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  Chapter One




  Missive to Council




  Season of the Hot Sun, Second Quarter, Second Wheel Day




  Magister Lightreave Grey, I have finished convening my chronicle receiving from Evan Sandstar and shall be leaving Tower Karlrock on the morrow. So far my journey east from Council purview has passed as requested, efficiently and quietly. I would point out a flock of striga has stubbornly followed me through the moors all almost to the source of The Kentash. Of course, if they knew my old blood would barely feed a hatchling, they might not have wasted the effort. Is there any request as to what to do with them should they pursue me beyond the hills?




  Fellow Sandstar’s accounts appear to be in order, matching the purview’s Arbiter’s chronicling, and he also provided some compelling thoughts on expanding the use of apothecaries under his tutelage. I agree they are underused, not to mention undervalued where it comes to the value of their sphere of work. I must also issue a complaint about the new steed I have been provided for the journey east. Once out on the road it has transformed into a recalcitrant beast on which even my spells of charming have little effect. Perhaps you can send a missive ahead in request for a more suitable replacement, perhaps a horse of Midland breeding if at all possible.




  The wind was ill, dusty; carrying with it the faint scent of rot, coupled with a whiff of smoke. I had ridden across the bleak and dry terrain on my disagreeable mount for close to three days and had seen little life or activity, to now find myself at King’s Ford on The River Trakse. Its dark waters flowed beneath my steed’s hooves at a weak ebb. Much of the ford was unexpectedly and exposed for even the hot season’s second quarter. I prodded my reluctant mount across, then encouraged it up the nearest rise to get a good look at the march’s full expanse. It snorted unhappily, but made it up the rise as directed by my heels. What I saw when I reached the top was not at all pleasing. The hillocks surrounding should have been covered in a sea of hot sun burnished and golden grasses. Instead they were a withered and patchy brown and grey, a further sign of both drought and pestilence.




  I only encountered one man on the road to the margrave’s keep, a tall willowy and figure leading his ragged line of well burdened, but equally skin and bone donkeys, laden with what I suspected was the sum total of what his life had earned him. And he was leaving what life he must have had in the march as I was arriving. I stopped my weary steed and regarded this miserable man hobbling along the west running road cut into the rolling moors.




  “What can you say of the land you are leaving,” I said to him.




  He looked up at me, squinting through the dusty haze. His likely brown and straggly beard was well coated in a coating of grey dust as was his threadbare clothing.




  “That you would be a fool to enter it,” he told me in his gravelly and knowing tone as he squinted up. “And old fool at that.”




  I chuckled, rubbed some of the airborne dirt from my whitening beard and bade him well. He clearly cared not I wore the black cloak and robes of a wizard, and asked for nothing as he passed. As for my foolishness at entering this land, he may well have been quite accurate in his assessment.




  A cry came from the sky behind me as the man passed. I looked up to see the round bodied striga wheeling around in the sky. With another collection of squawks they turned on their leathery wings back whence they came. I probably should have known well enough to change my route as well.




  Despite the donkey driver’s wise words, I continued into the miasma.




  Even though the hillock’s rise was not particularly notable, it still offered me an expansive view of the re-corrupted march from atop my reluctant horse, a gelding rather more ornery than most I’ve encountered in my experience. Still, any view is always better from atop a mount, if you didn’t have a tower handy, and they have rarely been less portable than a steed of the four or even two legged variety. I ceased my urging for a moment, thought of the portable towers I had made use of, with pleasant longing I must admit, as the beast slowly trotted its way down the rise. It had been some time since I’d set eyes on a functional and fully enchanted portable tower, longer since I had made use of one. Few constructs such as those from the Riven War still survived the last battles, and even fewer were seen these days, at least north of the Vaeranshi borderlands. But then, too much convenience has been held by Council as a failing that encouraged working against the Tenet’s of Balance. Costly indulgences, in this era of relative peace, are therefore, frowned upon. Even I knew better than to bother them about such things.




