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    Leaning on the handle of his scythe, Bertham gazed out over the sea of wheat that stretched from the edge of the farmyard as far as his gaze could reach. It was a sight that anyone would have found enchanting, with the ears of corn swaying in the wind in fleeting arcs and the stars still clinging to a sky already streaked with purple.




    Anyone but him.




    For Bertham, there was nothing poetic about his surroundings: the beauty of nature had ceased to enchant him for quite some time now. Ever since - barely a boy - his father had taken him by the ear and dragged him into the field. From that moment on, he had realized that the only thing that mattered was how much he earned from his work. That and avoiding being left with an empty belly. Try to eat a sunset if you can, his father used to say.




    Well, he thought, taking his chin off the scythe, these ears of corn aren't going to reap themselves while I stand here brooding. Get busy, old man, before the sun starts burning your skin.




    Muttering the refrain of a ditty to himself, Bertham picked up his oil lamp from the ground and set off across the farmyard. When he reached the part of the field that had already been worked, where the sheaves were rising between the clods of dark earth, he began to beat his scythe with energy. As always, after a while the smell of the grain underneath him made him sneeze and he had to stop to wipe the tears from his face. As he did so, his eyes met a figure still quite distant, but clearly visible above the field line.




    Almost certainly a man on horseback.




    Bertham dropped his scythe and cursed his way back to the barn. Stupid me! I should have taken Morl with me right away!




    The big dog cocked his head as soon as he untied the rope holding him to the door of the low building, and Bertham barely held him back.




    "Hold still, you damned beast!" he ranted, yanking at the rope still hooked to the animal's spiky collar. Mork displayed his jaws as he pointed at the stranger, who was now standing on the outer edge of the field.




    Bertham narrowed his eyes to try to get a better look at him.




    The man had his head reclined on his chest, and from that distance only a large mass of shaggy hair could be discerned. In any case, his clothes were ragged, and the horse looked pretty shabby as well.




    "Hold it right there, you tramp!" she told him, yelling to overpower Mork's growl.




    The man didn't seem to notice her cries.




    "I told you to stop," he insisted, leaving a span of rope, "if you take one more step, I'll drop the dog!"




    Only at those words did the knight seem to wake up a little. Bertham saw him raise his head, showing a bearded and wrinkled-looking face. The stranger looked at him with dull eyes.




    "Where...where am I?" he said, in a rough voice.




    "In my business," he retorted. "And you'd better turn in your heels before I..."




    He had not yet finished speaking that the rider sagged in the saddle and fell to the ground with a dry thud, like a sack of flour.




    Bertham shook his head and held Mork back. Then, noticing a strange reddish glow spreading from the young man's body, he moved circumspectly toward him.
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    Aheànder opened his eyes.




    Something stirred at the edges of his understanding, like a swarm of elusive butterflies. A dream perhaps, or a vision? He tried to grasp the images, but they retreated where he could not follow them. It was useless to insist, he thought, the memory would return when he least expected it.




    He looked around. He was in a low-ceilinged building, barely lit by a small window squeezed between a manger and a low wall. A few cows stared at him indolently. Perched on a stool next to the animals, a little girl widened a pair of huge blue eyes.




    "Then you're not dead!"




    His arms didn't support him as he tried to lift himself off the straw mattress he was lying on. "Who are you?" he asked her in a rush.




    Instead of answering, the little girl darted out like a ferret. A few moments later, the creaking of the door hinges anticipated the entrance of two young men. Almost identical in appearance and in the way they walked, the boy crossed the room without taking his eyes off them and went to sit on the stool vacated by the little girl, while the girl cautiously approached the straw mattress, almost walking on tiptoe.




    "How are you feeling, sir?" said the woman.




    Aheànder caught the metallic glare of the pitchfork in the young man's hands. "I... I don't know. I guess being alive is something. »




    The girl merely looked at him.




    "Where am I?" he added.




    "You are on our father's property," hissed the boy, looking at him grimly.




    "Do you feel like eating something?" the girl added. Her voice was as sweet as the expression on her face. Somehow it reminded him of Lizabeth's.




    "Thank you," he answered her, letting her support his head as she pulled a bowl up to his mouth.




    "My memories are so confused," Aheànder said, when he had finished sipping his broth. "I was riding, I don't know how long...I must have gotten lost in the mountains. What day is it?"




    The girl gently pushed his head back onto the straw bed. "You should stop with all these questions. You have slept for two days straight and you are still very weak. When you got here, you were almost dead."




    Aheànder gasped, "Two days?"




    "You are in the province of Valmar, and today is the festival of Late Summer! There, are you satisfied now?" muttered the boy.




    Those words hit him like a punch in the stomach. Aheànder felt about to put back everything he had ever eaten in his life. Late summer ran exactly one month before the autumnal equinox.




    "That's not possible," he said, staring at an empty spot in front of his feet. Where...how did I spend all this time?




    The tear in his mind sewed up in that instant, returning his lost memories in the form of a painful wave. Lamaara and her court of grotesque creatures, the endless journey back through the mountains, the desperate search for water and food after running out of his supplies... how had he survived it all?




    Seized with a sense of foreboding, Aheànder began to rummage through the straw bedding. "My sword! Where is my sword?"




    The boy sprang from the bench and walked towards him brandishing his pitchfork. "Mia, get away from this fool now!"




    Instead of retreating, the girl took his hands between hers. That gesture had the effect of calming him down a little. How long had it been since he had felt something like this? Again, Lizabeth's face appeared before his eyes.




    "Listen," he added, trying to moderate his tone of voice, "I'm not a fool, nor am I a thug, although I realize that circumstances do not lay in my favor. But I absolutely must have that sword back. You have no idea how important it is."




    The two of them exchanged a glance, then the boy returned to his seat muttering something in an unintelligible dialect. Mia took a deep breath, as if she was about to say something she'd rather keep silent. "Listen. When you lost consciousness, our father was sure you were a bandit, or a deserter. He was going to kill you, you know."




    "No one walks around with such things around here," the boy inserted.




    "But then something incredible happened," resumed the young woman, ignoring her brother's comment, "your sword began to glow brighter and brighter. Like the sun! Think the rooster crowed, from how much light it illuminated the fields. So our father thought you were a wizard, or something..."




    "Everyone knows that killing a sorcerer only brings trouble," the boy intervened again.




    Aheànder rubbed his head. Keeping his concentration was still difficult for him.




       "The sword, is it still in the camp?"




    "Yes, sir. No one dared to touch it."




    "Would you take me there?"




    The pitchfork's foot thumped violently against the floor. "Are you kidding?" growled the boy. "We don't even know who you are, and we're supposed to trust you this far? We may be ignorant peasants, but we're not the idiots you think we are."




    Aheànder hesitated. In fact, he couldn't blame him. His tattered clothes and shaggy beard must not have inspired much confidence in those people. But perhaps there was something that would. He rummaged under his shirt, hoping they hadn't taken everything from him while he was unconscious. His hand touched a cold surface and he sighed in relief.




    "My name is Baldus," he said, showing the boys the medallion with the coat of arms of Heptagonia that he always carried with him. It was unlikely that they would be able to decipher the inscriptions embossed on the metal, but that of gold was a language that anyone could understand. "I am an official in the service of Prince Aheànder. This royal seal testifies to the truth of my words."




