anything about the nature of Julatsan magic.’

They were all looking at her. Waiting for her to tell them what to do next. It would have been funny had they not been facing catastrophe. She was unelected, leader only because she, like Ilkar, had a flair for organisation. It had been easy when there was so much work to do. But now the building and repair was done, bar the Tower, and they were facing a future that made weak roofs and dangerous structures insignificant issues. Now they faced losing the ability to interact with the mana spectrum. Julatsa was dying.

‘We have to think straight,’ Pheone said, trying to force her own thoughts into some semblance of order. ‘There are steps we can take and we can’t afford to give up. Not after all we’ve achieved.

‘Lempaar, could you take as many people as you need and scour what texts we have for any hint of what is going on in the Heart? Maybe we can, I don’t know, feed it or revive it in some way. Anything to prolong its life, if indeed it is the Heart that is the problem.

‘Buraad, Massentii, Tegereen, we need a clear plan to get out our plea for help. Every Julatsan mage must have felt this. Every one of them must come here to help us raise the Heart.’

‘We need so many,’ said a voice from across the crater.

‘Then we’d better start getting them here now,’ replied Pheone.

‘Why do you think we’ll be more successful this time than before? We’ve asked, you know we have. So few answered. And now there’s a war going on out there.’ It was the same voice, from a mage who looked like they all must feel. Washed out. Lost.

‘I know. But we have to succeed. And at least the war has brought elves here from Calaius, though the Gods only know why. They are all Julatsan-trained and we have to make them understand what is at stake. What other choice do we have than to try? The alternative is unthinkable.

‘Listen, we have to stand strong, support each other. Anyone not included in the library detail, probe the mana. Let’s find out exactly how it feels to construct spells now. Can you shape as easily? That sort of thing. But be careful. We can’t afford to lose anyone to a backfire.

‘Is everyone clear?’ Silence. ‘Good, then let’s get cracking. We’ll talk again at dusk.’

Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes of the Wesmen, looked down at the flowerbuds bursting through the earth at his feet, a smile unbidden on his lips. All around him, his village buzzed with activity. Water was being drawn from the wells, farmers were sharpening tools ready for the planting, dwellings were being re-thatched and strengthened. He could smell a freshness in the air. It was the smell of new life. It was the smell of hope, and hope was something his people craved.

Six years after the wars that had seen so many of the menfolk die fighting in the east, the mortal enemies of the Wesmen had sent more misery to haunt them, fractured as they were. To Tessaya it had appeared to be weather the like of which none had experienced in living memory. But his Shamen had smelled magic in the gales, the rain storms, the lightning that burned and in the earth that heaved and sucked the living down to hell.

Day after day they had been struck, and when the storms eased, they were roasted in hot suns. The crops had drowned or withered, the livestock had not bred and when winter had come, though the elements had ceased their battering, it was clear many would die.

Deep in the Heartlands, Tessaya had entrenched himself, calling surviving lords to him and pleading for a pooling of all they had. If, indeed, this was the work of the eastern mages, then their aim was to wipe out the Wesmen forever. Only by working together could they survive and come back stronger.

The lords had listened. Tessaya was the oldest among them and had survived wars with the east and tribal conflicts over two decades. He alone had gathered the tribes into a force strong enough to take on the east. And the lords, many of them new and scared, believed he could do it again.

But they had suffered through the winter. They had had wood to burn but nothing to cook above the flames. Animals had had to be kept alive to breed. Men, women and babes grew gaunt, and the weak and sick did not survive. Pyres burned daily on all the holy sites to remind them of their tenuous hold on life.

It was a time when the Shamen grew to a new stature. They preached the mercy of the Spirits and indeed, it seemed even to one as sceptical as Tessaya that they were not alone in their struggle. Perhaps the winter wasn’t as harsh as they remembered. Perhaps the  hunting parties found more wild game than they had a right to do. Perhaps the hardy berries and roots had spawned a naturally greater harvest.

Or maybe some force was giving them the tools to live.

Tessaya was happy for his people to believe what they wished. His pact with the tribal lords meant there was precious little theft of food, and that which took place was punished by staking and death. And as the days of cold crawled past, he could see a new determination growing within the Paleon. Where so recently he had seen the acceptance of weakness, now he saw the desire to live, and more importantly, to grow again. What the mages had sent, the Wesmen would turn into strength.

And now, with the new season upon them, and life returning to the hard soil in abundance, he could look forward again to a glorious future. While there would still be hardship until the next crops were gathered, at least there would be Paleon to take in the harvest. It would be a time of celebration like no other.

Tessaya grieved for all those he could not help. Those who chose to live beyond the Heartlands; and those already too far gone to live on will alone. But now his mind turned again, inevitably, to thoughts of conquest.

Because the Shamen had only been half right, if the stories he had been hearing these last days were true. Yes, the elements had been powered by magic. But they had not been sent by the colleges. And even more interesting, the destruction that had been visited on the east was perhaps even more severe than they had suffered in the Heartlands. What state were their enemies in? Good enough to fight and win?

He had heard rumours of Julatsa’s failure to rise from its ashes and that the colleges were at war with one another, tearing each other apart. And even better, that the ordinary people, those not afflicted by magic, were turning against their would-be masters. And that these same people desired to rebuild their lives without the use of spell and chant. Very interesting.

Tessaya needed answers and he needed proof. He had made mistakes before, believing in the tales of others, and his people had died in their thousands because of it. This time he wanted to hear the truth from mouths he could trust. He knew the Wesmen were  weakened, that his armies would be small. But if the prize were truly there for the taking, and if much of the east no longer supported the colleges, there was hope. Hope that the Wesmen could finally claim their birthright and dominion over Balaia.

Lord Tessaya breathed deep. He would need to talk to his closest advisers and Shamen. This was a matter that would need particularly careful handling. He bent and plucked one of the early flowers from the earth at his feet and took it back in to show his wife.

