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Chapter One

On the farthest edges of the Milky Way, a blue-green planet hung in space. For countless millennia, Banikar had kept this world's existence a secret. It resembled Earth in many ways, but the differences between the whirling spheres of rock made this world, Elystra, special.

He'd watched with sorrowful eyes as Earth, and the human race, fell to the Jegg. Half of humanity, and most of the Terran Confederation, wiped out within months. How his rival had gloated, thinking the game was over, that Banikar's key pieces were destroyed. He'd demanded Banikar concede defeat. Banikar refused.

Banikar's opponent in this game, a being as old as time itself, thought he could win this game by overwhelming numbers. The Dark Player, as one of Banikar's key pieces called his foe, closed his unseen fists around Earth, squeezing it. But just as Banikar hoped, two of the most important pieces in the game slipped through his fingers, making their way to Elystra, where a victor would finally be decided.

Banikar's focus fractured as he sensed his opponent's thoughts.

You have played a good game. But victory will soon be mine.

Yes, Banikar agreed, it will soon be over. And when it is, you will depart this region of space forevermore.

Banikar felt a flash of anger pass through his foe.

You created a star, comprised of a material inimical to Jegg technology. I did not think you had such guile in you, Banikar. Or shall I call you “Arantha”?

Banikar allowed his pride to show through. We have played many games, you and I, and despite my numerous victories, your strategy remains unchanged. You are predictable, still clinging to the belief that brute force is all you require. I have proved you wrong countless times, and I will do so again.

I destroyed your star.

As I knew you would. Just as I knew you would give it no further attention after its destruction. The remnants of my star found their way into the hands of my champions … guided by me, of course.

Not all of them, The Dark Player replied.

Banikar did not respond.

The Dark Player continued. The world you have tried so hard to keep secret, the one place in the galaxy where the Jegg cannot go. As I said, I did not think you had such guile in you. But you have miscalculated. Elystra may be immune to Jegg interference, but not from mine. I have broken through your sphere of obfuscation, and the pawns you thought would bring you victory are now playing for me.

I am aware of what you have done, Banikar retorted. But the endgame approaches. Either my players will achieve victory, or yours will.

Watch, then, The Dark Player said. Watch as your minions fall. Watch as I claim what is mine. Watch as I plunge this galaxy into eternal chaos.

And with that, The Dark Player's presence faded, dwindling away until it vanished completely.







Chapter Two

Elzaria's breaths came in labored rasps as she clutched her Stone to her chest. Elzor sat at her side, staring at her sleeping form with a mixture of brotherly concern, impatience, and disappointment. His eyes moved from the Stone in her hand to the one in his, the one she brought him yesterday.

He scowled. The attack on the Ixtrayu had been successful, albeit at a heavy cost: nearly a third of his loyal soldiers, the Elzorath, had perished in the attack. Not only that; the squadron of men he'd sent to retrieve the third Stone had failed, as evidenced by the aliens' bird-shaped craft that bore down on Elzaria mere moments after her victory. Forced to retreat, she'd brought with her the unconscious, beaten body of the Ixtrayu's leader, the elemental Wielder, as a bargaining chip.

Elzor stared at his newly acquired Stone, trying to fathom the power locked within its translucent depths. In his sister's hands, the Stone made her twice as powerful. In his own, it was useless. At least for now.

Hearing heavy footsteps approaching, Elzor hastily wrapped his newly acquired Stone in the folds of one of his cloaks and set it next to Elzaria while draping another cloak over her body. She shifted, but did not wake.

Elzor stepped from the tent to be met by General Langon and Captain Brynak. The sun reflected off Langon's bald head as he tugged at the clasp of his cloak, which had become entangled with his long, grizzled beard. “My liege,” he said with a bow that Brynak echoed.

“Anything to report, Langon?” Elzor asked, hiding his amusement at his old friend's mild discomfort.

“Blag, it's good to be out of that ridiculous Agrusian getup,” he grumbled, finally freeing his beard from the clasp's grip. “Next time, find me clothes that fit.”

“Langon.”

“Sorry, my liege. All injuries have been treated. The Elzorath are ready to move out at your command.”

Many of the survivors who had accompanied Elzaria to the Vandan border were injured, either by his enemy's arrows or burned by the Ixtrayu leader's fire. Elzaria had won the battle by using the same tactic that had secured their victory over the Agrusian army: a deadly blanket of lightning that either killed or incapacitated every Ixtrayu who opposed them. But doing so had weakened her severely, and the two-day ride that ensued nearly killed her. It wasn't long ago that he would have been confident the Stone would heal her exhausted body, replenish her ability to Wield. Now, he wasn't so sure.

“Excellent, General, excellent. Brynak, you have made it clear to the men that there is to be no quarreling or brawling with our Vandan allies?”

“Yes, my liege,” the dark-haired captain replied. “Both armies seem to be giving each other a wide berth.” He grimaced. “Vandan allies. Never thought I'd say those words in the same sentence.”

Against all odds, Elzor's first meeting with Maxtar had been a success—inasmuch as he was able to walk away from it with his head still attached to his shoulders. He'd talked the Vandan warlord into joining forces with him in attacking Darad. What Elzor hadn't counted on was Maxtar allying himself with a royal prince of Darad: Agedor, the second son of King Aridor himself.

“Agreed,” Elzor said. “I imagine our mistrust of them is equal to Maxtar's mistrust of me. Still, I am grateful he agreed to the terms of our alliance. He's not quite the imbecile I anticipated.”

The men turned to the south. Maxtar and Prince Agedor approached, engaged in low conversation. They hadn't noticed Elzor or his men yet.

“Agedor will be a problem,” Elzor mused.

“My liege?”

“If I had to guess, that Daradian braga has made Maxtar many promises to curry his favor. I can't see Maxtar accepting anything less than one-third of Darad's current territory. How Agedor thinks this will strengthen his position as king is beyond me. He will alienate Darad's allies, not to mention most of his army. If by some miracle he attains the throne, he will not have it long.” Elzor scoffed. “I have no love for Aridor, but any man who would betray his own family in such a manner …”

The young prince looked up, shooting Elzor a mirthless smile. Elzor returned it with an equally disingenuous one of his own. Without looking at his captain, he said, “Brynak, order the men to prepare themselves to leave at a moment's notice.”

“Understood, my liege.” Brynak bowed, and walked away.

“Elzor!” Maxtar bellowed as he approached. “A word?”

As when he first came face-to-face with the Vandan leader, Elzor felt more than a little daunted by the man's towering height, which topped seven feet. Braided knots dotted the hair that dangled both from the back of his head and his chin, and much of his face had been painted with dye. The bluish-black circles that ringed his eyes gave the man a vicious, feral air.

“Yes, Warlord?” Elzor asked with the slightest of bows.

“I'd like ta know how long ya plan ta have both our armies sittin' idle. With each hour we delay, our enemies could be fortifying their positions.” Maxtar fixed Langon with a bemused smirk. “Nice beard.”

Langon, reticent as ever, simply grunted.

Elzor said, “I recognize the need for expediency, Warlord, but—”

Maxtar interrupted him with a raised hand and a scowl. “My battle plans were laid and set before ye turned up on my doorstep. I have accommodated you, yer sister—” He shot an icy glare at Elzaria's tent, “—and yer army against my better judgment. My qualities are many, Elzor, but patience is not among them.”

“I understand,” Elzor huffed, “but it would be unwise to plan our next move without her. She is the only one among us with divinatory abilities, not to mention the only one with the power to level our enemies' forces. To attack Darad without her at full strength would be tantamount to suicide.” Elzor leveled a stony glare at Agedor. “What exactly is your plan, Prince? You've been less than forthcoming about the strength of your support. I would like to know just how you plan to get more than two thousand men across the Daradian border without raising every alarm between Ghaldyn Province and Castle Randar.”

“Oh, I'm sure you would.” Agedor used his head to gesture at Maxtar. “But the Warlord and I have been planning this for nearly a season. In that time, I have made certain the soldiers under my command who are loyal to me far outnumber those who aren't. When the time comes to make the crossing, there will be no resistance. That much I can assure you.”

“And how many men do you bring to this fight?” Elzor asked, his voice dripping with bile. “Are they as willing to betray their king as you?”

Agedor hissed, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword, a motion that did not go unnoticed by Maxtar. The giant Vandan shook his head at the prince, and Agedor hastily moved his hand away.

“Over five hundred men,” Agedor replied through clenched teeth. “And yes, they will follow me even unto death.”

“So that brings our total number to well over three thousand men,” Maxtar said. “If, as your sister envisioned, the bulk of Aridor's army is still encamped at Promontory Point, then it behooves us to be on our way as soon as possible. They would have to ride for two days to reach Dar, which is still one day less than it would take for us to get there.”

Elzor faced Langon. “General?”

“King Aridor isn't stupid enough to move his entire army away from the capital,” Langon said. “He'll have left a sizable force behind. We will likely have to engage them in battle before we even lay eyes on Castle Randar.”

“Will your sister be able to join us for the final push?” Agedor said with no small amount of sarcasm.

“I wouldn't miss it for anything,” said a voice behind Elzor.

Clad in her form-hugging black dress cinched at the waist by a leather belt, Elzaria stepped from the tent to join them. Her eyes widened slightly at the sight of Maxtar, but her awe only lasted a moment. She did not even look Agedor's way.

In the twenty years since finding the Stone, Elzor watched his sister's power grow. Her control over lightning was as precise as it was deadly, a precision both the Agrusian army and the Ixtrayu had learned to their dismay.

It was only recently, that Elzaria began experiencing visions through contact with the Stone. While said visions undoubtedly made his quest more attainable, it also had a detrimental effect on her well-being. Elzaria's hair, once as dark as the night sky, now bore several strands of grey. Her face, which once exuded both strength and beauty, now looked drawn and haggard. It was as if the Stone was aging her body, chipping her soul away one piece at a time with every vision she experienced.

“Sister,” Elzor said with a warm smile. “It is good to see you up and about.”

“Thank you, my liege,” she replied. “The rest has done me a world of good.” She scanned the encampment, as if searching for something. “Where is Kelia?”

“Who?” Agedor asked, his brow knitted.

“The woman they brought in,” Maxtar answered. “Don't worry about her. She's been taken care of.”

“What does that mean?” Elzaria asked. “You didn't kill her, did you? We may need her as leverage to—”

“—to ensure our enemies' cooperation,” Elzor said, stepping in front of her. With his back to Maxtar and Agedor, he glared at her, hoping to coax her into silence. If there was one thing his allies could never discover, it was the existence of the Stones. If Maxtar or that Daradian whelp had an inkling about his final objective, it would bring their brief alliance to a very messy end.

