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Prologue

The intensity of vibration grew in his head. Within the dark of the Choul, deep beneath the jungles of Teras, those of the Brood-at-rest shifted in sudden nervousness, most of them unaware of what they were feeling.

Like an itch he couldn’t rub, the humming picked at his mind and worried him deep in the core of his being. He opened a huge blue eye, pupil widening to admit the dim light from the entrance high above, picking out the hollowed damp rock, the lianas creeping down and the lichen which covered every surface. It showed him the fluttering of a wing, the shaking of a neck and the shifting of clawed feet as the Brood moved to premature wakefulness. He felt the quickening of pulses, the rumble of lungs drawing in air and the creaking of jaws stretched wide.

A great shiver coursed his body and Sha-Kaan’s heart leapt. The vibration, a siren for disaster, clamoured in his skull. He came to his feet, great wings unfurling for flight, a cry forming in his mouth. He called to the Brood and led them from the Choul, charging towards the light, drawn to the great boiling in the sky where a new battle was just beginning.




Chapter 1

It would be a glorious victory. Lord Senedai of the Heystron Tribes stood on a raised platform watching the smoke billowing over Julatsa as building after building was put to flame. The acrid smell of the smoke was beautiful in his nostrils and through the fog it created, he could see the white and black fire his Shamen wielded through linkage with the Wytch Lords, tearing what was left of the city’s heart to shreds. And there was nothing the Julatsans could do to stop them.

Ripping from their fingers and gnawing at the stone and woodwork of the once proud College city, the white fire issued from the fingertips of a hundred Shamen, demolishing building, fence and barricade. And where men and women ran in terror, the black fire picked the flesh from their bones and gouged the eyes from their skulls while they fell screaming to die in agony.

Senedai felt no sympathy. He leapt from the platform and yelled his Lieutenants to him. All that held up his progress to the College itself were the mages who still shielded great swathes of the city borders and the enemy soldiers who protected the mages from the swords of his warriors. It was time to put a stop to this irritating resistance.

As he ran towards the battle, issuing orders and watching the standards and banners sway as tribes ran to do his bidding, a wall of flame erupted ahead, the spell detonation rippling through the ground as the targets, all Shamen, were engulfed and died without a sound of their own.

‘Press! Press!’ he yelled. But this close the noise, muted to a roar only a hundred yards away, was as deafening as it was distinct. He could hear individual sword clashes, the cries of panic, fear and pain. He could hear bellowed orders, desperate and confident, and  he could hear the thud of metal on leather, the tumbling of stone and the cracking of timber.

Beside him, his warrior guard ran a crescent of protection while he kept himself just out of bow range as did all but his most foolhardy of Shamen. The line of Julatsans was thin to the point of collapse and Senedai knew that once pierced, there would be a route straight through to the walls of the College itself.

Horns blew and his warriors surged again. Behind the enemy lines, mages were torn to shreds by the black fire, even as they spoke their spells of protection. He could taste the anguish of his foe and his Wesmen axes rose and fell, showering blood into the smoke-muddied sky.

‘I want those mages to the right destroyed!’ he shouted at a lieutenant. ‘See it is signalled immediately.’ The ground heaved with Julatsan magic, cold air blasted through the warmth of the day and the sky rained drops of fire, his tribesmen paying dearly for every pace they took.

A detachment of Shamen broke and ran right, arrows peppering the ground where they moved. One fell, a shaft buried deep in his thigh. He was left to writhe. Senedai watched them go, felt a thrill when their hands and mouths moved, summoning the fire from deep within the black souls of the Wytch Lords to project its hideous power on helpless victims.

But as he watched, he felt a change. The fire pulsing from outstretched fingers guttered, strengthened briefly, flickered and died. A ripple spread across the tribes. From every part of the battle ground, shouts were raised and Shamen stared at their hands and each other, incomprehension and fear on bleak faces.

From the enemy, a cheer, gaining in intensity, swept along the defensive line. Immediately, the barrage of spells increased and the defenders pushed into the confusion that gripped his warriors. They fell back.

‘My Lord?’ ventured a Captain. Senedai turned to the man, whose face held anxiety not fit for a Wesmen warrior, and found a rage boiling inside him. His gaze swept back across his failing attack, taking in the magic that blasted his men and the swords of the exhausted defence that fell with renewed energy and determination. He pushed the Captain aside and ran forwards, heedless of the risk.

‘By all the Spirits, are we not warriors?’ he bellowed into the roar of battle. ‘Horns, sound the attack! All fronts. Magic be damned, we fight with steel. Attack, you bastards, attack!’ He crashed into the battle, his axe ploughing through the shoulder of a defending Julatsan. The man collapsed and Senedai trod on the corpse, ripping the axe clear to bat it side-on into the face of the next enemy. Around him, the tribesmen responded, picking up songs of battle as they surged again.

Horns sounded new orders, wavering standards straightened in the hands of their bearers and moved forward again. The Wesmen poured back into the battle for Julatsa, ignoring the spells that handed out death and maiming injury indiscriminately, and seeing the defenders begin to wilt at the ferocity of the onslaught.

Lord Senedai dared a look either way along the lines and smiled. Many warriors would die without the Wytch Lords’ fire but the day, he determined, would still belong to the Wesmen. Noting the positions of the knots of offensive casting mages, he slapped aside a clumsy thrust and forged back into the fray.

 



The Raven stood in silence in Parve’s central square. The battle was won. Dawnthief had been cast, the Wytch Lords destroyed and their city once more a place of the dead. Above them, the after-effect of Dawnthief hung in the sky, brown and modulating, an alien and malevolent stain suspended like some predatory beast above the land of Balaia. It was the dimensional rip to nowhere.

Away across the square, Darrick and the remnants of the four-College cavalry had destroyed any remaining resistance and now piled bodies onto makeshift pyres; Wytch Lord acolytes, Wesmen and Guardians in one area, their own fallen in another, and the reverence with which dead cavalrymen were handled was in stark contrast to the dragging and throwing of enemy corpses. Styliann and the Protectors were in the blasted pyramid, searching the rubble for anything that might gives clues to the ancients’ brief but cataclysmic return to power.

The silence in the square was palpable. None of Darrick’s men spoke as they went about their sombre task; the sky under the rip was bereft of birds and the breeze that gusted across the open space seemed muted to a whisper as it coiled around Parve’s buildings.

And for The Raven, victory was once again tarnished by loss.

Denser leaned heavily on Hirad, Erienne at his other side, her arm about his waist. Ilkar stood by the barbarian. Opposite them, across the grave, Will, Thraun and The Unknown Warrior. All of them gazed down at the shrouded form of Jandyr. The elf’s bow lay the length of his body, his sword from chin to knees.

Sadness echoed its quiet around The Raven. At the moment of triumph, life had been taken from Jandyr. After everything he had survived, his was an unkind fate.

For Ilkar, the loss was keen. Elves were not numerous in Balaia, preferring as a rule the heat of the Southern Lands. Few now travelled to the Northern Continent excepting those called by magic and even their numbers were dwindling. They could ill-afford to lose elves like Jandyr. But the grief was felt most personally by Will and Thraun. Their long-time friend had died in the service of Balaia and The Raven. What had begun as a simple rescue had finished on the steps of the Wytch Lords’ tomb at the end of a desperate chase to find and cast the only spell that could save Balaia from the ancient evil. Yet Jandyr had died not knowing the outcome of the casting of Dawnthief. Life could be cruel. Mistimed death more so.

The Unknown intoned The Raven’s words of parting. ‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and we shall always remember. Balaia will never forget the sacrifice you made. The Gods will smile on your soul. Farewell in whatever faces you now and ever.’

Will nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Your respect and honour are truly appreciated. Now Thraun and I need time alone with him.’

‘Naturally,’ said Ilkar. He moved away.

‘I’ll stay a little longer,’ said Erienne, disentangling herself from Denser. ‘After all, he came to rescue my family.’ Will nodded and she knelt by the graveside, joining the thief and Thraun, the shapechanger, in their regrets and hopes.

The Unknown, Hirad and Denser caught up with Ilkar and the quartet sat in the lee of the pyramid tunnel, the rip above and behind them, its presence huge and menacing. Further out in the central square, Darrick’s men continued piling bodies ready for the pyres. Great slicks of dried blood swathed the paving stones and  here and there, pieces of torn clothing blew and ruffled in the warm breeze. Styliann and the Protectors remained inside the pyramid, no doubt dissecting every rune, painting and mosaic.

General Ry Darrick walked over and joined them as The Unknown finished passing around mugs of coffee from Will’s bubbling pan. There was a brief quiet.

‘I almost hate to bring this up,’ said Darrick. ‘But great as the victory is, we number perhaps three hundred and there are a good fifty thousand Wesmen between here and our homes.’

‘Funny isn’t it?’ said Ilkar. ‘You think about all we’ve achieved and the result is that we’ve given Balaia a chance and no more. Nothing is certain.’

‘So much for basking in glory,’ said Hirad.

‘Don’t understate what we’ve done,’ said Denser from his prone position, hands under his head. ‘We have removed the certainty of the Wytch Lords’ triumph and their dominion over Balaia. And more than that, we’ve destroyed them and given ourselves real hope. Bask in that.’

‘I’ll try,’ said Hirad, the smile returning to his face.

‘Remember,’ said Denser. ‘The Wesmen have no magic.’

‘And we have no armies,’ said Ilkar.

‘I wonder if there’ll be anything left to return to?’ mused The Unknown.

‘A Communion would help to clarify a few things,’ agreed Denser.

‘Thanks for your input, Denser,’ said Ilkar. ‘Why don’t you sleep it off?’

‘Just saying,’ said the Xeteskian Mage sharply.

‘I think we’re a little far from Understone, don’t you?’ Ilkar patted him on the shoulder.

‘Selyn did it.’ It was Styliann. The Raven started and turned. The Lord of the Mount of Xetesk walked out of the shadow of the pyramid tunnel. The Protectors remained deep inside. He looked pale and tired, his hair lank about his shoulders, the braid holding his ponytail long since gone.

‘May I?’ He gestured at the pot. The Unknown shrugged and nodded. Styliann ladled out a mug of coffee and sat with The Raven.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said.

‘Is there no end to your talents?’ muttered Denser.

Styliann’s eyes flashed. ‘The Dawnthief catalysts may be destroyed, Denser, but I am still your commanding mage. You would do well to remember that.’ He paused. ‘Selyn was a Communion specialist. She reported large forces of Wesmen leaving Parve in the direction of Understone just before she entered the city. They will not have reached Understone yet so we have them to face before we reach the pass.’ Styliann’s jaw set as if his next words were battling not to be heard. ‘For now, we should work together.’

The atmosphere cooled. The Unknown spoke. ‘Your last intercession, though welcome, was hardly a determined effort to help. Before that, you tried to kill us all. Tried to turn the Protectors against me. Now you want us to work together.’ The Unknown looked away into the pyramid, his face troubled.

‘We got here without your help. We’ll get back without it,’ said Hirad.

Styliann regarded them calmly, the hint of a smile playing over his lips.

‘You’re good, I’ll grant you that,’ he said. ‘But you are overlooking the severity of your situation. The Raven will never reach the East unaided. Remember, Understone Pass was opened for you but is now almost certainly closed. I have the Communion range and contacts to organise passage. You do not and Darrick ultimately reports to me and the four Colleges.’