    The boy pulled up his nose. "It only testifies that you are also a thief..."




    "Ruben!" snapped the girl. "Now you're going too far! Come on, give me a hand lifting him from there."




    The boy didn't look convinced at all, but he put down his pitchfork and walked towards Aheànder. "Our father will whip us for this, Mia. But what am I talking about, with you it's all useless... Well, let's bring him along to get the sword with which he will cut our throats."




    Supported by the boys, Aheànder walked out of the barn and onto the moonlit threshing floor. He felt weak, but not as weak as when he had arrived there two days before. In some ways, sleeping had helped him regain some of his strength.




    An unmistakable light in his eyes streaked the stems of the plants, rising from the ground. The call of the sword became more intense, almost impetuous, as he advanced through the wheat. When he recognized it, half covered by the soil, his heart leapt in his chest with emotion.




    "Tanafer!" he shouted, and leaped on his sword like a cat on a mouse.




    The glow of the blade turned green as soon as the guard was in his hands. The boys, who had lagged behind after his outburst, exchanged bewildered looks as he turned toward them.




    Sensing their discomfort, Aheànder turned his weapon toward the ground. "Do not be afraid. What I have told you is true, I am no bandit. Return my horse to me and I will rid you of my presence at once."




    "But if you can't even stand up! " retorted Mia.




    Her brother shot her a dirty look, then pointed to the opposite side of the barnyard. "Your horse is in the barn, sir. Follow me, I will take you to him at once."




    Aheànder made to move, but the girl grabbed his arm. "At least wait until the sun comes up! »




    It was sound advice, he reflected. A few more hours of rest would not have changed the situation, while it would have allowed him to recover more energy.




        "All right," he said, letting Mia lead him back toward the barn.




        "I'll stay until morning."




    Something cried out on the edge of the farmyard. Turning suddenly, Aheànder noticed a flock of crows rising from the branches of an old walnut tree and dispersing into the night. He stared in that direction for a few more moments, then tiredness took over and he forgot all about it.




     




    ***




     




    The vision flickered like an image seen through the surface of the water. His own body was pure perception; an idea of himself, suspended in a sea of light as dense as resin. Aheànder fumbled, trying to recognize the man who was defining himself in front of him. When he recognized him, he felt his heartbeat suddenly accelerate.




    King Sigfrid wore sumptuous armor, similar to that which depicted him victorious in the tapestries hanging on the walls of the throne room. His gaze, however, was not as boastful, but expressed a tangle of emotions too vivid for that image to be just a figment of his imagination.




    "My son," said the glowing figure. "You must listen to me. »




    The voice was just as he remembered it. Clear, powerful. Determined. The voice of the king.




    "You are in danger," Sigfrid continued. "The enemy has been watching you ever since you and Rupert left Heptagonia. She knows what you found in the recesses of the sacred mountain! She is sending you against her assassins! Search for the ravens, destroy them! Blind her! »




    Aheànder thought himself closer to the figure and suddenly found himself at his feet. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do, father," he gasped, as beneath him - beneath the solid perception of himself - nothingness swirled in a whirlwind of blinding lightning.




    Sigfrid's cloak whirled furiously behind his broad shoulders as the king leaned toward him. "No time to talk! They're already on the farm! You must wake up, before it's too late!"




    Aheànder opened his eyes wide before a wall of darkness. A shadow moved in an undefined point of space, and at the same moment Tanafer flared up like a fire, illuminating the face of a man cloaked in black standing in front of the straw mattress.




    Disturbed by the light, the assassin lunged his sword with a moment's delay. It was enough for him to dodge the blow and grasp the sword, finding the hilt illuminated by the blade's reflections. Tanafer streaked through the air and met cloth and flesh, raising a spray of blood as he broke away from the torn body of his victim. The black-clad man slumped as two others sprang up behind him. Aheànder repelled the blows with ease and mowed them both down in one fluid upward motion.




    As soon as the assassins stopped squirming, Tanafer's steel took on an amber hue, just right for illuminating the barn without hurting the eyes. Aheànder moved warily, the sound of his footsteps drowned out by the moans of the cows that had gathered on the opposite side of the barn. As he reached the entrance, his sword became heavy, as if the blade had turned to stone. Suspicious of this strange reaction, Aheànder grabbed a stool and threw it over the door. Two darts sank into the wood before it even hit the ground.




    Aheànder retreated, trying not to make any noise. Next to the manger he noticed a small window large enough to allow him to go through. Using the dock for support, he reached out to the ledge and poked his head over the roof.




    A woman wrapped in men's clothing was intent on reloading a crossbow.




    Aheànder slipped on the slate slabs and caught her from behind. He pushed her off the roof, then leapt in turn, landing on a pile of straw. He hesitated for a moment, facing the unconscious body of the murderess. Perhaps it would have been prudent to kill her, but he would not inflict himself on a defenseless person, especially a woman. So he simply took her crossbow and bound her wrists with his belt, then moved quickly to the farmer's house.




    A blade of light filtered through the half-open door, fanning out onto the front porch. Whoever had passed by hadn't bothered to close the door or to dim the oil lamp that lit the entrance to the house.




    This did not bode well. Aheànder walked inside the room on tiptoe, with Tanafer in one hand and the loaded crossbow in the other. Now the blade had lost any reflection, even those of the lamp seemed to slide over it without reverberating. There were no signs of a struggle in the room, but that open door....




    A scream erupted from the upper floor of the house. Recognizing Mia's voice, Aheànder ran down the stairs to a landing with two doors. The first revealed a room in disarray, with an unmade bed and various objects scattered on the floor; the other was closed, but moans emanated from inside.




    He kicked through it, finding himself confronted by two men in black. One of them was holding a woman pressed against a window ledge, so that her torso jutted outward and her legs dangled above the floor. The other made a grunt-like sound as soon as the square planted itself in his chest and slumped down near a dark mass. The beam of light emitted by Tanafer guided Aheànder towards the other assassin, who only managed to turn around before the blade tore into his side.




    The man fell backwards, hitting Mia's back, but Aheànder was quick to catch her legs before she fell over the platform. They both collapsed to the ground, with the girl in the throes of a coughing fit.




    "Come on, it's over," he told her, not stopping caressing her tousled hair.




    Mia's eyes grew red with tears, and at that moment Aheànder felt a movement behind her, followed by a sharp thud.




    Stopping in the doorway, Ruben stared wide-eyed at the woman slumped at his feet in a pool of blood.




    Aheànder waited for the assassin's moans to die down before approaching the boy. He must not have realized his act until after he had done it. Now the young man had a hand on his stomach, as if he were about to vomit. Aheànder grabbed him by the shoulders. "Killing is never easy. Not even when it involves saving our own lives. But you did the right thing, believe me."




    "More coming!"




    Hearing Mia's words, Aheànder rushed to the window and looked out. A small group of dark figures was heading towards the house. He recognized the woman he had surprised on the roof of the barn in the lead.




    "Can't you cast a spell?" murmured the girl, cowering against the wall.




    He shook his head and retreated from the windowsill. "I'm sorry, I'm not a wizard. »




    "I knew it!" shouted Ruben behind him.




