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A WINTER TABLEAU, STARK AND COMPELLING.


Not a hundred yards from the west gates of the fortress walls of Paranor, a small clearing is revealed within the giant old growth, barely visible through the curtain of new snowfall. An earlier snow leaves the clearing and the surrounding forest in a foot-deep covering of white. Darkness no longer shrouds the world, as the night has diminished and the first glimmerings of dawn have surfaced on the distant horizon.


All is silent in the forest; birds and animals alike have gone still.


All is sleep-claimed and frozen in place; there is an unnatural feeling to the air as Tavo Kaynin staggers forward, thrown off balance by the force of his thrust.


He has slipped from hiding, crept up on his sister from behind, bearing in his hand the legendary blade known as the Stiehl, and has driven it through her back. The killing blow is the culmination of a journey he has pursued since he decided that she betrayed him through abandonment and neglect and therefore must die. The satisfaction he feels when he strikes her down is immense, a release of pent-up frustration and rage that has haunted him for weeks. Here, at last, is an end to it. Here, at last, is the revenge he has been seeking.


Yet even as he revels in his success, he experiences an unexpected sense of loss. His sister is the last of his family, the last connection to anything from his old life, and a sudden welling-up of doubt and deep mistrust of his own feelings infuses him. By killing her, he brings about a desperately needed resolution to his madness. Or does he? What has he truly done?


A split second later, his feelings are scattered to the winds blowing softly around him.


Something is wrong, he realizes.


His weapon and arm have both passed completely through her body, have found no substance but only empty air. He staggers off balance now as a result, his momentum unhindered by his anticipated encounter with flesh and blood—by a solidity he should have found from driving his knife into her body. Instead, she is no longer even in evidence—she has vanished entirely—and he realizes instantly that he is mistaken about everything.


“Stand where you are!” Drisker Arc hisses as he wheels toward Tavo.


Tavo tries to regain his feet and flee, but the Druid is already on top of him, his hands fastening about his arm, wrenching it so violently that the Stiehl drops into the snow and disappears. At the same time, he sees that his sister stands to the other side of the Druid, unharmed and watching in shock.


He has been tricked.


He responds instinctively, lashing out at the Druid and his sister and their two companions—the Blade and the Elven prince—summoning the magic of his wishsong. But his voice is stilled before any sound can gather sufficient force to save him. He manages but one small croak before the Druid has hold of his throat and has closed off his windpipe. Air wheezes from his lungs, but it is not nearly enough to do more than produce a truncated gasp. He thrashes and squirms in his captor’s grip, but he cannot break free.


Everything begins to go black.


“Dar Leah!” the Druid calls out sharply, and the Blade is there instantly. “Take him from me.”


Tavo is gripped immediately by new hands and pulled down into the snow. A blade presses up against his throat, the sharp edge cutting into his skin. The implication is clear. If he moves, he will die. He sees how matters stand, and while a fresh wave of rage and frustration surges through him, he knows better than to test that blade. He goes limp in those strong hands and hopes that Clizia will save him.


Drisker has placed himself in front of Tarsha, and the Elven prince has moved up beside him. Together, they present a wall of defense against whatever Clizia Porse might choose to do. It seems to Tavo that she will choose to do nothing but will instead disappear back into the night. Why shouldn’t she? Tavo would, if their places were reversed. He has failed her completely. He has disobeyed her instructions to kill the Druid first and Tarsha after, and as a result he has been defeated entirely. The Druid witch is a demanding mistress and she will see him as both an ineffective and an unnecessary ally. She will not risk herself further.


His head sinks in despair.


Moments pass, and nothing happens. She is already gone, he thinks. The clearing has turned silent with fresh expectation, the snowfall growing heavier and the dawn’s light fading back into deepest gray as a result. Breath from those gathered about him clouds the air in white puffs, and a small shifting of bodies provides the only evidence that all is not frozen solid.


“Nothing,” Brecon Elessedil whispers finally.


Drisker Arc contradicts him at once. “She is here.”


The truth is quick to show itself as the words leave his lips. A massive wind arises out of nowhere, surging through the little clearing, emerging from the woods with rage and purpose, whipping against the poised figures with such violence that they stagger back several steps in response to the battering, ducking their heads protectively. The darkness deepens and the howling of the sudden wind reaches an ear-shattering crescendo.


She comes for me, Tavo thinks, elated.


But the blade still presses up against his neck, and his magic still will not respond to his efforts to summon it, so his own attempts to free himself fail as the hands of his captor tighten further.


Shadows gather and close around him, and the Druid makes warding gestures that summon blue lines of magic to pulse and shimmer against the dark. The little company huddles watchfully in the teeth of the wind, keeping one another and Tavo close, letting no one come at them unexpectedly.


Then finally the Elf brings out his talismanic stones, and light flashes out into the woods. Drisker comes to his feet, prepared to lash out, but the Elfstones find nothing of Clizia close by, their brightness ending not two dozen feet into the gloom. An instant later the wind dies, the shadows disappear, and the world returns to what it was in the early-dawn light.


“She’s gone,” Brecon announces.


“For now, yes,” the Druid agrees. “She has hidden herself to prevent us from finding her. This magic is ancient and strong enough even to thwart the Elfstones. Very rare.”


They all rise, the Blade dragging Tavo up with him. They all stand together to look off into the forest, making sure they are not mistaken. But the silence of the forest is deep and unbroken; Clizia Porse has fled.


“What was that about?” the Blade asks.


Tavo Kaynin is wondering the same thing.


“Whatever it was, it failed,” the Elf offers, kicking snow from his boots.


Next to them, Tavo is aware that Tarsha is looking over at him, and he cannot bring himself to meet her gaze. He is unable to face what he knows he will see in her eyes. Enraged as he is by his failure to kill her, he is also unexpectedly ashamed that he even thought to try. A new consciousness is seeping through him—one that is making him question everything he believed was true. Fluken is nowhere to be found, his voice stilled. All his advice now seems empty and self-serving. If Fluken were truly a friend, he would be there to help Tavo. He would be standing by Tavo as he has repeatedly claimed he would. But Fluken does not live up to his promises. He flees with the witch, a faithless liar.


“She did not fail,” Drisker says suddenly, breaking the silence. He is nudging the snow in front of him with his boot. “She did exactly what she intended to.”


He kneels down and musses the snow about with his gloved hand for a moment, then looks up. “She regained the Stiehl.”


• • •


Once they had allowed his words to sink in and come to terms with the implications, they discussed briefly what to do next. There were choices aplenty—all of them worthy, but many contradictory.