‘Doesn’t sound like you need us at all,’ said Hirad. Styliann smiled.

‘One can always use The Raven.’

The Unknown nodded slightly. ‘You have an idea, I presume?’

‘A route, yes; the tactics I’ll leave to the General.’ He looked across at Darrick who had remained silent throughout the exchange, his expression changing only by a hair at the reminder of his position in the chain of command.

‘Perhaps you’d better tell us your route, my Lord,’ said Darrick.

Hirad’s head was thumping. He needed a drink. Alcohol, preferably, to chase away the pain for a while. He lurched to his feet, making for the fire.

‘You all right, Hirad?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘My head’s killing me.’ A cold sensation  cascaded through his back, like snow shaken from the bough of a tree, gone as soon as it had come. There was a change in the air, a movement that had nothing to do with the breeze blowing warmly about them.

Hirad stopped, looking up into the sky, clear blue but for the huge rip modulating gently. As he watched, the mottled brown surface rippled violently, bubbled, punched outwards and tore for a split second. A barking roar shattered the relative peace of the afternoon. Triumphant, apocalyptic, terrible.

Hirad screamed, turned and ran away blindly in the direction of the eastern forest miles away, every fear he had harboured since his encounter with Sha-Kaan realised in an instant.

So soon after victory, they faced ultimate defeat and total destruction. There was a dragon in the skies of Balaia.

 



It was the way he liked it best - the way of the sword. Wesmen were warriors, not mages. And though the Wytch Lords’ power had seen them to victories more quickly than he had dared hope, the Lord Tessaya was confident they would have triumphed even without the white and black fires.

Now that magic, borrowed, stolen, gifted, call it what you will, was gone. The Shamen no longer held sway and the Wesmen belonged to their tribal lords once more. It was at once terrifying and exciting. Should the unity crumble, they would be swept back across the Blackthorne Mountains by the armies of the four Colleges. If he could hold them together, Tessaya believed they could take Korina and with the capture of the capital city would come the heart, soul and wealth of Eastern Balaia.

But he had to fear the Colleges against whom they now had no defence. His dream of seeing the Towers of Xetesk burn had gone, at least for now. A wry smile touched his weather-worn, deeply tanned face. There were other ways of fighting mages.

Defeat was never an option for Tessaya. Particularly when he was drinking in the glow of recent victory. And victory against mages.

Panic had threatened to engulf the thousands pouring through Understone Pass as word had spread that the Shamen had lost their link to the Wytch Lords. But Tessaya, in unwitting mirror to Senedai far away in Julatsa, had stilled the unrest, choosing to run  at the head of the Wesmen pack as it exploded into the sunlight of the East.

The College army knew they were coming but was hopelessly outnumbered. Wave after wave of Wesmen had torn into the lines, their howls drowning the screamed orders, the cries of fear and the wailing of the dying. With Tessaya leading, they were unstoppable, the blood of victory pounding in their heads, their swords and axes slicing flesh and splintering bone. The front line had been stubborn but, with their bodies littering the mud in front of the pass, and the mage support destroyed, it was little more than an organised slaughter, which left Tessaya disappointed.

Sitting in Understone’s inn, now cleared of bodies, he recalled the fight, the elementary defensive mistakes and the confusion of orders that reached his ears. But most of all he remembered those who had run and those who had cast up their arms and surrendered before hope was truly lost. So different from the fight at the western end of Understone Pass. There he had seen an enemy organised and prepared to fight to the last man. An enemy that had held his armies for longer than it had any right to. An enemy he could respect.

But what disappointed him most was the failure of the General, whom Tessaya had been informed was in charge at Understone Town, to live up to his reputation. Shame. He should have been another exciting adversary. As it was, he had proved as much a coward as the rest. Darrick was a name the Wesmen would quickly forget to fear.

The door to the inn opened and his elder Shaman walked in. Without the Wytch Lords’ power he was no longer a man Tessaya had to watch but the Lord of the Paleon tribes bore him no less respect.

Tessaya poured him a drink, the two men sitting across a table in the shadows at the rear of the building.

‘You’re looking tired, Arnoan.’

‘It’s been a long day, my Lord.’

‘But over now, by the sounds of it.’ The noise of celebration was building.

‘How are your injuries?’ asked Arnoan.

‘I’ll live.’ Tessaya smiled, amused by Arnoan’s fatherly concern. The burn down his right forearm was sore and blistered but treated,  clean and dressed. He had been quick in the dive as the FlameOrb had splashed, so had lived.

The cuts he sported on his face, chest and legs were merely trophies of fierce fighting. Still, at his age and influence, looks weren’t important and besides, he found himself tiring of the attentions of women. His line would survive the war; his sons ranged from babes in arms to muscled youths. And now their father had led the tribes to victory at Understone. Where next? It was a question clearly taxing Arnoan.

‘What will the morning bring?’ asked the Shaman.

‘Rest and building. I will not lose Understone Pass again,’ said Tessaya. His expression hardened. ‘Lord Taomi and the southern force should be with us in a day at most. Then we can plan the conquest of Korina.’

‘You really believe we can achieve that?’

Tessaya nodded. ‘They have no armies. Only city defence and reservists. We have ten thousand here, fifteen thousand within two days of the pass, another twenty-five thousand who crossed Triverne Inlet to attack the Colleges and whatever the south brings us. Who is going to stop us?’

‘My Lord, nobody disputes that the military advantage lies with us. But the mage strength of the Colleges is considerable. It would be a mistake to underestimate them.’ Arnoan leaned forward, his bony fingers knotted in front of him.

Tessaya hefted his burned arm. ‘Do you think I am in danger of doing that?’ He eyes narrowed. ‘Arnoan, I am the oldest tribal Lord, with the largest tribal Council under me. It is so because I have made a habit of never underestimating my enemy.

‘The mages are powerful and the Colleges will stand against us in strength. But a mage tires quickly and without a guard is quickly slain. Losing our magic was a blow but we were born to the sword, not the spell.

‘The Wesmen will rule Balaia and I will rule the Wesmen.’

 



No help would come to Tessaya from the south. The Wesmen were routed and running for Blackthorne Town while its namesake Baron rested high in the crags above the battlefield of his victory. With him were the concussed but otherwise happy Baron Gresse and around  five hundred men and mages, all dreaming of a return to their homes.

But the euphoria of the victory at Varhawk Crags would soon wear off. Their situation remained parlous. All but a dozen or so mages had been killed by the white fire, the wounded outnumbered the able-bodied and the Wesmen’s defeat had everything to do with their confusion at losing the Wytch Lords’ magic. Blackthorne and Gresse had merely stoked the fires of panic. If the Wesmen chose to come back looking for them, a second victory would be hard won indeed.

Blackthorne, however, considered such a return very unlikely. In the confusion at the Crags, there was no telling what strength either side had and he knew if he were the Wesmen commander, he would retreat to Blackthorne, lick his wounds and plan his next strike while waiting for reinforcement from across the Bay of Gyernath.

The Baron came to the entrance of the overhang he’d taken as his command position. There was not much room for anything but a fire at the entrance and a few of his senior people inside. Gresse was there, propped up against a wall, his head, Blackthorne knew from experience, thudding wildly and inducing waves of nausea if he dared move.

In front of him, the crags stretched away north and south. Following the victory, he had brought his men and mages south, upwind of the stench of so much death. His fallen people had burned on pyres, the Wesmen dead were left to feed the scavengers. The overhang sat at the top of a gentle rise away from the treacherous edge and scree slopes of Varhawk. On the little plateaux and shallow slopes, his men rested under a warm but cloudy sky. Fires burned in a dozen places despite the Wesmen threat and Blackthorne’s perimeter guards were under strict instructions not to turn to the light until their watches were complete. In key positions, elven eyes pierced the night to give early warning of any attack and so calmed the nerves of the sleeping.

There was little noise now. The celebrations had given way to excited chatter, then a low hum of conversation, then fatigue as night fell. Blackthorne permitted himself a smile. To his right, a man cleared his throat.

‘My Lord?’ Blackthorne turned to face Luke, the nervous youth he had sent to count heads.

‘Speak up, lad.’ With an effort, the Baron softened his automatically stern demeanour and placed a fatherly hand on the youth’s shoulder. ‘Where are you from, Luke?’

‘A farm three miles north of Blackthorne, my Lord.’ His eyes scoured the ground at his feet. ‘I’ll be the man of the farm now. If there’s anything left of it.’

Blackthorne could see Luke, no more than sixteen, biting back tears, his long dark hair covering the sides of his face. The Baron squeezed his shoulder then let his hand drop.

‘We have all lost people we love, Luke,’ he said. ‘But what we can take back, we will, and those who stood with me and saved the East from the Wesmen will be known as heroes. The living and the dead.’ He stopped, lifted Luke’s chin so that the youth’s shining eyes met his.

‘Was it a good life on your farm?’ he asked. ‘Speak truthfully.’

‘Hard, my Lord,’ said Luke, the admiration burning in his face. ‘And not always happy, if I’m honest. The land isn’t kind every year and the Gods don’t always bless us with calves and lamb.’

Blackthorne nodded. ‘Then I have failed you and everyone like you. Yet you were still prepared to lay down your life for me. When we are masters of Blackthorne once again, we will talk at greater depth. But now, you have some information for me?’

‘Yes, my Lord.’ Luke hesitated. The Baron nodded for him to speak. ‘There are five hundred and thirty-two altogether, my Lord. Of these, eighteen are mages and five of them are too badly injured to cast. There are five hundred and fourteen men at arms and more than four hundred of them have some form of wound from battle. Of the worst, one hundred and five cannot fight. I have not counted those who will die by morning.’ Luke stopped. ‘My Lord,’ he added.

Blackthorne raised his eyebrows. ‘And what makes you so sure these men will die?’

‘Because I have seen it often enough on the farm, my Lord,’ said Luke his confidence finally growing. ‘We aren’t so different, people and animals, and I hear it in their breathing and see it in their eyes  and the lie of their bodies. Inside, we know when our time is near; so do animals, and it shows.’

‘I’ll have to take your word,’ said Blackthorne, fascinated by the realisation that he had probably seen less death in his long life than the youngster in front of him. Though they had surely both seen enough in the last few days to last a lifetime, he had never studied it. To Luke though, death of livestock was an economic problem and a risk of his occupation. ‘We must talk more another time, Luke. Now, I suggest you find a place to lay your head. We face hard days and I need men like you at your best.’

‘Goodnight, my Lord.’

‘Goodnight, Luke.’ Blackthorne watched the young man walk away, his head a little higher, his stride a little longer. He shook his head gently, the smile returning to his face. So were the fates at birth. Another day, Luke the farmer’s son might have been born a Lord. Blackthorne was sure he would be equally at home in a Castle as a cowshed.

The Baron mulled over the numbers Luke had given him. Less than four hundred and fifty men able to fight, terribly short of mages and of those he could press into action, the overwhelming majority were hurt in some way. He guessed the Wesmen still outnumbered them two to one. And he had no idea how many were still in his Town, or at the beachhead, or on the road to Gyernath, or spread throughout the East. He bit his lip, quelling the sudden flutter in his heart. Hard days. And he had to be stronger than he had ever been.