 



The smoke had cleared from the battlefield; the spells and arrows had stopped falling. The pleas for help were fading echoes against the blank walls of Xetesk and the only sounds filtering across the space between the enemy forces were the taunts of the victors and the calls of carrion birds.

Dila’heth, her head thumping at the site of the gash she’d sustained, stood up from the dying Al-Arynaar elf she’d been tending and looked again over the battlefield. Bodies lay where they’d fallen. Scorched mud and shallow craters signified where FlameOrb and HellFire had landed. Scraps of charred clothing blew on the light breeze. Beyond the bodies, the Xeteskians had stood down their front line, leaving a handful of guards to watch while the rest celebrated in full view.

She felt someone moving up beside her. She glanced sideways.

‘Why don’t they attack?’ she asked.

‘They don’t need to,’ said Rebraal. ‘All they have to do is keep us away from the walls and occupied while they finish their research of the texts they stole from us.’

The leader of the Al-Arynaar pointed to a group of Protectors and mages who were moving back towards the gates.

‘And they aren’t going for a rest, I guarantee you that.’

‘Where, then?’ asked Dila.

‘Well, they were struggling to the south, so the messengers said, so it could be there.’ Rebraal shrugged.

‘But you don’t think so.’

‘No. If The Raven are right, they’ll be looking to strike north as soon as they can.’

‘North?’

‘Julatsa.’

‘Would they?’

Rebraal nodded. ‘Why not? They want dominion, Julatsa’s the weakest player . . .’

‘But . . .’

‘I know, Dila,’ he said, touching her arm briefly to comfort her rising anxiety. ‘Tell me what it felt like. Out there.’

‘How could you understand?’ she asked, unwilling to recall the void she had touched. ‘I don’t know, it was like the magic just . . . failed. For that time, it just wasn’t there. I felt like you feel every day and you can’t know how horrible that is for a mage.’

‘Ilkar had been trying to explain.’ Rebraal’s smile was weak. His brother’s death had affected him more than perhaps it should, given Dila’s admittedly incomplete knowledge of their relationship. ‘But what does it mean?’

Dila shook her head. ‘We don’t know. We need to get someone to Julatsa, find out. Whatever it was, they’ll have more information, I’m sure.’

‘The reason Ilkar came to Calaius was to recruit mages to take back there to raise the Heart. Perhaps he knew something was going wrong. Is that possible?’

Dila shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Like all of us, I expect he just wanted Julatsa returned to her former position. And if you’re right about Xetesk’s intentions, then that has become an urgent consideration. How many mages did he think he wanted?’

‘He wasn’t specific,’ replied Rebraal. ‘Hundreds, I think.’

Dila’s heart sank. ‘Rebraal, we’ve barely got two hundred spread around Xetesk now.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘When will our reinforcements arrive?’

‘Hard to tell. When we left Ysundeneth to come here with The Raven there was precious little activity. The word has only just gone out and the Elfsorrow has taken so many.’

‘So what will we do?’ Dila’heth felt a surge of desperation. And the sensation that, despite the open ground on which she stood, she was trapped.

‘How many did we lose today?’ asked Rebraal.

‘Too many.’

‘That’s not an answer.’

Dila nodded. ‘But it’s still too many. There are one hundred and seventy-four bodies out there. And up here, seventy-eight won’t be fit to fight or cast for ten days. Another forty or so will be buried where they lie.’

She looked into Rebraal’s eyes, saw him doing the addition, the result making him wince.

‘We lost over half of our Al-Arynaar warriors and mages in less time than it takes to boil an egg.’ Dila gestured at the Xeteskians. ‘They could snuff us out on this front right now, so why don’t they?’

‘Like I said, they don’t have to. And actually, I’m not sure they could. Izack is still strong and they don’t know the extent of our magical problems. Anyway, why lose men against an enemy not threatening you?’

‘So what will we do?’ Dila searched Rebraal’s face for the answers she couldn’t find.

‘Wait and watch. Messengers have gone north and south. We’ll get relief. And you must organise your message to Julatsa, either by horse or Communion. Until then, we have a border to keep until The Raven arrive. And Auum gets back.’

‘Where is he?’

Rebraal gestured at the blank walls of Xetesk with his chin. ‘Where do you think? They’ve got our property and we want it back.’

‘Gyal’s tears, how did he get in? More, how will he get out?’

Rebraal smiled. ‘He’s Auum. Duele and Evunn are with him. They’ll find a way. They’re TaiGethen.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘Trust me,’ said Rebraal. ‘Trust him, too.’

‘Rebraal?’

The Al-Arynaar leader turned at the sound of his name, Dila following his gaze. It was Izack. Armour dented and blood-streaked but still very much alive.

‘Commander, we have much to thank you for. Without you, today could have been much worse.’

‘It is worse, believe me.’ Izack’s face was grim and his eyes darted around, as if the facts he knew confused him.

‘How?’

‘I’ve had word by Communion from Lystern. You aren’t going to like it.’
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Hirad flew from his seat as the guards closed in to take Darrick to the holding cell in the Tower, their swords drawn. His chair squealed across the polished wooden floor and Denser watched him, trying to take in everything at once: the six guards striding towards Darrick from around the left and right of the table; the law mages who had stood as Heryst delivered his verdict; and the rest of The Raven, who had spread reflexively to defend the condemned man.

‘Not one more step,’ warned Hirad. He reached for his sword but of course, he was unarmed as they all were. ‘You aren’t taking him, so back off.’

‘Hirad, this isn’t helping,’ hissed Darrick.

The swordsmen came on. Denser saw The Unknown turn towards Hirad as the barbarian switched his gaze to Heryst.

‘Make a new decision. Don’t let them make you murder him.’

Hirad’s voice was a growl, his eyes were bulging and his whole body tensed for action. Muscles rippled in his neck and arms and his breathing had the natural depth of the ready warrior. Denser had seen the danger signs before; they all had.

‘Stand aside, Hirad,’ warned Heryst. ‘You will not obstruct this court’s officials.’

‘I’ll do more than that to any man who tries to take him.’

The guards hesitated, looked to Heryst for guidance.