    Aheànder looked at the two young men, stopping on Ruben. "Look, I'm sorry I lied to you, but I had my reasons for doing so. There's no time for that now though, we need to think about getting to safety. »




    He froze suddenly, seized with a sense of foreboding.  




       "Are there other people in the house? What happened to the little girl?"




    "Rika is hiding in the basement with our mother," Mia said.




    "Don't worry about them. They're a lot safer than we are right now," Ruben hissed.




    "What about your father?"




    The boy lowered an indecipherable gaze to the assassin's corpse. "He died to save me."




    "Help me pull up the door," said Aheànder, aroused by the sound of footsteps coming from outside. "Let's block it with the bed! »




    Moments after the door was back in place, its sturdy oak frame pressing against the frame, the pounding in the hallway grew louder. Someone began hitting the doorframe, more and more violently.




    "It's time to jump!" shouted Aheànder, turning back to the window.




    Ruben jumped in first. Then he grabbed Mia by the waist and held her against his chest.




    "Trust me," he told her, meeting her eyes filled with terror. They jumped together. A moment later, the mattress broke their fall, bouncing them on the rough ground of the farmyard. They reached the barn without looking back. Aheànder waited until the two brothers were inside, then closed the door behind them and locked it with the bolt.




    From inside, Ruben tapped against the door. "What are you doing? Let me out, I can fight!"




    "Those goons are here for me," she answered him, snaring Tanafer.  "I won't let you get involved!"




    With that said, he slipped around the perimeter of the house and reached the chimney at the back. Using it as a ladder, he clambered clawed up the brick joints to the ledge and from there penetrated inside through a window.




    He was in the room opposite the one from which he had jumped. The wide-open door showed some figures standing in front of the carcass of the door. They were talking among themselves, with their backs to him.




    Aheànder was on him in an instant. The first assassin fell with his back slashed. The companion made to react, but his blade shattered when it impacted against Tanafer's steel.




    A tremor spread from Mia's room. A man slid to one side along with his shadow as he attempted a lunge. Immediately after, the swords crossed in mid-air exploding a shower of sparks. Aheànder feigned an attack to disengage, but his opponent didn't take the bait and continued to pursue him at close quarters, driving him back into the room from which he had come.




    The confrontation became heated, with both duelists trying to break through the opposing guard. Suddenly, a second figure appeared behind the assassin. Out of the corner of his eye, Aheànder recognized the woman who had tried to kill him outside the stable. She was holding a weapon and moving along the wall with the obvious intention of surprising him from behind.




    The assassin lowered the blade and wounded him in the shoulder, but he ignored the pain and grabbed his wrist with his other hand. The man screamed as the twisting made his bones creak, but he didn't let go of his grip on the sword. Aheànder seized a clear opening and struck him with a headbutt to the forehead, causing him to stagger backwards.




    "Move over, you idiot!" growled the woman, swinging her blade at the goon's back.




    It was a matter of a heartbeat.




    The scarlet light given off by Tanafer stretched the shadows of the assassins as Aheànder hurled the man forward. He fell on his companion, letting out a muffled groan, and they both rolled to the floor. She kicked him off her back, but her curses changed to a groan as Tanafer's blade pierced her liver.




    Aheànder knelt over her. "You should have run away when I gave you the chance."




    "Help me, please," moaned the woman, fidgeting behind the mask that concealed her face. "I don't want to die! »




    "I can't do anything for you."




    "I can't breathe! Take my mask off, please.... »




    Aheànder sighed and drew his hand closer, but in that instant something shimmered to his left. He snapped back and plunged his sword into the woman's heart, killing her instantly. The stiletto slipped from the assassin's contracted fingers and clattered to the floor.




     




    ***




     




    The sun streaming through the shutters illuminated Bertham's waxy face. The man lying on the kitchen plank did not look dead, only asleep. His daughters clung to their mother, a bony woman with a determined look, as they stared at the body with reddened eyes. On the opposite side of the room, Ruben watched with his back against the wall and his arms crossed over his chest.




    Aheànder was the first to come out into the farmyard, followed by the young man. They had worked hard to bury the bodies of the killers in a pit on the edge of the field, and now he felt the weight of fatigue on his shoulders. There had been no time to rest, but the moment of departure could no longer be postponed. He clutched the girth of Taran's saddle and turned to the little family that had gathered behind him.




    "I feel responsible for Bertham's death; it was I who lured those assassins to your land. I will see to it that you receive compensation as soon as I return to Heptagonia. I know that the money will not be able to return your relative to you, but it is the only thing I can do to repay you for your kindness."




    "I don't want money, I want revenge!" growled Ruben.




    Aheànder approached him. "Now listen to me, what I'm about to tell you is very important. I know this may sound crazy, but you must leave this place as soon as possible. Soon the war will hit us, and no one will be safe outside the protective circle I have arranged around Heptagonia. Head there, and warn anyone you meet to do the same."




    Ruben's gaze grew suspicious. "You have willing... but, who are you really?"




    "I am Aheànder, prince of Heptagonìa."




    The boy's eyes widened, and Aheànder recognized the different emotions that crossed his face as his relatives hastily bowed. After a while he bowed as well,




    "I understood that you were someone important," she stammered, barely lifting her gaze to his, "but I never thought-oh, my lord! Forgive me for the words I have spoken to you. »




    "You don't have to bow down to me," she replied, helping him up. "You saved my life; it is I who should address my deference to you if anything. In any case, if it is vengeance you seek, I will offer you an opportunity to find it. Report to a recruitment center when you are near Heptagonia. You will receive weapons and training."




    He then turned to Mia. "The bandage you made on my shoulder is great. I appreciate it. Hands like yours would be very useful in the field infirmaries."




    "Thank you, my lord," murmured the young woman, blushing.




    Aheànder accepted a bundle from his hands, then stowed it in the travel bag and vaulted into Taran's saddle.




    "Well, friends, now I really must go. The gods assist you. May they assist us all."




    And so saying, Aheànder spurred his horse into a trot and rode away across the wheat fields.
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    The time of war




     




     




     




     




     




    Devon waited on the last step of the staircase, uncertain whether to climb it and go to the terrace of the tower or stay there. Finally, he gathered his courage and decided to announce his presence. After all, he had been summoned by the Dark King himself.




    "My lord," he said, shifting the weight of his body to one leg,




    "I am at your command."




    "Come closer. »




    Devon moved cautiously across the floor made slippery by a light patina of ice as the wind whirled through the spires of the castle. He paused in the center of the terrace, noticing a second figure, hidden by the shadows of the statues that topped the battlements. He gave Sjbil an obsequious nod, then returned to staring at his lord's back.




    The Dark King resumed speaking in a deep, uninflected voice.




        "The Mkhul army crossed the Rothrunder Pass on the night of Late Summer. A few more days and it will reach the slopes of Mount Daurus. We know that a sorceress of Silene, a certain Malyka, escaped capture by the dark elves near Thul-Arad. It is possible that she has stumbled upon my creatures, in which case it is reasonable to assume that she has found a way to warn the prince of their presence."




    Devon merely nodded, without thinking about the futility of his gesture. Out of the corner of his eye, however, he caught a mocking expression on the face of the black-clad sorceress.