The reality was that, unless some form of organisation grew from the chaos that ran the length of the Blackthorne Mountains, the Wesmen could still reach Korina, despite the loss of their magic. The Colleges would have to step in further. Take control. And while that was unpalatable, it was preferable to the alternative.

But the Colleges were distant and the problems of Blackthorne would hardly register. He could expect little help from the north but one thing he could do was attempt a Communion with Xetesk. Communication was an advantage the peoples of the East would have to exploit if they were to win.

Baron Blackthorne yawned. It was time to check on Gresse, and to sleep. Tomorrow, there were decisions to be made. He had  to discover the wider picture. Understone, Gyernath, the scattered coastal and inland villages. He had to know where any help was coming from to drive the Wesmen back across the Bay of Gyernath. And he had to find a way to take back his town, his castle. His bed. Suppressing sudden anger, Blackthorne turned his back on the night and walked under the overhang.

 



The Wesmen kept on coming. Thousands of them pouring towards the borders of Julatsa, scrambling over the bodies of their fallen kinsmen and heaving themselves against the stuttering College Guard. From his Tower, Barras gazed down on the confusion, saw the spells ripping into the invading army and saw them roll relentlessly on.

It was mid-afternoon and the only respite in the fighting had been at the moment the Wesmen’s magic deserted them. That moment, Barras’ heart had surged because he knew The Raven had destroyed the Wytch Lords. He had cried in relief and joy then; and he could have cried in frustration now.

Because far from shattering the Wesmen, the setback merely seemed to inflame their anger. They had attacked again with a greater fury than before, their swords, axes and warrior passion driving them on and on.

At first it had been slaughter, the College Guard able to hold as waves of spells devastated the Wesmen lines. Thousands had died under the might of the Julatsan barrage, defenceless against the FlameOrbs, IceWind, EarthHammer, DeathHail, HotRain and BoneSplinter.

But the mana stamina of a mage is finite without rest and the Wesmen knew it. And the Julatsans had already spent so much on shielding men and buildings on the Shamen attack fronts. The Wesmen knew that too.

Now, with the spell barrage reduced to a tactical trickle, the Wesmen were moving with awesome confidence, crashing into the ranks of the College Guard and the reservists, unafraid now of what the next mana strike might bring.

To Barras’ left, the General of the Julatsan forces bit his lip and cursed.

‘How many are there?’ he demanded of no one, his tone thick and exasperated. There had to be well over ten thousand.

‘Too many,’ replied Barras.

‘I am well aware of that,’ snapped the General. ‘And if that is meant to be a slur on—’

‘Calm yourself, my dear Kard. It is a slur on no one, merely a statement of fact. How long can we hold them?’

‘Three hours, maybe less,’ said Kard gruffly. ‘Without walls, I can’t promise any more. How did the Communion go?’

‘Dordover despatched three thousand men yesterday at our request. They should be here by nightfall.’

‘Then you may as well tell them to turn back,’ said General Kard, his voice bitter, his face suddenly aged. ‘Julatsa will have fallen by then.’

‘They’ll never take the College,’ said Barras. Kard raised his eyebrows.

‘Who’s going to stop them?

Barras opened his mouth to speak but closed it again. Kard was a soldier and couldn’t hope to understand.

That the College might be taken was unthinkable. More than that, it was abhorrent, an eventuality that brought bile to the Elder elven mage’s throat. And there was a way of stopping the Wesmen taking their prize.

But as he turned his face back to the battle at the edge of the city and saw his people suffer under the blades of the invaders, Barras prayed it wouldn’t come to that. Because what he had in his mind, he wouldn’t wish on anyone. Not even Wesmen at the gates of his beloved College.




Chapter 2

The scene in Parve’s central square was one of terrified bewilderment. At the first cry of the dragon, all noise had ceased for an instant as every head, of man and beast, turned towards the rip.

Untethered horses had turned and bolted while others threw their riders or bucked and strained at rails and posts, their throats choking out cries born of base instinct and the innate knowledge of prey under threat.

But for men and elves, blind terror gave way to a kind of fatal interest as the dragon, first a relatively indistinct shape, descended. There was a definite satisfaction in the sounds of the cries and barks with which it greeted Balaian sunshine. It twisted, rolled and wheeled, wings beating the air arrhythmically, playing in the skies of its discovery.

And as it moved closer to the ground, its form became clearer, its size dreadfully apparent. Ilkar took it all in with an analytical eye, ignoring the shaking of his body, the pounding of his heart; the urge to run, fall, fight, hide, anything.

The dragon was not as big as Sha-Kaan, the beast they had met through Taranspike Castle’s dimension portal. Neither had it the same colouring or head shape, though its basic form was all but identical. The long, slender neck arched and straightened, its head searching the ground, its tail flowing behind the bulk of its body.

But where Sha-Kaan had been well in excess of one hundred and twenty feet in length, this one measured no more than seventy. And where Sha-Kaan’s skin and scale had glistened gold in torchlight, this one was coloured a dark rust-brown, its flat, wedge-shaped head at odds with Sha-Kaan’s tall skull and muzzle.

The deep and penetrating stillness that had fallen on the central square evaporated as the slack-jawed watchers realised with an awful  numbing slowness that the dragon was flying downwards fast. A frenzy erupted. Darrick’s normally ordered cavalry scattered into the streets, horses and riders colliding, barging and weaving as they wheeled in chaos, seeking the nearest escape from the immediate danger.

Darrick, his voice hoarse, yelled for order and calm, two things he was never going to achieve. Behind him, The Raven and Styliann scrambled to their feet, fatigue forgotten.

‘Inside, inside!’ shouted Ilkar, racing for the pyramid tunnel but pulling up short, The Unknown all but clattering into his back. He turned. ‘Where’s Hirad?’

The Unknown spun and shouted after the barbarian, who had covered several hundred yards and showed no sign of slowing, but the tumult in the square stole his words.

‘I’ll get him,’ said the big man.

‘No,’ said Ilkar, an eye on the dragon swooping towards the city. The Unknown gripped his arm.

‘I’ll get him,’ he repeated. ‘You understand.’ Ilkar nodded and The Unknown ran after Hirad who had just turned a corner and was out of sight.

From the entrance to the tunnel, Ilkar saw his friend hunch instinctively as the dragon passed by, not twenty feet above the highest flat-roofed building, its bulk that of fifty horses. He saw its head twisting, looking down on the fleeing men, elves and animals, heard its bark and felt fear deep in the pit of his stomach and a clap of pain in his receptive ears, their protective inner membranes closing instinctively.

The dragon rose, banked incredibly gracefully, and turned, diving lower, mouth agape, white fangs clearly visible against the black of its maw. Ilkar shuddered, watching it move, then paled as the sun cast a great shadow of the dragon over the running figure of The Unknown Warrior.

Everything was happening too fast. The Unknown looked up as the shadow engulfed him in an instant’s dusk, turned and ran at right angles to the dragon’s flight. Above and behind Ilkar, the rip shimmered and tore again, a sensation the elven mage felt through a repeat of the stillness in the air. Far from unleashing its fire, the  dragon abruptly swept skywards, its bellow of disappointment echoed by another of pure rage.

Hirad, tearing through the empty streets at the edge of Parve, heard the second roar. He gasped as a weight pressed on the inside of his head, already stumbling to a halt, hands covering his ears when the voice boomed ‘Stop!’ and sent him sprawling to the ground.

 



Climbing towards the boiling in the sky, Sha-Kaan felt the anger grow. It had been but a blink of an eye to him since he had warned the man, Hirad Coldheart, of the dangers posed by the knowledge he held and the amulet that had been entwined in his talons for so very long. And this was how he had been repaid.

First, the theft of the amulet, then surely the use of its text and finally, the opening of an unrestricted corridor to his melde-dimension. The melde-dimension of the entire Brood Kaan.

Behind him, the Brood flew from the Choul, unhappy at the sudden break from their sleep. Thirty Kaan, flying to join those already circling the gate in the sky.

And from all corners, drawn by the presence of the gate and the surge it sent through the nerves of every dragon within its compass, came the enemy. If they could not warn away the opposing Broods, there would be a battle as had never been seen in the skies since the appearance of the one great human, Septern. Septern who had rescued the Brood Kaan, offering them the melde they sought at a time when their numbers had dwindled close to extinction.

Sha-Kaan beat faster, a warning sounding in his head. From a bank of cloud behind the rip, a single dragon from the Brood Naik swept towards the undulating mass. His speed took him beyond the rough guard, his call of victory cut off as he plunged into the gate and was lost from sight.

Others made to follow but Sha-Kaan pulsed them to hold. ‘I will deal,’ he said. ‘Hold them at bay. Do not surrender the gate.’ He swept up and around the rip, judging its size and depth before angling his wings and plunging through.

The journey was a miasma of pressure, blindness, half-grasped messages and near knowledge of what lay outside the corridor. Sha-Kaan exploded into the skies of Balaia and immediately felt the presence of two beings known to him. The enemy Naik dragon  loomed large in his consciousness and he bellowed his call to fight, knowing the Naik could not refuse. The other presence was smaller, much smaller, but no less significant. Hirad Coldheart. There would have to be words. As he dived on the Naik, Sha-Kaan pulsed the command to stop.

 



Ilkar’s skin crawled, his fear complemented by total helplessness. At every moment, he expected more stillness, more dragons, more terror. Behind him, he knew, Styliann and the rest of The Raven were staring out into the sky. For the first time in their long and successful career, all they could do was watch.

The fight was fast and violent. The two dragons closed at a frightening speed, the smaller one from below, the larger, much larger, golden animal dived from above.

‘Sha-Kaan,’ breathed Ilkar, recognising him by the movement of his head.

Sha-Kaan tore through Balaia’s cloud-scattered sky, bellowing rage and threat. He angled a wing the instant before clashing with the rust-brown enemy, the manoeuvre taking him below and, as he passed the belly, he breathed, fire coursing the length of the shorter dragon.

The scream of pain cracked the air, the wounded beast spiralling upwards, neck twisting, head searching for its tormentor. But it looked in the wrong direction. Sha-Kaan, his mouth closed to extinguish his fire, turned up and back sharply to come around behind his foe. While the rust-brown dragon, disorientated and in pain, searched for him, Sha-Kaan stormed across the dividing space, beat his wings to steady himself above his prey, arched his neck and struck down with terrific force on the base of his prey’s skull. The rust-brown convulsed along the seventy foot length of its body, claws scrabbling briefly on thin air, wings thrashing wildly, its bark turning to a gurgle as its body, now a dead weight, fell from the sky.

Ilkar watched, his breath held, as Sha-Kaan dropped with his kill, not releasing it until they had both reached roof level. Then, with a final twist and deep growl of triumph, he swung away to hover as the dead dragon thudded into the ground in the central square, shivering the earth under Ilkar’s feet. A huge cloud of dust billowed up,  the waiting pyres of bodies slipping, a grotesque movement of the dead.

Unease swept across Parve. A gut-turning feeling that so much was terribly wrong. In the quiet that followed the fight, the only sound clearly heard was the beating of Sha-Kaan’s wings as he circled his victim. This close, the victorious dragon was truly enormous. Almost twice the size of his foe, Sha-Kaan dominated the sky, eclipsing even the rip with his raw power. Three times around he went before, with a long, guttural roar, he swept low into the square, passed scant feet above the corpse of the dragon, turned into the air and flew off directly after Hirad.