“We should find her and put an end to her,” Brecon Elessedil declared. “She cannot have gotten far, and we have the means of tracking her down. She is too dangerous to be allowed to survive. Look how much trouble she has made already. She trapped Drisker in Paranor and left him to die. She stole the Stiehl and gave it to Tarsha’s brother so that he would kill her. And she seeks far more than that, unless I am misguided.”


“You are not,” Drisker replied with a deep sigh. “She seeks to rebuild the Druid order in her own image, with herself as Ard Rhys. She will use whatever means she can to achieve this, and we know now that she had some sort of alliance with the Skaar that was meant to further her plans. But she is not our primary concern, as dangerous as she clearly is. Our primary concern is with the coming war between the Skaar and the people of the Four Lands. We already know what the Skaar are capable of doing, and their behavior suggests they are here to find a home for their people at the very least, and perhaps to subjugate the entire Four Lands at the worst. Do I have it right, Dar Leah? You seem to know the most about this.”


Dar hesitated. He knew considerably more than they did thanks to his conversations with Ajin d’Amphere—more than any of them could have guessed. Mostly, he had kept what he knew about her—and what she had revealed in their unexpected meeting after Paranor’s return—to himself. During their journey to save the Keep and its Druids, he had revealed to Drisker the details of his two brief encounters with Ajin d’Amphere, both of which took place before he even knew who she was. While Drisker was locked away, they had encountered each other a third time, and on that occasion she had revealed both her identity and the purpose of the Skaar invasion. Most of this, he had imparted to Brecon Elessedil. But even then he could not be certain how much she revealed was the truth and how much was not. He thought he understood something more of her motivations, and if he was right they confirmed what Drisker had always suspected. But even after both Brecon and he had come face-to-face with the Skaar princess in Arborlon—following her bold attempt to persuade the prince’s father to ally the Elven nation to the Skaar in an effort to hold off the Federation—he had held back the more personal nature of Ajin’s interest in him. He kept thinking it was either a whim or an attempt at subterfuge; he found it hard to believe that she was truly as interested in him as she professed.


Of one thing, he was certain. Where Ajin d’Amphere was concerned, you could never be certain of anything—and he was not convinced he knew all that much about her even now.


He shook his head. “She said the Skaar came here to establish a new homeland. Yet my senses say—and I think Brecon will agree—that she loves to play games and seems intent on pitting each Race in the Four Lands against the others. She was in some way allied with Clizia, which allowed her to gain entrance into Paranor and slaughter the Druids. When Clizia banished Paranor from the land, she then sought an alliance with the Elves. But I’m still not sure what she really wants.”


Except perhaps where I am concerned. And can I believe even that is real?


Tarsha stepped forward. “I know you have much more important things to consider, but I have my brother back, and for that, Drisker, I will always be grateful. You saved my life when he would have taken it, and you found a way to subdue him. Maybe this will give me a chance to help Tavo.”


The Druid shook his head dismissively. “I merely responded when my senses warned me. I knew what he was about.”


He paused. “Or did I?”


He turned to Tavo, hunched over and shivering to one side of the Blade. “Dar,” he said. “Find wood and build us a fire. We are freezing out here, and there is no reason to fear any further attacks from Clizia just now. Brecon, perhaps you can help.”


He did not make it sound like anything more than a request, but there was an emphasis to his words that sent both men moving away and into the trees in search of deadwood. “Tarsha, come close,” he told her.


Dar Leah gave Tavo Kaynin over to Drisker and departed the clearing with Brecon on his heels, wondering what was about to happen.


Drisker waited for Tarsha to approach, beckoning her closer when she hesitated. He forced Tavo to his knees, then placed both big hands on the girl’s shoulders. “We have a decision to make, and we must not make it lightly. I think you know that your brother is still a danger to both himself and us. And I think you know that his problems are not going to go away without a good bit of healing, and I don’t know that we have time to give it to him.”


“I have time,” she said at once.


“Not so. You cannot be with him as he is, and we cannot spare the time he needs. Nor can he be left where Clizia can find him again—especially now that she has the Stiehl back. It would be kinder and quicker to put an end to your brother right now.”


He saw the startled look in her eyes and put a finger to her lips. “Say nothing yet. Only hear me out. I said it might be quicker and kinder, but it is not what we are going to do. We are going to keep him with us, and we are going to give you a chance to help him. But you must agree that you and he will remain with us, that you will come with us and do what is needed to help the Four Lands and her people, and that you will pledge to fulfill your promise to serve as my student for the agreed-upon time. We, in turn, will see to it that Tavo gets as much help as we can manage to give him.”


She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Perhaps we should take him to the Stors for care.”


“Perhaps, but they do not treat emotional and psychological dysfunction. They treat physical ailments and injuries and have no expertise in treating mental disorders. Besides, he is entirely too dangerous to be around anyone save you and me. You know that, don’t you?”


She nodded. “He is too dangerous for me, too,” she whispered. “How can I ask you to keep him with us?”


“You don’t have to. I am offering.” He took his hands away and straightened. “A few adjustments will be necessary to make this work. I will do so, but I need you to leave me for now. Go into the woods with Dar and Brecon and keep them company. I want you all to stay away until I call you.”


She glanced over quickly at Tavo, who was looking at her now with a gaze that said he was both beaten and defeated. “You won’t—”


“Tarsha,” he said, interrupting her quickly. “I mean him no harm. He has been ill-used since setting out to find you. Yes, he has killed men and destroyed property, but he has suffered abuse that no one survives unscathed. He has been a damaged creature for many years, if what I have been given to understand is true, so he responds in the only way his mind will allow him to. He cannot reason as you and I can. He cannot see the difference between right and wrong. Not yet. But he can be made to see. He can be made to come to terms with how his mind works.”


She brushed back loose strands of her white-blond hair where the wind had blown them across her face. “I wish that for him. I wish he could be made to understand.”


“Then go, Tarsha. Leave me to do what I must to begin his healing, and come back only when you are summoned. Will you do that?”


She was already turning away. “That and much more, if it will help my brother. Thank you, Drisker, for all you are doing for him. But I will not hold you to more than that. I will not blame you if you fail.”


She walked from the clearing and into the shadows of the trees beyond, fading into the mist.


But I will blame myself, Drisker thought, keeping the words to himself.
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D RISKER ARC WAS NOT AT ALL SURE HE WAS MAKing the right decision, but having settled on it, he was determined to follow through. He moved back over to Tavo Kaynin, who had slumped to the ground, head lowered, shoulders hunched. He knelt next to Tarsha’s brother and lifted his head by his chin so that their eyes met.


“You know what I should do with you, don’t you?” he asked softly.


