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  1. The Wild Horse of Strife




  With his decision made, Dreibrand rushed back into his house. His heavy steps banged through the empty home, and he glanced into the boys’ room as he passed it. Their stripped beds clung to the corners like naked prisoners.




  Dreibrand entered his bedchamber and went to the wardrobe. When the cabinet had arrived from Jingten, he had stowed a box on one of its shelves and not touched it since. He retrieved the box and popped the latch. Even in the dusky gloom, the dagger’s edge gleamed. Its ivory handle greeted him without any hard feelings after being shut away for years. Somehow, the splendid sidearm knew that it would always be a prized possession. 




  Dreibrand picked up the dagger and absently set its open box back on the shelf. The ivory handle was cool and heavy. A slight hint of yellow had developed since he had received the dagger at his graduation from the Darmar’s military academy. Only the top ten graduates were gifted with the daggers. 




  Dreibrand had never been to war without it, and despite his turmoil over preparing to battle his own people, he could not bring himself to forswear it. He slipped the dagger into its old place on his swordbelt.




  When he closed the cabinet, he paused to consider Victoria’s vacant crib. It set there like a skeleton in a forgotten tomb. Marching from the house, he forced the image out of his mind. 




  “I wanted my dagger,” Dreibrand explained to Atarek and Tytido who were waiting outside. 




  “Oh, right,” Atarek mumbled, recognizing the dagger. Dreibrand had been honored to receive it at his graduation, but Atarek had made fun of it, and they had hardly been on speaking terms when Dreibrand had left on his first military assignment.




  The brothers exchanged a look as each man remembered hard feelings, but neither of them desired to rehash old criticisms.  




  They joined the warriors gathering in the town square. With the women and children evacuated, the defenders roused their blood for battle. Tonight, the humans and the rys would dance the war dance together.




  The sun gave up the sky and sank behind the mountains. The orange glow of bonfires and torches highlighted the armored bodies in the town square. The hot scene of activity within the settlement was small upon the darkened landscape where prairie met forest between smooth old mountains.




  Shouts, oaths, and battle cries battered the night as warriors drank freely and toasted each other’s bravery. Glutting themselves on camaraderie, the warriors proclaimed the certain defeat of their enemies. 




  Men cheered when Dreibrand arrived with Atarek and Tytido. Dreibrand acknowledged numerous greetings, shaking hands and slapping shoulders. The admiration and loyalty in their eyes gratified Dreibrand, especially because it came in equal doses from his original followers and the former Kezanada. 




  Their rowdiness eased his apprehension. He heard their readiness for battle in their loud voices. From this night forward, Nufal could only be purchased with their lives, yet he hoped to bargain a better deal. 




  The crowd opened up and Quylan and Tulair approached Dreibrand with an entourage of rys soldiers. Before Dreibrand could ask where Shan was, the rys King appeared right in front of him.




  “Shan, I did not see you,” Dreibrand said.




  “Perhaps you were not looking hard enough,” Shan teased, and his smile was strange below his blue-burning eyes. “Walk with me,” he commanded gently. 




  Dreibrand gestured for Atarek and Tytido to wait and fell in step next to Shan.




  “Dreibrand?” Atarek shouted, and Dreibrand looked back, puzzled by the outburst. Tytido bore the same confused expression as Atarek. 




  Shan hushed Dreibrand quickly before he could respond.




  “They cannot see us,” Shan explained with some delight.




  Dreibrand wanted to dispute the incredible claim, but then he noticed the magic tingling over his body. Shan had enclosed him in a spell. 




  “Let me tell my brother,” Dreibrand said because he did not want Atarek to worry. 




  “Quylan will explain,” Shan said, and as he said the words, Dreibrand watched her go to Atarek and Tytido and calm them.




  “Watch it,” Shan said and tugged Dreibrand out of the path of two boisterous men.




  As Dreibrand dodged the warriors, he completely believed what Shan had done. Following Shan out of the crowd, he asked how it could be.




  Shan sat down on the toppled torso of a broken statue and draped an arm over its elbow stub. “We are not truly invisible,” he explained. “Our eyes give us images by interpreting light. I use my power to bend other images around us, blurring our presence. It is basically camouflage, and for obvious reasons, it works best at night. I have been working on this spell for some time.”




  Dreibrand looked down his arms and asked why he could see himself.




  “Because you are inside my spell,” Shan replied as if it were all very simple. 




  “Shan, I am amazed,” Dreibrand said. 




  The rys sat up. “I do not know if I have actually heard you say that before,” he commented. “I will take it as a compliment.”




  “How many people can you conceal?” Dreibrand asked, excited by the possibilities.




  “I think a hundred in the night. Perhaps half that in the day,” Shan answered.




  “Excellent,” Dreibrand said. “We can assemble a strike force. Try to hit Tempet and Alloi when they are vulnerable or distracted.”




  Shan nodded. “Yes. You and I will go together. We will take with us rys and human soldiers.”




  The advantage of stealth thrilled Dreibrand immensely, and many possible uses bloomed in his mind. 




  “You hope that you can attack Sandin personally,” Shan guessed.