Elzaria gave a contrite head bow.

“Keeping her alive is a waste of time, if you ask me,” Agedor scoffed.

“I don't recall asking,” Elzor cut in. “Warlord, I know this is an unusual request, but my sister is right. We have a powerful enemy that cannot be underestimated.”

“Beings from the Above? Are you serious?” Agedor broke into a coarse laugh. “You would have us believe that aliens have dropped from the sky and are now poised to oppose us?”

“Yes,” Elzaria replied. “Their craft is like nothing you have ever seen. As long as the tallest reesa tree and covered in metal from stem to stern. I only caught a glimpse of it, but it was enough. If you don't believe me, ask any of the hundreds of my brother's soldiers who also saw it.”

Maxtar held his hand up again. “Don't worry, I have not disposed of the woman … yet. As of this mornin', she's on her way to my encampment at Mount Vaska. My men have strict orders ta keep her under close guard. If she shows any signs of struggle, they'll render her unconscious.”

Elzor did some mental calculations. Mount Vaska was more than a day's ride away by merych, in the opposite direction of the Daradian border. If they did indeed move out the next day, then Kelia's ability to Wield would wane as the distance between her and the Stones increased. All the Vandans had to do was keep Kelia docile until they moved out of range, and she would be powerless. And even if she did manage to free herself, they would have a two-day lead on her. There was little she could do on her own.

“Elzaria,” Elzor asked, “will you excuse us?”

She flicked her eyes between Elzor and their two uneasy allies, then nodded.

“Yes,” Agedor added with a sneer, “go back to your tent. Leave the planning to the men.”

Elzor shot a look of contempt at the young prince, but it was nothing compared to Elzaria's look of white-hot hatred. She raised her right hand, and Agedor's eyes went wide as sparks danced and crackled over her fingertips. He took two nervous steps backward, eliciting an icy smile from Elzaria. The sparks vanished and, with a twirl of her cloak, she disappeared back inside the tent.

Langon chuckled, a deep guffaw that he tried to cover up by holding a gloved fist over his mouth. Maxtar's expression was a mixture of fascination and alarm.

“Just make sure you keep your beast on a leash,” Agedor spat, turning on his heel and walking back the way he came.

“What a braga,” Elzor muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Maxtar to hear.

“Yes,” the Warlord agreed. “The man may have the charm of a festering boil, but we need him. There'll come a time when we won't anymore.”

Elzor's eyebrows raised.

“Yer sister,” Maxtar said in a rather clumsy attempt to appear delicate, “is she … stable?”

“Oh, yes,” Elzor said, looking sidelong at Elzaria's tent. “She just doesn't like being treated as inferior.”

“I can tell. Don't worry, I ain't gonna piss her off.”

Elzor smirked. “You are smarter than I thought.”

“And now that she seems to have recovered, I trust ye'll have no objections to movin' out immediately?” He jerked a thumb in the direction of a blanket of storm clouds approaching from the south. “I think the weather's gonna turn on us by day's end.”

“No objections, Warlord,” Elzor said. “My men will be ready to leave within the hour.”

Maxtar nodded his enormous head, and strode away.

Elzaria emerged once again from her tent. She appeared unsteady, but determined.

“Sister—” he began.

“I heard. We ride for Darad.” She exhaled, furrowing her brow.

Elzor placed his hands on her shoulders. “Are you strong enough to ride with us?”

“I believe so,” she said with rather less certainty than he wanted to hear. “But you have a choice to make, brother. Consulting the Stone, though it helps us anticipate our enemies' moves, drains me more and more each time I do it. If you wish for me to be involved in the upcoming battle, then I cannot utilize this ability anymore.”

Elzor nodded, contemplating his options. He had absolute confidence in his sister's abilities, as well as those of his men. With her at full strength, they had a good chance to vanquish the Daradian army.

The only thing that could disrupt his careful plans was this mysterious alien woman. Elzor had no idea of the true extent of her power, or her enormous craft's. For all he knew, she could lay waste to both his and his allies' forces with but a gesture.

But if the aliens had the power to do this, why didn't they? If they were advanced enough to build a craft to travel beyond their world, surely their armaments were equally advanced. They could have fired upon his army as they rode away from the Plateau, but they did not.

Perhaps they are not as powerful as they appear, he thought.

Regardless, he had to proceed as planned. The only alternative was to give up, and he'd come too far, endured too much to do that. They would go on, and hope the intelligence who provided Elzaria with her visions would guide them to victory.

“Where are the Stones?” he inquired.

“Safely hidden on my person.”

“Make sure they stay that way, sister. These allies you bade me to seek out would not appreciate what our plans are after Darad falls. I just wish I had another way to obtain the third Stone.”

Elzaria leaned in close, and smiled. “Consider that wish granted.”







Chapter Three

Maeve rubbed tired eyes with her thumb and forefinger, resisting the urge to scream.

She picked a direction at random and strolled away from the large red-and-white tent she'd just exited, ignoring the curious stares Aridor's soldiers threw her way. She'd become accustomed to such looks in her brief time mingling with the people of Elystra; though her physiology was nearly identical to theirs, she was alien to this world. Their whole lives, these men had never even conceived of the possibility of a woman being able to Wield, and now they were camped just outside a village where nearly a dozen Wielders resided.

Let 'em stare. This is how things are now. If they can't accept that a woman is more skilled and more powerful than they are, fark 'em.

She slid her computer pad from its slot on her belt and activated it. According to the chronometer, which she'd long since calibrated to Elystra's twenty-two-point-five-hour day, she'd been in that tent for over two hours. Two long, unproductive hours. King Aridor's prowess at directing troop movements and battle strategies was impressive, yet two-dimensional. It wasn't something he could help, given his “medieval” upbringing, but he'd never had to deal with an enemy like Elzaria before. Aridor had said repeatedly that he would not underestimate the lightning-Wielder's capabilities, but until they could come up with a viable plan to defeat her, their best hope lay in her and Nyla's hands.

Maeve glanced up at the blanket of clouds that covered the sky, wondering if more rain was imminent. It was the season for storms, and a downpour such as the one that drenched the Ixtrayan Plateau on the day of the attack would only hamper their efforts to rescue Kelia from the Vandans.

Kelia.

Maeve's mind darkened. Nyla's most recent vision, shared by High Mage Mizar, indicated Kelia was being held prisoner at a Vandan encampment at the base of Mount Vaska. Thrown in a filthy hole in the ground, being fed scraps of meat like a wild animal, probably badly injured to prevent her from using her elemental abilities to escape.

Only a few days before, Maeve had awakened in Kelia's arms, happy and content for the first time in years. The overwhelming guilt that had weighed her down since landing the Talon on Elystra was gone, dispelled by her lover's reassurance and compassion. When they'd parted, Maeve resolved to return to Kelia's side as soon as possible.

But Elzor—and his psychopath of a sister—beat her to it.

Maeve balled up her fists, exhaling through clenched teeth. “I will get you back, my love,” she said to the ground at her feet. “And God help anyone who stands in my way.”

“Protectress?” came a voice from behind her.

Maeve turned to see Nyla approaching, her round face bearing a scowl that matched her own.

“You don't have to call me that, Nyla,” Maeve said. “I'm only filling in for your mother until we get her back.”

The girl nodded glumly in response.

It looked like the last week had aged Kelia's thirteen-year-old daughter considerably. Not at all surprising, given what she'd been through. During the battle, she'd used her Wielding to kill many of Elzor's soldiers. Just when it seemed the tide had turned in the Ixtrayu's favor, Elzaria blanketed the Plateau in a wave of energy that knocked Nyla out … but not before she witnessed Sarja, her Promised, fall to her death.

Without another word, Nyla stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Maeve. “What are we going to do?” she quaked, desperation tinging her voice. “Every day we sit here and do nothing—”

“Not nothing, Nyla,” Maeve said, returning the hug. “But there's more than just your mother's life at stake. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of King Aridor's people will be massacred if we don't intervene. The only way we can do that is if we use the Talon.” She exhaled deeply, staring into Nyla's wide, hazel eyes. “Despite its many capabilities, using it to ferry thousands of men, their merychs, weapons, and supplies is impractical. And as I've told you before, our armaments are limited. I have three grenades and a pistol with about sixty rounds. Not nearly enough to take out an army the size of Elzor's.”

Nyla gave a curt hiss, turned around and held her left palm toward the sky. Within moments, a stream of fire shot from her fingertips, stretching at least fifty feet before dispersing. Maeve took two steps back, avoiding the searing heat. She noted the gawking stares of several of Aridor's men at this pyrotechnic display, but did nothing to interrupt. She shared Nyla's frustration, a huge component of which was her guilt at arriving too late to prevent Kelia's abduction.

The fire faded away, and Nyla faced Maeve with a determined frown. “Apart from my mother, I'm one of the most powerful Wielders on Elystra. Maybe the most powerful!” Her fists clenched and unclenched in obvious exasperation. “And yet, the mighty King Aridor treats me like a toddler! Blag, I'd love to wipe that condescending smirk off his face.” She made a move to march back to the tent, where Aridor awaited their return.

Maeve stepped in front of Nyla, placing her hands on the girl's shoulders. “Whoa, whoa, kiddo, cool your jets. Part of being a leader is being able to keep your emotions under control.”

Nyla cocked an eyebrow. “You're one to talk. You were as angry as me when you stormed out of that tent.”

Embarrassment washed over Maeve. Nyla did have a point. “Well, this is new territory for me too, you know. I'm a soldier. A pilot. I fought the battles, I didn't plan them.”

“But you were a commander.”

“Of a small unit with only twelve people. If any of my squadron ever got out of line, I just kicked their arse. Kings and generals have to create strategies on a far larger scale, and I doubt my more … direct approach would go over well with His Highness.”

“No, it would not,” said Mizar, who eyed them from several paces away. Clad in his usual black tunic, cloak, and skullcap, Maeve had to admit that Mizar cut an imposing figure despite being in his late fifties. He seemed much more open-minded to including the Ixtrayu Wielders, and Maeve, in their battle strategy. Being born to an Ixtrayu mother, Maeve reasoned, probably had a lot to do with that.

“High Mage,” Maeve said with a polite head bow.

“Uncle Mizar,” Nyla said.

Mizar smiled down at his grandniece, and returned the bow. “You'll have to forgive His Highness. Despite his extensive training, his battlefield experience is rather limited. All throughout our journey here, he prepared himself to meet with Kelia. Being confronted instead with …” He averted his gaze.