Tavo nodded, his gaze averted.


“Look at me!” Drisker demanded.


He waited until the other did, letting Tavo see the cold fury that burned in his eyes.


“But that isn’t what’s going to happen, Tavo. You are going to live because your sister loves you—and because she has pleaded for your life. She thinks you are a good man somewhere deep inside, and that, with time and effort, you can rid yourself of the creature you have become. I am more doubtful, but I think Tarsha deserves the chance she seeks. So no one is going to hurt you.”


He paused. “On the other hand, you are not going to be allowed to hurt anyone else. So what shall we do with you? We must keep you with us, but we must watch you constantly. We will allow you to be a part of our company and share in our efforts to save the Four Lands—not that you care about any of this just now, but you will.”


“She . . . left me,” Tavo croaked weakly, his voice carrying no more than a glimmer of the strength it had possessed earlier. “She abandoned me.”


Drisker bent close. “If you mean Tarsha, you are mistaken. She left to find help for you, and she succeeded. I am that help. If you mean that poisonous witch Clizia Porse, you are correct. She cast you away the moment you became useless to her. You have been her tool all along. She crafted you into a killing weapon using the dark magic of that blade, and sent you to kill your sister for reasons . . .”


He paused. Tavo was shaking his head in disagreement. “She . . . told me to . . . kill you. You were the one . . . she wanted dead. I disobeyed. I wanted . . . to kill Tarsha . . . not you. That’s . . . what I meant.”


Drisker nodded slowly. There was hope yet, if Tavo was seeing that much clearly. “Now you know, then, what you were worth to her. She would never have helped you unless it served her own interests. But your sister? Tarsha would help you in any way she could. She believes in you. Are you worth believing in?”


Tavo shook his head once more. “I . . . don’t think so.”


“Are you willing to help her prove you wrong?”


A nod, but no further words.


“Then this is what is going to happen. I am going to restore your voice, but you are not going to be able to use your magic again without my permission. You will have to prove yourself in order for that permission to be granted—and that may not happen for a long time. You will be one of us, but you will be given no weapons. You will travel where we decide and do only what we tell you to do. If you try to run away, you will be returned. If you try to hurt any of us, you can expect to be punished. No exceptions. You will talk with Tarsha when she asks you to, and if she chooses to speak to you about what happened when you were sent to your uncle, you will answer. And you will listen to what she says. You will be her patient and she will try to heal you.”


Tavo’s eyes were blank, and his expression was vacant. It was difficult for Drisker to tell if he understood what he was being told or not. But he did not harbor a great deal of hope that Tavo, once he was feeling stronger, would remain this docile.


Drisker pulled him up so that their faces were only inches apart. “If I find that you are deceiving me—even in the smallest of matters—the kindness I am extending you will end. You can imagine the rest. Do we have an understanding?”


A nod.


“Say the words. Make the promise.”


“I . . . understand.”


Drisker studied his face carefully, and then set him back on the ground. “If you are lying to me, I will kill you.”


He pulled from his pocket a long strand of polished wire and began to burnish it with his fingers, whispering words and chanting softly as he did so. The wire began to glow with a soft bluish light, and heat began to radiate from its surface. Magic filled the air—a pungent smell that caused Tavo to shrink back and squeeze his eyes closed in response. The Druid ignored him, working the wire, smoothing and polishing it until it shone a brilliant silver and small markings began to appear.


“Come alive, precious thing,” he whispered. And the wire began to writhe and twist in his fingers.


He worked it for almost an hour—a slow and arduous effort that left him sweating within his robes. But he did not desist or slacken, keeping a steady pace. To Tavo, he gave no thought, unworried that he might bolt or attack him or otherwise misbehave; he had seen it in Tavo’s eyes when he had warned him. For now, there would be no foolish acts.


The time crept by, but Tarsha and the others stayed away as he had directed, leaving him alone with his work. The fine wire—part of a string drawn from a metal created centuries ago and housed in the Druid archives—continued to gain strength and brilliance, lengthening now as well as softening, steadily becoming close to a living presence. The day was advancing, but a wintry gloom persisted and the air did not warm. All around him lay the snowfall, a white covering over limbs and trunks, over ground and brush, soft and feathery. The forest was still. No animals asserted their presence, and no birds flew or sang.


The world felt hushed and waiting, invisible eyes watching.


When he had finished working the wire to his satisfaction, it had become less round and more flat. The runes he had summoned earlier had become deeply etched on both sides and still glowed with silvery light. He wound it twice about itself, then turned to Tavo.


“Lean forward,” he ordered.


The young man did, with no hesitation or reluctance, either too beaten down to resist or perhaps sensing in some way that the Druid meant to help him, after all. Drisker placed the doubled length of metal about Tavo’s neck and pressed with his fingers to seal the ends together. Magic flared briefly as the bonding was achieved, and then it was done.


Drisker sat back and nodded approvingly. “Sit up straight and look at me.”


Tavo did so—his eyes focused now, his gaze clear. He started to reach for the band about his neck, but Drisker stopped him with a word.


“No.”


Tavo drew back his hands instantly, waiting on the Druid. “The collar remains on, Tavo,” Drisker said. “It is an inhibitor. It will prevent you from attempting to use your voice to summon the wishsong’s magic. If you violate that prohibition, the pain you will experience will be an excruciating reminder to not try again. That said, you now have your voice back and can speak in a normal way.”


Drisker rose, leaving him where he was, and summoned the others with a quick call. When he glanced back at Tavo, the young man was still sitting where Drisker had left him.


“Get up,” Drisker ordered. “There’s nothing wrong with you now. Say something. Let’s see if I am right about your voice.”


“I can feel the difference. My voice is fine.”


Drisker was already turning away. Easy to fix his voice, but his mind was another thing entirely.


• • •


Tarsha had walked from the clearing in a state of uncertainty, leaving her brother behind with Drisker Arc. It was difficult to do so, imagining what sorts of things the Druid might have planned once she was out of sight. She was aware that Drisker did not think it a good idea to keep her brother around, even given her insistence that she must do something to help him. She was also aware that all three men would have preferred Tavo out of the picture completely. (She could not bring herself to use the word dead.) None of them liked or trusted her brother, and she could hardly blame them for it. Nevertheless, he was her brother and the only family she had left. And she couldn’t help seeing him as the older brother she’d looked up to in their early years, before the wishsong had begun to manifest in either of them.


But she trusted Drisker, and if he said no harm would come to Tavo while she was gone, she would take him at his word.