    "The thing is of no importance," continued the Dark King, "but I have no intention of taking unnecessary risks. I want you to lead an army to Heptagonia to support the action of the Mkhuls. You will see to it that the mages of Silene do not frustrate the attack, and at the same time you will see to the devastation of the city."




    "My lord, I will be honored," Devon said.




    "I will, of course, provide you with support commensurate with the importance of your task. Alone, you and your men would have no hope."




    The ruler's words instilled doubt in Devon. Could this be the reason for Sjbil's presence? He eyed the sorceress's body, highlighted by the black wool dress that wrapped him up to the ankles. For a moment their eyes met. She looked at him as if she were looking at a greasy spot on the floor. Devon sighed.




    "I know what you're asking," the Dark King continued, "I need Sjbil here. I have other plans for her. But you will have three elven sorceresses under your command. That should be enough to ensure you an easy victory over my opponents."




    "My lord," the woman intervened. "If I may say so, I would like to add my own personal contribution to the matter."




    "I'm listening," the man said.




    Sjbil slipped out of the shadows, indifferent to the wind that stirred the long raven tresses behind her back. "Well, there is a sorceress named Luthrlel, a servant of mine, who has had the opportunity to meet the woman and study her abilities in depth. Her knowledge and powers could prove very useful to the success of the invasion campaign."




    Damn witch, thought Devon jerking, she's trying to replace me. "That task is mine," she growled, sustaining the witch's scornful gaze. "Your female elf can clean my boots and rub my back if she wishes."




    "You may say what you will," replied the woman, "but remain what you are. I could knock you off this tower just by batting my eyelashes if I wanted to."




    "Don't be so sure, woman..."




    "Be quiet."




    Hearing those words, Devon fell silent and bowed his head until he met the black stone pavement. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that Sjbil had hunkered down in the shadows like a spider in a web.




    "Sjbil's protégée will take part in the expedition as second-in-command. As for you, Devon, you will retain your role, and with it the entire responsibility of the campaign. If you fail, your head will be thrust from your body and hoisted on the tower of sighs until your flesh flakes and your bones yellow in the sun."




    After a long silence, the Dark King added, "There is one more thing."




    Devon lifted his gaze. Now the dark king's eyes reddened like open gashes on a river of lava. "I have arranged for that good-for-nothing Elladan to be merged with your troops. Make use of him, use him for the riskiest assignments, but eventually get rid of him. The elf has failed me once too often."




    "Oh," sneered the man. "As for that, it will be my pleasure, my lord. I will take care of him personally."




     




    As soon as the big red-haired warrior was gone, Sjbil relaxed a little. The first piece of her plan had been laid: having a pawn at the head of the invading force was a great start, and for the moment there was nothing else to do. So she slid over to the Dark King and waited for him to speak to her.




    "The time for war has come at last," said the man after a while. The wind had grown in the meantime and now his cloak flew like a flag.




    "Would you like me to begin the summoning, my lord?" she ventured to ask him.




    "Proceed."




    Sjbil leaned back on the quay and peered at the mountains that accumulated on the horizon in ever more evanescent arcs. He looked down to where the walls bordered a large, muddy courtyard, barely lit by the flashlights of the men in black armor lined up along the battlements. He drew a deep breath. Her hair sprang upward as a network of blue sparks spread from her floating locks. Then she raised her hands above her head, enjoying the power that flowed through her and from her body into the bowels of the earth.




    Something vibrated in the courtyard below. Cobblestones jolted at first, then disappeared, swallowed by the subsoil as if the ground had suddenly liquefied. Explosions of hot mud rose up to touch the walls, ceasing only when a myriad of shiny dots appeared on the seething surface of the courtyard. Sjbil contemplated the spectacle, continuing to murmur his litany through gritted teeth, while to his right the figure of the Dark King faded into the shadows that dripped from a now impenetrable sky.




    In complete silence, the creatures began to emerge from the mud.




    Much taller than a man, they could remind one of a human being seen through the surface of the water and at the same time their skin had something bestial about it, so similar to the scales of a fish. Thunder ripped through the sky and a few moments later rain began to pour down on those beings with barely sketched features, and at the same time Sjbil lowered his arms and clung to the wall. Summoning was a complex ritual, capable of exhausting the strongest of sorcerers, but she didn't want to appear weak in her lord's eyes. She struggled to keep her back stiff and sighed, wishing that the sweat that lined her temples didn't glare off the lightning.




    But the Dark King had no eyes for her, she realized as soon as she looked at him sideways. All her attention was on the creatures that were piling up in the courtyard, more like statues than living beings.




    "Tomorrow your exterminators will march to Heptagonia," said the man. "Arrange that no disturbances arise."




    "Do not doubt it, my lord," she bowed.




    The Dark King added nothing more. Evidently the conversation was over.




    As Sjbil walked away down the stairs, a thunderclap rattled the walls and the thunderstorm became a storm, with the rain pounding the walls as if to erode them to the foundations. She didn't care, nor did she quicken her pace, though now she longed only for the privacy of her apartments. In her mind, a tangle of threads was slowly unraveling.




     




    ***




     




    The ceiling was shaken by the echo of thunder and a shower of dust fell to whitewash her skirt. Lizabeth sighed and retreated to the more sheltered corner of the cell, where the current that seeped through the window along with the water was a little less scratchy and the rafters offered mild protection from the humidity. A flash of lightning colored the walls for an instant, and she braced herself for the thunder by hugging her bruised legs and lowering her head between her knees.




    Who knows what time it is, she wondered, while the roar shook her body. By now she had lost track of time, and her days were monotonous in an alternation of light and shadow, marked by the morning visits of the guard in charge of bringing her food and emptying the pit. The thunderstorm raging outside reflected on her torn soul, yet she felt she could take comfort from the roar. Somehow, it was her only contact with the outside world, a witness to the existence of a world that had been forcibly taken from her and whose memory was increasingly fading in her mind.




    Locked in the cell, her existence had been reduced to a minimal dimension, with her senses resigned to feeding on the few manifestations of reality she could find within those smelly walls. Lizabeth knew that the key to survival was hidden in the little things, that had always been her true strength, and now as never before she had treasured her sensitivity to those details that most people considered insignificant, if not downright reprehensible.




    A spider web swayed in the wind at the corner of the small window, its silken cocoons reverberating in the lightning. In the center, a fly still struggled as the spider injected into its body the poisons that would dissolve it. Unable to witness the insect's death, Lizabeth looked away and focused on the ants scurrying across the floor.




    "I've got a little piece of meat for you," she said, and leaned over the plate. The smell of grease wafted up from her nose, and she barely made it to the bucket before the food began to drain from her mouth. When the convulsions ceased, she sank down onto the straw mattress, paying no attention to the patches that had been added to her already tattered dress.




    The unmistakable croaking sound of the door opening overlapped with the ticking of the rain, and she shifted her gaze without moving her head.




    "Why are you here?"




    "I was curious how you are doing, princess," chuckled the woman who had just appeared on the threshold, staring at her through the porcelain mask. "It is my duty to ascertain the condition of the prisoners, especially those of a certain rank. »




    "Don't you dare come any closer," snapped Lizabeth, rising up on her elbows.