‘Hirad, please,’ said Darrick. ‘Do as he says.’

‘You’re Raven, Darrick. And this isn’t happening.’

At a nod from Heryst, the guards made another move. Hirad exploded. He took off at a speed Denser didn’t think him capable of any more. But The Unknown was both ready and quicker. The huge shaven-headed warrior met the barbarian square on, wrapping his  arms round him and shoving hard, legs braced, feet slipping on the wood floor. The slap of the impact echoing around the hall made Denser wince.

‘Get out of my way!’ Hirad pushed, trying to lever The Unknown’s arms away.

‘Gods’ sake, Hirad, calm down!’ The Unknown shouted into his face. ‘Thraun, help me.’

Erienne was gaping. Denser made a half move and stopped. The guards kept on coming and Darrick stepped around Hirad’s back and walked towards them.

‘No!’ Hirad forced one of The Unknown’s arms back. ‘Let go of me. They’ll kill him.’

He pivoted and lunged after Darrick, threatening to break free, his rage giving him a strength to match even the big man’s. But as he turned, Thraun caught his free arm and the two Raven men bore him backwards, cursing, spitting his fury and heaving against their grip.

‘No, Unknown, you bastard. Don’t let them do this. Let me go, now!’

‘You are not helping, Hirad. Let it rest.’

The Unknown’s face was red with exertion. The muscles in his shoulders were bunched beneath his shirt and the cords of his neck stood proud. Hirad’s feet slithered, searching for purchase. But he had no answer to the combined power of The Unknown and the quiet, determined Thraun.

‘Damn you, Heryst!’ shouted Hirad as he was all but carried through a door and out into the corridor beyond. ‘You’re a murderer, you hear me? A fucking murderer. You should be the one dying, not Darrick. He’s trying to save Balaia. What are you doing? Murderer!’

‘Hirad! Enough!’

‘And damn you, Unknown. Damn the lot of you bastards who stood by and let this happen.’

The voices started to echo as the unequal struggle moved away and out of sight. A curious calm descended on the hall. Darrick had given himself up to the guards who were flanking him but not restraining him. Denser was aware of Erienne’s anxious breathing close by and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Across the  table, Heryst and the law mages stood. Metsas and Simmac wore slight smiles while their clerks gathered around them, pale and frightened.

Heryst walked around the table to stand in front of Darrick. The Raven swordsman met his gaze squarely.

‘I am sorry, Ry,’ said the Lord Elder Mage. ‘But you gave me no option.’

‘I thought you a man of strength and vision. A man I could trust and be proud to serve,’ said Darrick. ‘But I saw it first in Dordover and here again today. You are weak. You would betray anything to cling on to power. What a disappointment. You are not the Heryst to whom I swore loyalty. I have nothing more to say to you.’

He looked away.

‘Take him,’ said Heryst. ‘Give him anything he wants.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

Darrick led his jailers from the Great Hall.

‘You’re making the worst mistake of your life,’ said Denser.

Heryst glanced over his shoulder; the law mages were watching him.

‘You know, I’ve always respected The Raven,’ he said, walking across to Denser and Erienne. ‘You fight well, you’re honourable and you’ve helped Balaia through some of her darkest days. But sometimes, I think you forget who you are and where you came from. At heart, you’re mercenaries. You spent a decade fighting for money and glory. You’re the best, I’ll grant you that, but it does not put you above my laws. Not anyone’s laws. Hirad would do well to remember that.’

‘He’s just trying to save his friend,’ said Erienne. ‘His only mistake was thinking you were doing the same.’

Heryst sighed. ‘Ry Darrick refused my help and he is beyond salvation now. I cannot break the rules for anyone, and the Gods know I bent them as far as I could, or where would my authority be? I would be corrupt, favouring some and condemning others. That is not Lystern’s way.’

‘Darrick is Raven. Hirad isn’t going to forget this,’ warned Denser.

‘Hirad is one barbarian. And a short-tempered one at that,’ said Heryst. ‘The best thing you can do for him now is calm him down,  get him saddled and get him out of my college. In fact, out of Lystern. He’s a nuisance that I don’t need.’

Denser shook his head. ‘Out of all of you, only Styliann ever really understood The Raven.’

‘And look where it got him. Dead in another dimension. Dystran is in charge now.’

‘Indeed,’ said Denser. ‘And the shame is that he, Styliann, is not here to explain to you what you should already know. Because then you would understand the gravity of your decision.’

‘Like I say, sometimes you forget your place.’ Heryst turned away. ‘Be gone by dusk.’

 



Bedlam in The Raven’s chambers. Denser could hear it as he and Erienne approached down the main stairs from the Great Hall and turned left through the tower doors to the senior mage and guest quarters. The Raven had been given three bedchambers leading off a high-ceilinged drawing and dining room.

Denser and Erienne shared a look of raised eyebrows before he pushed the door open. Hirad and The Unknown Warrior stood toe to toe, the former so furious he was sweating in the cool of the drawing room, his braided hair flying with every jerk of his head.

‘You aren’t listening to me, Hirad, you ca—’

‘Why should I listen to you? We had a chance to save him then and there and you blanked me.’ Hirad’s finger jabbed into The Unknown’s chest. Denser saw the big man’s fists clench.

‘Something wrong with your eyes, Hirad? Or is it the usual brain failure? I counted nine mages and fifteen armed guards. We didn’t even have one dagger between us. They would have killed you. All of us.’

‘I may not have your brain but at least I’ve got heart,’ rasped Hirad. ‘I’d prefer to die trying than look on like a scolded child. How about you, eh?’

The Unknown’s left hand whipped up and caught Hirad’s finger in mid-jab.

‘Put that down or I’ll break it. Don’t treat me like some boy you can push around.’

‘Someone’s got to push or Darrick’s going to die.’

The Unknown forced Hirad’s hand down to his side, their gazes locked together.

‘No one is dying today,’ said The Unknown.

‘No? Asked Darrick his opinion, have you?’

‘You know better than this.’