‘Oh no.’ Ilkar started moving into the light.

‘What good can you do?’ Styliann’s voice, though quiet with shock, still carried power, menace and cynicism.

Ilkar turned. ‘You don’t understand, do you? People like you never will. I’ve no idea what I can do but I will do something. I can’t leave him to face that thing alone. He’s Raven.’

The elven mage ran out into the square, following in the footsteps of The Unknown. After a pause, Thraun and Will did the same. Denser slumped back to the ground, his energy spent, his eyes locked on the still mound of the dragon Sha-Kaan had killed so effortlessly. Erienne crouched beside him, cradling his head.

‘Gods in the sky,’ he whispered. ‘What have I done?’

 



Hirad lay with his hands over his ears as the cries of battle in the sky slammed around inside his head. When it was all over, he moved groggily to his knees and dared to look back towards Parve. He vaguely noted The Unknown Warrior running towards him, shouting, but his attention was fixed on the shape of Sha-Kaan, wheeling in the sky over the dead city. The dragon’s sudden dive jarred him from his almost hypnotic state and the sight of him appearing over the near buildings struck a fear in him deeper than he had ever felt before. His nightmare was about to become reality. He did his part. He picked himself up and ran.

Hirad could feel the rush of Sha-Kaan’s approach in his mind long before the shadow swooped over him. Once again, he resigned himself to death. He stopped running and looked up as the huge  dragon, over twenty times his length, turned in the air, neck coiling and uncoiling, head always fixed on his quarry.

He stood in the air for a moment before, with a lazy beat of his wings, landing lightly on the ground, golden body folding forward so that all four limbs supported him as he towered over Hirad. Sha-Kaan’s wings tucked behind him and his head reared before shooting forwards to knock Hirad from his feet. Dazed for a moment, Hirad could sense the anger and looked directly into Sha-Kaan’s eyes and was surprised when he didn’t see his death reflected there.

The great dragon’s head was still, the mound of his body sparkling in the sunlight, obliterating any other view. Hirad didn’t bother to rise but thought of speaking until Sha-Kaan’s nostrils flared, sending twin lances of hot foul air into his face.

The dragon regarded him for some time, feet shifting for comfort, effortlessly clawing deep rents in the packed dry ground.

‘I would say “well met”, Hirad Coldheart but it is no such thing.’

‘I—’ began Hirad.

‘Be quiet!’ Sha-Kaan’s voice rolled across the Torn Wastes and clattered around the inside of Hirad’s skull. ‘What you think is not important. What you have done is.’ The dragon closed his eyes and breathed in, a slow considered action. ‘That something so small could cause so much damage. You have put my Brood at risk.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Sha-Kaan’s eyes opened to spear Hirad with his massive gaze.

‘Of course you don’t. But still you stole from me.’

‘I didn’t—’

‘Quiet!’ thundered Sha-Kaan. ‘Be quiet and listen to me. Be silent until I order you to speak.’

Hirad licked his lips. He could hear The Unknown slowing as he neared him, his feet cracking the dead earth and vegetation. He waved his hand behind him to keep his friend back.

Sha-Kaan spoke again, his eyes great pools of blue ire, his nostrils wide and firing repellent breath through Hirad’s hair from a distance of less than three feet. The barbarian felt small, though small was hardly a strong enough word. Insignificant. And yet the imperious beast chose to speak to him rather than scorch the skin from his body and the flesh from his bones

But there was no mistaking Sha-Kaan’s mood. This was not  the dragon who had seemed so amused by Hirad’s presence at their first meeting beyond the dragonene dimension gate at Taranspike Castle. The meeting that had led The Raven inextricably to Parve and the deployment of Dawnthief. Now he was angry. Angry and anxious. Not for Hirad, for himself. The barbarian felt he’d hear nothing to his advantage.

He was right.

‘I warned you,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘I told you that I was keeping from you that with which you could destroy yourselves and my Brood with you. You chose not to listen. And now the results of your actions stain the sky in my dimension and in yours.

‘There, Hirad Coldheart, is the problem. It is typical, I suppose, that you should contrive to save yourselves while condemning Skies know how many of my Brood to death in your defence. But your salvation can only be temporary. Because when my Brood is gone, you will be defenceless. One dragon here, bent upon your destruction, is all it will take. And there are thousands waiting to tear this place apart. Thousands.’ Hirad gazed into the yawning depths of Sha-Kaan’s eyes, his mind a blank.

‘You have no conception of what you have done, have you?’ Sha-Kaan blinked very slowly, breaking Hirad’s concentration. ‘Speak.’

‘No, I haven’t,’ said Hirad. ‘All I do know is that we had to find and cast Dawnthief or the Wytch Lords and Wesmen would have swept us aside. You can’t blame us for trying to save our own lives.’

‘And that is as far as you think. The ripples of your actions are no concern as you rest in the glory of your immediate triumph, are they?’

‘We were bound to use all the weapons at our disposal,’ said Hirad a little shortly.

‘This weapon was not at your disposal,’ said Sha-Kaan. ‘And it was used inaccurately. You stole it from me.’

‘It was there to be taken,’ replied Hirad. ‘And inaccurate or not, we used it to save Balaia.’

Sha-Kaan stretched his mouth wide and laughed. The sound cracked across the Torn Wastes, setting petrified animals to flight, stopping The Unknown in his tracks and blowing Hirad onto his back. The laughter stopped abruptly, its aftershocks echoing like thunder against cliffs as they smacked against Parve’s buildings.

The great dragon stretched his neck, head travelling slowly up Hirad’s prone form, drool dripping from his half-open maw, until it came to rest over his face.

Hirad pushed himself up on his elbows to look into those eyes that blotted out the light. He quailed, almost able to touch the fangs that could so easily rip out his life, each easily the size of his forearm.

‘Save Balaia,’ repeated Sha-Kaan, voice quiet and cold. ‘You have done nothing of the sort. Instead, you have torn a hole between our worlds and it is a hole the Kaan cannot defend for ever. And when we fail, who will defend you from your total destruction or abject slavery, do you think?’ Sha-Kaan’s head angled up. Hirad followed his gaze to The Unknown and Ilkar, Will and Thraun who now stood a few paces away, scared but not bowed. Hirad smiled, pride swelling his heart.

‘Who are these?’ demanded Sha-Kaan.

‘They’re The Raven, most of it.’

‘Friends?’

‘Yes.’

Sha-Kaan retracted his neck to take them all in.

‘Then listen, Hirad Coldheart and The Raven. Listen closely and I shall tell you what must be done to save us all.’

 



The Lord Tessaya walked the streets of Understone, a bottle of white grape spirit in his hand. Streets churned by fight, blood and rain, now baking hard under a hot sun which set the mud into grotesque sculptures depicting the imprint of death.

All around him, sounds of celebration echoed from the lush green slopes surrounding the town. A dozen cook-fires crackled and spat, smoke spiralling into the partly cloudy sky. The shouts of sparring and the harsh laughter of storytelling rose above the general level of noise, but some sounds were missing - the screams of the tortured, the weeping of the raped and the pleas of the dying.

Tessaya was pleased. For he had not come to Understone to devastate and destroy. That endgame he reserved for the Colleges. No, he came to Understone to conquer and to rule. The first step to his domination of the whole of Balaia. A domination he could enjoy alone now that the Wytch Lords were gone.

And he would not rule by terror. In a land too large for the hand of fear, that was the way of fools. His way was simple. Control population centres through weight of numbers. Install trusted men to overlord the people and instil their own rules and discipline based on his model. Control gatherings, control talk. Be visible. The iron hand. Leave little hope and prompt no righteous anger.

Tessaya chewed his lip. It was a departure from the traditional Wesmen way but, as far as he saw it, the old way brought nothing but conflict and division. If the Wesmen were to govern Balaia, they had to adapt.

Reaching the end of the village. Tessaya paused a moment and drank from his bottle. Before him ran the trails that burrowed deep into the heart of Eastern Balaia. The arteries down which he would march to victory.

Rising on each side, gentle green slopes rolled away towards the stunning flatlands that were home to Lord Denebre, an old trading partner. There, the farmland was rich, the animals plentiful and the peace complete. For now.

There were decisions to be made but first there were questions to be asked. Tessaya headed left up a slope to where Understone’s defenders had built their barracks, now their prison. Two dozen canvas and wood structures, built for two hundred men. Six of them now housed around three hundred prisoners, leaving plenty of room for his men, those few that wanted shelter. Men and women were separated and the wounded Wesmen lay side by side with Eastern Balaians. Enemies they might be but they deserved honour and the chance to live after choosing to fight over the coward’s route of surrender.

Walking towards the barracks, he noted with pleasure the bearing of the guards. Ramrod straight and placed at even intervals surrounding the prison huts. He nodded at the man who opened the door for him.

‘My Lord,’ said the man, bowing his head in deference.

Inside, the barrack hut was cramped, stuffy and hot. Men sprawled on bunk and floor, some played cards, others spoke in huddles. One thing linked them all. It was the face of defeat, the humiliation of abject surrender.

As Tessaya entered, quiet spread along the length of the hut until  all those scared eyes stared at him, waiting for him to deliver their fate. The contempt with which he regarded them was palpable.

‘Time to talk,’ he said in faultless pure-East dialect. One man moved through the throng. He was fat, greying and too short for a warrior. Perhaps in the past he had been powerful but now his mud-stained armour covered nothing more frightening than blubber.

‘I am Kerus, garrison commander of Understone. You may address your questions to me.’

‘And I am Tessaya, Lord of the unified tribes. You will address me as “my Lord”.’ Kerus said nothing, merely inclined his head. Tessaya could see the fear in his eyes. He should have been put out to grass a long time ago. It was indicative of the East’s complacency that they chose a career desk-soldier to command the guard of the most important tactical landmark in the whole of Balaia.

‘I am surprised that you are the spokesman,’ said Tessaya. ‘Is your commander so fearful of us that he still orders you to hide him?’

‘Understone’s defensive general is dead, my Lord,’ said Kerus, surprise edging his tone. ‘I am the most senior officer left alive.’

Tessaya frowned. His intelligence suggested the army had surrendered long before the command post was taken. Perhaps the other rumours were true and Darrick had died leading the line but it seemed unlikely in such a critical engagement.

‘Dead?’

‘At the western end of the pass.’

‘Ah.’ Tessaya’s frown deepened. Something wasn’t right. ‘No matter.’ He would get to the bottom of it shortly. Darrick was a man whose whereabouts he needed to know. ‘Tell me, I’m curious. Was there an incursion into my lands before we retook Understone Pass?’ He knew there had to have been but an idea of numbers would be useful.

‘Why are you asking me, my Lord?’ replied Kerus.

‘Because you are the commanding officer. You are also my prisoner. I would advise against the futility of refusing me.’

‘You know as well as I do that our people penetrated your Wytch Lords’ citadel. That’s why you lost your magic.’ Kerus did his best to sneer.