    The woman smoothed her wide purple velvet skirt. "Oh, don't worry, my dear, I have no intention of soiling this beautiful gown. By the way, do you like it? I suppose when you lived in Heptagonia you were used to wearing similar ones."




    Lizabeth felt the anger sustain her sore muscles and she rose up on her knees. During the first days of her captivity she had felt a real terror at the sight of that woman with her face covered, but now she felt only a sense of revulsion, as if for a slug or another disgusting creature.




    "If your master knew you were here, he would punish you severely. I saw how he treated you in the dungeon. Like the viper you are!"




    A trembling hand lifted toward her, showing thin white bands on her fingers. "You lewd little bitch! How dare you speak to me like that! I'll have you whipped!"




    "You don't have the authority," retorted Lizabeth.




    The woman advanced into the small room, her eyes glowing with hatred through the thin slits of her mask. "Even so, dirty and wrapped in rags, you continue to believe yourself superior to me. You are a conceited being and I detest you! And I loathe that gouge growing in your belly like a cancerous pustule!"




    "How can you talk to me like that?" Lizabeth recoiled, widening her eyes, "You barely know me!"




    The woman stopped short. "I know you well enough to know that your hopes are in vain. He will not save you."




    "If you're so sure, why are your hands shaking?" said Lizabeth, discovering a note of mockery in her voice.




    "Only because they are quivering with the desire to strangle you, you slut!" So saying, the woman lowered herself onto her, but Lizabeth grabbed the bowl and smashed it into her porcelain mask. The woman covered her face, bellowing something unintelligible, and she lashed out with a kick, sending her crashing into the wall.




    "Get out of here, or I swear I'll kill you!" he growled at her, a sliver of porcelain clutched in his hand.




    A trickle of blood lined the back of the hand pressed to her face as the woman staggered toward the exit. "You'll pay for this, bitch..."




    Two thugs came up behind her, but she shouted them back and crawled out of the room. One arm grabbed the metal door and slammed it shut violently, causing the rusty iron frame to vibrate.




    Lizabeth remained crouched, continuing to stare at the door as the blood pressed against her temples and the anger faded into an almost painful sense of outrage. Emotion suddenly mounted again, and along with it a new and even more intense gag.




    With bile spilling onto the floor, her last conscious thought was of the woman's bony hands looming over her, menacing and trembling. There was something familiar about the thin, pale stripes that ringed her fingers. A detail that should have been there but wasn't, something her inner senses had caught the absence of without translating it into an image. But what could it be? Lizabeth lost her senses before finding an answer to that question.




     




    ***




     




    Aheànder raised a hand to his face as the wall of light appeared beyond the slopes of an intricate oak forest. He slowed Taran's pace, but continued along the road that snaked through the scrub until he reached a checkpoint.




    A stream of wagons and travelers flowed non-stop from the side streets and converged on the road to Heptagonia, where the royal guards were busy preventing the formation of traffic jams.




    Aheànder dismounted from his horse and led the animal to the pass, making his way through the noisy crowd. He stopped in front of the garrison of soldiers.




    "How's the situation, Commander?"




    The man he had turned to looked at him with a testy look. "Have you no eyes to see for yourself? The chaos! These people have no idea what it means to obey a marching order! They go where they want, they're like wild goats! And they smell like wild goats, too..."




    "They had to leave their homes overnight," she replied to him, "it was to be expected that they didn't know what to do with themselves, right?"




    The guard shot him a suspicious look. "Who the hell are you?"




    "No one," she answered him, shrugging.




     




    "Only a traveler




    scared like so many."




    "Well, then see that you get out of my way, if you don't want me to have you arrested for vagrancy! »




    This was not the kind of attitude he had expected from his soldiers, but Aheànder did as he was ordered and quickly walked away, keeping to the side of the road, where the terrain allowed for easy riding.




    When he reached the wall of light, he couldn't help but look up in wonder at the sky. For a moment it was like being immersed in a swarm of flaming butterflies, with the dust dancing all around him drawing reflections from its own whirling, then the curtain of light vanished and the contours of the countryside reappeared before him.




    He left the chaos of the border behind him, passing the endless rows of tents and pavilions of the hastily set up refugee camps. The verdant mass of Mount Daurus appeared towards evening, and by the time he reached the city it was late at night.




    This time he did not disguise his identity, and let an astonished captain escort him to the entrance of the castle. There, Aheànder thanked the officer and went on alone, after having left his horse in the care of the grooms.




    Footsteps echoed on the marble floor of the high entrance as Aheànder crossed it, ignoring the guards who blended in with the statues lined up along the walls. It was hard not to start running, but he knew he had to keep his nerves in check. Although the soldiers and courtiers seemed more interested in the floor tiles - perhaps they feared that any glance at him would be disrespectful, considering his unkempt appearance -, Aheànder knew very well that each of them would report that scene to friends and acquaintances, and soon the news of the prince's return would spread like wildfire within the court.




    Soon he found himself casting furtive glances all around, looking for familiar faces. One of them, Rupert's. But it was late, and the half-deserted halls suggested that most people had already gone to bed.




    A shadow flickered at the end of a corridor, and Aheànder felt his heart quicken as he caught sight of a slender figure moving toward him with rapid pace.




    After a moment's hesitation, the figure started running again. The light from the flashlights swayed on Malyka's braids as the girl threw herself around his neck. Aheànder pointed one leg back to avoid getting caught in the air.




    "My lord...it really is you!"




    "I think so," he staggered back to her.




    "Ever since I got back to the castle, I've been asking about you," sobbed Malyka, pulling away from him. "No one knew anything, everyone gave you up for lost! If only you knew the rumors..." He hesitated, as if ashamed of what he was about to say. "There are those who say you have gone over to the enemy. Worse, that you were always on his side!"




    Aheànder did not hold back a smile. "Then it's a good thing I returned before anyone pointed me out as the Dark King himself."




    "I heard about Lizabeth...forgive me, I meant about Lady Loreen," Malyka said, without stifling a sob.




    Seeing her like this was a real heartbreak. Aheànder squeezed her hands gently. "Call her by her name, please. Somehow, it helps me to feel her close to me again."




    "We have to do something."




    "And we will, Malyka, we will! But we must also think about defending the kingdom from the coming attack. Where is Rupert? I need to speak with him immediately. »




    This time the woman seemed to be on the verge of collapsing to the ground, as if those words had severed the ligaments of her knees. Aheànder felt her heart leap, and at the same moment understood the truth.




    "You don't know that," he told her, staring into her eyes.




    "I... I was hoping you would tell me," Malyka mumbled, shaking her head. "They told me you left together."




    "He did, but then we separated. I entrusted him with the task of going to the east, to seek the help of the rulers of the eastern kingdoms."




    "Then we need only await his return. Rupert has never defaulted, and he certainly won't now."




    "I wish we could limit ourselves to that," he answered her in a rush. Fatigue weighed on his shoulders, making it difficult to put his thoughts in order. Aheànder couldn't remember when his last peaceful night had been, but he was certain of one thing: not even the softest of mattresses would offer him comfort until Lizabeth had been freed. The thought of his wife in the hands of the Dark King made him grimace.