‘I know one of The Raven is about to be executed. What do you know? The sun’s got to your fat neck, Unknown.’

The Unknown’s arms moved in a blur. His hands gripped the barbarian’s upper arms and he lifted Hirad clear from the ground, moved two paces and dumped him in a chair.

‘Now you will sit there and you will listen.’

Denser recognised the chill in The Unknown’s voice. Hirad didn’t.

‘So now I have to sit and wait for the killing cast, do I?’

The Unknown leant in, hands braced on the arms of the chair.

‘You have tried my patience enough. If you want to take me on, feel free to try if it’ll make you feel better. Think you can down me, do you, Coldheart?’

‘Unknown, I—’ began Denser but The Unknown snapped out his left hand towards him, palm raised.

‘What’s it to be, Coldheart? Use your fists or your head. It’s up to you.’

Hirad stared at him, eyes bulging, breath hissing from his nostrils.

‘Tell you what,’ continued The Unknown, ‘how about I get the deepest thinker of us all to tell you what you should have known from the very start? Thraun?’

The shapechanger, who had been watching the exchange in agitated silence, frowned.

‘I . . .’ he began. Denser could see the confusion in his eyes.

‘If you wanted to rescue Darrick, when would you do it?’ asked The Unknown.

Thraun tried to frame the words but as so often, the block between his thoughts and his speech remained obstinately in place.

‘Now you listen to me, Unknown,’ said Hirad, voice quieter but brim full of rage. ‘I have just lost Ilkar and we were helpless. And if you think I’m just going to sit around here—’

‘Wait,’ said Thraun, instantly the centre of attention. ‘Wait until the very end. Until they think we have given up.’

‘What?’

‘Think, Hirad,’ said The Unknown, straightening, his voice pained. ‘For once in your life, think.’

‘What else do you reckon I’ve been doing?’

‘Absolutely everything but,’ said Denser. He walked over to the cold fireplace on the mantel of which stood a pewter jug and carved wooden mugs.

‘Wondered when you’d join in the fun,’ growled Hirad.

Denser poured mugs of ale and handed them round.

‘This isn’t fun for any of us,’ said Denser. ‘Heryst wants us, or more particularly you, out of the city by dusk.’

‘Well he knows what—’

‘Hirad!’ barked The Unknown. ‘Drink your ale, take a deep breath and count to ten. Slowly. You have to calm down.’

Hirad opened his mouth.

‘Just don’t,’ said The Unknown. ‘Because right now, you are the second biggest threat to Darrick’s life.’

‘And how do you work that out?’

‘It doesn’t take a genius, Hirad,’ said Erienne.

‘What?’

Denser almost laughed but kept it in check. He could see Hirad’s anger at them all crumbling in the face of his lack of allies.

‘I want to assure you of one thing,’ said The Unknown quietly. ‘The Raven will not abandon one of their own. It’s never happened before and it isn’t going to start now.’

‘I—’

‘Hold on, Hirad,’ said The Unknown.

He walked to the door and yanked it open, looking up and down the corridor. Satisfied no one had been listening, he closed it again, looking at Denser.

‘Just in case, eh?’

Denser nodded. ‘No problem.’

The SoundShield was a simple casting, done in moments. Denser nodded when it was in place. Hirad, still breathing hard, tried to take them all in at once, a frown across his face. He settled on Erienne who walked over to him and knelt by him, a hand on his cheek.

‘Oh, Hirad, you react in all the right ways but at all the wrong times.’

‘I have to do what I feel,’ he said.

‘Time and place,’ said The Unknown. ‘Show that passion later and we stand half a chance.’

‘Later?’

‘Yes, later.’ The Unknown walked around in a tight circle. ‘Erienne, how long until the execution?’

‘Midnight is traditional in Lystern. The condemned is not supposed to witness the joy of another new day.’

‘Midnight,’ confirmed The Unknown. ‘When we all come together in the Vigil for Darrick’s passing. Hirad, are you getting this?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Gods falling, a sign of life!’ The Unknown drained his mug and sat opposite the barbarian. ‘And now, at last, we can plan.’

 



Devun had been a long time coming to Understone. For so many days he’d feared what he would find. But the faltering Balaian army the Black Wings just about commanded needed reassuring. Selik had promised he’d join them but he’d failed to materialise. And so the army of ordinary Balaians, united against magic, had stopped in its tracks, scant miles from the walls of Xetesk. Their goal was in sight but they were too scared to approach it without their leader.

So, belatedly, Devun had ridden with a group of ten to find him. Understone had been turned to nothing more than an open grave. He dismounted fifty yards from the garrison stockade and let his horse bend its neck to crop the burgeoning plains grass. He could smell the sick taint of decay on the breeze and could see the damage to the wooden stockade which Selik had made his headquarters. A few yards later and the first bodies were clearly visible, lying in the grotesque shapes of their deaths.

Devun sent his men on down into the town and carried on towards the stockade alone, already knowing what he was going to find. A numb feeling spread across his body. He tied a rag around his mouth and nose, to guard against the stench that grew with every pace, and drew his sword, just in case. But the scavengers had been and gone. The bodies in the main street had been stripped of weapons, armour and clothes. And he could see, up towards the  eastern end of the town where his men were headed, that every scrap of canvas had been taken from the makeshift site that had housed much of the army of the righteous.

Swallowing bile, Devun pushed open the gates of the stockade, a gasp escaping his lips. The ground was covered in bodies. Clouds of flies feasted on the corpses. Carrion birds pecked and tore at the festering, decomposing flesh. Every body had been stripped, just like outside, but here he could chart more easily the course of the battle. Slaughter, more like.

There had been two conflicts. One right here by the gates where a jumble of bodies, unrecognisable in their putrefaction, lay in close formation. The other had been concentrated to his right. A clear area in front of the burned remnants of a collapsed rampart was bordered by a press of bodies. Beneath them, the ground was stained black with their blood.