“Aliens from the Above?” Maeve offered. “Go on, you can say it.”

“Uh … yes.” Mizar shuffled his feet. “King Aridor is trying desperately to save everything he is pledged to protect. In the space of mere days, all he's ever known has been turned on its head. Female Wielders, mystical Stones …” He grinned again. “Aliens from the Above …”

“Like it or not,” Maeve said, “this is how it is now. Aridor's not the big fish in the little pond anymore. He has to accept that, or we're never going to get anywhere.”

Mizar raised an eyebrow. “ 'Big fish in the little pond'?”

“Sorry. It's an Earth saying,” Maeve said, stifling a chortle.

“I like it,” Mizar said, and his face became stern again. “I know he may come off rather brusque, but believe me, it's nothing compared to his father. If it were Armak inside that tent instead of Aridor, he'd be as immovable as Mount Calabur. You can thank Belena that Aridor is as receptive as he is.”

“Belena?” Nyla asked.

“His wife, the Queen of Darad. She's advocated a more liberal attitude toward our female citizens since she and Aridor were wed. That he's come this far is a testament to her influence.”

Maeve smiled. “I like her already.”

“Rest assured, I will continue to counsel him as the face of our world changes. He'll come around.” He gestured back at the tent. “Shall we resume?”

Nyla gritted her teeth. “If he calls me 'child' one more time, I'm burning that tent to the ground.”

Mizar folded his hands inside the sleeves of his cloak, and bowed. “Consider him duly warned.”

* * *

Aridor rolled up the map they'd been staring at for the past two hours and handed it to Harg, the captain of his personal guard. “So we're agreed?”

“We are,” said Maeve, turning to Eloni and Liana. “Councilors?”

“Yes,” Liana agreed. “We thank you for your offer of protection, Your Highness.”

After a stressful morning, Maeve felt a weary smile break through. Nyla smiled as well. Regardless of what happened from here, the Ixtrayu would be safe.

King Aridor gave a polite head bow. “You have my word, Councilors. My men will not breach the confines of your village without your explicit permission.”

Eloni straightened herself up to her full height, a foot shorter than Aridor's. “I think, if Kelia were here, she would find this arrangement satisfactory as well.” She faced Nyla. “And by the will of Arantha, she will soon be back among us.”

“Damn straight,” Maeve said. “I regret that we cannot accommodate your men within the village, sire, but after the attack, we don't have much food to spare.”

“Understood,” Aridor said. “As soon as I return to Darad, I will arrange for food to be delivered here. Neither the Ixtrayu nor my men will starve if I have a say in the matter.”

Liana and Eloni, seemingly satisfied, bowed and left the tent.

“Maeve,” Mizar asked, “how much time do you need before we can depart?”

Maeve pulled out the pad, checking the time again. “Not long. I informed the huntresses, who agreed to accompany us to be ready to go at a moment's notice. The same goes for Yarji and Zarina, whose Wielding abilities may be invaluable. Aside from organizing our departure, I'll need to fire up the Talon's engines and plot a course. Several courses, actually. If all goes smoothly, we should be able to leave in a matter of hours.”

“Excellent,” Aridor said. “I must admit, I'm looking forward to seeing inside your vessel.”

The look of childish delight on Aridor's face elicited a laugh from Maeve. He looked like a little kid about to take his first space-tunnel ride.

She absently stuck her right hand in her pants pocket, where her fingers contacted something small yet hard. Grasping it, she pulled it free and offered it to Nyla. “Here,” Maeve said. “I think it's time you put this on.”

Nyla's eyes widened. “My mother's necklace?”

Maeve nodded. “I fixed the clasp. She'd want you to wear it.”

Nyla took the necklace with a stifled sob, laying it lovingly over her palm.

Kelia had once told Maeve that Nyla gave her this necklace as a gift when Nyla was only six years old. It was simple in design, a thin leather string featuring six beads, three on either side of a small lump of yellowish-brown, lustrous metal held in place by a metallic setting. Kelia was wearing it during the attack on the village, but the clasp had been burned through by Elzaria's lightning.

“Thank you, Maeve,” Nyla said. “Would you …?” She held it out to Maeve.

“Of course.” With Aridor and Mizar watching, Maeve took the necklace and placed it around Nyla's neck, snapping the clasp shut with a satisfying click. Nyla backed up, centering the metal lump that hung over her sternum. “So?” she asked, her face seeking approval.

“Perfect,” said Maeve, smiling.

Aridor's face scrunched up in a puzzled frown. He took a step forward, his eyes fixed on the lump of metal that now dangled from Nyla's neck.

Nyla stiffened at the tall king's sudden scrutiny, but held her ground. She stood still as Aridor leaned in for a closer inspection.

He met Nyla's eyes while pulling the glove from his right hand. “May I?” He pointed at the metal nodule.

“I … suppose,” Nyla said, failing to hide her apprehension.

Aridor leaned forward again, grasping the metal between his thumb and forefinger. After several moments, he stood up straight again. “Where did you get this?” he asked in a tone that Maeve could only construe as fascination.

“The metal? It was a gift from my grandmother Onara to my mother. It was the last thing she gave my mother before she died. I think it came from Lake Barix.”

“Lake Barix?” Aridor queried. “I've not heard of it.”

“It's a large lake nestled in the Kaberian Mountains two hours' ride by chava south of here,” Nyla said. “I've never been, but the tribe's gatherers go there all the time. They say there are many tunnels and caves in those mountains, and the walls are covered in this,” she indicated the lump around her neck.

“Many tunnels?” Aridor echoed, his eyes widening. “Covered in this?”

“Sire?” Mizar asked, placing a hand on the King's arm. “Are you all right?”

A grin appeared on Aridor's face, which soon stretched from ear to ear. “I'm far more than 'all right', Mizar. This,” he gestured at Nyla's necklace, “changes everything.”

Mizar, incredulous, stepped toward Nyla, mirroring Aridor's actions. He studied the lump of metal that had captured the King's attention. “Great Arantha,” he whispered, his eyebrows disappearing into his hairline.

“What?” Nyla shouted. “Will someone please tell me what's going on?”

“Forgive me, ch… Nyla,” Aridor said, catching himself. “Do you recall what I told you after our first meeting about Darad's problems with Viceroy Callis?”

“Not really,” Nyla admitted.

“I do,” Maeve said. “You said Barju was the main source of machinite ore, from which Darad creates most of its weapons and armor.”

“Not just the main source, the only source,” Aridor corrected. “And now that Viceroy Callis has dissolved the treaty between our countries, the shipments of machinite have ceased, which means our armorers and weapon-smiths would be forced to work with far inferior materials. No doubt the Viceroy expects me to come crawling on my hands and knees, ready to pay any price.” He chuckled. “Guess the last laugh belongs to me.”

“Are … are you saying this is machinite?” Maeve asked.

“Yes,” Mizar confirmed. “And it's nearly pure.” He turned to his king. “There could be enough ore in those mountains to serve Darad's needs for centuries.”

“Indeed,” Aridor said. He laid a hand on Nyla's shoulder. “Nyla, I sincerely apologize for my earlier behavior. There is no longer any doubt in my mind that this development is the work of Arantha. I do not have my High Mage's gift for prognostication, but I would venture that what happened here, today, is only the beginning of the relationship between Darad and the Ixtrayu.”

“First things first,” Maeve said, injecting some urgency into the conversation. “We can talk about mining rights and whatnot at a later date. For now, we have a war to win, so let's get our tails in gear.”

At that moment, a commotion from just outside the tent, punctuated by shouts in a very familiar voice, drew their attention.

Davin.

Maeve sprinted outside to find her son on the ground, his hand twisted behind his back by a burly guard. Without breaking stride, she slammed into the guard, knocking him off his feet. “That's my son! Keep your hands off him!”

The man reached for his sword, but Maeve was quicker. She drew one of her short swords from her belt, pointing it at the fallen guard. “Don't even think about it.”

“Stand down, Bigon,” Aridor said, joining the standoff.

Immediately, the guard bowed his head and climbed to his feet. “Yes, Sire,” he said, then resumed his post at the tent's entrance.

Davin, too, had picked himself up, brushing grass from his pants. “What the hell, Dav?” Maeve asked, sheathing the sword. “You can't just come barging in unannounced like this! Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Brushing his long, curly red hair back behind his ears, Davin took several deep breaths before speaking. “Sorry, Mom.” His eyes locked onto Nyla, who had also exited the tent. “It's just …”

“Just what?” Maeve said. “What's happened?”

“I got a message,” Davin panted, “from Dad.”

Maeve felt her guts clench. “What did he say?”

Davin, still catching his breath, broke into a ragged smile. His eyes hadn't moved from Nyla. “He told me how to win the game.”







Chapter Four

Sen awoke with a start, pushing the lyrax-fur blanket off himself. Sweat beaded on his face as he looked left and then right, searching for something familiar. A water basin. A clay knob on the wall from which his loose beige tunic hung. The gutted remnants of several candles.

He sat up, breathing sighs of relief into his hands. Just a dream.

Two years before, after becoming Mizar's apprentice, he'd hoped the years of tongue-lashings, mockery, and belittlement that had comprised his childhood would fade away, giving way to new, more pleasant memories. But his unconscious mind, it would seem, was determined to fill his dreams with the scowling visages of his father and three half-brothers on an almost nightly basis.

“Senkoot! Senkoot! Grubby little worm!” Their repeated taunts echoed through his mind, refusing to dissipate.

Sen clenched his fists, squeezing his eyes shut as he fought back tears.

No. I may have been named after a parasite, but that's not who I am. Not anymore. I'm a healer. A Wielder. I've found purpose. I've found a girl whom I love. I've found my—

“Sen?” came a voice. Lyala stared at him from the doorway, concern etched into her face.

His breath hitched a little bit as he took in the sight of her. Her long brown hair, her ocean blue eyes, her high cheekbones; all attributes he'd inherited from her, along with his healing ability. All his life, his mother had only been a ghost, a fantasy with no more substance than a shadow. And now, by Arantha's will, they'd been reunited.

“I'm … all right, mother,” he replied, catching his breath. “Just a bad dream.”

She took two tentative steps toward him, a thousand questions written on her face.

The day before, when they had their tearful reunion, he'd felt a happiness so pure that it couldn't be described in words. The vast distance separating him from his long-lost mother had vanished, and not only did Lyala and his sister Sershi embrace him as family, they invited him to their modest home. They'd talked well into the night before exhaustion finally caught up to him.

His eyes met hers as he climbed to his feet. His first instinct was to go to her, to hold her and never let go. To assuage the guilt that had consumed her since she'd been forced, per Ixtrayu tradition, to give him up, and to rid himself of the seething anger he still held for her in the darkest parts of his soul.