She took her time finding Dar and Brecon, slowing noticeably as a new realization dawned on her—one unrelated to her concerns about her brother. It had been days since she had given any thought to Parlindru and her strange predictions of Tarsha’s future. The seer had made a strong impression on her, coming and going as she did without anyone seeing her. She was a calming presence, and her words were burned deep into Tarsha’s memory—especially those three predictions about the future.


But it was this one that returned to her now: Three times shall you die, but each death shall see you rise anew.


Was this not what had just happened? Tavo had come to kill her and he had thought his efforts successful until he discovered that Drisker had tricked him, moving Tarsha aside while leaving a clear image for her brother to attack. In essence, she had died and risen anew. If not in the literal sense, then surely in the abstract.


Oddly, this didn’t trouble her any more than did the prediction that she would love three times but only one would last. She had given little thought to any of Parlindru’s predictions because, after all, what good would it do? If the predictions were to come true, they were inevitable events and all she could do was await their coming. Perhaps her love for Tavo was one of three. Perhaps her deep affection for Drisker was a second. The third remained a mystery, but not a troubling one. She did pause to think what it meant that she might die twice more and rise each time, but she still thought it best to let this be. Better to let go of what you could not control and worry about what you could.


Stealing through the forest shadows, she picked up her pace and quickly found her companions, arms full of firewood as they continued to gather fuel for their fire. She was reminded again of how cold she was, and she hoped Drisker would summon them back soon so they could get warm. The day was brightening further now, the gloom pushed back a bit even within the heavy old growth, so a bit of the chill had gone out of the air.


She told Dar and Brecon what Drisker had asked of them and why, and after a quick exchange of glances, both set down their wood and stood with her as they waited for the Druid’s summons.


“So he thinks to keep your brother with us?” Brecon asked after a moment, the disbelief in his voice evident.


Tarsha nodded. “He is committed to it. I suggested it might be best if he leaves Tavo with me and goes on with the rest of you, but I think he worries that Tavo would be too much for me—even though he says the reason has more to do with Clizia Porse.”


“It might be some of each,” Dar said. He was rubbing his arms to generate some warmth within his heavy cloak. “Or even something we haven’t thought about. He is a Druid, remember, even now. And Druids are all the same in that they dissemble and conceal as a matter of course. His reasons are his own, and he will keep them that way.”


“But what can he do if he keeps Tavo with us?” Brecon asked, stamping his feet, his breath clouding the air. “How will he protect you, Tarsha, when he must reason with a twisted mind?”


She winced inwardly at those last words but kept her expression neutral. The Elven prince was simply expressing a concern for her safety, not making a judgment. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But he seemed to have something specific in mind.”


Brecon made a disgruntled sound. “Doesn’t he always?”


Dar Leah shook his head slowly. “Not always. And perhaps not so much now as before he went into Paranor. He does not seem quite the same man to me as he was before being trapped inside.”


“I sense that, too,” Tarsha said. “I know it might be odd, but it feels to me as if he has been softened by whatever happened to him in there. His edges seem blunted, his temper and his darkness less severe.”


“But he is more intense, too. More focused on his commitment to the Druid order. Before, he walked away from the Druids, gave up his position as Ard Rhys, and retired to Emberen without once looking back. If not for the Skaar invasion, he would still be in self-imposed exile. But now I sense a renewed purpose in him, a determination to embrace his role as Druid once more. When there is time, I want to ask him what exactly he endured in exile and how he finally managed to bring Paranor back into the Four Lands.”


“It could not have been a simple thing,” Tarsha agreed quickly. “He must have gone through some sort of catharsis to bring about the Keep’s return. When he first came to me while I was with Clizia and not yet aware of what she intended for me, he was distraught and despairing of his future. He did not seem to know what to do to escape his fate. There was a sadness to him then that is now gone. Something happened to him in Paranor, and I think it was more than finding a way to get free.”


They stood silently for a time, trying various ways to stay warm, thinking over the mystery of Drisker and Paranor’s emergence from limbo. Tarsha believed that the Druid was clearly a stronger person now, and that whatever was to happen to him, it would not include running away once again to Emberen. That part of his life was over.


She hoped that this new commitment she sensed in him included a renewed dedication to teaching her how to use her magic. He had reminded her that she was still his student, and still beholden to serve him for the time she had promised, so she had reason to hope her lessons would continue even in the face of all else that was happening.


“You should return to Arborlon, Brec,” Dar said suddenly. “None of this is your problem. You’ve done your part by using the Elfstones to get us this far. You don’t owe us anything more.”


Brecon nodded. “You could make that argument. But maybe I do owe something to the Elves and to myself when it comes to Ajin d’Amphere and the Skaar. They aren’t going to vanish on their own, and we both know that the Four Lands remain in danger as a result. I’m not my father. I’m not interested in sitting back in the safe haven of Arborlon while the rest of the Four Lands falls to pieces.”


“No one is suggesting that you should,” the Blade assured him quickly. “But your mother is going to wonder what has become of you, and sooner or later your father is going to find out the Elfstones are missing and know who took them. You could put all that right by leaving now and going home.”


“What, and abandon my duties as a protector of Tarsha Kaynin?” He feigned indignation. “I think not! She may need me to carry her to safety again before things are fully settled.”


For a second, Tarsha was furious at the idea she needed looking after in any way at all, but then she realized she had heard something unexpected in the Elf’s voice. He wasn’t complaining. He was expressing an unexpected interest in her—one that hinted of attraction. Within the covering of her cloak’s cowl, she blushed in spite of herself.


“You are rather good at spiriting beautiful maidens from danger,” Dar Leah acknowledged with a laugh. “Maybe that’s your real calling. You seem up to the task.”


“Enough already,” Tarsha interjected, frowning at them. “I am already in Brecon’s debt and do not think to impose further. I can look after myself.”


After that, the conversation died away. Tarsha was still getting used to the idea that the Elven prince might find her attractive when Drisker’s call reached them. Foolishness, she thought. Attraction has no place in my life. Joining the other two in picking up the fallen firewood, she hurried back through the forest to see what had become of her brother.
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SHEA OHMSFORD WAS SWIFTLY COMING TO TERMS with how hard it was going to be to rescue Tindall from Assidian Deep. It was somewhere after midnight, but he could not be certain of how much. He had been maneuvering his way through the sewage ducts of the prison for what felt like hours. Inside those metal tunnels, it was impossible to tell if it was day or night.


It was a prison all its own.


Shea was not happy about his role—and less so once Rocan Arneas had advised him of what he was going to have to do even to reach the cell where Tindall was imprisoned. Assidian Deep was a dark, monstrous tomb, a Federation disposal system for those who had transgressed in the worst of ways or fallen so far out of favor with those in power that there was no coming back. Entering it under any circumstances was bad, but entering it through the sewage ducts was almost unbearable.