Whoever had been here had presumably taken their own dead away, leaving the Black Wings and ordinary Balaians to rot where they fell. Devun was disgusted. He walked on across the compound; the smell in the still warm air was staggering. He fought back the nausea, waved his free hand in front of his face to fend off the swarms of flies and stepped between the bodies as best he could.

He stopped for a while in front of the door to the garrison offices and barracks. He knew what he’d find inside, he just had to see for himself. And if not inside, he’d have to look at every corpse lying behind him.

Devun pushed open the door and the savage odour hit him like a charging horse. He gagged and coughed, leaning against the door frame until his vision cleared and the cold sensation eased enough for him to move on.

Just ahead and to the right, was the office door and an answer to his question. Scratched into it was a symbol. It was rough but there was no mistaking it. He spat on it, watching the spittle dribble down across the eye and claw of The Raven’s sign. He opened the door. The office had been ransacked. Papers were strewn across the floor. The table and shelves were all done for.

By the door in the left wall a rotting head lay separated from its stripped body. Devun walked over to it, knelt and grasped the hair that still covered the skull. So much of the face was gone, eaten by  rats and insects, but the bone around the left eye socket was warped and the left cheek criss-crossed by dozens of tiny cracks. IceWind had done this but that wasn’t what had killed Selik. It was The Raven.

Devun placed the head carefully back on the ground, stood and walked quickly from the building.

Later, sitting on his horse in front of his men, Devun watched the flames consume the Understone garrison and give some belated respect to all those who had died within it.

‘What will we do?’ asked his new lieutenant. ‘Without Selik, the army will break up faster than ever.’

‘We have to bring new muscle and new energy to the fight,’ said Devun. ‘Captain Selik had always kept one idea back. Something he thought we could do if we were desperate. I think that time is now. It’s risky but if we bring down the colleges, it’ll be worth it. Follow me.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘To talk to the Wesmen.’

Devun turned his horse and trotted away towards Understone Pass.




Chapter 4

 



 



 



 



Dystran sat at Ranyl’s bedside, where he had spent every hour he could since the Circle Seven Master, and his close friend, had felt the cancer take its death hold. By the old man’s head lay a black cat, an expression of human desperation on its features. Dystran wasn’t surprised. When Ranyl finally died, the demon familiar would perish with him. The two had been melded for more years than he could remember. Certainly for longer than his tenure as Lord of the Mount of Xetesk.

Dystran sighed. He seemed to have been doing so a lot lately. He’d never really believed Ranyl would actually die. And now he had to face ruling without the man responsible for putting him there in the first place. It would be like losing a limb.

‘Stop mopping my brow and tell me what happened today,’ said Ranyl, voice still strong though punctuated by gasping breaths.

Dystran dropped the cloth back into the bowl by his left hand and smiled. ‘Sorry. I don’t mean to mother you. I just wish you’d let me ease the pain for you.’

‘I have eternity to feel nothing, my Lord,’ said Ranyl. ‘Let me feel what I can for as long as I can, even if it is somewhat uncomfortable. ’

It was far more than that. Ranyl’s drawn white face, pasty skin and feverish brow were evidence enough. But he had been quite determined that when he could no longer numb the pain himself, no one else was to do it for him. Not even the Lord of the Mount.

‘So tell me, young pup,’ said Ranyl, face softening when he used the over-familiar expression. ‘What taxes the mind of Balaia’s most powerful man today?’

‘Well, old dog.’ Dystran responded in kind. ‘We have witnessed an extraordinary event today. Something happened to Julatsan mana  control. Every spell deployed failed at once during the morning’s fighting. Quite suddenly and quite without warning. I have people working on the spectrum now, trying to assess the situation though I understand it was only a temporary condition.’

‘But you took full advantage?’

‘Without wasting resources, yes,’ said Dystran.

‘Result?’

‘I’ve been able to recall a significant number to prepare for the press north.’

‘But you’re unhappy?’ Ranyl’s breath caught as he felt a sudden sharp pain in his stomach. He closed his eyes while it passed. He turned his head on his pillow. ‘What’s wrong?’

Dystran couldn’t hold the stare. He’d never been able to. He chuckled and stood, walking in a small circle, his fears plaguing him again. At moments like these he wondered how he had survived so long on the Mount. Surely true leaders had more conviction, more strength. All he felt were palpitations, the skin crawling on the back of his neck and the anxiety that descended when his vision tunnelled.

‘Am I doing right? Is what we plan the best path for Xetesk and Balaia?’

Ranyl breathed deep. ‘It is natural to doubt your path,’ he said, his voice soft. ‘Because only by questioning your actions do you ensure you choose the right ones. And you have, my Lord. Xetesk must rule and you must preside over that rule. Don’t be anxious if you doubt so long as your courage never wavers.’

Dystran sat back down, squeezed out the cold cloth and mopped his mentor’s brow. The old man worsened by the moment.

‘Who will guide me when you are gone?’ he whispered.

‘You do not need a guide. You can see the path, you know you can.’ Ranyl cleared his throat, gasping at new pain. ‘Now, enough soul-searching for one day. I am tiring and I want to know about the research on the elven texts. And the latest from Herendeneth.’

Dystran relaxed. ‘The Aryn Hiil is a treasure, a real treasure. We have hardly started to understand its most basic secrets but it is clear the elves’ linkage to all the elements is far more fundamental than any of us imagined. It is no myth, and one of those elements is magic. We were right. The Aryn Hiil has so much to give us. It’s the  central writing of elven lore and the words it contains are only part of its importance.’

Ranyl’s watery eyes glittered with new energy. ‘And how long before we have spells to exploit it?’

‘I am awaiting an estimate,’ said Dystran. ‘But not imminently, unless the Aryn Hiil reveals information allowing us to adapt spell shapes we already know. You know the research time needed for anything we have to start from scratch.’

Ranyl managed a weak nod. ‘But when you are not at my side, I suspect you are spending time with our Herendeneth team, yes?’

Dystran shrugged. ‘The dimensions are where the power really lies. And what the Kaan and Al-Drechar have told us opens up so many possibilities. I can see a time when I could drown Dordover without having to leave the catacombs. But it is too far away for our current purposes.’