As his master often said, “All scars heal with time.” Sen hoped that was true.

“Is there … is there anything you need?” Lyala asked. He noticed her fists clenching and unclenching. “I could make you some tea.”

Keeping his face calm, he approached his mother, stopping only one pace away. At that moment, the question he'd fought down since their reunion burst forth from him. “Why, mother?”

Shallow wrinkles creased her face, making her look ten years older. “Why what?”

“Why him? Of all the men you could've chosen to mate with …” He trailed off, unable to complete the sentence. He felt his shoulders sag, but his eyes never moved.

“Oh, my poor son.” She leaned forward, caressing his cheek. “You've been through so much. And it's all my fault.” Averting her gaze, she stared out the room's only window; a short distance away, the River Ix meandered through the Plateau. “Arantha blessed me with a daughter on my first Sojourn, as you know. When Onara decreed that I was destined to go on a second, I didn't question it. When I crossed paths with your father in Thel, I was certain Arantha had brought us together.”

Sen fetched his tunic from its hook on the wall and began dressing. His mother still stared fixedly out the window.

“You have to understand, as Ixtrayu, we do not value men for their disposition or temperament. Rather, we seek men of great strength and vitality, so that their seed may produce strong Ixtrayu children.”

“But not all Ixtrayu children are strong, are they?” Sen asked, acid tinging his voice as he contemplated his own lanky frame.

Lyala leaned forward, clutching the windowsill for support. “No. We're not.”

Sen observed her slumped shoulders, and his mild surge of anger abated. As hard as his father had been on him, so too his mother had been on herself. “Mother—” he said, moving even closer.

She held a hand up. “I know this means nothing, my son, but not a day has gone by in the last eighteen years that I haven't thought of you. Prayed you would find a happy life without me.” A tiny smile curled the corners of her mouth. “I knew of King Sardor's edict, you see. I held out a shred of hope that you would one day realize your gift. And now, here you are; a healer in the court of King Aridor, apprentice to the High Mage himself. I could not have wished a better fate for you.”

The smile dissolved as quickly as it came. “I can only apologize for the torments you endured, Sen. I assure you, Garmin did not strike me as the hateful, bitter man he was when we first met. Just the opposite, in fact.”

“How did you meet?” Sen asked. “As a child, I would often ask Father questions about you, but from the age of six he forbade me from ever mentioning you again. He wouldn't even tell me your name.”

Lyala nodded. “The journey to Thel took rather more out of me than my first Sojourn to Agrus. I had to hitch my chava to a tree an hour's walk from Thel, as I did not want to draw the townsfolk's attentions. I was looking for a safe place to bed for the night when I ran into Garmin—quite literally. He staggered out of a local tavern and knocked me to the ground.”

“Sounds like him,” Sen muttered.

“He apologized, of course, like a gentleman. After helping me to my feet, he offered to buy me supper. He told me of the wife he'd recently lost, and of the three sons he was now forced to care for by himself.” She sighed. “I'm sure you can guess the rest of the story.”

Their eyes met. “I can't picture Father as being anything but the lout he was. I never saw any other side of him.”

“It wasn't until after I knew I was pregnant that his darker side revealed itself. I told him my time in Darad was temporary, and that my family awaited my return, but he wouldn't have it. He insisted I stay with him forever, to raise not only his sons but the child that now grew inside me.” She stepped forward, enfolding Sen in her arms and pressing her head against his shoulder. “I have made so many mistakes, my son. And if it takes me the rest of my life, I will make it up to you … if you'll let me.”

Sen didn't respond for many moments. He simply held her. “I accept your offer,” he said.

He felt rather than saw his mother smile, and they both tightened their hug.

* * *

Sen watched as Sershi poured his second cup of jingal-root tea. He snatched up the mug, savoring its earthy yet sweet aroma before taking a cautious sip. As with the first cup, the liquid warmed him all the way down to his stomach. “This is the best tea I have ever tasted in my life,” he said, a grin spreading across his face. “Thank you, sister.”

“You're welcome … brother,” she said, returning the smile. “It feels so strange to say that word out loud, but I rather enjoy how it sounds.”

“As much as I enjoy hearing it, I think.” He downed another sip. Sershi poured a second cup for Lyala, who stood watching the exchange.

The Room of Healing was empty save for the three of them. Sen observed, on the far side of the river, many Ixtrayu rushing about. Several fully armed huntresses also strode by, making their way to the northern entrance. He could only surmise that the time to move out was but hours away.

Sen sighed. Less than a day since meeting his family for the first time, and now he had to leave again. He just hoped his mother would accept his reasons for doing so.

Before he could break the news to her, a man with a shock of dark hair ran through the entrance. His face was contorted in pain, and his right hand clutched a wad of bloody rags.

“Rahne?” Sen asked. “What happened?”

“Cut myself,” the young Agrusian said through gritted teeth, “in the dining hall.”

“Let me see,” said Lyala, stepping forward and taking Rahne's injured hand. She carefully removed the blood-soaked rags, leaning in for a closer look. She twisted his wrist, and he yelped in pain.

“Be careful!” he said. “It's deep.”

“Yes, it is,” Lyala confirmed. “Try not to move.”

Sen watched as his mother closed her eyes, cupping the underside of Rahne's hand in her own. Her breathing became slow and steady as her healing power manifested.

Rahne's eyes widened as he stared at his hand. Within moments, the cut had sealed itself, but not completely.

Lyala's eyes opened, her brow furrowing. “Something's wrong. It's not working as well as it should.”

Fear flashed through Rahne's eyes. “What do you mean, something's wrong?”

“Your blood isn't clotting.” She turned to face her daughter. “Sershi, I'll need your help if we are to seal this wound.”

Sen had a sudden inspiration. Reaching into the satchel he always carried, he brought forth a smaller pouch. From that he produced two large, aromatic leaves and offered them to his mother. “Here. Use these.”

She looked at the plant with a quizzical expression. “What are they?”

“Leaves from the carmista bush. They help with blood coagulation.”

She took the leaves, holding them in her upturned hand. “What am I supposed to do with them?”

“Press them between your palms. You can absorb their healing properties.”

Her mouth fell open. So did Sershi's. “I can?” Lyala asked.

“Yes,” Sen replied, dumbfounded. “You … didn't know that?”

She shook her head.

Sen chuckled. “Eight hundred years of Ixtrayu history, and you never knew you could …?” He trailed off.

She shook her head. “No, I didn't.”

Rahne cleared his throat. “Uh, hello? I'm kind of in excruciating pain here,” he said, still wincing.

“Oh, quit your bleating,” Lyala said. “Trust me, you'll live.”

Rahne opened his mouth, but quickly shut it again.

Sen stepped forward. “Press the leaves between your hands. Then, clear your mind and concentrate on how they feel; size, texture, everything.”

“You've done this before?” Sershi asked.

“Many times.”

Lyala closed her eyes again, her head slightly atilt as she squeezed the carmista leaves between her palms. She let out several breaths, and her face broke out in a warm smile. “I feel it!”

“Give it a few more seconds,” Sen instructed.

With Rahne looking on, Lyala continued this for many long moments before opening her eyes. She handed the leaves back to Sen, took Rahne's wrist, and manifested her Wielding again.

Rahne's mouth opened in mute shock as, this time, the skin on his palm knitted and sealed itself. By the time she released him, only a smear of dried blood and a thin scar remained.

“Great Arantha,” Rahne whispered, flexing his fingers, then his wrist. He traced the outline of the scar with his other thumb. “Simply amazing. Thank you, Healer.”

“You're quite welcome,” Lyala said. “But my son deserves just as much gratitude as I.”

Rahne beamed, giving Sen a hearty thump on the shoulder. “Indeed, thank you, my friend. I can see you're a useful fellow to have around.”

Sen felt himself blush, unused to such praise. “Just be more careful,” he said. “How'd you cut yourself, anyway?”

“Well …” he shot a glance at the entrance. “I was having a meal in the dining area when this girl named Cassia sat down next to me and—”

Both Lyala and Sershi rolled their eyes. “Say no more,” Lyala said, turning away. “Please.”

Rahne made a perplexed face at Sen, who shrugged and said, “Don't look at me, I just got here.”

Just then, a familiar figure appeared in the doorway, and Sen smiled. Said smile, however, disappeared when he saw the trepidation on Vaxi's face.

He stepped forward and put his arms around her, holding her close, drinking in the earthy scent of her hair. His heart raced as she returned the embrace.

“I take it all went well?” she whispered in his ear.

After introducing Sen to Lyala and Sershi, Vaxi had quietly slipped away, letting him have his reunion. He hadn't yet had the chance to properly thank her.

Time to remedy that.

They faced each other, and Sen brought his lips down upon hers. They kissed for many long moments, right there in the doorway. He could feel the eyes of his mother, his sister, and numerous passing Ixtrayu on him, but he didn't care.

They broke the kiss, and Vaxi finally smiled. “I guess it did,” she said.

He caressed her cheek. “I owe you so much. Were it not for you, I probably would have stayed in Darad, and spent the rest of my life cursing my cowardice.”

She placed her palm over his. “Were it not for you, Sen, I would be dead right now. You don't owe me anything.”

Sen wanted to disagree, to profess his love for her, to say the magic words that would keep them together, but they would not come.

Vaxi gently disengaged herself from his grasp. “I'm leaving soon, Sen.”

“Leaving?” Sen asked. “Where are you going?”

She cast a glance at the northern entrance. “From what I understand, we're taking King Aridor and Mizar back to Darad in Maeve's ship. Then the huntresses and I are going to rescue the Protectress.”

Sen's mouth fell open. “You're going to Vanda?” With pleading eyes and his palms turned upward, he stepped forward to lodge a protest.

She nodded. “Don't try to stop me, Sen. I have to do this.”

He reached for her hand again, giving it a squeeze. “You have your duty, I have mine. I guess I'll be going too.”

“Going?” Lyala, who had apparently overheard their conversation, stepped forward. “No, Sen! You only just got here!” Anguish blanketed her face, and Sen felt his own heart breaking.

“I have to, Mother,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I would give anything to stay here, with you, and Sershi. But I can't. Not now.”

“Why not?”

He hung his head, unable to meet her gaze. “I may be Ixtrayu, Mother, but I am also Daradian. I swore an oath to serve my King, and my Master, and I must go wherever they go. I cannot hide here while Darad comes under attack, knowing there are lives I could save.”