‘But not this battle, eh Kerus?’ Tessaya’s face dropped to a snarl. ‘That is the second time you have failed to address me correctly. Do  not make me count to three.’ He relaxed his stance enough to drink from his bottle, taking in the angry faces in front of him.

‘An impressive move. Though I must confess, I had my reservations about the strength of Parve’s defence. I’m afraid too many senior Shamen felt it a waste of good warriors. How many did you send?’

‘Not many. My Lord.’

‘How many?’

‘Four hundred cavalry, a few Protectors, a handful of mages and The Raven. My Lord.’

Tessaya took it all in, quietly assimilating the numbers and knowing that they should have been far short of enough to trouble Parve’s defence, let alone the Wytch Lords. He made exaggerated assumptions about the power of the mage contingent and still couldn’t make it add up. A nagging worry edged at his mind. He’d seen the power of the spell that had taken Understone Pass, the water magic that had obliterated so many of his kinsmen. Had they used something equally appalling or even worse to destroy the Wytch Lords?

He shuddered inside. Rumours of an attempt to recover a spell of legendary power, the spell the Shamen called ‘Tia-fere’, Nightfall, had cast doubt over the sense of the invasion three months before. But surely if the spell had been recovered, he wouldn’t be standing here.

‘The Raven.’ Tessaya mulled the name over. Good warriors. Never to be underestimated as it seemed they had been by the Wytch Lords and their council of fawning Shamen.

‘Why did The Raven travel to Parve?’ he asked.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Kerus wore his slightly smug expression once more. ‘They carried with them the means to destroy your Masters. It is also obvious that they succeeded. My Lord.’

Tessaya wasn’t sure the probable destruction of the Wytch Lords bothered him. All he knew was that the Shamen, having lost their fire, were once again in their proper place, occupying the shadows behind the tribal Lords and warriors.

What did worry him was the fact that a few hundred men and mages had penetrated to the very heart of Wesmen faith. An act that had to take a good deal of tactical skill, power and bravery to succeed. A chill stole across Tessaya’s back as events started to  fall into place. The rumours started to make sense - the Shadow Company patrolling the highlands, the dread force marauding south of Parve and the horsemen who never ceased to ride. It all happened after the water attack in the pass. The chill deepened. Only one man would have the audacity to believe he could reach Parve with a few hundred men.

‘Who was the Commander who died at the pass?’ he demanded.

‘Neneth. My Lord.’

‘And the leader of the cavalry was Darrick.’

‘Aye, my Lord. And he’ll be back, rely on that.’

Kerus’ words haunted Tessaya all the way down Understone’s main street.




Chapter 3

Barrass was enjoying a moment of happiness, an oasis in the desert of his hopelessness, when the Wesmen made the decisive break through Julatsa’s border defences.

To his eye, there was nothing more heartwarming than to see the sun rise above the Tower of the College of Julatsa. To see the darkness flee from every corner of every building, to see light sparkling from the pinnacle of each roof and then be able to look west towards Triverne Lake and see the birthplace of Balaian magic cast its shimmering pattern on the dark backdrop of the Blackthorne Mountains.

He used to believe that nothing in the world could hurt him while he could see that sight. But then the Wesmen breach shattered the Julatsan lines and he realised that unless the ultimate action was taken, he’d never see it again.

For a short time he watched in horror as the Wesmen spilled into the streets of his city, fighting running battles with the remnants of the city Guard, the spell-casting desultory and ineffective. After the first breach, fractures appeared all along the line until the Wesmen advance was a storm destined to break over the College walls. He could not allow that to happen.

Barras turned to General Kard and saw tears on the senior soldier’s cheeks. He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.

‘General,’ he said gently. ‘Let me at least save the College.’ Kard looked at him, registering his words after some delay, his lips moving and his forehead furrowing deeply.

‘It can’t be done.’

‘It can. All I need is your authority.’

‘It is given,’ said Kard immediately. Barras nodded and summoned an aide.

‘Sound the emergency alarm, summon the perimeter guard inside the walls, quadruple the forces at the gates. I am going to the Heart of the Tower and will bring the Council to me. We will begin casting without pause. Don’t delay your actions.’

The aide looked at Barras for a moment, drinking in the words he had clearly never thought to hear.

‘At once, Master Barras.’

Barras stole another glance out over the Tower ramparts, the College walls and the streets of Julatsa. The wave was rising, the panic spreading; the noise was deafening.

Wesmen howled in scent of victory, defenders yelled futile rallying cries and ordinary men and women ran for their lives. As the alarms sounded, discordant bells clamouring for attention, the Julatsan population turned and ran for the College gates.

Barras mouthed a silent apology and prayer to all those who would remain outside to die. ‘Come on, Kard. Best you don’t see this.’

‘See what?’

‘We’re deploying the DemonShroud.’ He strode to the door of the Tower, which was opened by an attendant, and swept through, taking the stairs down two at a time, displaying an agility that belied his advanced years.

With Kard puffing along behind him, he reached the Heart of the Tower to join the Council, taking his place in the circle barely even breathing harder. It was something else Kard wouldn’t understand. A mage had to be fit, no matter the age. A strong cardiovascular system was critical for casting and for mana stamina recovery.

‘Will you guard the door, General Kard?’ Barras asked.

‘It would be an honour,’ said the General, who had stopped at the door, the force of the mana inside the Heart making him uneasy though he could see nothing of it. He bowed to the Council and closed the door. His presence would ensure there were no interruptions.

The Heart of the Tower of Julatsa was a chamber set at ground level, its eight smoothed greystone segments building to a point twice a man’s height above the exact centre of a helical floor pattern. A single line of stone flags spiralled inward from the door to the Heart, disappearing in its centre. And from that point burned the  mana light, a candle flame-sized teardrop which never wavered and cast no glow despite its yellow colour. Because only a mage could see it. To a non-mage, there was no teardrop at all.

The other seven members of the Council nodded to Barras in turn as he took up his position among them, each one standing flush with one greystone wall segment. When Kard closed the door, the darkness was complete.

Barras could feel the nervousness of the Council, members young and old. It was hardly surprising. DemonShroud was Julatsa’s most difficult, dangerous and powerful spell. Only twice had it been cast before, both times well before any of the current Council had been born, and both times at moments of extreme danger for the College of Julatsa.

All knew the import of their intended casting. All had prepared themselves for the potential eventuality of its casting when the Wesmen attack began. All were aware that only seven of them would step from the Heart when it was done. None knew who would be chosen.

‘Shall we have light for our casting?’ the High Mage asked of the Council. The traditional words came from directly opposite Barras. One by one, the Council replied.

‘Aye, light for us to see one another and to gain strength from the seeing.’

‘My mage, Barras, who called us to the Heart, bring light to us,’ said the High Mage.

‘It will be done,’ replied Barras. He prepared the shape for a LightGlobe, as he knew he would have to. It was a simple shape, a static hemisphere, drawn quickly from the mana channelling into the Heart. The expenditure of effort was minimal and Barras deployed the LightGlobe just above the mana candle, its gentle light banishing shadows and illuminating the Council.

Barras took them in with a slow sweep of his head, bowing to each member, drinking in their expressions and knowing that he would never see one of them again, and that it might be him taken by the demons.

To his left, Endorr, the junior. A Council member only fully fledged seven weeks before at the High Chamber. A great talent, Endorr was short, ugly and powerful. It would be a pity to lose him.

Working around the circle, he took in Vilif, the ancient secretary to the Council, stooped, hairless and close to his time. Seldane, one of two females on the council, late middle-aged, grey-haired and sour. Kerela, the High Mage, a close personal friend and fellow elf. They could ill afford to lose her at a time like this. Tall, dark and proud, Kerela led the Council with a steel determination respected by the entire College. Deale, another elf, ageing and given to rash talk. His was a face full of fear, his long features drawn and pale. Cordolan, middle-aged, portly and jovial. His balding pate showed sweat in the light of the Globe and his jowls held a heaviness. He could do with more exercise; his stamina would otherwise suffer.

And finally, to Barras’ immediate right, Torvis. Old, impetuous, energetic, wrinkled and very tall. A quite wonderful man.

‘Shall we begin?’ The High Mage brought them all around. ‘I thank you, Barras, for your gift of light.’ And there, the normal formalities ended.

‘Members of the Julatsan Council,’ said Kerela. ‘We are gathered because a critical threat exists to our College. Unless our proposed action is taken, it is certain that the College will fall. Do any of the Council disagree with that interpretation?’

Silence.

‘Knowing the risks involved in the deployment of the DemonShroud, do any of the Council wish to remain outside the Heart during the casting?’

From Barras’ right, Torvis chuckled, his irreverence lifting the mana-laden tension temporarily.

‘Kerela, really,’ he said, his voice like dried leaves underfoot. ‘By the time we have spoken all our words of caution, the Shamen will be in here with us to assist our casting. No one is leaving, you know it.’

Kerela frowned but her eyes sparkled with passing humour. Barras nodded his agreement.

‘Torvis is anxious to join a new dimension,’ he said. ‘We should begin at once.’

‘I had to offer the chance,’ said Kerela.

‘I know,’ said Barras. ‘We all know.’ He smiled. ‘Lead us, Kerela.’

The High Mage breathed deep, taking in the Council once more.

‘To you who sacrifices their life to save this College and the  magics of Julatsa, may you quickly find peace and the souls of your loved ones.’ She paused. ‘Follow my words closely. Do not deviate from my instructions. Let nothing but my voice deflect you from your concentration. Now.’ And her tone hardened, taking on total authority. ‘Place your palms on the greystone behind you and accept the mana spectrum into your eyes.’

Barras pressed his hands to the cool stone segment behind him and moved his vision to focus on the mana flowing all around him. The sight was at once breathtaking and frightening.

The Heart of the Tower of Julatsa was a mana reservoir, the shape and substance of its walls drawing the fuel of magic within its boundaries and keeping it there. The strongest reflectors were the eight stone wall-segments themselves and the mana rolled up their faces to the apex of the Heart. Barras traced the flow, the eight streams of mana coming together before plunging in a single column through the centre of the Heart and the flagged stone floor.

Below his feet, Barras knew, the exact mirror image of the room in which the Council stood completed the circuit of power. Placing his hands on the stone brought Barras into that circuit.

Each member of the Council started or gasped as the mana channelled through them, increasing pulses, clearing minds for intense concentration and charging every muscle to the highest state of potential for action.

‘Breathe the mana.’ Kerela’s voice, strong and clear, sounded through the Heart. ‘Understand its flow. Enjoy its power. Know its potential. Speak your name when you are ready to begin the summoning.’

One by one, the Council members spoke their names, Barras’ voice confident and loud, Torvis’ with a touch of impatience, Deale’s quiet and scared.

‘Very well,’ said Kerela. ‘We will open the path and summon the Shroud Master. Be prepared for his appearance. Construct the circle.’

Eight voices intoned quietly, speaking the words that would shape the mana and begin the summoning. Barras’ heart beat faster, his hands pressed harder against the greystone, his words, ancient and powerful, rolled around his mouth like oil in a drum, spilling from his lips in a single unbroken stream.

The flow of the mana changed. At first, gentle tugging distorted the shape of its course up the wall segments. More urgent pulls followed before, with a suddenness that stole a heartbeat, the mana flow snapped away from the walls and was driven, not by nature and stone but by mages. Residual flow continued to circulate but, at eye-level, a circle of mana was established, maintained by all eight senior mages, a hand’s breadth wide, solid yellow and absolutely still.