‘Is anything useful now?’

‘Oh yes. It is just a shame the One will die with the Al-Drechar. We will soon know about the realignment of the dimensions. On a whim I will be able to open a pathway and send Sha-Kaan home to his own world. On another, I could release all the Protectors. Or make more. The demons no longer have a monopoly on understanding. ’

‘Good,’ said Ranyl. ‘Then I can die confident.’

The familiar moved uneasily where it lay, half shifting to its repulsive demonic form. Dystran knew how it felt. Ranyl’s time was near.

 



‘Can we do this?’ asked The Unknown, when The Raven reassembled at dusk to eat and talk.

The time since the verdict had been difficult and enlightening by degrees. Everything had hinged on Heryst accepting Hirad’s apology for his outburst. And he had done so with little complaint, rescinding his earlier order for The Raven to leave by nightfall.

‘It was strange,’ Hirad had said, and The Unknown who had accompanied him had agreed.

‘He wanted to apologise to us,’ he’d said. ‘His hands are tied. He feels as badly about this as we do but anarchy is a heartbeat away in  this city unless he is seen to be even-handed in this most delicate matter.’

The Raven had been given leave to begin their Vigil by the cell block, which was attached to the barracks, and would also remove Darrick’s body. In the time left, each of them had visited Darrick under observation, Erienne and Denser had taken the chance to study in the library and The Unknown had tested the feeling of the remaining cavalry and guardsmen in the college.

‘It’s possible,’ said Denser. ‘But it depends on getting inside the cells without casting. They’ll be watching the mana shield over the college very closely for sure.’

‘Find anything useful in the library?’ asked Hirad.

‘The odd snippet,’ said Erienne. ‘But as you can imagine, there were archivists taking a great interest in everything we read. The only truly useful fact is that the cells are outside the very heart of the Tower’s mana focus.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ said Hirad.

Denser chuckled. ‘You never studied.’

‘Bloody right,’ said Hirad. ‘Too busy trying to find enough food to live on when I was young. Unlike you pampered mages in your warm colleges.’

‘The point is,’ said Erienne, ‘that there’s something I’ve become aware I can do almost without thinking.’

The Raven shifted uncomfortably. There was something about the entity of the One magic that Erienne harboured so unwillingly that didn’t sit well with any of them. They had all grown up with college-based magic and accepted it even if they didn’t understand it. But the One, a myth made real, that took its power not just from the mana but all the elements, was a force about which so little was known.

Two ancient elves on the island of Herendeneth, far out in the Southern Ocean, were its last practitioners. For them, Erienne was the last hope of perpetuating the original magical force in the Balaian dimension. But for Erienne, every time she touched the power, savage memories resurfaced. Because her daughter had been allowed to die to effect the transfer of the One entity into her mind.

And now she was trapped. Needing the Al-Drechar elves to help her control and understand the One lest it overwhelm her untrained  mind, but hating them because it was they who had let Lyanna die. The Raven knew it, and they knew it was pain they could do nothing to ease.

‘What is it?’ asked Hirad.

‘I can sense people. If the mana flow isn’t overpowering I can sense their signatures because magic flows around them differently, not like it does around buildings and the world in general. We are like the elements coalesced, you see, concentrated. It makes us stand out against walls or trees, whatever. This side or the other side, up or down. And if I concentrate, I can tell if they are mages or not.’ She paused, looking at Hirad. ‘You don’t understand, do you?’

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘But if you’re telling me you can see through walls and floors, I don’t care.’

‘Only if the mana flow isn’t too strong. In the Tower, I couldn’t. At the cells, I probably can,’ said Erienne.

‘Probably?’

‘Sorry, Unknown, it’s the best I can do. According to the structural drawings of the college, the flows dissipate through the cells because it’s not part of the main geometric structure. Trouble is, if they’ve repointed anything since the original building was done, it could have altered the mana map.’

‘Why would they do that?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Broader focus for something like new lecture theatres or long rooms. Students need all the help they can get and part-focused mana is perfect when you’re learning a new construct,’ said Denser.

‘Can’t you tell by tuning into the mana spectrum?’

‘Unfortunately not. We’re not trained in monitoring. Put it this way. Dipping into the spectrum in a college is like standing in a rainstorm and trying to see if it’s not as torrential fifty yards away.’ Erienne shrugged.

‘Any risk in this for you?’ Hirad leaned forward.

Erienne raised her eyebrows. ‘With the One, everything’s a risk right now. But I think I can contain it. The Al-Drechar will help.’

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Thank you, Erienne. We’ll use that skill if we can but that leaves just Denser as cover. Once we’re inside, SpellShield, all right?’

Denser nodded.

‘Now, I understand there is to be a protest outside the cells and  barracks,’ said The Unknown, leaning across the table conspiratorially. ‘It’s exactly what we need.’

‘Why?’ asked Denser.

‘Because I think it’s going to give us our way in. Help yourselves to more food and drink, then Hirad and I will tell you all about it.’

 



Nyam had always been suspicious of the old women. Outwardly compliant they might have been; very willing to help and to explain the finer points of their considerable dimensional knowledge. But whenever he talked to them, he got the feeling that at least one of them was, well, elsewhere. Not physically, he’d explained to the others more than once, but inside her mind.

But apparently he was making far too much of it. They were old, he was told, borderline senile. Hardly surprising their minds wandered away now and then. He couldn’t make them understand. They might be ancient but the light in their elven eyes was as bright as that in the eyes of the son he had left behind in Xetesk. So he decided to watch them. One day, something would give.

He smiled to himself as he ambled in the warm sun outside the house of the Al-Drechar. High up in the sky, the surviving Kaan dragon, with whom they maintained an uneasy peace, circled. It had threatened them all with death if they stepped out of line and none of them doubted its capacity to carry out that threat. They had seen all too clearly the results of its anger. That was why the five mages and fifty Protectors left on the island all wished they’d been chosen for the ship home thirty-odd days before.