Still, Shea had reached the nineteenth floor, where Tindall was supposedly held, before real trouble surfaced.


He had just removed an iron grate that barred his way down the duct he needed to follow when he heard something approaching. It was a mechanical sound—a whisking, whirring, scraping sound—so it wasn’t difficult to guess that it was a scrubber. Rocan had said that they would all be shut down for the night. But given the way everything connected with this endeavor had gone so far, Shea was not surprised to discover that someone had apparently forgotten to hit the off switch on at least one of the things. He hesitated a moment, debating whether to go back. Perhaps if he retreated down the ladder to the next level, the scrubber would turn around and go back the other way. But as he needed to be in this very tunnel to find Tindall, he’d then be left following behind a live scrubber, and that idea certainly held little appeal.


If it even was a scrubber. Maybe there was something else wandering about in here. Maybe he was mistaken about it being a scrubber.


But he wasn’t.


The machine slipped into view: a horrific assemblage of appendages ending in scrapers and wheels churning with gears that drove the metal beast inexorably forward. Shea knew at once that there was no getting past something that filled the duct system as completely as this did. Those arms moved up and down against the walls and ceiling and its squat body rolled flat against the floor, metal brushes working hard to loosen debris and waste.


Shea backed away quickly. His better judgment told him to get down the ladder as fast as he could and wait for the scrubber to turn around. Or even to go back to Rocan and attempt a different approach, if that’s what it came to.


Then an unexpected idea occurred to him, and he looked down at the substance he still held in his hand: the leather wrapping with the corrosive clay. What would happen if those damp, grimy wheels rolled over a clump of this?


He flattened a wad and stuck it on the floor directly in the path of the scrubber. Then he hastily spat on the clay and ducked down the ladder as the substance flared and dissolved into a puddle of acid. He didn’t want to be in the vicinity when the scrubber encountered the acid. That is, if it didn’t eat through the stone floor of the tunnel first. But there were not a lot of options left.


There he hung, waiting breathlessly. He did not have to wait long. After only a few seconds, gears and wheels lost their rhythm and began to clunk and grind with a clear indication of damage. Cautiously, Shea climbed back up to where he could peek over the edge of the duct and look down its length. The scrubber was now a mostly inert mass of half-dissolved metal. It was jerking in distress, and some of the undissolved appendages on top were still moving, but slowly the substance was doing its work.


Yet would it be enough?


Shea watched for an anxious moment, but then the acid must have penetrated to the mechanical heart of the beast, for it stopped shuddering and went still. Its undercarriage had dissolved enough to leave a boy-sized gap between its back and the tunnel roof. Still, forcing himself over its humped top and through that deadly tangle of frozen limbs—all while avoiding the acid that continued to eat away at its undercarriage—was one of the hardest things he had ever done.


There was a moment when it shifted beneath him, one of its outstretched arms brushing his cheek, and he was certain it would come to life again and shred him. But then he was up and over, and fleeing down the tunnel, hoping he had seen the last of the scrubbers for this lifetime.


His progress now was much quicker and surer; no further obstacles impeded his way, and nothing emerged from the gloom to challenge him. Partway along, he found the nineteenth-floor access hatch just where Rocan’s map had said it would be: a six-rung steel ladder embedded in the rock leading up to it. If there were to be problems, this was where he was likely to find them—right on the other side of that hatch. He climbed the ladder carefully, trying to muffle his movements, and when he reached the trapdoor he gave it a gentle nudge. It resisted his efforts momentarily and then gave way. Keeping tight hold of the circular handle at the top of the door, he raised it all the way, climbed another step, poked his head out, and looked around.


A long corridor of rough stone stretched away in both directions, disappearing into gloom. The walls were unbroken barriers save where heavy metal doors were embedded in metal frames, their surfaces dusty and old and worn, smooth except for a small metal slide that served as a peephole for viewing whoever was locked within. More than that, Shea couldn’t tell from where he was. His directions showed Tindall’s cell marked with an X and the number 1935 written next to it. If he assumed 19 was the floor, then he should be looking for cell 35.


But in which direction should he go—left or right? He shook his head in disgust, a mouse measuring its chances of avoiding the cat once it left its bolt-hole.


He hesitated a moment longer, wanting to be sure of what he was doing, and then levered himself through the trapdoor and into the gloom-filled corridor above. Keeping tight hold of the handle, he gently lowered the door back into place.


And immediately heard the sound of something coming.


Panic set in, worse than with the scrubber. At least that would have been a hasty death. If he were caught here, he would live out the rest of his days behind one of these metal doors: a slow, agonizing, living death. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. He instinctively turned away from the sounds approaching and went up the hall the other way. He kept his footfalls light and smooth, forcing himself to remember that any noise at all would give him away. He glanced at the numbers on the cell doors as he went: 19 . . . 20 . . . 21 . . . Okay, right direction, then. But what good would that do him if he was found and trapped out here?


A hiding place! I need a hiding place!


As if in answer to his plea, one appeared. A cell door on his left stood slightly ajar. Without even stopping to consider whether this was a good idea or not, he slipped inside and closed the door so that it almost latched. Then he backed himself against the door to one side so that anyone looking through the peephole slider wouldn’t be able to see him.


The sounds drew closer.


Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.


Somehow the scraping made things even worse. Whatever was out there was not walking as a human would. The sounds were irregular, a dragging of metal on stone. He closed his eyes in dismay. Why had he ever let himself get into this? What was he thinking to come into this forbidden place—this tomb from which no one ever returned?


He started making bargains with himself. If he got out of this, he would extricate himself from Rocan Arneas’s clutches once and for all. He would turn his back on Arishaig and flee. He would not even think about the credits he was losing. He would forget the promises of a bright future. He would never do something this stupid again.


Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.


Then the scraping stopped. Right outside his door. The peephole slider opened to permit whatever was outside a view into the cell. Shea pressed up against the wall and closed his eyes. Then opened them as he heard the door nudge open slightly, a few inches, no more.


A long pause. Intense silence settled over everything. Shea tried not to breathe.


Then the slider abruptly closed, the door was pulled shut, and the lock engaged.


Shea felt his heart stop. He was trapped.


For an instant, he panicked—remembering his thoughts of a living death while out in the corridor. He tried the door, but it would not open; there was no give at all. He had no way to contact Rocan from up here. There was no one save Rocan who knew he was here, and no one who could help him now. He had let this happen by making a bad choice and now he was . . .


He caught himself. What was he thinking? A wave of disgust swept through him. He was supposed to be smarter than this. Of course he could get out. He had let himself panic for no reason!