‘Excellent,’ murmured Kerela, her voice quieter now, her concentration completely on the spell in preparation. ‘We have totality. Now, draw the shape to a column that kisses the stone at our feet.’

Julatsa’s Mage Council took their hands from the wall behind them and let their fingertips enter the mana circle. To Barras, it was a feeling like touching soft cloth, delicate and beautiful. As he drew his hands down in exact synchronicity with his fellow mages, forming the flawless cylindrical shape with his mind as much as with his hands’ heightened touch sense, Barras rolled one word over in his mind. ‘Gently. Gently.’

To tear the cylinder would jeopardise not only the spell but the health of the Council. This far into the casting, headaches, bleeding from the ears and temporary blindness were real risks of any mistake or backfire.

But mages were elected to the Julatsan Council for their skill and, with all mages finishing in a crouched position, the column was complete and perfect in less than a hundred beats of Barras’ heart.

‘Excellent,’ breathed Kerela. ‘Is everybody secure?’ No one indicated otherwise. ‘Endorr, Seldane, Deale, Torvis. You will anchor the column. On my signal we others will withdraw. Do not resist the extra burden, keep your minds open.’ She paused. ‘On my count. Withdrawing in three, two, one . . .’ Barras, Vilif, Kerela and Cordolan withdrew their hands and stood up. Barras smiled as he saw Endorr accept the rising mana stamina drain with a puff of his cheeks and nothing more. The old elf had to resist an urge to pat the young mage on his shoulder. He really was very accomplished for his age.

The four anchoring mages steadied themselves. Until the completion of the summoning, they would focus all their energies on maintaining the mana column in its perfect state. Should it breach  before the summoning was complete, the forces unleashed would rip the Heart to pieces.

Kerela gazed briefly around Julatsa’s central chamber, nodding in admiration.

‘We are a strong Council,’ she said. ‘Our inevitable weakening is a tragedy for Julatsa.’ She sighed and pressed her hands together. ‘Come. Stand for the summoning. Barras, you will keep the portal open.’ Barras nodded, disappointed but not surprised at the relief he felt. As the portal guard, the demons could not take him nor risk being trapped in the killing air of Balaia.

The four mages stepped right up to the mana column, their faces scant inches from its still surface. Each mage stared directly ahead into the eyes of the mage opposite, pairing for strength. Kerela opened her mouth to speak.

‘Though I say the words, we shall all create the shape. Lend me your strength.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Heilara diun thar.’ The temperature in the room dipped. Kerela’s next words steamed from her lips. ‘Heilera diun thar, mext heiron duin thar.’ The quartet of mages plucked more mana from the air, forming a tight disc of swirling yellow shot through with blue flecks.

The disc hovered above the cylinder, spinning fast, its edges blurred.

‘Slowly,’ said Kerela. ‘Draw it gently inside the cylinder.’ With their noses touching the perfect yellow column, the disc-mages moved the disc inside, feeling its edge stir the calm of the anchored mana shape as it descended.

‘Heilera, duin, scorthos erida,’ intoned Kerela. The blue in the disc gained in intensity, deep pulses flaring along the inside of the column, shuddering the anchoring mages. Their grip remained firm.

The disc descended, Barras and the three controllers struggling to keep it horizontal and maintain its crawling pace against a force that sucked from below and gained in strength: the demons knew they were coming.

‘Steady,’ urged Kerela, her voice distant with concentration. ‘Steady. Cordolan, you are ragged.’ The disc, which had wobbled minutely, steadied immediately, the flaring inside the column violent as it dropped still further, crossing the mana candle, caressing the stone floor.

‘Barras, be ready,’ said Kerela. ‘Heilera, senduin, scorthonere an estolan.’ A black dot appeared in the centre of the disc, widening quickly. Blue mana light flowed out, expanding as the hole grew. With a snap, the disc became a thin circle of Julatsan mana, containing a flow of ferocious blue light which hammered at the apex of the Heart and spilled down the greystone segments. Whispering filled the air, taunts, demands, gentle offers laced with evil, crowding the mages with their sound. The words picked at their courage, the susurrant tone leaching through their bodies, setting skin crawling, heads spinning and drying mouths. The door to the demon dimension was open.

‘Barras, are you steady?’ asked the High Mage. Barras nodded, unable to speak. Every muscle in his body was taut, his brain felt as if it heaved in his skull, yet he knew he could maintain the door indefinitely. The forces trying to smash away his control and flood the Heart were not strong enough. His confidence escalated, his muscles began to relax, the pressure in his head easing. He smiled.

‘Yes, Kerela, I am steady. Call the Shroud Master.’

‘Aye,’ said Kerela. ‘Cordolan, Vilif, step away from the column. This is my task alone.’ The High Mage plunged her head into and through the column, burying her face in the blue demon light. Barras saw her features strain, leaving her face skull-like in the mage light. The old elven mage held the door still. Not for Julatsa but for his High Mage, for Kerela.

For her part, Julatsa’s elder mage stared full into the face of the demon gale, and with her voice as strong as the moment she had begun the spell, she spoke.

‘Heilera, duis . . . I, Kerela, High Mage of the Julatsan Council of Balaia, call you, Heila, Great One and Shroud Master. Come to me, hear our request and state your price.’

For a time, there was nothing. The whispering was unchanged, ignoring the summoning High Mage.

‘Hear me,’ said Kerela. ‘Heila, hear me.’

Abruptly, the whispering ceased.

‘I hear.’ The voice, warm and friendly, attacked the air of the Heart. The Council members started but the anchor held firm. So did the gateway.

And then He was there. Alone. Floating above the candle and  rotating slowly, legs crossed, arms clasped and in his lap. And with his appearance, the column evaporated, the anchor mages waking from their reverie of concentration as the mana flow rebuilt along its natural lines.

Only Kerela stood firm, within touching distance of the Demon Shroud Master.

‘Your presence is welcome,’ she said.

‘Hardly,’ replied Heila. ‘Hardly.’ And he seemed genuinely sorry to be in their company.

Barras backed away but kept his mind firmly focused on the dimension door. To let it close would be a disaster. Before Heila’s inevitable death in an alien dimension, he could tear their souls to shreds. Around Barras, not a breath was drawn from the Council who, all but Kerela, had retreated to their wall segments. As if distance would make any difference.

In the centre of the Heart, floated the demon and the incomprehensible part of it was that, to Barras, the appearance and bearing had no evil about it. Heila was a little over four feet tall, his naked humanoid body coloured a gentle deep blue. His head was bald, embossed with pulsing veins and around his cheeks, upper lip, chin and neck, sprouted a carefully tended beard. His eyes, small and sunken, were black and as he turned past Barras and caught the mage’s eye, the elf saw all the malice they contained.

Heila’s motion stopped when he faced Kerela. He frowned, brows darting in to give his face a pinched, angry look.

‘I was resting,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you require and we will discuss a price.’

Barras shivered inwardly. That price would be the soul of one of the Council for as long as Heila wanted it.

Kerela met Heila’s eyes without flinching.

‘Our College is at risk from invasion. The enemy must not breach our walls. We require a Shroud to encircle the walls, protecting those inside and taking everyone who dares touch it. The Shroud must encompass the principal mana flow of the College which must not be lost.’

‘And for how long will this Shroud be needed?’ asked Heila.

‘Until the siege is lifted. Several weeks. We cannot be definite.’

Heila raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? Well, well.’ His rotating motion  began again, his bleak eyes searching deep into the faces of the Council.

‘There is a price,’ said the demon. ‘You understand our energies are depleted by the maintenance of a Shroud. We must have fuel to replenish ourselves.’

Barras felt a cold trickle through his body. Human life reduced to fuel for a demonic conjuration. It was barbaric, hideous. It was also Julatsa’s only choice. Heila had stopped and was looking at him. He fought briefly and successfully to maintain his concentration on the portal.

‘And you are the lucky one,’ said Heila. ‘I cannot touch you. Shame. Your elven soul would have been my choice.’

‘We are none of us lucky.’ Barras’ calm voice was no reflection of his inner bearing. ‘Today, we will all lose people we know. Choose and begone.’

Heila smiled, his body snapped round to face the High Mage.

‘You, Kerela, are the chosen. You will fuel the Shroud your College so desperately needs.’ There was a hiss of indrawn breath. No demon should take the High Mage. It was like felling the tree before its fruit had grown. But Kerela just smiled.

‘So be—’ she began.

‘No!’ shouted Deale, his face pale, his body shaking. ‘If she goes, saving the College is worthless. Don’t be bloody-minded, Heila. If you want an elf, then take me. When I entered this chamber I knew I would be chosen. And when you were summoned, you knew it too. Take your rightful victim. Take me.’

Heila spun to face Deale. ‘Remarkable,’ he said. ‘But I fear you are in no position to bargain.’

‘We can always despatch you back to where you came from, empty-handed,’ said Deale evenly, his face slick with sweat.

‘Then you would not have your Shroud.’

‘And you would not have the soul of a Julatsan Council member, let alone that of the High Mage.’

‘Deale, I—’ began Kerela.

‘No, Kerela. He will not take you.’

Heila regarded Deale coldly. ‘I am not used to being challenged.’ Deale shrugged. ‘Very well.’ Heila began his rotation once more. ‘Hear me, Council of Julatsa. This is the bargain I offer you. 

‘The soul of Deale the elf is not so highly prized as that of either Kerela, the High Mage, or Barras, the elder negotiator. But I will agree to take him over any of you on one condition. If, after fifty of your days, you still need the Shroud to keep your enemies at bay, either Barras or Kerela shall walk into the Shroud to provide new fuel. I leave it to you to decide who it should be. If neither of you approaches the Shroud, it will be removed and you will be left to die. Do we have a bargain?’

‘The price for a DemonShroud is only ever one soul,’ snapped Kerela. ‘If mine is prized enough, then . . .’

‘Kerela, the College cannot afford to lose you,’ said Deale. ‘Not at this time. We need a leader. You are it. You have to stay.’ Deale spun to take in his colleagues. Barras could see each of them struggling to avoid his eye. ‘Well, don’t you agree? I should be taken and Kerela should remain? Well?’

The old mage watched as first one, then another of them nodded. All reluctant, all knowing that by their agreement they saved themselves but none wishing to condemn Deale to death.

‘There,’ said Deale, his voice strong though his body still shook. ‘We have agreement.’ He faced Heila who was regarding him solemnly, one hand on his chin, lipless mouth partly open to reveal his tiny razor-sharp teeth. ‘Heila, Shroud Master and Great One, we have a bargain.’

The demon nodded. ‘Never before have I heard man or elf argue so strongly for his own death.’

‘When will the Shroud be raised?’ demanded Kerela, looking not at Heila but at Deale, her eyes brim with tears.

‘The moment I am gone and the portal is closed. It shall stand outside your walls and encompass the core threads of your mana as you require.’

Kerela nodded. ‘Be of your words, Heila. Our friend sacrifices himself for this. Deale, the blessing of the College shall go with you. I . . . Your sacrifice is such that . . .’ She trailed off and smiled at Deale. It was the saddest smile Barras had ever seen. ‘Find peace quickly.’