Nyam walked a little way up towards the beautifully arranged terraces which housed the long dead of the Al-Drechar. There was Diera with the laughing little boy, Jonas. She was tending the Nightchild, Lyanna’s, grave while he sat, face upwards, pointing at Sha-Kaan’s circling.

Nyam smiled again and found a conflict of emotions running through him. He yearned for his wife and family; another part reached out and understood Diera’s loneliness and yet he couldn’t escape the fact that he was attracted to her. They all were. She’d been the subject of ribald conversation more than once but none of them would so much as touch her. You didn’t try it on with the wife of The Unknown Warrior, no matter how far away he was.

That part of him that sympathised so much with the helplessness of her exile was strongest. She cut a forlorn figure at times, standing on the rocks overlooking the channel into which a returning ship would sail, or spending hours wandering the little island with Jonas wrapped in her arms or experimenting with walking beside her.

Yet she wouldn’t reach out. She shunned the Xeteskians completely, never spoke a word to any Protector and didn’t seem interested in the Al-Drechar, whom she spoke to like old aunts rather than powerful mages. She ate with the few Drech guild elves who tended the dying mages but only really spoke regularly to Sha-Kaan so far as Nyam could tell. Outwardly bizarre but actually eminently reasonable. The dragon had a telepathic link with the barbarian, Hirad Coldheart. All to do with the Dragonene order. He’d have to read up on it.

Nyam turned at the sound of his name. His turn to sit with the Al-Drechar again and see if he could get clarification on a couple of points, no doubt. Another smile. Perhaps today was the day something would give. He’d be waiting.

 



They began to gather at dusk. Heryst and his closest adviser, Kayvel, watched them from a window high up in the Tower. He had always known Darrick was incredibly popular but this, following his desertion, was surely unprecedented. Posts were abandoned, meals went uneaten, families didn’t see their menfolk at the time they expected. With much of the army committed to the north and east of Xetesk, it was never going to be a huge gathering, but its import was not lessened by that fact.

‘There will be no one patrolling the streets or our walls,’ said Kayvel.

Heryst nodded. ‘But it’s a respectful gathering. They all know the law.’

‘They all love Darrick,’ observed Kayvel. ‘Don’t expect their respect to extend to you.’

‘We must have order,’ said Heryst.

He glanced behind him. His personal guard, four senior soldiers, stood waiting. Not every member of the military shared the prevailing mood.

‘So what action will you take against this?’ Kayvel indicated the  crowd which now numbered in excess of one hundred and was growing steadily.

‘None,’ said Heryst. ‘They must be allowed to express their feelings. So long as the protest remains peaceful.’

‘So you feel they are justified?’

‘Of course I bloody do.’ Heryst’s voice was quiet. He turned his attention back on the cavalry and soldiers outside the barracks. He felt a sickness in the pit of his stomach. This was comfortably the worst day of his tenure. ‘What choice do I have? He isn’t the first to be executed for desertion in this conflict. You know the feeling in the council and out in the city. We’re on the brink here. Our decision to ally again with Dordover is very unpopular.’

‘And you think executing our most famous son will help you?’

‘We must maintain the rule of law. None can be seen to be above it. That way lies anarchy.’ Heryst sighed, searching for a way to change the subject. ‘Where are The Raven?’

‘In their chambers,’ said Kayvel. ‘Eating.’

‘Good.’ Heryst turned from the window. ‘Keep them under close scrutiny. I won’t have them whipping up the crowd. We can’t afford that sort of disorder. And tell the watching mages they have to be vigilant.’

‘You don’t trust them?’ asked Kayvel, his tone edged with surprise.

‘The Raven?’ Heryst smiled. ‘Oh, I trust them all right. Enough to know they’ll try something. Can you see them knocking meekly at the door to collect Darrick’s body?’

‘Then why did you not have them escorted from the college?’

Heryst breathed deep and sucked his lip, regarding Kayvel until understanding creased his features. He stepped in very close to Heryst and leaned so close their faces all but touched.

‘You are playing a very dangerous game, my Lord,’ hissed the adviser, voice barely audible.

‘On the contrary, there is very little risk,’ whispered Heryst. ‘The Raven are not murderers. They are, however, very resourceful.’

Kayvel clicked his teeth. Heryst continued.

‘I assure you I will do everything in my power to stop them should they attempt a rescue. However, I don’t believe I can spare the men for a pursuit.’

‘You must order the gates closed,’ said Kayvel.

‘I cannot do that,’ said Heryst. ‘You know our constitution and there is no external threat to the college. We must and will remain open to all who need our help. That is Lystern’s way.’

Kayvel shook his head and turned away, moving a step towards the window. When he turned, his expression was deliberately neutral.

‘You are making a mistake,’ he said.

Heryst moved to stand beside him again and looked down on the crowd which stood in almost complete silence in the courtyard.

‘If it is a mistake to let The Raven pay their respects to one of their own with dignity, then it is one I am happy to make.’

‘You know what I mean,’ snapped Kayvel.

‘Yes, I do,’ whispered Heryst. ‘Darrick is my friend. I owe him this chance.’

Kayvel’s face softened. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’

‘So do I, my friend,’ said Heryst. ‘So do I.’




Chapter 5

 



 



 



 



The Raven moved out of their chambers to join the silent crowd shortly after the last hour of the day was sounded. Some two hundred and more Lysternan soldiers, many of them Darrick’s men, were gathered from posts in the college and across the city.

The Raven split up, according to The Unknown’s design, interspersing themselves with those in the front arc by the door to the windowless cell block, which adjoined the barracks, while Hirad disappeared round the side to the stables. Positioned so he could watch the door to the cells and the base of the Tower from which Heryst would soon emerge, The Unknown didn’t see Hirad return but he heard his voice as he passed without stopping.

‘Stable’s deserted. Everyone’s out here. We’re saddled and ready.’