He reached into his pocket and pulled out the corrosive clay. Between the unexpected grate and the live scrubber, he had already used more than he was supposed to, but there might still be enough left to free himself from this cell and Tindall from his after. A small amount on each lock should do the trick, while leaving enough for Tindall’s window bars. He could still do what he had set out to do.


He opened the leather and measured what remained of his store of clay. Enough, he decided. He placed a wad of the clay where the lock secured to the door, spit on it, and jumped back. Immediately the metal began to steam and foam and finally just melt away, and the door was open. He held it in place a moment, listening for sounds of the scraping creature, then opened the door and peered out.


No one in sight.


He felt a fresh urgency to reach Tindall and get them both free before anything further happened. He stepped through the cell door and pulled it closed again, then quickly made his way down the hall toward cell 1935. When he found it, not all that far ahead, he pressed himself flat against the door and listened. Hearing nothing, he looked up and down the corridor, peering into the cavernous gloom, afraid he would draw the attention of that creature once again.


He slid back the peephole cover and peered inside. The gloom was marginally lightened by a wash of gray light that spilled through a barred window on the back wall. It illuminated almost nothing, and Shea could not even tell if the cell was occupied.


Another glance to be sure no one was coming, and then he pressed his mouth against the opening. “Tindall? Are you in there?” he whispered.


Nothing. He waited a moment.


A sharper whisper now: “Tindall! Answer me!”


A rustling this time—someone moving about. A voice, cracked and ragged, answered. “Who’s there? What do you want?”


“I’m a friend of Rocan’s.”


“Rocan’s here?”


“Not right here, but yes. He sent me. I’m going to get you out!”


A long pause, and then an eye appeared at the peephole. Shea backed away, startled at first, then held his ground so that the other could see him clearly.


“You’re just a boy! You can’t get me out. Go find Rocan!”


“Look, Rocan sent me because—”


“Go get him! Do what I told you!”


The old man was practically shouting at him. Shea backed away and looked up and down the hallway once more, certain that someone must have heard. But apparently no one had, because no one appeared.


He exhaled sharply. He’d had enough of this spiky oldster. He moved back up to the peephole, close enough that he and Tindall were eye-to-eye.


“What’s wrong with you?” he hissed, pressing his mouth right up against the grate. “Keep your voice down! There’s something patrolling the halls out here, and I don’t want it coming after me!”


Tindall grinned, a crooked twist of his mouth through a thicket of beard that hadn’t seen a trim in some time. “Oh, that’s old Steel Toe. He’s just a keeper of the cells, not a guard. Heard him scraping along, did you? He lost his foot and most of a leg a while back when he worked the crystal mines. Had to replace it all with metal. Cost him his job and brought him here to find work. He’s almost deaf, too.”


Shea didn’t care if Steel Toe could hear him or not. Someone else might. “Stand away from the door. I’m going to open it and get you out.”


He waited while Tindall moved back, then stuck a wad of the clay on the lock and spit on it. Once again, the clay hissed and steamed and bubbled, and the lock’s fastenings melted away. Quick as a cat, the boy pulled the door open.


Tindall stood in the middle of his cell, watching him. He was old and bent, all in rags with a huge bristle of gray beard that hung down to his chest. His face was weathered and lined with age, but his eyes had a sharp, predatory look. He was clapping his hands softly as the boy entered as if pleased by something.


“That’s my invention!” he crowed, pointing to the ruined lock. “I developed that substance. Gets through anything, doesn’t it? Smart of you to bring it, although I’ll warrant that was more Rocan’s doing than yours. How old are you, anyway?”


Shea glared at him. “How old are you?”


The sharp eyes blinked. “Point taken. So what do we do now? This whole building is locked down from cellar to rooftop.”


Shea pulled the cell door closed behind him and walked over to the barred window. The last of the clay went to removing its four bars, then, without asking, he went over to Tindall and ripped a piece of fabric from the tattered rags of the old man’s clothing.


“Hey!” Tindall protested, but Shea just glared him into silence. He hung the cloth out the window, then turned back to the single piece of furniture in the room—a narrow-slatted bed—and sat down.


“Now,” he icily informed Tindall, “we wait.”


Although Tindall repeatedly asked for more details, Shea did not bother to reply beyond assuring the man they were following Rocan’s instructions. After all, he didn’t really know any details; all he knew was how he got from the gates of Assidian Deep up to the old man’s cell, and he didn’t feel like talking about that.


None of this discouraged Tindall—even after being rebuffed—from striking out on his own narrative journey.


“Been here almost two months. Picked up by that Federation oaf Zakonis—who got lucky, I might add, ’cause normally he couldn’t find his way out of a closet—and he brought me here for interrogation. Did a few unpleasant things to parts of me, but nothing that won’t heal in time—except for that one finger, maybe. Anyway, he wanted to know where Rocan was, and I couldn’t tell him because fortunately I didn’t know for sure—not that I would have told him if I did. Or maybe I did tell him where he lived. Yep, I did give that one up. Anyway, we danced about for a time, but then he lost interest and just left me locked up here.”


He sighed. “Spent years in service to the Federation, you know. And this is how they repay me. Helped them develop all sorts of useful devices for their military—some of which really should belong to the public. Handheld communicators, for one. Not fully developed yet, but close enough. Everyone could have one of those. But, no, they want it all for themselves, to keep it for the soldiers, and the common man be damned. That’s how they think in this dictatorial government. Used to be a more open, democratic bunch, the Coalition Council, but that went away a while back. Ketter Vause likes it just how it is these days—him in charge and everyone else scrambling for a seat at his feet. Dangerous way to live, though. One day, some of those sitting at his feet will work around to his back and it will be all over for our Prime Minister.”


He shrugged. “But I suppose they’ll just select another snake to feed on the chickens. Isn’t that how it always happens? You go from bad to worse and nothing changes? Doesn’t matter to me, though. I’m old and my time in this hellish world is almost done.”


Shea rolled his eyes. Why did old people feel it was necessary to talk all the time?


“Don’t say much, do you?” Tindall asked suddenly.


The boy shook his head. “I don’t have that much to say.”


“Neither do I, but I say it anyway.” He laughed at his own humor. “Enlighten me—what’s going on out there in the world? A few rumors leak through these walls, so I know there’s been some sort of invasion. What do you know about that?”


Shea shrugged. “I hear it’s an army of magic users. They can make themselves disappear in battle. I guess they destroyed Paranor.”


“Ohhh, Ketter Vause won’t like that one bit! He’ll send that army of his out there to smash them. Magic users or not, he’s going to want to make them disappear permanently. Is Rocan involved in all this?”