‘Time is short,’ said Heila. ‘You have fifty of your days. Count them, as I will.’ His gaze snapped to Deale. ‘For you, my friend, those days and any after them that I choose shall each seem an  eternity. Come with me.’ His hand extended, stretched beyond the confines of the portal, passing through Deale’s chest and suffusing his body with blue light. At the end, Deale was calm. His face displayed no fear. He jerked once as his soul was taken, his body falling to the ground betraying no evidence of the violence of his mortal death.

Heila rotated fast and fell through the portal, Barras slamming it shut behind him. There was a momentary whispering, then all was still.

‘It is done,’ said Kerela, and her voice cracked. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she sank to the floor. Seldane walked quickly to Deale’s body and closed his eyes.

‘We must—’ The door to the Heart burst open and Kard staggered in, hands clutching at his ears, his face colourless, his eyes wide. He should not have been able to cross the threshold, such was the weight of mana in the Heart, but the clamour that followed him in told its own story.

The stifling pressure of the fuel of magic was as nothing compared to the screams of those, Wesmen and Julatsans, that soared over the noise of battle, silencing every blade. It was a sound quite unlike anything that could be associated with the Balaian dimension. Piercing, driven cries that emanated from the depths of human bodies as souls were torn from their living frames, echoing through the skulls of everyone who heard them, grinding teeth and freezing muscle.

Kerela raised her head and locked eyes with Barras, all the horror of their actions reflected there for the old elf to see.

The DemonShroud had risen.




Chapter 4

As it always does, curiosity eventually got the better of fear. The return of Sha-Kaan to his own dimension removed the immediate threat of death and, by the time The Raven walked slowly into the Central Square, a crowd was gathering around the body of the dragon.

‘Back in a while,’ said The Unknown, trotting away towards the corpse. Ever the warrior, ever the tactician, thought Hirad, watching his friend shoulder his way through Darrick’s cavalry. A knot of Protectors with their backs to him parted instinctively to let him through. He hadn’t gone to stare and shake his head at the enormity of it all. He’d gone to check closely for weak points; any chinks in the dragon’s hide that might help them.

Hirad wasn’t convinced he’d find any and for his part had seen enough of dragons for one day. For a lifetime, come to that, but that wasn’t a choice that was his to make any more. He trudged back towards Will’s spluttering cook-fire and the tunnel that led into the pyramid and the former tomb of the Wytch Lords. He needed something to calm his nerves and hoped there was at least a drain of coffee left in the pot balanced precariously on the shifting embers.

Ilkar had walked back with his arm around the shoulders of the nervy barbarian, not saying a word all the way. Hirad felt him tense as they neared the tunnel. Just in the shadow stood Styliann, above the prone form of Denser and the kneeling Erienne.

‘Can’t that bastard go somewhere else?’ muttered the Julatsan mage. ‘His presence offends me.’

‘I don’t think he’ll hang around long after he’s heard what we have to say.’

Ilkar snorted. ‘Well, I’d like to think he’d take the quick way back to Xetesk, too. Unfortunately, we’re all going the same way.’

Hirad was quiet for a time. ‘You know, I was looking forward to joining the war against the Wesmen,’ he said after a while and just as they stopped at the fire. ‘It seemed like a return to the simple things. But this . . .’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Ilkar. ‘C’mon, sit down. I’ll check the pot.’

Denser had heaved himself to his feet and stood leaning against Erienne, expectancy and anxiety radiating from his pale features in equal measure.

‘I think you’d better come out here and listen to this,’ said Hirad. ‘That includes you, Styliann. Things aren’t so good.’

‘Define “not-so-good”,’ said Styliann, emerging into the sunlight and absently adjusting his shirt collar.

‘Let’s wait till we’re all gathered, all right?’ said Ilkar, handing a half mug of coffee to Hirad and sitting beside the barbarian. He nodded in the direction of the dragon’s body, from which Will and Thraun were coming. The Unknown hadn’t finished his examination. ‘I don’t want to report anything inaccurately.’

 



No one had dared even to reach out a hand to touch the dragon’s cooling corpse until The Unknown crouched by its head and heaved back a heavy eyelid. From another dimension, it might have been, but The Unknown knew a dead animal when he saw its eye and this one was dead.

He let the lid snap back over the milky white eye rolled up in the skull of the beast and leaned back on his haunches, appraising the dragon, which lay on its side. Close up, he could see its rust-brown colour was due to two distinct scales, one a deep red the other, less prevalent, a dull brown. He let his eyes flicker over the head, a wedge-shape about three feet long from the nostrils, which overhung the jaws, to the base of the neck. One fang was visible beneath folds of tough hide that served as lips. Another, broken, lay a few feet away. The shard was about four inches long. The Unknown picked it up, turned it over in his hands briefly and pocketed it.

The bony skull wedge swept back to protect an apparently vital area of neck beneath it. Inadequately, The Unknown decided, given the multiple puncture wound inflicted so easily by Sha-Kaan.

He leant forwards again and attempted to open the jaws, levering  against the huge muscles in his arms. They parted slightly but sprang back together as he sought to look inside the mouth. He glanced up and caught the eyes of two of the thirty or so men and Protectors prodding at the carcass.

‘Give me a hand here, would you?’ he asked. The cavalrymen practically fell over themselves in their haste to aid not merely a member of The Raven but The Unknown Warrior to boot. Together, the three of them laid the dragon’s head flat on its side and, while Darrick’s men held the upper jaw, The Unknown levered down the lower and looked inside, gasping at the foul stench from within.

There was nothing too unusual about its teeth. Four large fangs, two up, two down, were the mark of a predator, as were the rows of shorter, conical incisors at the front of each jaw. Crushing molars lined up as the jaw went back but it was the gum below and inside the jaws that interested The Unknown.

He counted half a dozen angled flaps of skin, each covering a hole. Working at one of the flaps, he could feel the retractor muscle move and, as he did so, a drop of clear liquid spilled on to his palm, evaporating quickly. It was all he needed to understand about where the fire came from.

He nodded his thanks to the two cavalrymen and stood up, letting go the lower jaw which closed with a wet squelch. He looked along the dragon’s length and began walking slowly down it. Slightly kinked, the neck was perhaps eight feet long, letting into the bulk of its belly. It was an altogether more slender beast than Sha-Kaan, built for speed but, thought The Unknown, given the ease with which it was killed, inexperienced. Young. Elbowed forelimbs ended in small claws, an evolutionary trait that suggested a move towards a need for relative delicacy. Each claw was hooked and sharp and forged from bone, not a hardened material like nails.

Just above the forelimbs were the roots of its wings and The Unknown didn’t have to get close to see the immense muscle groups that powered the animal through the sky at such speeds. At another request, ten willing men dragged the free wing wide against the strain of its contracted muscles.

The outside arc of the wing covered a length of around thirty feet and was a flexible bone as thick as The Unknown’s thigh. A further  twelve bones led from a complex joint at the end of the bone and stretched between them all was a thick, oily membrane.

‘Hold it taut.’ The Unknown drew a dagger and stabbed down at the membrane, drawing a scratch which yielded a little dark fluid. Not blood, more of the oil. He dragged a finger through it and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, feeling its smooth texture. ‘Interesting,’ he said. But the membrane, although perhaps only a half inch thick, would not tear. ‘Thank you,’ he said. And the men let it go. It snapped back against the body, a protective mechanism that transcended death, creating a breeze that kicked up more dust, merely emphasising the incredible power of the beast.

The length of its neck was a fifth of its main body. With the dragon on its side, its bulk was taller than The Unknown and he traced his fingers along the softer, paler underbelly scales, feeling the rasping roughness of those that armoured its sides and back. Again he drew a dagger, this time squatting by the belly. But again, his stabbing made no impact.

He frowned and turned his attention to the scorch mark along the flank which ran for twenty or so feet. Here, the skin was blistered and blackened, deep wounds showed in half a dozen places and a gory black ooze filled the tears and hard burns. But even this had not been a fatal wound. Not even the full force of Sha-Kaan’s breath could inflict that in one strike.

‘Gods, but you’re tough bastards,’ he murmured. The search for a weak point went on.

 



‘What the hell is he doing?’ asked Denser dully. The Unknown could be seen striding along the dragon’s upper flank towards the twenty feet of thin, balancing tail, poking his sword in here and there, striking hard in other places and always shaking his head.

‘Working out how to kill one, I expect,’ said Ilkar.

‘Fat chance,’ said Hirad.

‘So why does he bother?’ asked Denser, pursing his lips and lying back, his interest gone.

‘Because that’s what The Unknown does,’ replied Hirad. ‘He has to know, for better or worse, the enemy he’s facing. He says knowing what you can’t do is more valuable than knowing what you can.’

‘There’s sense in that,’ said Thraun.

‘This is all very fascinating,’ said Styliann. ‘But do we really have to wait for him?’

‘Yes,’ said Hirad simply. ‘He’s Raven.’ The Unknown was walking back towards them. He rammed his sword back into its scabbard, having first unlinked the chains that held it in place, hilt over his right shoulder, point below the back of his left knee, and dropped it at his feet as he reached them. He sat, frowning.

‘Well?’

‘Sha-Kaan was right. Even assuming we could get near it, the only soft tissue is inside the mouth and I can’t see it opening its jaws and showing off its throat to help us out. Our one chance is to dry out the wings. They secrete some form of oil and, without it, I think they might crack under heat. But again, covering the area they do, that much flame is only going to come from another dragon.’

‘Eyes?’ Hirad shrugged.

‘Small target. Not viable if the head is moving. One of those things in this dimension could kill anything and any number it wanted.’

‘You’ve forgotten the power of magic,’ said Styliann stiffly. The Unknown ignored him.

‘The hide is incredibly tough. Even on the underside and the wings. Acid might have an effect, so will certain flame- and perhaps ice-based magics. But, as with all these things, our real problem will be getting close enough.’ The Unknown breathed out through his nose. ‘The bare fact is that if one attacks and you’ve nowhere to hide, you’re dead.’

‘That’s not the answer we were looking for,’ said Ilkar.

‘So going there will be suicide,’ said Hirad.

‘So will staying here, apparently,’ said Will.

Denser raised a hand. ‘Hold on, hold on. What are you talking about now?’ The Dark Mage was staring straight at Hirad.

Ilkar nudged the barbarian. ‘Go on then. Sha-Kaan’s your friend, after all.’

‘He’s not my friend,’ said Hirad.

‘Closest thing to it,’ returned the elf.

‘Oh, right, yeah. I noticed how he went out of his way to not actually burn my skin off or bite me clean in two. If that’s not friendship, I don’t know what is.’

Ilkar chuckled. ‘See,’ he said. ‘Bosom buddies.’

‘So just because—’

‘Must you?’ Denser’s voice cut across Hirad’s next remark. ‘We just want to know what’s up.’

‘You don’t,’ said Hirad. ‘But here goes anyway. The situation, I think, is this.’ He breathed in deeply and pointed behind him. ‘That rip in the sky is a direct corridor to the dragon dimension. Apparently, there’s a similar mess in the sky on the other side. The trouble is, Sha-Kaan’s family, he called it a Brood, the Brood Kaan, has to defend the rip to stop other Broods coming here to destroy us.’ Hirad nodded at the dragon’s corpse. ‘That’s because they have no way to close the rip. Sha-Kaan says we have to close it.’