The Unknown said nothing. The time was approaching. Agitation was running through the crowd that had been building ever since Darrick had been moved to the barrack cell block as dusk fell. A murmur of voices stilled with the creaking of a door. Every head turned towards the Tower. Six men emerged from the brazier-bright entrance and out into the lantern-lit, shadowy courtyard. The stride was measured and confident.

The Unknown could see Heryst and his adviser, Kayvel, walking in the centre of the quartet of swordsmen. Their weapons were sheathed but their eyes roved the crowd. The Unknown knew they were being monitored. It shouldn’t matter.

Standing just behind the front rank of the loose crowd, The Raven waited. Heryst and his guard walked into the silence, the crowd closing around them as they came, no more than two paces away. Not close enough for The Unknown.

Standing to the left of the guard-flanked barracks door and looking across at the approaching entourage, he signalled Thraun with a  slight nod. The troubled shapechanger made no sign he’d seen The Unknown but his feral eyes glittered in the light of a nearby lantern and the half pace he took was more than enough.

He nudged into the pair of soldiers in front of him, forcing both to take a balancing step forwards and bringing them very close to Heryst. Denser’s similar nudge ensured the ripple continued and Erienne’s gave the move a momentum of its own.

‘Shame on you!’

The Unknown heard Hirad’s voice, turning the murmur of disquiet into more vocal opposition. Cries of ‘Spare Darrick’ and ‘Crime’ sounded and the crowd pressed in. Immediately, the guards upped their pace. Seeing the concern on Heryst’s face, The Unknown moved.

He pushed hard into the backs of the two men in front of him, sending them stumbling into Heryst’s guards. The reaction was as automatic as it was predictable. The soldiers were fended off roughly, sent spinning left and right and into the gap came The Unknown. He allowed himself to be helped by the agitated group behind, his shoulder thumping into the first bodyguard who sprawled backwards, arms cartwheeling and striking another man who lashed out instinctively.

The jostling took on an edge, the atmosphere firing to tension in an instant.

‘Get back, clear the path!’ ordered one of the bodyguards.

The Unknown stepped round to face him, fist slamming into his gut. The guard’s eyes widened. The Unknown’s head connected sharply with the bridge of his nose. He fell.

Turning, The Unknown saw Hirad and Thraun closing in at the back. Denser had confronted another guard. He couldn’t see Erienne. He forced his way towards the barracks door, meeting Heryst’s eyes on the way. The Lord Elder Mage opened his mouth to shout but a hand clamped around his neck and dragged him back. The Unknown ploughed on, shoving soldiers aside, hearing the anger reach boiling point. The guards at the door had only just seen the danger to their Lord through the confusion of bodies in front of them. One had his sword half out when The Unknown straight-punched him in the face. His head hit the wall behind him. He sagged.

The other faced up, fists raised.

‘Sorry,’ said The Unknown and laid him out with a strike to the point of his jaw.

He headed for the door, sensing a change in the atmosphere. Behind him, Heryst called out for assistance and he heard Hirad’s gruff voice.

‘Bodyguard’s changed, big man.’

The Unknown opened the door quickly. It bounced against the wall. He ran in, knowing The Raven would be right behind him. The small hall was empty, so far. He swung round. Erienne had followed him in, Thraun and Hirad were forcing a protesting Heryst across the threshold. Denser came in last, already casting.

The barracks door was slammed shut, the fizzing of a WardLock echoed in the enclosed space and the sounds of the angry crowd were muted. There were a few thumps on the door but to no effect.

‘Welcome to your new home,’ said Heryst.

Hirad put a dagger to his throat. ‘Don’t try casting. You aren’t quick enough to beat me.’

Heryst’s face was flushed with anger and embarrassment. ‘You won’t get him out.’

‘Just watch us,’ said Hirad.

‘How long will that lock hold?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Hard to say. They’ll need magic. Good magic. But this is a college.’

‘Point taken.’

The Unknown faced forward. Ahead of them, the stone-flagged hall had two doors either side, one straight ahead.

‘Erienne?’

She was leaning against a wall as if to stop herself falling. Her eyes were closed and a fist clutched at thin air.

‘Difficult,’ she murmured. ‘Men below. Swords and magic. Can’t feel anything up here.’

‘There’s too much focused mana,’ said Denser. ‘We need to get down to the cells.’

‘What—?’ began Heryst.

‘Time for quiet,’ said Hirad. ‘Let us show you what we can do. Stairs?’

Heryst eyed him briefly before gesturing ahead. They moved off,  hurried by a heavy impact on the door behind. The Unknown strode ahead, Thraun hard on his heels. He slapped the door back.

It was a guard room. The Unknown made instant assessment. A desk stood against the far wall, weapon racks were right and two guards flanked a downward spiral stair left. Both men drew swords immediately. The Unknown raised a hand.

‘We have Heryst and we’ve come for Darrick. You can make this easy or difficult. Your choice.’

The Raven and Heryst came in behind. Sword points dipped.

‘My Lord?’

‘Idiots,’ muttered Heryst. ‘Guard the prisoner!’ He shouted. ‘We’re attacked. We—’

Hirad’s hand covered his mouth and jerked his head sharply back.

‘We’ll carry you if we have to,’ he said.

The Unknown’s eyes did not stray from the guards. ‘Weapons down. Please.’

They hesitated. Thraun growled. It was a sound from his wolven past, chilling as it echoed from the walls. The Unknown smiled thinly. The two guards dropped their swords, metal clattering against stone.

‘Good choice. We aren’t going to hurt you, that isn’t why we’re here. Denser, Erienne.’ The two mages stepped up. ‘But you can’t take any further part in this. Like I say, you can make it easy or difficult.’

Two short incantations and the guards were cushioned to the floor.

‘Right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Hirad, you’re first. Heryst goes in front of you. I’m behind with Erienne so let me do the talking, all right? Denser, Thraun, you get the rear. Let’s go, Raven.’

Hirad pushed a resigned and unresisting Heryst ahead of him, dagger ready, free hand on the Lord Elder Mage’s shoulder. ‘Not too fast. I’d hate you to fall.’
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