She placed her hand under his chin, lifting his head so their eyes met. “I lost you eighteen years ago, my son. I'm not losing you again.”

“You won't—”

“Which is why I'm coming with you.”

“Mother?” Sershi said, aghast. “What are you talking about? You can't—”

Lyala held a hand up, silencing her. “I'm going, duma. If the Protectress is still alive when we find her, she's going to need a healer.”

“Maeve is a healer,” Sershi countered.

Lyala exhaled and shook her head. “Maeve is going to be too busy flying the craft. And though she's powerful, she's not as experienced as I am.”

Sershi looked like she was going to argue further, but then her shoulders slumped. “Yes, Mother.”

Lyala disappeared into the inner room for a moment, returning with a satchel, not unlike Sen's, slung over her shoulder. Sen couldn't help but smile.

His mother enfolded Sershi in a warm hug. “The Ixtrayu are in your hands, duma. Take care of our sisters until I return.”

“But you're taking the Stone with you,” she countered. “I won't be able to heal.”

“Yes, you will,” Lyala said. “You'll just have to use your wits instead of your Wielding.”

Sershi's face fell, and she bowed. “Yes, Mother.”

Lyala cupped Sershi's cheek again, and then walked past Sen and through the doorway with a “Let's go, my son.” And then she was gone, striding down the path toward the northern entrance, and the Talon. Vaxi gave Sen one more smile and then followed her.

Sen and Sershi's eyes met. They did not speak for many long moments. “Stay safe, brother,” she said in a choked whisper, and disappeared into the inner room.

Sen watched her go, his chest heaving.

Rahne, who he'd almost forgotten was there, ambled up to him. “Not easy dealing with women, is it?”

Sen shook his head. “How would you handle this?”

Rahne laughed, giving him another friendly slap on the shoulder. “Don't look at me. I just got here.” His cavalier grin returned. “Come, my friend, the Talon awaits. Trust me, this is one ride you're gonna be telling your grandchildren about.”

'Grandchildren'?

Grandchildren…

When did my life become so complicated?







Chapter Five

“I don't like it,” Maeve said.

Davin looked down at the schematic that filled the screen of the computer pad in his hand. “I don't either, Mom, but if Dad's right, the Nexus of Arantha is where the game is going to end. So that's where I need to be.”

His mother turned away, put her hands on her hips, and stared vacantly at the burned-out croplands. His eyes went to her foot, which was tapping on the ground in a rapid, staccato rhythm like a nervous beaver beating its tail on a log. “Of all the times to join the game, you had to choose now,” she muttered. “Damn your father.”

Davin didn't respond. He knew better.

Maeve sighed, then turned to face him. “I know you're ten times smarter than me, kiddo, but you're still my son. It's my job to keep you from harm.”

“I know, Mom. It's not like I'll be anywhere near the battlefield. In fact, from what Sen told me, Mount Calabur is the safest place on this planet I could be. The only entrance is inside Castle Randar, which is guarded like a fortress.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Her mouth pressed into a straight line. “Just promise me you're not going to stand on the Nexus without me there, all right? Sen and Mizar may have come through their … transformations just fine, but you're from Earth. There's no telling what might happen.”

“I promise.”

“How long do you need to collect the sensor rods?”

“If I use the excavator, maybe two hours.”

She nodded, concern still etched onto her face. “You have ninety minutes.”

“Got it.” He moved to ascend the ramp into the ship, but her voice stopped him.

“You really think we can beat Elzaria with … that?”

He followed her gaze to the schematic in his hand. “No. But it's the best contingency plan I can come up with.”

She managed a grim smile. “Screw that. I'll just shoot her in the head.”

“Works for me,” he said, and strode up the ramp into the ship.

* * *

After activating the control to lower the cargo ramp door in the stern of the ship, Davin proceeded to the hold. He unfastened the five magnetic clamps that held the excavator in place. A quick diagnostic revealed the large machine still functioned properly, except for the laser drills. He wouldn't need those to collect the twenty-six polycarbonate sensor rods. He'd set them up only days ago around the perimeter of the Ixtrayu's territory to warn them of any unwelcome visitors. However, Aridor had already announced that his personal guard would remain behind to provide protection for the village until they returned. Davin needed the sensors for something more important, so it fell to him to collect them.

The excavator's engine roared to life. Davin pushed the leftmost control lever forward and, with a jolt, the large machine trundled down the ramp. His eyes widened when he saw Nyla waiting, standing off to one side several paces away.

As soon as the excavator hit solid ground, Davin killed the engine and poked his head out of the cab. “Nyla! What are you doing here?”

She approached with obvious caution, no doubt unsure about the function of the noisy alien machine he now drove. “I was just going to ask you that,” she said.

“I, um …” He met her sad gaze, and his mind went blank. He knew exactly what it was like to lose a close friend, but he'd never actually watched it happen in front of him. She had, and he was at a loss as to how to approach her. “I'm going to collect the surveillance sensors.”

“Need some help?”

He blinked. This was the last thing he expected her to say.

“Uh, sure,” he said. “Climb on in.” He reached over, unlatched the passenger side door of the cab, and waited as she took the seat next to him.

Her eyes roamed around the cab, taking in the myriad controls and gauges. “Is this thing safe?”

He took a deep breath. Come on, Davin, it's not like you've never talked to a girl before. She's making an effort. You can too.

“Perfectly,” he said, gently patting the dashboard like it was a friendly dog.

She broke into a tight smile. “What are we waiting for, then?”

He grinned, and started the motor. The excavator came to life again and, with a slight judder, Davin steered it to the west. Five minutes later, they came upon the first sensor, which he'd placed right where the croplands met the tree line of the forest. Both of them exited the cab, and Davin retrieved the extraction clamp from the back.

Together they approached the four-foot rod, which stuck vertically from the ground. Davin tapped a deactivation code on the computer pad he'd also brought and, with a low boop, the micro-fiber lights at the tip of the rod went out. As Nyla watched, he fastened the extractor clamp around the rod and pressed a button on the panel. With a whir, the clamp turned the rod in a clockwise motion. Several seconds later, the rod was completely unearthed.

He looked at Nyla, who seemed impressed by the display of alien technology. “Pretty riff, huh?”

She quirked an eyebrow. “Pretty what?”

“Riff. It's an Earth word. It means 'impressive.' ”

“Oh. Then yes, it's riff. Very riffy.”

He laughed, and she smiled. “You want to do the next one?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

He unhooked the clamp, lifted the rod free, and tossed it in the back of the excavator. They both climbed back in, and he drove it two hundred yards to the south where the next one awaited. It took only a couple of minutes to explain the procedure, and a couple more for her to get the hang of it. Five rods later, she had it down.

Pulling up to the seventh rod, Davin caught her staring at him. “What?” he asked.

Her face reddened, but she didn't look away. “You're not what I expected.”

Instead of shutting the engine off, he let it idle as they stepped out again. He grabbed the clamp and set to work. “You mean, for a guy, or for an alien from the Above?”

“Both.”

He wasn't sure how to respond. “Uh, thanks, I guess.”

Mercifully, she changed the subject. “I like that you and Eleri are friends.”

He kept his eyes focused on the sensor rod, even though he could operate the extractor blindfolded. “Yeah, she's nice.”

“Yes, she is.” She shuffled her feet. “Is she the first girl you've ever been friends with?”

He stood up straight, his eyes drifting to the horizon as he became lost in thought. “No. When I was eight, my best friend was a girl.”

This seemed to surprise her. “Really? What was her name?”

“Emma. Emma Donnelly. We went to school together. She was in my Mechanical Engineering class. We built our first laser together.” He smiled at the memory.

She stared at him, obviously not understanding half the words he'd just spoken. “What … what happened to her?”

Acid roiled in his stomach, and he felt his body tense up. “I don't know. Two days before the Jegg invaded, Dad moved Mom and me to Sahara Base. We didn't tell anyone outside our families where we were going. I never got a chance to say goodbye to her.” With a wistful sigh, he shouldered the rod, strode to the excavator, and threw it and the clamp in the back.

The color drained from Nyla's face. “So she's … dead?”

There it was. The question he'd asked himself a thousand times. The strength drained from his limbs, and he had to grip the side of the cab to steady himself. “Probably. And if she's not, she's in some internment camp somewhere. There's no way to know.” He sighed. “If we win this game, and we can somehow beat the Jegg, maybe I'll finally find out.”

She placed a gentle hand on his arm. “You're a good person.”

He met her gaze, and in that moment, he saw her completely differently. Not as a thirteen-year-old kid. Not as a native of a primitive, distant planet. Not as the Protectress's daughter. He saw someone just like him.

They'd gone through hell, suffered pain and loss, and now faced a Herculean task. If he'd understood his father correctly, winning this game would depend on him and Nyla. She was a powerful Wielder, and he had the potential to be one as well. Despite his intelligence, even he couldn't fathom the possibilities.

“Thanks. So are you,” he said, blushing. “Listen, Nyla, there's something very important that I have to tell you.”

* * *

By the time they'd collected the last of the sensors and returned to the Talon, a large crowd had gathered outside the ship. Davin recognized most of them: Yarji the water-Wielder, Zarina the chava-keeper, and about ten huntresses, including Runa and Vaxi. A little further away, he spotted King Aridor, Mizar, Sen, and Rahne, as well as Captain Rabin, the man who had helped save their lives in the mountains. He couldn't see his mother.

“Looks like we're leaving,” he said.

“Yes,” Nyla replied.

With a final rumble, he drove the excavator up the cargo ramp and back into the hold. Both of them dismounted the cab, and Davin set to work putting the magnetic clamps back in place.

He fixed the first one, then noticed Nyla staring at him. He could tell she was still processing what he'd told her about his father's message.

“Look, Nyla, I … I know it's a lot to take in, but …” He trailed off.

She stepped closer to him. “Do you believe winning this game will save your world?”

All the moisture left his mouth. “I … I guess so.”

Her hazel eyes blazed with determination. “Do you believe we can win?”

Davin felt a steely resolve sweep over him. “Yes. I do.”

She broke into a smile, and for a moment, her resemblance to Kelia was staggering. “Then that's what we'll do.” And then she walked down the ramp, leaving an open-mouthed Davin in her wake.

* * *

Standing several paces away, Davin watched as Liana embraced his mother. “Bring her back to us,” Liana said in a taut whisper.

“I will,” Maeve said. “I promise.”

Liana stepped back, standing at Eloni's side. “May Arantha guide and protect you,” the diminutive Councilor said. “… Protectress,” she added, and then the two of them walked away, disappearing through the northern entrance.