  I made a note to visit the one still on exhibit at the Library of Procol at Evenside. It would bring back memories, I was sure. Whether they would tip to good or bad, however, I could not be certain. I could not remember who had enchanted that particular construct, or even in what use in battle it had seen. There had been so many battles.




  I continued traveling into the wasteland, more due to the foreboding I felt rather than despite it.




  Such troubles had been reported, over a number of missive’s I had personally archived for Council as part of my current responsibilities. It was among such buried pleas I learned the Bardelaisch March’s stones were apparently losing their efficacy. For decades they had been as effective as any of Arcory’s stones in dampening the great and terrible magicks which still tainted such old battlefields as I was riding across. I soon traveled to a point where I could see the reports had been, in all actuality, quite understated. To be fair, Council missive’s are by nature dry in content. One has to read between the lines more often than not to glean the living truths beneath their language.




  And, as I was the one who originally placed these particular stones, my curiosity, and concern, had been aroused. Upon finally with leave to travel across the decaying expanse, the lands were notably and significantly transformed, carrying not only dry dust in it’s hot season breezes, but the lingering bitter choke of old battle magicks: hex, counter-hex, counter-counter hex and more.




  The rather unhealthy moor and brush I traveled through soon gave way to a kind of desolation which was far more wide-spread than even I could have anticipated. The land offered a deep and disturbing reminder of what the land had been like in the years after the Riven War ended. Such magicks now prevailing had been contained by the three Arcory Stones laid within it’s borders, at least up until the last two years, but as I could see and feel… no more.




  I decided, after but an hour of riding, to delay my more direct journey east to the Donlands, and instead, rode from the Margrave’s crumbling and abandoned border keep to the edge of the now parched swampland in search of the barrow where I had placed the protective stone three years after the Riven War had finally come to its bloody close. Even though it had been near six decades since that act, I expected to sense far more of Arcory than what I found on my approach.




  The hump of barrow, and its surrounding ring of tall moon stones was no more, there was barely a rise of earth noticeable above the peat. I looked to the surrounding rises. Yes, my memory of where I had placed the stone was true. This was the location, but the standing stones, even the surrounding grove of alders, were gone. The drying swamplands, fields now spongy and dry, once leagues from this spot, now stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions.




  My steed offered and loud appreciative whinny as I dismounted. I felt my boots sink into the soft ground, but not far. The peat bogs were no less parched as the hills were dry. Each of my steps away from the gelding lifted up its own particular unpleasant odor of moldy decay.




  I crept slowly across the spongy ground, my staff poking easily through the crumbly soil, reaching soon the spot I was certain marked the outer circle of stonework which had once stood in defense of the barrow. I crossed my palms in the third pattern and whispered the spell of Raising. A weakened stone would not have the power to directly affect such focused casting. Even at my age, it would take at least four of them to effectively dampen channeling living magic.




  The casting completed, I stood still and watched the earth, the thistle and weeds now growing from it, the small pool of dank rippling water a few yards to my left. Something large indeed was bubbling to the surface, something which coiled and slithered over itself. I backed away, prepared for battle. What my spell had raised was no stone at all, instead it had summoned a huge mire wyrm that burst forth from the bog, erupting foul mud as it’s huge form sprang forth!




  Stepping back quickly, I pulled my staff out from the peat and directed its jeweled apex at the ascending and stinking great serpent, while the black mud it had blown like a geyser fell around me like a think and putrid rain.




  I swore an oath to the Worst of the Fates. The Infernal creature extended to its full height, now towered high above me, scales oozing black slime. I feverishly channeled all the power I could into my bonewood staff as turned its muddy gaze and its wide hollow maw in my direction. My curiosity fled; leaving only my continuing desire for self preservation. I held the staff tightly, formed and focused the power now coursing through it, felt the enchantments pull my thoughts in return.