    "My lord," said the woman, reflecting her sorrow with an almost pleading expression, "what can I do to help you?"




    Aheànder sighed, shaking his head. "Little for now, but soon..."




    He let the sentence die. "Malyka," he resumed after a long silence, "tomorrow morning I will convene the War Council. It is time to make decisions."




    "Yes, my lord."




    "Now try to get some sleep," he added, straining to smile. Malyka reluctantly broke away, only after a promise that he would do the same. Left alone, Aheànder continued towards the guest rooms, intentionally avoiding the royal apartments.




    He chose a door at random and slipped into the dark room, certain not to find a soul there. Groping his way through the darkness, he reached the window and opened it. A wave of fresh air slapped his face, while the night poured into the room along with the lights that dotted the castle walls. He drew a deep breath, letting his gaze wander over the horizon fogged by a veil of mist. "Father," he murmured, staring up at a huge, indifferent moon, "I used to believe that the enemy's strength was his most dangerous weapon, but now I realize there are even worse things than steel and demons. I am not prepared to face such a great horror. Not without Lizabeth, not without you. You have left me alone, and I do not even know the face of my enemy. If you would at least send me a sign, anything, to let me know that you are watching over me, like when I was a boy. Like that day..."




    Light spilled from his side, reflecting off the shiny surfaces of the furniture and flooding the room with an intense blue. He had completely forgotten about Tanafer, and as he eviscerated her, staring at her image reflected along the tapered blade, he felt an intense heat pervade his body. He didn't know if that was the sign he desired or just the will of the enchanted weapon, but of one thing he was sure: he was not alone in that battle.




    Not anymore.
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    The King




     




     




     




     




     




    The audience hall was already packed when Aheànder entered, an hour after sunrise. One side of the table was occupied by Malyka and the members of the Order of Silene, while generals and various dignitaries shared the other half. There was Father Andras, representing the Brotherhood of Breath, and a few clerics from his escort. Baldus' and Serina's chairs were still covered by a black silk drape, while Rupert's was simply pulled over, as if expecting his arrival at any moment. Someone had placed a barn owl feather on the table in front of the empty chair. Aheànder was certain he knew who it had been.




    As he crossed the hall, the buzz grew and all eyes focused on him. Even the small crowd of nobles and courtiers outside pushed forward to the point where the guards' picket line prevented them from continuing. Just as well, thought the prince as he continued forward. With all that confusion, perhaps his emaciated appearance would fade into the background.




    After taking his seat, he waited for the attendants to close the doors, then invited those present to sit down. To his left, Gwindor leaned towards him, handing him a scroll. "My lord, I have taken the liberty of preparing a speech, in case you..."




    Aheànder declined the offer politely. "I thank you, my friend, but it is not necessary. Not this time."




    The old man gave him an intense look and withdrew. Someone spoke again, then the voices died away and the room sank into a silence full of expectation.




    The only one standing, Aheànder took a deep breath and rested his hands on the table.




    "Gentlemen, thank you for being here. I know that many of you learned at the last moment of my return, and because of that I especially appreciated your dedication."




    His gaze ran to Father Andras, who reciprocated with a bow, and continued until it rested on Malyka's intense eyes. "There is no need to reiterate the gravity of the situation we find ourselves in. The threat of the Mkhul, the demons of the night marching towards Heptagonia, has only been postponed thanks to the wall of light we have erected around the city. But war is upon us and the enemy will come. He will almost certainly descend upon us from the north, coming down from the foothills of Mount Daurus before the end of this month."




    Aheànder hushed the buzz that followed those words with a wave of his hand. "This news adds nothing new to what we already knew, and does not catch us unprepared. The Order of Silene is here with us today to face the common enemy. Thanks to Lady Malyka, we can count on top-notch magical power, which drastically reduces our disadvantage against the enemy."




    Judging by the grim expressions on their faces, many of the generals would have liked to reply something, but Aheànder was intent on finishing his speech before giving up the floor.




    "Now, I think you all know about the trip that kept me away from the castle for almost two months. After all, my appearance speaks for me. But what most of you are unaware of," he hesitated, shooting a knowing glance at Gwindor, "is the reason why Commander Rupert and I traversed the lands of Nontwur. Well, gentlemen, if I have summoned you with such urgency, it is precisely to explain to you the reasons for that journey and above all to share with you what I have come to know from the wise Archeos."




    Aheànder took a deep breath. "An even greater threat than the invasion looms over us. Lady Lizabeth's life is in danger, and with it the very survival of Heptagonia. It is the intention of the Dark King to kill her on the day of the autumn equinox: if he succeeds in his intent, his power will grow to the point that we will no longer be able to oppose him."




    This time the hall erupted in a chorus of commentary. A few generals rose to their feet, each trying to speak louder than their neighbor, and Father Andras clung to the arms of a sturdy cleric. Only the wizards of Silene remained silent, staring at Aheànder with austere concern.




    "I'm not done!" he roared, pounding his fists on the table.




    "I'm not done," he repeated, in a more measured tone.




    "We are not here to feel sorry for ourselves," he continued, as soon as the confusion abated, "but to organize the military campaign. The armies of Heptagonia will march into enemy territory joining those of our allies. Together, we will attack the Dark King's castle and free the princess before it is too late."




    "Your Highness," murmured a soldier, hesitating before continuing. Aheànder nodded to him, and the man added, standing up: "It is said that no weapon in the world can hurt that man. Assuming we can snare him from his castle, how are we going to get right with him?"




    "I'll take care of that," he replied, and as he said this, he unzipped his cloak and drew Tanafer from his scabbard. The blade traced a thin trail of light in the air and glowed blue, illuminating the entire room.




    No one expected such a gesture, and Aheànder let everyone see the sword, holding it high above his head. Even the ancient kings of Heptagonia seemed to come out of their paintings to admire the splendor of the sacred steel more closely. Beside him, Gwindor's eyes widened in amazement.




    "This is Tanafer, the bringer of death," he said finally, without lowering his arm. "The sword has judged our cause worthy of its aid and agreed to accompany me in the battle to come. I am its sole guardian, and I swear before the gods and my ancestors to use it only to rid the world of the evil that plagues it. With that done, the sword will return to the heart of the mountain where I received it until men need its strength again. No one, not even the Dark King himself, will be able to oppose it. With this sword I will lead the armies of Heptagonia to victory. But I cannot succeed without your help. Everyone, from the last of the beggars to the first of the generals, will have to give their contribution to sweep away the evil that threatens us, because this is the only true weapon: the strength of men, the strength of our own lives!"




    Aheànder fell silent, savoring the silence of the glances glued on his sword and on his face. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he was short of breath as if he had just finished a long run, but he had done it! For the first time in his life he felt that he had spoken like a true ruler, and not like the awkward son of the great king who had been his father. So he savored that moment for a while longer, searching the eyes of those present for the answer to the questions that had always tormented him.




    One by one, everyone present stood up. Malyka was the first to beat her chest with the closed fist of her left hand. "The King has spoken!" she shouted, and that word echoed through the walls of the room until it came back amplified in a unanimous chorus of responses.




    "The King!" did the others.