‘Oh, no problem,’ said Denser. ‘We’ll just snap our fingers and the job’s done. How the hell are we supposed to achieve that?’

‘That was pretty much our reaction,’ said Ilkar. ‘Sha-Kaan pointed out rather bluntly that it was our problem and we’d better not fail.’

‘Or else what?’ asked Erienne.

‘Or else, ultimately, another Brood will get in here in sufficient strength to do exactly what it wants,’ said Ilkar. ‘And those of us who travelled through Septern’s rip have a good idea what that means.’ For the Julatsan mage, the scenes of blackened devastation, the chaotic weather and air of violent death were all too easily recalled.

Movement caught Hirad’s eye. Darrick had ridden back into the square, his cavalry once more under his command. He made for the dragon but changed direction at a wave from the barbarian.

‘I think he ought to be in on this,’ said Hirad. Once apprised, Darrick’s face was as gloomy as The Raven’s.

‘Now,’ said Styliann, who had remained silent and withdrawn thus far. ‘I accept that this rip, as you call it, represents a significant threat. I also accept that dragons are powerful creatures and we need to develop means of disabling and destroying them from distance.

‘What I don’t see is why other Broods would want to come here to destroy everything and why, by all the mana in the Mount, does this Sha-Kaan care if they do?’

‘Now that’s a good question,’ said Darrick.

‘Ilkar?’ asked Hirad. ‘This was where I got a little shaky in my understanding.’

‘Unknown, help me out if I get too vague.’ Ilkar rubbed his face while he thought. ‘There is a link between our dimension and the Brood Kaan. The very existence of certain elements here helps the Kaan to live and breed. These elements feed their psyche and that is as important to them as feeding their bellies. Their existence depends on the base fabric of our dimension remaining intact. If we go, they go. That’s why they care.’

‘Why don’t they just station enough dragons around the rip to guard it?’ Styliann said sniffily.

‘Well, because, strangely, they’ve got better things to do with their lives than die in our defence for the rest of time,’ snapped Hirad. ‘They aren’t our servants.’ Ilkar laid a hand on Hirad’s arm.

‘The point is, my Lord, that they are already forced into that action,’ said the Julatsan. ‘But Sha-Kaan was insistent that, one, they couldn’t guard the rip indefinitely and, two, we caused the problem and though the Kaan would help, it was up to us to sort it out.’

‘How long do we have?’ asked Darrick.

‘We don’t know,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s not helpful,’ said Denser.

‘I think the straight answer is, Sha-Kaan himself doesn’t know. He just said that when the shade covers the city, it will be too late.’ Hirad shrugged.

‘What’s that, then, some kind of dragon time-keeping code?’ Erienne was nonplussed.

‘We’re not sure yet,’ said Ilkar.

‘Then you should open your eyes more,’ said Styliann.

‘What?’ Hirad bristled.

‘Calm down, Hirad Coldheart,’ replied the Lord of the Mount. ‘I appreciate how difficult it must have been out there. But now is the time to think. There are no shadows at noon because the sun is at its highest point in the sky. Normally. But that rip will cast a shadow. No way is it big enough to shade the whole of Parve yet, but . . .’

‘Oh Gods,’ breathed Denser. ‘He’s saying it’s not static. It’s not contained. It’s going to grow.’ He turned from them, his face fallen.

‘So we’ve got a time-limit but we don’t know what it is,’ said Will, glancing up at the rip.

The Unknown nodded. ‘Yes, but we can work it out, can’t we? Measure the rate of growth of the rip’s shadow. It’ll be rough but it’ll give us an idea.’

‘Indeed we can,’ said Denser bitterly. ‘But there are bigger issues to settle as well.’

‘Like how the hell do we close it,’ said Erienne.

‘And what is happening east of the Blackthorne Mountains,’ added The Unknown.

‘To name but two,’ said Denser.

‘Not being funny, but the starting point has to be your casting of Dawnthief,’ said Hirad.

‘Absolutely,’ said Denser.

‘Sha-Kaan termed it “inaccurate”.’ There was a smile on the barbarian’s face which grew broader as the slight sank in, turning Denser’s pale face to an angry red.

‘And that great fat lizard would know, of course,’ he stormed, shaking off Erienne’s calming touch. ‘For his information, my casting of Dawnthief saved his precious psyche-feeding dimension from its biggest ever threat. I trained my whole life for that moment . . . inaccurate. Bastard.’

‘Denser, you don’t have to convince us. We know what you did,’ said Hirad. ‘But Sha-Kaan doesn’t see it that way. He doesn’t much care who runs Balaia so long as its fabric remains intact and there are enough dragonene to serve his Brood.’

‘But he can’t expect us not to try to save ourselves,’ protested Denser.

‘I tried that one,’ said Hirad. ‘No dice. He just accuses us of not understanding the power of the spell.’

‘Well, tough.’

‘For the Kaan and for us, yes,’ said Thraun.

‘Right,’ said Will into the pause that followed. ‘So what are we going to do?’

 



Sha-Kaan emerged from the gateway into a blizzard of wings, fire and snapping jaws, the noise of a hundred cries of exultation, pain and command mingling with the whoosh of wings and the whiplash of tails. The battle covered as far as he could see in any direction, the sky full with scale and claw and enough wing to shroud Parve from  the sun. It was impossible to estimate the number of dragons in the vicinity of the rip or the number of Broods involved in the battle. All he was sure of was that, barring skeleton defence of their lands, structures and peoples, the entire Brood Kaan was fighting for its collective life. There were in excess of four hundred Kaan in the sky and they were outnumbered.

Sha-Kaan roared to rally his Brood, the answering barks and cries tearing the air from all points, a surge of strength filling his mind. Sha-Kaan arced sharply upwards to gauge the situation in the skies around and below him, a phalanx of guards flew with him, defending his back.

The immediate area around the gateway was charged with battle. Better than fifty Kaan flew a defensive network across its surface, denying any attacker even the slightest chance of an entry. And for those that tried, small packs of Kaan, eight or nine strong, flew attack waves, ready to drive off portal divers.

Not for the first time in his long and fertile life, Sha-Kaan had cause to thank the intensely familial nature of dragon Broods. Together, they could overwhelm the Kaan in a matter of days, but they would never hold peace long enough to organise a concerted assault. What Sha-Kaan saw were disparate groups of attackers, none with the individual strength or guile to beat the Kaan’s defence which was well drilled and properly executed. It was no secret why the Kaan were the strongest Brood. They had order.

Even so, too many beats of this battle and the Kaan would weaken. He hoped he had instilled a sense of urgency in the humans and prayed to the Skies that they had the skill to close the gateway. If not, the Kaan would inevitably perish. All of them.

But for now, more immediate concerns crowded his mind. Below and to his left, three of the Brood Naik had isolated a Kaan from his attack phalanx. As he watched, helpless, the young dragon, twisting through every evasion move he’d been taught, caught blast after blast of flame. Eventually, the heat ignited one wing, the thin membrane gushing to fire as the oils which both lubricated the wing and provided a barrier against dragonfire were driven off, scorching bone and breaking sinew and muscle.

With a cry of mixed pain, defiance and fear, the young Kaan fell from the sky, spiralling out of control, one wing trailing smoke, the  other beating in a vain attempt to steady its tumbling body, the tail coiling and straightening reflexively, head twisting as it sought aid. None would come. Sha-Kaan did not look to see the end but he knew what to do.

‘With me,’ he pulsed to his wing-guards. He dived steeply, silent, wings angled back and in, bulleting through the air, reaching a velocity at which he would kill or be killed. The three Naik had no inkling of what was coming. Sha-Kaan’s jaws latched on to the right wing of one, pulling it wildly off balance and dragging it groundwards, his huge body barely in check as it collided with his enemy, the sound of the impact clattering dully across the sky, scales grating together. The smaller beast, flailing talons, tail and free wing, barked its fury and fear, unable to turn its head fast enough to see its assailant, flame wasted on empty sky.

Sha-Kaan’s momentum took them in to, for him, a controlled tumble, dragon falling slowly over dragon until with a sharp twist of his jaws, Sha-Kaan freed his victim. But the freedom was short and agonising. The Great Kaan opened his mouth again and unleashed a torrent of fire, taking the disoriented dragon across the head, neck and along the left wing.

Half-blinded, the Naik breathed a choking gout, scorching nothing but air. Sha-Kaan’s jaws snapped open again and this time the fire dragged the Naik from head to tail, critically injuring wing and tail muscle. Unable to fly, the Naik dropped to its death.

Sha-Kaan barrel-rolled, bellowing triumph and vengeance. He twisted his neck to assess the progress of the battle, picked another target and flew.

 



‘The question really is, was rip formation an unavoidable side-effect of the Dawnthief casting?’ Styliann’s question was not criticism but observation and Denser’s reactive tensing eased when he saw the Lord of the Mount’s expression.

The four mages still sat around the fire. Denser’s pipe smouldered in his mouth and it was an effort even to suck to keep it vaguely alight. He rested in Erienne’s lap, she absently stroking his hair, and Ilkar sat with them, poking at the embers with a hardwood stick. Styliann, his dark hair brushed back into its more usual tight ponytail, sat alone on the opposite side of the fire.

Out in the square, the rest of The Raven stood with Darrick, discussing the most accurate way to measure the noon shade. They hadn’t long to come up with a solution. It would soon be midday.

Those of Darrick’s cavalry and Styliann’s Protectors not involved in guard and sentry duties had been detailed grimmer tasks. The city had to be cleared, corpses burned and every building searched for hidden enemies. Parve had to be returned to its dead state. Not a soul could remain save the volunteers Darrick would have to find to measure the shadow day by day and commune their findings.

For the quartet of mages, their talk was the heart of the problem. How could the rip to the dragon-dimension be closed before the Kaan strength collapsed and Balaia fell victim to a deluge of fire?

‘To answer your question, my Lord, we’ll have to pull out every text of Septern’s held by the Colleges,’ said Erienne. ‘It seems obvious now that the basis for Dawnthief’s power is the creation of a rip into a vortex in interdimensional space. Presumably, the complete casting opens a rip big enough to suck everything in, hence “light-stealer”.’

‘And my training focused solely on control of the casting parameters, not on withdrawal,’ said Denser with a shrug.

Ilkar ceased his prodding of the fire. ‘So what you’re saying is that there could have been a way to close off the vortex as you shut down the mana shape.’

‘Yes, but that was not detailed in the main casting texts. It might be in the Lore somewhere. Septern’s understanding of dimensional magic was very deep.’

‘Well, it wouldn’t ever be in the casting texts,’ said Erienne. ‘If you think about it, closing the vortex at both ends, which is what you’re talking about, requires a new spell.’

‘You’re assuming that nothing in the Dawnthief text and shape formation produces the same effect,’ remarked Ilkar.

‘Well, there isn’t.’

‘And what makes you so sure, Dordovan?’ Styliann stared at Erienne straight down his nose.

‘Oh, please, Styliann, we can do without your pious condescension, ’ snapped Ilkar, surprised at his tone with the Lord of the Mount. ‘This is far bigger than any one College. Just listen to her.’
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