On top of the Plateau, dozens of Ixtrayu stood, watching them. Davin scanned their faces, one by one, his eyes eventually meeting Eleri's. She gave a slight wave and a smile. He returned both gestures before facing his mother, who had joined him.

“What is it, Dav?” she asked.

He sighed, not taking his eyes off Eleri. “You know, we spent over five years at Sahara Base. A whole third of my life.”

“I know.”

“But even though we lived there, it never felt like home.” He gestured at the Plateau. “I know it sounds strange, but this place … I feel like we belong here.” He faced her. “Am I making any sense?”

“More than you know, kiddo.”

His eyes widened in surprise.

She sighed. “You remember what you said to me the night before we left for the mountains? The night Bika and Zarina got married?”

He averted his gaze. “I said a lot of things. I was upset.”

“And you had every right to be.” She placed her hands on his arms, leaning in close. “Look, Dav, I have no idea how this is all going to play out. But before we go flying off into the unknown, I just wanted to tell you … everything you said that night was absolutely right.”

He searched his memories, found the one he was looking for, and gasped. “You mean, the part about Kelia being … in love with you?”

“Yes.”

“And you being …?”

“Yes.”

His jaw dropped. “Oh.”

“Are you okay with that?”

He gazed deep into his mother's violet eyes. She wasn't kidding. She was serious. “Does she make you happy?”

A tear formed at the corner of her eye. “Yes. She does.”

He drew her into a warm hug. “Then I'm okay with it.”

A choked sob escaped her throat. “I love you, Little Bug.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

* * *

Davin suppressed a chortle as his mother fastened the safety harness on King Aridor. His Highness had insisted on having a front-row seat for the quick trip back to Darad, and they'd happily indulged him. The harness was an unnecessary precaution, as they would only be traveling at five hundred miles per hour; the inertial dampeners would keep those aboard the Talon upright and steady, but better safe than sorry.

Since the Talon was designed to transport cargo and not passengers, there was no place to comfortably accommodate the large number of people making the journey with them. The huntresses, along with Lyala, Yarji and Zarina, were currently reclining on the dozen bunks in the crew room with the instruction to “hang on tight”, while Davin, Mizar, Sen, Vaxi, Nyla, Rahne, and Rabin sat upon stools or padded cushions at the back of the cockpit.

“Everybody set?” Maeve asked, scanning the faces of their allies. A chorus of nervous nods ensued.

Aridor clutched the harness strapped across his chest, which fit rather snugly over his armor. “How fast does this ship go again?” he asked.

Maeve grinned. “At full speed, fast enough to cross the continent in less than a second.”

His jaw dropped. “Less than a—”

“Calm down, Your Highness, we won't be going quite that fast. By my calculations, we'll reach Promontory Point in about thirty minutes.”

Aridor's smile stretched from ear to ear. “Well, then … proceed.”

Davin grinned into his palm. Oh, he's loving this.

“Yes, Your Highness.” His mother ran her hands over the controls, and the powerful thrum from the ship's engines increased in volume. Davin felt a faint vibration come through the metal deck-plates, and let out a breath.

Here we go.

Like the great bird it resembled, the Talon rose majestically into the air. Davin stole one final look at the line of Ixtrayu watching from the top of the Plateau, and then his mother eased the throttle forward. Seconds later, they were shooting across the Plains of Iyan, heading for Darad.







Chapter Six

Kelia awoke to pain so intense it almost rendered her unconscious again. She clutched at her right shoulder, stifling a scream as her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

With a series of grunts and grimaces, she forced herself into a sitting position and leaned back against the cold, muddy earth of the wall. The reddish-brown tunic she'd worn for the last three days, now stained with mud and blood, had been soaked through. She shivered against the raw chill that permeated her subterranean prison.

Taking slow, measured breaths, she tried to block out the pain, to calm her mind. She reached out her uninjured hand, hoping to will her earth-Wielding ability into existence. A short distance away, the object of her focus—a small clod of mud—wobbled and tilted, but did not rise into the air. She pushed her concentration to its fullest, but it only succeeded in exacerbating the pain in her wrist. She let out a yelp, lowered her hand, and the mud-ball ceased its movement.

Tears leaked from her eyes as she cradled her hand against her body. “Arantha, help me,” she whispered, praying through dirty tears. “Please, O divine goddess, deliver me from captivity, I beg you.”

She glanced up at the sky through the wooden grate above her head. She'd long ago abandoned any hope of escaping on her own. The grate was too high to grasp and the walls of the hole her captors had thrown her in lacked any viable handholds. Not that she could climb anyway, with her shoulder sending shards of white-hot agony up to her brain every time she moved it. She repeated her prayer of deliverance, but no answer came.

Kelia moved her left hand to the back of her head, and winced when she felt a cluster of tender bumps where her hair used to be. Her captors had savagely chopped off the long, intricately braided tress she'd been growing since she became Protectress fourteen years before. A muffled sob escaped, and she gritted her teeth to hold back her anguish. Thankfully, these vile men hadn't desecrated her sexually, but depriving her of her hair felt almost as much of a personal violation.

The only face she'd seen over the past two days was that of a large, bearded man who came by twice a day to sneer at, spit on, or urinate all over her before throwing a scrap of raw, rancid meat at her. He wore a jacket made from animal skins, and his brutish face bore several streaks of blue and red dye. As far as she knew, only Vandans decorated their faces so.

Worse than the constant, shooting pain in her shoulder—a raw, festering remnant of her fight with Elzaria—and the putrid miasma of the prison she now found herself in was not knowing what had happened. She remembered standing over Elzaria, having bested her in a battle of Wielding. Then, without warning, came a blue flash that smashed into her with the force of a sandstorm, and everything went black.

She also remembered waking up several times, bound and gagged, slung over the back of a merych as they rode across the Plains of Iyan. However, each moment of wakefulness ended with a sharp blow to her head, sending her into unconsciousness again.

No one had told her anything, despite her pleas. For all she knew, every huntress and Wielder who'd stayed behind to safeguard their Stone had been killed. Including Nyla.

Nyla. My beloved daughter. You can't be dead. You can't be. I would know. Somehow, I would feel it. And besides, Arantha would not allow such a terrible thing to happen.

Would you, Arantha?

She pictured Maeve, her beautiful Terran lover, who had risked her and her son's life to protect them. They, and Runa, left for the Kaberian Mountains to retrieve Maeve's ship and return before the attack began. But, according to Elzaria, a squadron of her brother's soldiers laid in wait for them. Had this terrible man murdered Maeve, too?

No. I will not believe that. If Elzor and his sister possessed not only the Ixtrayu's Stone but Maeve's, they would have no reason to keep me alive. Which means Maeve is alive. She will come for me.

Kelia calmed her nerves again, holding her right arm still to avoid any more pain. She'd had a bond with Maeve ever since her first vision of the Terran pilot, which had only been magnified when they underwent the Sharing. Maybe, just maybe, she could reach out, touch Maeve's mind. Let her friend know she still breathed. Maybe she could even use their bond as a beacon, allowing Maeve to find her.

She closed her eyes, and slowed her breathing again.

She let her mind stretch out, into the inky blackness of whatever realm her Wielding originated. Arantha's domain.

Maeve … hear me…

Nothing.

Maeve, my love … please hear me…

Nothing.

The cuts on her face and head began to throb, and her concentration shattered. Her eyes shot open, and she dug her body even further into the wall. She covered her face with her good hand, trying to quell the despair that threatened to overwhelm her.

A stream of yellow liquid came pouring down from above, striking the ground in front of her. She pulled her feet up to her chin to avoid the noxious urine.

“Wassa matter? Ya don' like my piss?” came the deep, cruel voice of her jailer. “Well, too bad. Here's yer dinner.”

A foul lump of meat hit the ground one pace away, just missing the puddle of urine. She made no move to pick it up. Just the sight of it made her want to retch.

“Eat up, gell,” he said. She still refused to move or meet his gaze. “Ain't no more 'til tomorrow. If ya live that long.” He laughed again, then his footsteps moved away.

She stared at the unsightly lump of dead flesh in front of her, which several insects had already begun to feast upon.

No. I will not end here. By the bones of my mother, I will not end here.







Chapter Seven

You are weak.

Elzaria looked around, but could not discern the source of the deep, booming voice. Who said that?

That I must depend on such feeble creatures to ensure my victory is infuriating. It is a wonder your race has survived.

Her eyes widened. Arantha?

No, it said with more than a trace of indignance.

Who … who are you?

You wield the power I gave you. And yet you waste it.

In spite of her awe, Elzaria felt anger course through her. I have not! We have two Stones! We are on the cusp of victory! Of immortality!

The voice laughed cruelly. You and your misguided brother follow some ancient delusion as if it is prophecy. But you know nothing. Your ignorance will be the death of you, him, and all your dull-witted minions.

A stab of fear punctured Elzaria's soul. From the day she gained her power over lightning, she had followed her brother's commands. His plan, based on the prophecy regarding the three Stones of Arantha, had dictated their actions ever since. The visions she'd been receiving helped to further that plan. Had she been wrong?

No. It wasn't possible. She had beaten Kelia. Two of the three Stones were now contained in a pouch that dangled at her hip. The third Stone, according to her most recent vision, would soon be hers.

I have followed the path you have set, she said with no small amount of pride. I will defeat this alien, and we will have our victory.

You will not. She is powerful, and her allies are myriad. Your body is weak. Using the power drains you, and that will be your undoing. If you are to be the instrument of my victory, I must make you something greater.

A surge of excitement chased away her doubt. Greater?

Yes. But you are warned. This transformation will not be without consequences.

Her mind raced. The voice was right. She was not strong enough to overcome both Darad's mighty army and this alien. If she had to employ the same tactic she'd used on the Agrusian army and the Ixtrayu, it would leave her vulnerable and helpless. She would die, and their quest would remain unfulfilled.

Elzor. The only one who had ever truly loved her. She would gladly give her life a hundred times over in his service if it helped him attain his ultimate goal. If increasing her power meant doing just that, then she would do it.

I understand.

Do you?

She made her voice as resolute as she could. I do.

Though she still couldn't see the face—or, indeed, any part—of her mysterious benefactor, she could sense the satisfaction in his next words.

It has begun.

She smiled as she felt the voice's invisible presence recede, then vanish. Then she became aware of another voice, though not as booming or resonant. “Elzaria? Sister? Sister!”

She shook her head, blinking her eyes rapidly. Little by little, her vision refocused, as did her other senses.