  There was time for only one simple spell. I threw all the power into it I could – then blasted the foul creature with a sizzling and searing bolt of white lightning. The twisted pattern burned into my eyes as it ripped through the creature’s coiling body, shredding its bodily muck and casting it back, splashing back down to the mire it had risen from. Not a little of its foulness splashed over me.




  Standing there, shuddering with the release of such power, I breathed in the foul swamp air, felt my fingers aching as I loosened by grip on my staff. I used what power remained within it to wipe the stink off my cloak and robes, then turned my attention to the dying stone I had sought, spread out a hand.




  I still could not feel the stone. And I should have, regardless of how far it had sunk, if it was not completely exhausted. Sadly, I didn’t have time to spend on further investigations. Nests of mire wyrms sleep in multitudes. I could already feel the peat beneath my feet vibrating anew. Others were stirring below. I made a hasty retreat to my horse, not willing to battle such creatures pointlessly.




  Attempting to uncover what had happened to the stone would require greater earth magicks, fourth degree, a kind I had rarely employed, even when I was younger. Earth has never been my element.




  As I rode away, I considered the nature of what I’d encountered. No creature such as that could have made a burrow in such a location, not while an Arcory stone’s nullifying essence occupied that ground. To my dismay, I would find similar beasts where the other two stones had been buried in the march’s soil.




  One stone exhausted, I could imagine, but three? That was beyond poor fortune. I stood watching, from a distance, the activity of a nest of mud spiders as they sought what had slain their crèche guardian. I had found the missives I had archived to be oddly marked, even suspicious, certainly worth rousing myself, worth ensuring I would be able to investigate freely. But given the state of the Bardelaisch, what had seemed peculiar on parchment, now offered intrigue.




  My steed grew nervous again, snorting and pawing the ground, straining on the rein’s I’d tied off to a bone white and long dead elm.




  “No escape for you, I’m afraid,” I told him. The horse turned defiant eyes at me, but relaxed, likely understanding I wished to stay no more then he did.




  The graying sky above was began to crackle with thunder, soon to offer natural lightning and gales. Perhaps even hail. Not rain I knew, given the loss of the local stones and the long cycles of hot days still to come before The Season of Storm would fall upon this land before long, and I best not remain to enjoy an early taste it. I returned to my steed, mounted up, looked forwards to a warm meal and bed at the Margrave’s keep, if not again, the dour eye and frustration the Margravine Galeata and her remaining servants and men-at-arms would otherwise offer me. Unfortunately, I had nothing helpful to provide them in return; I had not the power to restore what Arcory’s penitence had provided the march. Until the next conjunction, any such Overworld power was far beyond reach. Council had not even begun to debate whether such powers should ever again be sought.




  I began to consider the stones may have been stolen, given the level of renewed desolation across the march. Such foul creatures take time to grow, spread. Such thefts would have had to have taken place some time ago. Near six decades of their nullifying presence would not fade easily. But there would have been whispers, wouldn’t there?




  Cresting the hill above the barrow, I took one glance back. The spiders were retreating back into their nest. Not even they had interest in facing the weather to come.




  My steed made another half hearted attempt to unseat me. I had to chuckle, and wonder if it wouldn’t be better to walk it back to the keep, since I wasn’t going to be chased there. Lightning after all, had always been my element.




  On the other hand, solving mysteries on horseback had never been my way. I decided sending a missive back to Council about what I sensed. But little would likely come of it, even I shared my suspicions? It was not as though they’d done anything to shore up or replace stones in the past that had faded. The ideas I’d championed once had taken deep root. Such power was not approved of in this day and age. There were more wizards across the kingdoms than ever before. But none would be allowed the power Arcory had wielded. Such individual power was deemed to dangerous. I smiled at the irony.




  “Come now, old man, you wormed your way into this,” I reminded myself. “And you still must do the work assigned, even if it won’t be what you most dread.”