    As the ovation began to subside, Aheànder sat down. "And now, gentlemen, we must organize the military campaign. So get ready to spend the rest of the day here, because I have no intention of disbanding the council before everything is finalized in detail.... »




     




     




    ***




     




    Elladan lifted his waterlogged face to the leaden sky.




    Backed by the wind, the rain fell in waves on the marching army, washing away the barren hills and mixing the colors of sky and earth into something indefinable. Since they had left the Dark King's castle, the sun had not appeared through the curtain of clouds, not even for an instant. Elladan was beginning to think it would be a long time before he could taste its warmth again.




    Surely Sjbil had a hand in this, he reflected, as he and his companions squeezed their way through a rocky ravine. The faces of the dark elves were inscrutable, but it wasn't hard to sense the unease in their ranks. However, not everyone seemed to share the same attitude of resigned inevitability. One man in particular seemed to enjoy the climate more than the others, which made Elladan's mood even more grim. He glanced sourly at the figure emerging from the forest of helmets, riding a sleek black gelding.




    There he is, the great strategist, he thought. A little more water and he'll explode like the putrid bladder he is.




    Surrounded by a handful of personal guards, Devon strutted like a peacock in the barnyard, openly boasting about the power the Dark King had intended to grant him. Elladan couldn't explain why he had chosen to do so, but he was certain of one thing: the whole affair had given him new reasons to hate him.




    Well, if there was one thing a dark elf didn't lack, it was patience. For those who, like him, had been waiting for their moment of redemption for years - not to mention their entire lives - waiting a few weeks more or less was certainly not a problem. In due time, everyone would get what they deserved. That was all that mattered.




    He had already taken the first step in his revenge the night before his departure, when he had sneaked into the palace dungeon. She was there, of course. He had glimpsed her as he slipped past the entrance to the torture chamber. The memory of her limbs stretching almost to the point of tearing was still vivid in his bones, yet he had resisted the urge to slit her throat on the spot. No, that bastard definitely deserved a much more excruciating death, something intense but at the same time not putting him on the suspect list. The opportunity had found him not far from that place, in the form of a little monster chained to a wall. Elladan remembered very well the moment he had entered the orc's cell.




    "They left you here to die, huh?"




    The creature had stared at him with a dull look, barely lifting its emaciated head. Judging by the stench of its stench, it must have been there a long time, and no one had bothered to clean its excrement off the floor. Elladan knew that an orc couldn't understand human language, but he was just as certain that he could direct his anger in the right direction.




    The being had thrown himself on the offal he had provided, devouring it quickly. He had taken the opportunity to get close to the wall and scale the stone in which the chain that trapped him was sinking. Not all of it, though. It was necessary for the hooks to resist a few more days. Just enough time for Elladan to be far enough away to dispel any suspicion.




    His only regret was not being able to witness the death of his tormentor, but that didn't stop him from picturing the scene in his head. Orcs didn't act like a wolf or a bear: they killed slowly, without any criteria....




    A trickle of water froze his face, tearing him from his reverie. Elladan cursed to himself and clutched at his soaked cloak, continuing to advance headlong into the mud.




     




    ***




     




    The light from the flashlights filtered through the canopies of the maple trees arranged along the square, occasionally illuminating Aheànder's face. In front of him, his back against the low wall that enclosed a large fountain, Gwindor watched idly as rings of smoke rose above their heads.




    "I'm not sure splitting the army is a good idea," the elder said, taking a long puff from his pipe.




    Aheànder took a deep breath. He had found time to shave and wear clean clothes that evening, but the sense of contamination he felt inside had not diminished one bit. "It's not a decision I've made lightly, but I can't leave the city completely unprotected. The Mkhul will come, and the mages of Silene cannot defend the city alone."




    "There are Father Andras' clerics," observed the counselor.




    It was Gwindor's style. During the war council he had been careful not to question his decisions, but now, alone in the privacy of the small private park, he didn't seem to have any qualms.




    Aheànder had always admired his frankness, yet on this occasion he was intent on maintaining his position. "It's not enough," he replied flatly. "Many more men will be needed to stem the invasion. I cannot risk the lives of my subjects by leaving them at the mercy of the enemy. Not even to save my wife."




    "But in doing so, my lord, the risk is that you will lose both."




    "As I said during the assembly, every citizen of the kingdom will have to do their part in this war. I expect even cripples to wield a pitchfork and fight for their country if necessary."




    Gwindor waved the mouthpiece of his pipe in the air, as if to indicate something behind him. "I do not doubt that they will, my lord, but I despair that such gestures will go beyond mere sacrifice in the name of a just cause. There will certainly be many heroes to remember after the battle ahead."




    "The mages of Silene will remain in Heptagonia," said Aheànder in a peremptory tone, "and part of the cavalry will do the same. That is that."




    "The decision is yours, of course. But let me suggest a course of action that might meet both needs."




    The tolling of a bell echoed in the distance, marking midnight. Aheànder waited for silence before speaking. "You know how much I value your opinion, my friend, but I'm afraid this campaign doesn't leave many options."




    In response, Gwindor shifted his pipe to point to the double-leafed door that closed off the entrance to the square. "In your opinion, is that an entrance or an exit?"




    "Both, I believe."




    "That's the point, my lord," retorted the elder. "An exit and an entrance are like sides of the same coin. They oppose each other, but at the same time they complement each other."




    Aheànder sighed. Gwindor was an excellent advisor, but he had a habit of taking things very far. "I don't see what you're getting at," he added, trying not to sound too stiff.




    "My lord, during your absence I have given much thought to the kidnapping of the princess, and I think I have found a flaw in the enemy's plans."




    Aheànder's gaze became more alert.




       "What are you talking about? What leak?"




    "The eye of stone." Gwindor hesitated in pronouncing that name, as if doing so would cost him considerable effort. "The stone eye," he repeated, "that is the flaw. You see, the Dark King's plan is nearly perfect, except for one thing: he has not taken into account the possibility that we might turn his own weapon against him. If that object is a doorway, a passageway between Heptagonia and his kingdom, why not use it to our advantage?"




    "That's an excellent suggestion," agreed Aheànder, frowning immediately afterwards. "Do you really think the enemy committed such naivety?"




    Gwindor exhaled a long puff of smoke. "At first I wasn't so convinced, but according to your words, it seems that the lust for power has made her decisions more frantic. If Lady Loreen really is that important, I suppose everything else has taken a back seat."




    "It could be a trap. A deception within a deception. The portal could open a second way in for enemy forces, rather than aiding our offensive."




    "If what Malyka reported about the demons marching into the city is true, I doubt the Dark King needs such a ruse. »




    "Then what do you suggest we do?"




    The elderly man emptied his pipe and placed it on the low wall. "Since you have decided to separate your armies, at least try to use this to the advantage of the offensive. Saving Heptagonia is important, but I would avoid using Silene's wizards solely as a defensive force. My advice is to move on two fronts, you by land, with the bulk of the army, and the Order of the sources through the portal. That way the enemy will also be caught between two fires, and managing an attack directly inside your own palace, well, it's not like defending a city wall from a prolonged siege, my lord."




    "So be it," Aheànder added. "But you will have to take care of that. As for me, I'll be leaving the city tomorrow to rejoin the armies I sent to man the security line. Make sure everyone knows what they have to do, Gwindor. I fear the battle will be bloodier than expected."