Trees surrounded her, towering high into the sky, shading her and the large company of riders with a green blanket of leaves. A fierce wind blew through, bending the branches and blowing her untamed hair around her face. The air was thick with moisture, and she knew rain was imminent. The white merych she rode stamped its hoof, chuffing as it shifted its weight beneath her. Her eyes fell to the black-gloved hand jostling her thigh, and she turned to see Elzor, an expression of both concern and frustration on his face, watching her. “Elzor?”

“Yes. What in the Fire Realms is the matter with you?”

Several other men were staring at her. Langon, Brynak, even Maxtar sat stock-still atop their merychs as they ogled her.

In an instant, she regained her composure. “Nothing. I'm fine.”

“You didn't look fine a moment ago. You were staring into space, lifeless and vacant. Would you care to explain?”

“It was …” She caught herself before she could mention the Stone. Maxtar still didn't know about it. Whatever had just happened to her, she would have to keep it a secret. Perhaps even from Elzor, who might think her mad, a possibility she had not yet discounted. “It was a lapse in concentration, my liege,” she said.

Elzor narrowed his eyes. “Are you certain that's all it was?”

She scowled at him. “Quite certain. It won't happen again.”

“See that it doesn't.” He straightened up, facing forward.

“Agedor hasn't returned yet?”

“Not yet,” Elzor muttered, turning to Maxtar. “Warlord, I can't say I'm fond of having to lay the success of our plan on that Daradian whelp's shoulders.”

Maxtar grimaced, his hand clenched around the hilt of the enormous club that hung menacingly at his side. “He'll come through,” he growled.

Elzor snorted. “How can you be so sure? For all we know, he's alerting his army to our presence at this very moment.”

“He'll. Come. Through,” Maxtar repeated, gritting his jagged teeth. “If he doesn't, he'll find out what his bowels taste like.”

“I hear something,” Langon said. “Hoof beats. Up ahead.”

Elzaria tensed. She raised her hands, preparing to summon a volley of lightning at a moment's notice.

Elzor drew his sword. “How many?”

Langon tilted his head, closing his eyes. “Three. No, four.”

“Could it be a patrol?” Brynak offered.

“If it is, they're in fer a surprise.” Maxtar indicated the line of merychs that took up nearly every inch of dirt on the road behind them.

Elzaria risked a glance back. She couldn't get over how incongruous their alliance was: Barjan soldiers, many clad in machinite armor pilfered from the Agrusian metalsmiths' stockpiles, rode alongside Maxtar's Vandan countrymen. Their grizzled hair, unruly beards, blue and red face paint, and animal pelts they covered themselves in provided a sharp contrast to the Elzorath.

Utter madness, she thought. If she hadn't foreseen it, she would never have believed it possible.

Four merychs came into view around a bend in the road, their hooves kicking up a shower of mud in their wake. Elzaria willed the power within her to ebb, then fade. Agedor, flanked by what she assumed were three of his trusted commanders, had returned.

“About blagging time,” Elzor said as Agedor rode up, just loud enough for the prince to hear.

Agedor sneered at Elzor. The man seemed to have no other means of self-expression. He addressed Maxtar. “The way is clear.”

Maxtar kicked his massive steed into motion. “Yer certain?” he asked with a hint of menace.

“Yes, Warlord. All soldiers not loyal to me have been disposed of.” He smiled his usual unctuous grin. “Including that braga my father sent to inform on me.”

“Excellent!” Maxtar roared.

A drop of rain hit Elzaria's hand. A second splashed on the top of her head. Within moments, a light drizzle was filtering through the leaves. Above the canopy, she knew, the darkening sky was thick with gray clouds, ready to empty on them.

Not the ideal weather for an invasion, but it will hamper our enemies equally.

“Elzorath, Vandans, move out!” Langon boomed, and he nudged his merych into motion. Within moments, the long procession had resumed its march into Darad. If Agedor was right, they would meet no opposition before they reached their first destination.

Elzaria pulled the hood of her cloak up over her lowered head as she kicked her merych into a brisk canter, keeping pace with Elzor.

Her thoughts drifted to the conversation she'd had with the mysterious being who claimed to be the source of her power. It has begun, it said. What did that mean? Had this “transformation” already taken place? She didn't feel any different.

The thought of the power she commanded, increased tenfold, sent a thrill of excitement through her. She looked forward to unleashing the full might of her Wielding on Aridor's forces. And the High Mage. And the alien who dared to think herself superior.

But first, she needed a test, a way to measure the scope of her new capabilities.

The village of Ghal will be that test.







Chapter Eight

Aridor idly ran his fingers through his beard as words, numbers, and symbols in Maeve's strange language flashed on the screens before him. Though he considered himself highly educated and progressive, he could not discern the function of even one control on the huge bank that sat within arm's reach. The constant stream of information, along with the odd, almost musical noises that seemed to be coming from all around him, were making his head hurt, so he diverted his eyes to the portal—no, viewport—in front of him. To see the grass of the Plains of Iyan, the dense forest of reesa trees from high above was truly spectacular.

According to Maeve, the people on her world had developed very much like those on Elystra. She said one would have been hard-pressed to distinguish between Earth of fifteen hundred years ago and Elystra now … except for the existence of Wielders, a thing unique in all of Creation.

In fifteen centuries, where will my people be? Will we be sailing great metal ships like this to the Above? Or will Darad, and all Elystra, be nothing but dust?

At that moment, the full scope of what Maeve had told him about the 'game' being played between immortal races hit home.

If Elzor wins, the world, perhaps all of Creation, will fall into darkness. What we do next—what I do next—could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

He allowed himself a grim smile. Father, if you could see me now …

Maeve's voice from the pilot's chair interrupted his thoughts. “We're coming up on Promontory Point, Your Highness. Would you be so kind as to select an acceptable landing zone?”

Aridor diverted his gaze to meet Maeve's. “An acceptable what?”

She sighed. “Sorry, I sometimes forget that even though I'm speaking in my language, you're hearing me in yours. When I say 'landing zone', I mean a suitable place to land the Talon. I'm assuming you would prefer that I land the ship a discreet distance from your army and make the approach on foot.”

The King shook his head. “For all we know, our enemies may be attacking my border forces at this very moment. Every second is precious; we cannot waste them. There is a vast field just east of the mount where my army is gathered. You may … land there.”

Maeve drew in a sharp breath. “You want me to put a whopping great spaceship down in the middle of thousands of heavily armed men? None of whom have any idea we're coming?”

Aridor quirked an eyebrow. “Can our weapons inflict any damage to your ship?”

She inhaled deeply through her nose, her lips curled down in indignation. “Please.”

“Well then, what are you worried about?”

Maeve looked behind them at Davin, who shrugged. “Oh, this ought to be good,” she muttered, facing forward, her hands sliding over the controls once more. She slowed the Talon's speed to a leisurely pace, thus reducing the high-pitched whine of the engines to a less deafening volume, and with a “Here we go,” they cleared the flat-topped peak of Promontory Point.

Aridor wasn't sure how his army would react at the sight of the Talon swooping down from the sky. Being seasoned soldiers and men of courage, they weren't the kind to flee in terror, but he hoped the sight of the otherworldly behemoth would inspire just enough awe to prevent them from attacking the moment the ship touched the ground.

He couldn't see the individual faces of his soldiers from this far away, but he imagined a lot of stupefied expressions, followed by a lot of shouting. Sure enough, the large mass of soldiers fell back as the ship glided downward.

Maeve's hands danced over the controls. Such a remarkable craft, controlled with utter precision by an equally remarkable woman. Aridor could only watch in admiration as Maeve guided the ship to the ground, feeling only the tiniest of jolts as the Talon's landing struts contacted the grassy soil. Several seconds later, the drone of the ship's engines faded to a dull thrum.

For several long moments, nobody spoke. Behind them, Mizar finally broke the silence. “Never in all my years of prognostication had I envisioned an experience such as this.” He chuckled. “If I had, I'd probably have thought I'd gone mad.”

Aridor tried in vain to unfasten his safety harness with his gloved hand, prompting Maeve to reach over and undo it for him. Comporting himself, he replied, “Indeed. Truly a ride befitting a king,” he swept his gaze over those assembled, “and his staunch allies.”

With a satisfied smirk, Maeve swiveled her chair around, holding her hand out to Aridor, palm-up. “That'll be twenty-five thousand galactic credits, Your Highness.”

“I beg your pardon?” Aridor asked, knitting his brows.

She winked at Davin, who chortled under his breath. “Never mind,” she said, retracting her hand. “I think, for obvious reasons, you and the High Mage should lead the way.”

“Agreed.”

Maeve turned to Mizar. “Have your Wielding abilities returned now that we're back in Darad?”

Mizar held his hand in front of him, focusing his concentration. Within moments, a tiny flame appeared, dancing and swirling before extinguishing itself. He smiled at Maeve and nodded.

“Do you want the rest of us to come, Mom?” Davin asked.

“No need, kiddo, we're not going to be here that long. Right, Your Highness?”

Aridor stood. “No. Just long enough for me to inform my men of the latest developments. Mizar and I will go first. Maeve, you and Nyla will follow.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Maeve reached over and activated another control. “I'm lowering the ramp.” She gestured toward the door at the back of the room. “After you.”

* * *

Aridor smoothed the wrinkles from his shirt, straightened his crown, and strode purposefully down the ramp, Mizar right behind him.

A chorus of gasps went up from the throng of soldiers, all of whom held either a sword, a club, or a bow in their hands. He heard cries of “Great Arantha!” and “It's the King!”

He held up his hands, speaking in a loud, authoritative voice. “Yes, it is I. Calm yourselves, men. Though I grant you my arrival is rather … unorthodox, I can assure you that it is with powerful allies that I return.” He and Mizar stepped aside, allowing the assembled soldiers to get their first view of Maeve and Nyla, who acknowledged them with the briefest of nods.

“Aridor?” came a deep, rumbling voice. A thick-chested man with a long black beard and a ruddy face pushed through the crowd. “Great Arantha, it is you!” His face erupted into a huge toothy smile as he threw his arms around the King.

Aridor rolled his eyes as he returned the hug. “Obviously, Torvin.”

The Rhysian king stepped back. “Forgive me. We have been awaiting your return.” He cast wide eyes at the Talon. “We expected a thunder of hoof beats to accompany said return, not …” He let out a long breath, “What in Arantha's beard is this?” His gaze fell to Maeve, taking in her purple hair and tattoos, which reduced him to slack-jawed silence.

Most of the soldiers had sheathed or lowered their weapons. They now engaged in whispered conversations among themselves, satisfied that it was their king who stood before them and not some shared hallucination. Aridor spotted Marat, Imar's military leader, and Andred, a high-ranking general in Aridor's Daradian forces. He beckoned them over.