Shea shook his head. Let Rocan tell Tindall if they ever got out of here. He was tired of talking, tired of this cell, tired of waiting, and tired of Tindall. He glanced at the door, checking to be sure it was still closed. He wished he knew how much longer Rocan was going to keep them waiting. He wished he knew something about how Rocan planned to get them out of Assidian Deep. It would be morning before long.


“How long did it take you to build Annabelle?” he asked impulsively.


Tindall looked startled and took what appeared to be a menacing step toward Shea. “How do you know about Annabelle? Has Rocan been talking out of school? Telling you things he ought not to be telling? You forget all of it. None of it is your concern, boy!”


Shea gave him a look. “Whether it is or not, old man, I’ve seen your machine and Rocan has told me a few things about it. So it’s way too late for you to be acting as if it’s some sort of state secret.”


“That machine is special!” the old man sputtered. “It has the capability to change everything. It might even change—”


“I know, I know.” Shea cut him short. “It might even change the world.”


“Well, it might. Annabelle can work miracles, and I’m the only one who knows how to make her operate. I built her, I tested her, I gave her life. She’s one of a kind, and no one thought for a minute I could build something so perfect!”


“Good for you, but don’t break your arm patting yourself on the back. If we don’t get out of here, you won’t get a chance to do anything with good old Annabelle.”


Tindall for once was silent, apparently unwilling to comment more on either his marvelous machine or the possibility of Rocan keeping his promise to rescue them. Shea found himself wondering why Rocan hadn’t told him what was going to happen after he reached Tindall’s cell. What if something went wrong?


But not much later, he heard a decided scraping sound below Tindall’s cell window and jumped up in alarm, leaning out to see what was happening. And there was Seelah, attached to the wall about six feet below, staring up at him with her golden eyes bright and shining. For a moment the boy couldn’t believe what he was seeing. She seemed to be gripping the rugged stone with claws extending from hands and feet, looking as if this was something she did all the time. Maybe she couldn’t come inside Assidian Deep’s iron cells, but apparently there was nothing stopping her from climbing the prison’s outer walls.


“Seelah,” he whispered, his tone one of gratitude more than of disbelief.


The shape-shifter rewarded him with that beautiful smile—the one that radiated affection and intense longing, the one that melted his heart as if it were formed of soft butter. She came up the wall swiftly, stopped just below him, and reached up with one hand, the claws disappearing in favor of fingers and a palm that caressed his cheek like satin.


“I don’t believe you’re here,” he said softly, reveling in her touch. He looked for a harness or a rope on her back, but she carried nothing. “Do you plan to carry us down?”


She nodded and held up one finger. One at a time. “Tindall, get over here,” he ordered.


In the distance, the sky was beginning to lighten. Morning was coming on fast. They didn’t want to be caught on the wall when the sun crested and brightened the city.


Tindall was at his side, looking anxious. “Climb through,” the boy told him. “Slide down onto her back and hook your arms around her neck. She’ll carry you down. I’ll keep hold of you until you’re in place.”


The old man didn’t say a word. He moved to where Shea was offering his coupled hands and stepped into them. Shea boosted him up so he could climb out, holding on tightly as he did so. Tindall weighed more than seemed possible for such a frail old thing, but the boy kept careful hold of him until he was settled in place.


Without turning around, Seelah scooted down the wall much faster than Shea had expected—now and then slowing to allow her passenger to adjust his position or hold on her. It took them no more than five minutes to reach the ground. When Tindall stepped off her back, there was Rocan, emerging from the shadows to embrace him.


A moment later Seelah was coming back up the wall for Shea when the alarm sounded, horns blaring from the Deep’s high tower, a wailing death knell for anyone who transgressed.


And Shea Ohmsford knew who that someone was.
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IN THE FOOTHILLS LEADING INTO THE DRAGON’S TEETH above the north banks of the Mermidon, Ajin d’Amphere stood at the forefront of her soldiers and awaited her father’s coming. There were perhaps two hundred members of her command standing with her, eager and excited—and with totally mistaken expectations. It was their belief that the king had arrived to join forces against the massive Federation army poised just on the other side of the river. It was their belief that his arrival was a cause for celebration.


And for them, perhaps, it would be. But not for her.


Kol’Dre was at her side, resolute and unmoving, standing with her now as he had stood with her for almost ten years against every conceivable threat she had faced—her comrade-in-arms, her most trusted adviser, and her closest friend. Kol was not fooled like the others, but not yet persuaded that matters would take the turn she was convinced they must. He knew her father well, but not as well as she did. In her mind, there was no doubt what was going to happen. Her father’s character, his temperament, his insistence on obedience and compliance from all of his subjects—but particularly from her—did not leave any room for ambiguity.


Facing them were dozens of newly arrived Skaar soldiers, all of them looking fresh and clean and ready to act. Ajin’s command was worn ragged by the struggles of the past few weeks. They had fought several hard battles, and they carried the marks and the memories of each. Their newly arrived fellows had come directly from home and not yet wielded a single weapon or faced a single enemy.


That would change soon enough, she thought darkly.


Unless she could find a way to prevent it from happening in the way she feared it would.


Overhead and behind the newly arrived command, the Skaar fleet hovered above the trees of the surrounding forests, poised to strike or stand down, as per her father’s orders. She had seen the command ship lower earthward, bearing the soldiers who stood before her, and she knew her father would be with them. He had sent them ahead to clear a path, and he was timing his appearance for maximum impact on his daughter and the soldiers she had brought with her. Drama, theatrics, and awe were the tools Cor d’Amphere employed as king of the Skaar, and his methods were familiar to her. He never made an appearance without at least one at his command—and preferably all three.


She had intended that her father’s arrival should come at the pinnacle of her confrontation with the Federation and its Prime Minister, Ketter Vause. But fighting a battle was not part of the plan—unless she was certain the Skaar would win. Instead, she wanted to intimidate the Federation and enter into negotiations that would allow both sides to save face and the Skaar to pursue their continued struggle for survival. With their homeland turning to a frozen waste and their people facing certain starvation, they needed a new country in which to make a life. The Four Lands offered that homeland, and the Northland with its tribes of Gnomes and Trolls would serve. It might not be the end of their occupation of this new continent, but it would certainly be a manageable start.


But her father’s mind had been poisoned toward her, and her advice on everything regarding the Four Lands would likely not be heeded.