    The elderly man professed a slight bow. "I will do as you command, my lord. Now, I know you are tired and need to rest, but allow me one final consideration before I take my leave."




    Aheànder relegated his weariness to a corner and struggled to keep his gaze alert. "I'm listening."




    "The sacred sword," the counselor added, "do you sense anything different about you when you hold it?"




    "Well, of course," she answered him, shrugging her shoulders. "I feel more confident, more determined. And proud, too. After all, I went through a long journey to get it, so why shouldn't I?"




    Gwindor began fiddling with his pipe again, as the wind swept away the remnants of incinerated tobacco at his feet. There was a strange expression on his face now. Aheànder stiffened, while the elderly man resumed speaking cautiously.




    "You see, I don't want to be misunderstood, but magical weapons are not objects to be used lightly. They possess their own personality, in a way you could even say they are living creatures, just like you or me."




    Aheànder remembered very well the way Tanafer had 'warned' him of the presence of the assassin on the roof of the barn. Somehow, the sword was able to recognize the danger and even the light intensity of the blade varied according to the presence of a threat.




    "So what?"




    "What I'm trying to tell you is that you must make sure that you maintain control over the sword at all times. I think that the bringer of death was created for a very specific purpose, and it is that, and only that, that she will try to accomplish, you see? As long as your paths coincide she may show condescension, but the moment they diverge..."




    "I know what I have to do, Gwindor," she interrupted him, cutting off the air with one hand. By the gods! He was the one who had told him about the sacred steel, and now he was going to stop him from using it? "I have vowed to return the sword to the keeper of the sacred mountain once I have fulfilled my duty, and that is what I will do. But in the meantime, she is mine, and she will obey my will. And that is that!"




    Gwindor bowed his head. "My lord, I meant no disrespect."




    "I'm the one who should apologize," Aheànder said, suddenly feeling embarrassed by that outburst. "I raised my voice and I shouldn't have. »




    "A ruler doesn't have to justify himself. You have far too many reasons to feel that way." Gwindor hinted at moving. "It's getting late anyway, and I need to rest too."




    They walked towards the entrance of the garden without adding anything else. As they reached under the marble archway, Aheànder stopped and called the advisor's attention. "Gwindor, you still haven't told me how we're going to activate the stone eye."




    The elderly man hinted at a smile as he crossed his hands behind his back. "I didn't, it's true. The point is, I don't have a clue."




     




    ***




     




    Standing at the top of the central tower, Malyka watched with an afflicted air as the figure on horseback shrank on the road leading out of the city. When Aheànder disappeared around a bend, she looked away and walked towards the stairs, where her father was waiting for her with his arms crossed over his chest.




    They silently descended the long staircase that connected the keep to the main body of the castle, then crossed a network of corridors until they reached a large hall lit by the morning sun. There, a hundred wizards rose from their benches as Oghran made his entrance, with Malyka following close behind. "Master," said one man, deepening into a bow that was immediately imitated by all present.




    Malyka broke away from her father and took a seat in the back rows. Sitting next to her, Ethrel was just in time to whisper her name before Oghran began to speak from the back of the room.




    "Brothers. As you know, our order has always rejected all forms of violence, devoting itself to the pursuit of knowledge and meditation in accordance with the teachings of its founder. Precisely for this reason it is particularly difficult for me to ask you to renounce all our values, and yet I will do so. Prince Aheànder has asked for our help to fight the Dark King and save the kingdom from catastrophe: well, we will not back down from doing what must be done, no matter what the cost."




    The man took a deep breath, then added: "Sometimes war is the only way to keep the peace. A choice must be made, even if painful. That is why I have sworn allegiance to the prince and his cause, assuring him of our full dedication."




    Malyka could not remember ever hearing anything like that on her father's lips. Those words were very similar to those spoken by Luthrlel, so similar that they instilled a question in her. Who was able to draw the line between a right and a wrong war? All this didn't make them so different from their enemies after all. The severed expression on her sister's face convinced her that Ethrel must think differently. After all, between the two of them, she was the one who had taken all of her father's stern determination. Who at that moment raised his voice, as if to bring her attention back to him.




    "Two matters of paramount importance must be addressed here, now," Oghran said, fixing her with eyes full of reproach. Malyka sighed, disposing herself to listen. "The first in order of urgency is the defensive strategy to be prepared in view of the impending Mkhul descent."




    "Master, I request the floor."




    Oghran nodded to a man with a thick dark beard. "Go ahead, Torvald."




    "Couldn't we just erect a barrier around the city, like we did along the outer line?"




    "Unfortunately not, my friend," she answered him, shaking her head. "The conformation of Mount Daurus makes that impossible. Absurdly, the mountain that has always protected the city now represents its very weak point."




       The silk of Ethrel's dress rustled as the girl stood up. "Master, I think I have a solution."




    Everyone turned toward her. Slender as a twig, the girl showed much more than her sixteen years. Perhaps it was because of that hair that cascaded down her back like a cascade of liquid silver. There was certainly a determined light shining in her eyes as she sustained the stares of a hundred wizards all older and more experienced than her. Malyka didn't miss the fleeting glance her sister exchanged with a young cleric standing guard at the entrance.




    "So far we've only talked about slowing down the Mkhul, deflecting their advance, protecting ourselves from their onslaught," Ethrel exclaimed. "I think we should be thinking about how to destroy them instead."




    "The demons of the night cannot be affected by human weapons, nor by our spells," observed Oghran.




    "Yeah, but maybe we can summon someone who can," suggested the woman. "Like fire elementals."




    Oghran nodded, "This is the same conclusion I came to. The elementals are the best weapon we can counter the Mkhuls, however the summoning spell has a very limited time effectiveness. That means we can't be certain of this strategy until we are under attack."




    "Master," Torvald inserted himself, "summoning is a very powerful ritual, but no one has resorted to it for years. Most of us only know it through books."




    "Then it will mean that we will spend some of our allotted time studying it in every detail. Ethrel and Malyka will assist you in the ceremony."




    "Yes, master," said the man, returning to his seat.




    Oghran waited until the widespread murmuring had died down before he resumed speaking. "Now, if no one has anything else to add, I would turn to the second matter on the agenda. As I preface this, defending the city is just one of our jobs. I spoke with Councilor Gwindor this morning and assured him of our full cooperation in supporting the offensive action of the royal armies. Although our presence is required here, that does not mean we will not take part in the attack."




    The silence grew as Oghran crossed the room, stopping in front of a marble altar on which a casket was placed. Malyka sensed her father's discomfort under the impassive gaze and held her breath. She knew what he was about to do even before he lifted the ebony door after fumbling with the lock. As soon as Oghran revealed the contents of the chest, the room sank under an unnatural sense of oppression. Malyka shuddered, forcing herself to stare once more at that horrible pupil carved in stone. Beside her, Ethrel's expression became one of wonder.




    "This is the stone eye," said the master, moving the hand on which he had unfolded the cloth wrapping so that all could see it, "the object which served to perpetrate the vile abduction of Lady Loreen. Observe it well, for we must be able to fully understand its nature. Our objective is to activate the portal to which the stone eye is the key, so as to open a passage to the castle of the Dark King."
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