“Your Highness,” said Andred, a tall man with a shock of fair hair and a broad chin. “What news have you?”

Aridor and Mizar introduced Maeve and Nyla to them, eliciting curious glances but no questions. The King then went on to explain what had transpired since he left Darad. Their curiosity turned to one of white-faced horror at the King's next words. “Elzor and his sister have allied themselves with Vanda. They mean to invade Darad itself. If they haven't already crossed our boundaries, they will soon.”

“Vanda?” Torvin sputtered. “Surely not?”

“I'm afraid so,” Maeve said, her lilting accent drawing the attention of all present. “Both the High Mage and Nyla have envisioned it.”

“It's true,” Mizar confirmed, anxiety creasing his face. “Together, they will slaughter all in their path.” His breath hitched. “Even now, they may be swarming through Ghaldyn province.”

Aridor looked over the faces of the line of soldiers, who stood watching in rapt silence. He wondered how many of them came from Ghaldyn.

Andred, Marat, and Torvin exchanged worried glances. “What are your orders, Sire?” Andred asked.

“Have the men mounted up as quickly as possible, General,” Aridor instructed. “Ride back to Dar with all speed.”

“Yes, Sire. It will be done,” Andred said, and marched away to carry out his king's orders, Marat right behind him.

“What will you be doing?” Torvin asked.

“I will fly back to Dar, where I will organize the rest of my army and head south. Arantha willing, we can intercept these blackguards before they encroach too deep into our territory.”

A fierce smile turned up the corners of Torvin's mouth. “Just save some for me, Aridor. Unless this one,” he nodded at Maeve, “can cause the heavens themselves to fall on our enemies.”

She smirked. “Between me, Mizar, and Nyla, they won't know what hit 'em.”

Torvin quirked a skeptical eyebrow at Nyla. “This child? What can she—”

Nyla raised a hand skyward. With a grimace, she shot a thick, hot fireball into the air. It lasted several seconds before dispersing with a whoosh.

Torvin took two hasty steps backward, his mouth agape.

“Don't. Call me. 'Child',” she seethed, lowering her hands.

Aridor shot a reproachful glare at Nyla, but it quickly morphed into a thin smile.

Torvin straightened up, composing himself. “Uh … yes. See you on the field of battle, then.” With that, he turned on his heels and strode away.

Aridor faced Nyla. “You Ixtrayu sure do like making lasting first impressions, don't you?”

Nyla flashed a toothy teenaged grin at the King. “Saves time.”

Maeve gestured at the ship. “Next stop: Castle Randar.”

* * *

Twenty minutes later, the Talon emerged from the bank of clouds encircling the peak of Mount Calabur. Maeve explained that it would be better to bring in the ship this way rather than fly in a straight line over a city of thousands of people, where the sight of the craft might cause a panic. Aridor agreed. With flawless precision, Maeve landed the ship only a hundred paces away from Castle Randar's front gate.

As before, their arrival was received by hundreds of heavily armed men, and again, both Aridor and Mizar mollified them before arrows started flying. Aridor couldn't help but smile when Prince Warran disengaged himself from the crowd and approached. His eldest son, green-eyed and broad-shouldered, returned the smile.

“Father, High Mage.” Warran's eyes then fell upon the Talon, and his mouth dropped open. “The Bird of Heaven,” he said in a reverent whisper.

“Yes,” Mizar said, reciting Merdeen the Sage's century-old prophecy. “A Bird of Heaven has indeed descended from the Above, bringing with it Arantha's greatest warrior.”

“And who would that be?” Warran asked, puzzled.

“Me, I guess.” Maeve stepped forward with a disarming smile. “Ta-da.”

After several more minutes of hasty introductions and recaps, Warran bowed to his father and, with a wink and a smile at Vaxi, departed to mobilize the two thousand soldiers currently awaiting orders.

“So, what's your plan?” Maeve asked. Behind her, the rest of the Talon's passengers disembarked. Nyla and the rest of the Ixtrayu stood in a line, gaping in silent, wide-eyed wonder at the majestic castle that stood only a short distance away. Standing slightly apart from them were Sen, Davin, Rahne, and Captain Rabin.

“It will be two days before the bulk of my army arrives.” Aridor beckoned Rabin over. “I am confident they will get here before Elzor's forces do. That being said, I cannot allow our enemies to simply march across our country unchallenged. Mizar, Prince Warran, and I will lead our remaining forces south immediately. I pray we can engage them before their rampage takes them too deep into my territory.”

Maeve waved Davin over while retrieving her pad from her belt. “Your Highness, according to the Talon's readings, there is a massive thunderstorm building over Vanda and southern Darad as we speak. In a few hours, it will increase in intensity. There'll be gale-force winds, lightning, the works.”

Aridor stared at her for several moments, and gave a humorless smile. “I smell Arantha's hand in this. The divine god has sent a storm to hinder our enemies' progress.”

“It may do more than that,” Maeve explained. “We might be able to use the storm as cover to go in and rescue Kelia.”

His jaw tightened. “Thousands may die in the next few days, Maeve. Do you think risking your life and your ship to save one person is worth the effort? If you truly are 'Arantha's greatest warrior', you—”

Maeve held her hands up, shooting the King a scowl. “With all due respect, your Highness, I don't answer to you, and neither do they.” She gestured at Vaxi and the line of Ixtrayu huntresses and Wielders. “Maybe in your world, one life is meaningless when thousands are at stake, but I will not leave Kelia to die in some filthy hole. Not when I can save her. End of discussion.”

Aridor's chest heaved, and he fought down a surge of anger. He faced Mizar, hoping to court his High Mage's support.

Mizar just shrugged. “Forgive me, Sire, but I am forced to agree with Maeve.” He, too, looked at the line of huntresses. “Kelia is their leader, and these women are bound by honor to save her life if they can.”

“Mizar—”

“What if it were you who were taken, Sire? Would you not want us to come save you?” Maeve asked.

“Not at the cost of victory.”

Maeve squared her shoulders. “From what we've gathered from Nyla's visions, the encampment at Mount Vaska is isolated, and with only a small contingent of men to guard her. They'll probably take shelter from the storm, which will give us the opportunity to sneak in and rescue her.” She snapped her fingers. “In, out. Easy.”

The King fumed silently for a few more moments. “Very well. If we make good time and the storm doesn't turn northward, my men and I should reach Thage by tomorrow morning. Meet us there.”

She nodded at Davin, who now stood beside her. “Yes, Sire,” he said.

“Good. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a lot to do, not the least of which is organizing a shipment of food for my men … and the Ixtrayu.”

Aridor moved to depart, but Maeve stopped him. “About that other thing we talked about—”

“I will give the order right now,” he said impatiently. “Your son will have unfettered access to the Crystal Cavern, and the Nexus of Arantha.”

“Thank you, Sire,” Davin said. “I will unload the excavator and begin working on my contingency plan immediately. Would it be all right if Rahne and Sen helped out?”

“Yes, yes.” Aridor turned to address Maeve. “I don't know how much stock I put in this 'game between gods' we all seem to be playing, but it's not something I can ignore. I can only pray that we all live to taste victory when it's over.”

He sighed. “Being a king, my father once told me, is a test; a test of one's will, of one's leadership. When I took the crown, I inherited a rich, prosperous country that had just achieved peace, a peace I have maintained ever since. That Arantha has chosen to test me in such a way is … well, rather more than I expected.”

Maeve flashed a smile that wasn't reflected in her eyes. “Welcome to my life.”

Aridor nodded. “May Arantha go with you.” He nodded at Davin. “Both of you. And Maeve, be careful. Those men would think nothing of ripping out your throat, or worse. I want to see you, and Protectress Kelia, back in Darad.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Maeve said, bowing her head. “May God protect you as well.”

“Mizar,” the King addressed his High Mage, “make whatever preparations you deem necessary. We must away before the sun sets. I want you at my side at all times.”

“Yes, Sire,” Mizar said, bowing.

“Rabin, with me,” Aridor said, and he strode away, toward the castle.

Rabin fell into step beside him. “It's good to be back, my King,” he said. “There were days when I despaired I would never set foot upon Daradian soil again.”

“And under any other circumstances, I would arrange for a grand feast to be held to celebrate your return. Such festivities will have to be concomitant with our victory celebration.”

A weary smile cracked through Rabin's careworn face. “I am ready to ride with you, my King.” He gave an amused snort. “Arantha willing, I will meet Elzor on the field of battle. I daresay he'll be surprised to see me.”

Aridor smirked. “Leave him alive if you can. I don't favor public executions, but for that barbarous wretch I'll make an exception.”

As they reached the castle gates, a broad smile washed over Aridor's face as he beheld Queen Belena, Princess Tyah, and Prince Lehr waiting for him in the main courtyard. “Get yourself to the armorer, Captain,” he instructed Rabin, “then return straightaway. I'll see to it you get one of the finest merychs I have in my stables.”

Rabin stopped, bowing. “Yes, my King.” With that, he turned and made his way past the royal family and through the archway on the far side of the courtyard.

“Father!” Lehr squealed, dashing forward. Aridor leaned down, scooped his seven-year-old son in his arms, and lifted him high into the air. The young prince giggled in delight, throwing his arms around the King's neck.

“It's good to see you, my son.” He set Lehr back on the ground, tousling his dark, wavy hair.

Lehr sprinted to the castle entrance, pointing frantically down the hill. “Father! Did you really fly in on that?”

Aridor beamed. “I most certainly did. We traveled in mere minutes what it would have taken three days to ride by merych.”

He turned his gaze to his wife and sixteen-year-old daughter, resplendent in their simple yet elegant burgundy gowns. He enfolded both of them in his arms, drinking in the floral scent of their perfume. “I trust my two favorite ladies behaved themselves in my absence.”

“Of course, Father,” Tyah said.

He gazed upon his daughter's beautiful round face, her long, raven-black hair, and became pensive. She looked so much like Belena, and was now the same age the Queen had been when Aridor met his future wife for the first time. He'd been so young back then, little more than a child himself. Now, his family, so many families, were in deadly danger. He had to protect them.

He exhaled wistfully as he cupped Tyah's cheek, which did not go unnoticed by Belena.

“Aridor, what is it?” she asked, drawing his gaze.

He put his finger to his lips. “Lehr!”

The young prince ran back to his father's side. “Yes, Father?”

“Why don't you and Tyah go greet our guests? I'm sure Vaxi would be delighted to see you.”

Lehr's green eyes lit up. “Vaxi's there too?”

“She is.”

With a broad smile, Lehr turned and sprinted through the castle gates and down the hill.
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