Still, she must try to persuade him. She must try to turn aside his anger and mistaken belief regarding her actions, and be made to see that a battle at this time and place could not end well. An odd thing for a Skaar princess to advocate, but she understood the nature of the enemy they were facing and the power that it wielded better than he, and she recognized the dangers it posed to the Skaar. It was one thing to be confident—and quite another to be foolish. Her father was not the soldier she was, and lacked her ability to command in the field. He lacked her experience, as well, and led the Skaar army only by virtue of being the king of its people. She, on the other hand, led because she had proven herself to her soldiers, over and over again—by setting an example, by leading them from the front, by showing them how battles could be won against any force. But she could not tell him this. She could not be so bold and expect to walk away.


Not even in private. And in public, before so many men and women of his Skaar . . .


“He comes,” Kol’Dre whispered suddenly.


Before them, there was movement within the ranks of the newly arrived—a shifting of bodies and a scattering of cheers and shouts. Ajin watched the soldiers part, and then her father strode into view.


Cor d’Amphere was not a particularly impressive man, let alone king, but he exuded confidence and certainty in his position as he came toward her, head held high, eyes fixed on his daughter. She met his gaze with her own and held it, refusing to back away or bow or do anything but stand there and await whatever he had planned for her. All around her, soldiers were bowing in recognition of his office and his power, including Kol—but then Kol always did know when it was advisable to bow and when not to. She should have shown deference, as well, but her stubborn refusal to be intimidated kept her from doing so.


Besides, whatever was going to happen would not be changed by a bow or a posture of supplication or anything else. She held herself frozen in place.


The cost was quickly apparent. Her father came up to her and, without a word, struck her across the face with the palm of his hand with enough force to send her staggering backward. But she kept on her feet, the sting of the blow kindling anger toward her father of which she did not think herself capable. Gasps and a few muttered oaths rose from the men and women behind her—her soldiers, who loved her; her comrades, who believed in her and would follow her anywhere. She ignored them. This was between her father and herself.


Slowly she straightened and came back to stand before him. “Was that really necessary?” she asked.


“I thought so,” he answered. Anger equal to her own burned in his eyes. “You crossed a line, daughter—a line that no one has the right to cross.”


“I crossed no line. I came to the Four Lands and I swept through the Trolls who opposed us, and took Paranor in spite of the vaunted Druid magic. I wiped out their order. Then I faced down the Federation and destroyed its advance force when it came against us—”


“And thereby brought the bulk of the Federation army down on our heads, it appears!” he interrupted, shouting her down.


Silence fell over those collected, everyone waiting to see what would happen next. Father and daughter were both possessed of strong personalities. Once they had shared a closeness, true, but that was before his second marriage and before she developed a true following and reputation of her own. Now, she was aware, she was becoming a bigger threat to him by the day.


Ajin recognized the extent of the danger she was facing in her father’s scowl and clenched fists. Nothing would be gained if she alienated him completely. She had to stop things from progressing further.


She dropped to one knee and bowed her head. “I have failed to protect the Keep and its treasures. I have risked too much to bring the enemy to meet us. I am at fault, and I accept all blame. I offer no excuses.”


Her father glared at her a moment longer and then nodded. “Your apology is accepted. And I am glad that you recognize your mistakes. I trust you see why you cannot overstep the limits I set for you. You cannot make decisions like the ones you have made here without consulting with me first.”


“Father,” she said quietly, still on her knees. “In my defense, I did attempt to reach you with messages several times—particularly regarding my feeling that negotiating with the Federation might lead to an agreement that would keep them at bay. I may have misjudged, but I did try to consult you first. Another prevented me from doing so.”


Her father nodded, unsmiling. “You tread on dangerous ground, Ajin. Be careful what you say next.”


She took his warning to heart. “Sten’Or arranged to have the messages intercepted so that they would not reach you. I am not even sure what brought you here today. I had asked for you to come, but he told me when I questioned him that you would never receive that message.”


“So my arrival is a surprise?” No change in expression or tone of voice, but a hint of something else. “Is that what you are telling me?”


She nodded. “May I rise?”


He gestured permission and she rose, standing as close as she had before, hoping his anger had lessened. But shards of it lingered still in his eyes as he studied her. “And where is Sten’Or?”


“Locked away. I could no longer trust him to be honest with me once I found out he was tampering with my messages to you.”


“We will see. Have him brought to me. Now.”


Ajin turned to Kol’Dre, who departed immediately to fetch their prisoner. Moments later, he returned, guiding the now unfettered and clearly unrepentant Skaar commander with a hand clasped firmly on his arm. Sten’Or was already talking as he came up to stand next to Ajin.


“She works to undermine your authority and your position as king, my lord,” he said at once. “She plots against you and the queen. She sees herself as more the commander of your army than you are, and exceeds her authority well beyond what you permitted her. I want her removed from command and myself reinstated.”


Cor d’Amphere nodded. “Did you tamper with her messages to me?”


“No, my lord. Not a one.”


“Did someone else?”


A pause this time. “I could not say for certain. I was here, with my soldiers, when those messages came to you.”


“Except, Sten’Or, they didn’t come to me. They came to someone else. Do you have any thoughts as to whom they might have reached, if not me? They were addressed to me, I presume. So who do you think would dare to intercept them?”


Sten’Or kept his composure, shaking his head in a perplexed way. “I cannot imagine such a thing.”


“And if I told you that not only can I imagine it, but I know for certain who dared? What would you say to that?”


The Skaar commander looked away quickly and then back again. “I would say they should be punished. You are king, my lord. No one should transgress against you.” He gave Ajin a baleful look to indicate she was not above such punishment.


“Well, then. Let’s deal with the matter in a direct way. Ajin, will you kindly step a few paces over toward your confidant?”


He gave a nod toward Kol’Dre. Ajin did as she was told, wondering what was happening. Her father waited until he was satisfied with where she was standing, and then he stepped forward to face Sten’Or directly. “Kneel, Commander, and receive my reward for your service to the crown.”


Sten’Or hesitated, and then knelt as ordered, eyes on the king. “Bow your head, Sten’Or.”


As the Skaar commander did so, Cor d’Amphere nodded to a man standing off to one side whom, until now, Ajin had barely noticed. The man was a giant, all muscle and bulk. He was carrying a huge battle-ax, and at the king’s nod he came forward swiftly, the ax already rising. In a single fluid motion, he swung the blade through Sten’Or’s neck, severing his head from his shoulders. It was done so swiftly and silently that the victim was dispatched before he even knew what was happening. He died without a sound, his head rolling a few feet before coming to a stop, his body slumping to the ground in a lifeless heap. Fresh gasps rose from the soldiers who watched it happen. But Ajin never moved, her eyes fixed on her father as he strolled forward and kicked the dead man with casual indifference.
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