  




  Chapter Two




  Missive to Council




  Season of the Hot Sun Second Quarter Second Day of Charm




  Despite our greatest efforts in expanding the numbers of mages throughout the kingdoms, It is growing clearer to me as I travel from tower to tower: the demand if not need for our skills continue to grow as the Ninth Conjunction of the Three Realms approaches. While the early stages, certainly, are still likely over a decade away, I am finding more and more of our fellows have found themselves what could well be described as a state of siege.




  The situation is also grave for those lords of the marches, the hard fought for front lines of the Riven War, where the many old but powerful permanencies are only controlled through either complicated warding magicks or Arcory’s stones, all have demonstrated at least some degree arcane erosion. As this threat grows, so grows the cost of this to our fellow collegiates who must work hard to maintain the balance we have long committed ourselves to. The state of the stones of March Bardelaisch appear to require most urgent attention.




  I wrote those last words in the strongest terms appropriate and wondered, with the dismissal of similar previous missives, whether Council would act before the entire March was abandoned. Few seemed interested in the cost of maintaining marches these days. Some would even be thankful Arcory’s final legacy had faded.




  My host rolled her eyes when I told her of the missive I had sent. I was sympathetic, Given how her husband’s previous missives had been treated.




  “So, spell-caster, are you leaving us already?” Margravine Galeata stood aglow beneath the streaming light of one of the keep’s many tall thin windows while I sat at a finely carved table, partaking of her generosity. While the sunlight did indeed glitter against her fine and out of place I might add, Donlander samite gown, her pose, with strong arms crossed under her generous breasts was one of frustration and not a little dread. She’d seen the land she’d adopted as her own slowly wither and die. And I could offer her little hope. All the stones remaining were anchored in their own marches, and no such other warding was available of such a scale. Council had not allotted such powers in at least two decades. And wouldn’t, not for a remote scratch of earth whose taint would also not last.




  I nodded, rested my wooden spoon in the bowl of mutton broth, acknowledged her fears as politely as I could. I did not think it wise yet to speak of the stones possibly having been stolen. Discretion would serve best, I decided.




  “I am sorry,” I told her. “What power this march’s stones once had appears to have faded, possibly entirely. I would say the only consolation you may have is the magicks they were keeping at bay will probably only outlive the stones for a few years. A decade or two at the most, given what I recall of their original channeling.”




  She shot a hard glance at me, knotted her brow in an expression which I had come to know quite well in the three days I had spent in her keep. She brushed strands of white back into her still mostly dark brown hair back from her face as I slaked my thirst with a long draught from the half filled silvered water stein I had been offered.




  “You see the land around you,” she told me levelly, in a tone not often heard from a Donland aristocrat, and not for the first time from her lips I was sure. “It cannot grow crops, it cannot feed our livestock, unless we receive help, it will have to be abandoned. Even I will have to leave. With not, but to return to my family, who will be less than pleased to cater to one who chose to act against their wishes. A few more years like this, there will be nothing left. Nothing!”




  I tried to offer a comforting response, but in the unseasonably chilling morning, I found my lips numbed by the cold water I had drunk. A warming smile was beyond me. I empathized for the clearly strong woman who had come from those much more forgiving and verdant lowlands to the east. Headstrong though she might be, her parched and dying land was clearly on the verge of breaking her resolve. That her husband had not returned from his journey ease could not have helped.




  “I do not blame you alone, Magister Amberglass,” Galeata added. “The three previous wizards, who deigned to pass through, were clear in their assertions this land was beyond help, the stones were without strength. My husband he… he held out hope. Perhaps one in the east could revive them, he claimed. And that he still had allies who could find a way to assist us. The wizards told him it was a fool’s errand. As did I. But he went.”




  She glanced to the eastern window where the morning sun shone through.




  “And had I been here, I may have well offered the same advice,” I told her, attempting to lighten her despair. “But as you shared with me, he did have allies in the eastern kingdoms and old favors he believed could be exchanged. One must always hold out hope.”




  It was a phrase Arcory had often repeated, even when all had seemed lost.




  The Margravine offered back a noise of disgust. A purely marchlander reaction to be sure. A Donlander born, but not any more.




  “If we have more seasons like this,” she began resolutely, then fell to uncertainty, open worry. “Then I will have to hold out that very faint hope my family in the Garrick Donlands will accept me back, for whatever place or duties they demand.”




  “Again, you have my sympathy,” I replied sincerely




  She turned from me. I thought for a moment it was to avoid an open display of distress. I was wrong. She strode across the hall to a cabinet and from it withdrew a rolled parchment.




  “I need you to find my husband,” she told me, and crossing back to me held the parchment out. “And return him to me. Please.”




  I glanced at scroll, then back up into her demanding eyes. I did not want to disappoint her, but...




  “I am on a mission for Council,” I felt compelled to say. I would have preferred to have been proven mistaken but, “I cannot spare the time to search for your husband. I have started late as it is. Perhaps your family…?”




  The Margravine continued to hold out the roll to me. I could see there was a mark on it. One that was quite familiar.




  “That is your sign,” she told me, “Is it not?”




  I took the parchment from her hand, unrolled it. It bore my sign, not to mention my handwriting. And the words written on it could not have been plainer.




  One of the problems of living so long, of having traveled so far, and of having taken so many risks; there are always those who you owe your life to, old debts which need to be paid, titles which in war are inspiring, but in peacetime can be rather embarrassing. I knew what was coming.




  “You promised my grandmother, she or any of her family could ask of you one deed,” the Margravine stated. “I know you are traveling east. As was my husband. I know you are to see, speak with others of your kind. As was my husband. And I know you will have to return this way. You may not have the power to restore this land. But my husband is just a man. Is it to much to ask you find him and ensure he comes back to his home, to me? Is that too great a deed to ask of you of all wizards, Greyslan Amberglass, slayer of dragons, binder of demons, splitter of worlds. Tell me, is it?”




  My travels towards the east continued next morning, the Margravine’s challenge weighting down on me, I thought of the bitter and lonely noblewoman who would be, perhaps, the last Lady of a dying land, now deprived of her husband and most other support she was accustomed to. And I wondered at the fates that helped guide me to a place where I would be called upon to answer a debt nearly fifty years in age.




  I had to chuckle as I shivered in the cold wind. Drake would certainly not approve. Perhaps that alone would be good reason to take on an unsanctioned mission.




  “I am granting you this excursion, only because fellow Trona has been called this cycle to stand for Council by the Vaer Emperor at Ethcille.” High Councilor Averius Drake had offered me disdainfully. The man with the face of a youth was an enchanter a good score years younger than myself, and thought his position made him my better, at least according to Council. “And, despite that incident at Atham, it has been decided the gathering of chronicles cannot be delayed any further. It has been agreed, you are the most acquainted with the task available.”




  Eleven years, and I was still tarnished by my actions in that insignificant series of border skirmishes between the Kingdoms Elke and Borea tor Spass. Even if I had been an instigator, which I was assuredly was not, the punishment couldn’t have been more humiliating. Council’s new generation did not appreciate its wizards getting themselves involved in what they deemed ‘conflicts aristocratic’. I could not to this day reveal the truth about why I allowed the King of Elke to be killed, not without potentially causing further war, not only between kingdoms of the Thirteen, but also with the vast Empire of the South.




  My silence was what had ultimately convinced Council to end my twenty three year service at the task I had now taken up one last time. Yes, a pair of Vaer sorcerers and their ambitious princeling had been working from the shadows, but in the end I had been persuaded it would be best if I shouldered the blame, in the service of diplomacy. I’ll admit the whole affair made me feel my age. So, I had accepted my retirement with what grace I could.
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