  Dreibrand considered his answer carefully. “I would not jeopardize our mission for my personal revenge. I know everything hinges upon our defeat of Tempet and Alloi,” he said but still looked very troubled. 




  “Then what is on your mind?” Shan asked.




  It was an endearing question, especially when Dreibrand knew that Shan could simply swat him with a spell and know his private thoughts. 




  “Shan, before we strike, can I go in alone, or maybe with just a few men and advise some officers not to oppose us? Warn them of your power. I am prepared to placate the military with substantial bribes. Tytido and I have secreted treasure within a day’s ride of our battleground. I can send for it any time,” Dreibrand proposed. He had to believe that, if the Atrophane actually understood their jeopardy, then they would gladly accept ransom in place of costly struggle. 




  Shan admired his willingness to bid for peace. It was very civilized of Dreibrand.




  When the rys King did not respond, Dreibrand continued urgently, “I want to spare their lives. Killing them is a bitter thing for me. Some of them must have misgivings about serving Tempet and Alloi. Perhaps it is not too late to negotiate.”




  “No. It is too risky,” Shan decided.




  The blunt denial surprised Dreibrand. “If they could understand how dangerous it is to oppose you, they might stand down,” he argued.




  “Dreibrand, do not condemn yourself for fighting the Atrophane. I have sensed your anger with your people. I know you would never let them take Nufal,” Shan said. He let the last statement hang for a moment as Dreibrand pondered his personal truth. “And, my friend, you must understand that words or bribes cannot loosen the grip that Tempet and Alloi have upon their army of men. Their magic has enhanced the natural greed of military men and there will be battle. I cannot waste the element of surprise provided by my invisibility spell on an errand of peace.”




  Even though Shan’s spell still concealed him, Dreibrand turned away from the firelight. Sorrow momentarily crippled the strong features of his face as if he resigned himself to killing a beloved comrade who begged for swift death. 




  Collecting himself, Dreibrand said resolutely, “Then I will strike with all my strength so that this madness can end the quicker. But Shan, promise me you will make the Atrophane see the wisdom of surrender.” 




  Some of the fire died from Shan’s eyes and he let his spell dwindle. Standing, he placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder and said, “When Tempet and Alloi are defeated, the Atrophane will see you as the bringer of mercy. I promise.”




  Dreibrand found refuge from his hideous turmoil in his devotion to Shan. Serving his rys benefactor had always been the best choice. “I will save them from ruin and rise as their leader,” Dreibrand envisioned. “As always, you are generous with me, Shan.”  




  Pleased by the sincerity of Dreibrand’s emotions, Shan chuckled. “My friend, when have I not made you earn it?”




  “True,” Dreibrand conceded, although his bond with Shan had gone beyond merely striving for reward. “I wonder what Tempet and Alloi promised Sandin?”




  “Probably the riches of Jingten, which I believe is what originally tempted you to my side,” Shan said.




  “I suppose that would be enough to make Sandin serve another,” Dreibrand admitted. “But sometimes I pity him. I know Sandin very well, which has been no pleasure, but he believes wholeheartedly in Atrophaney supremacy. It would not be in his nature to make an alliance, especially one that made him subservient. Do you think that Tempet and Alloi have swayed him with magic?”




  “Yes,” Shan said. 




  Dreibrand was quiet for a moment before making his next statement. “Shan, it has occurred to me that perhaps you rule me with your magic. That my loyalty is really just a thought you put in my mind.”




  Shan showed no offense and valued the open curiosity. Human friends in the past had voiced such doubts, and Shan could not blame them for wondering. 




  “I have never done that to you,” Shan said very specifically.




  “How would I know?” Dreibrand whispered, truly pondering the possibility.




  “You would not avoid the truth of your heart forever,” Shan said knowingly. “But the real difference is that I would know.”




  Dreibrand nodded. There was a difference between commanding loyalty and inspiring it. 




  Because Dreibrand understood his answer, Shan added, “Using my power responsibly is much better than reveling in it just for the pleasure.”




  “Does that make you stronger?” Dreibrand asked.




  “It does,” Shan replied, but the small answer did not even begin to indicate the mental discipline necessary to adhere to his belief.




  They lapsed into a shared silence, each one thinking about his responsibilities. 




  “There you are!” Atarek cried and stomped up to his brother. Tytido was right behind him and Quylan trailed them with a smile on her face.




  “You have gotten quite good at finding me, Brother,” Dreibrand said as his attention returned fully to the noises and bodies around him. 




  “The Queen says you were made invisible,” Atarek said skeptically.




  Quylan moved alongside Shan, who put an arm around her. “He does not believe me,” she said with amusement. 




  “The King used his magic to trick you into not seeing me,” Dreibrand said. “Shan has mastered a new spell that will conceal a small group of us and allow us to launch a surprise attack.”




  “Really?” Tytido said with great interest. As a westerner, he had been born in a world ruled by rys magic, and he could accept the news quickly. 




  “I shall make a bolder demonstration for us all,” Shan said. “Dreibrand go speak to our armies. The Queen and I will reveal ourselves when you introduce us. Let us stir our fighters with words and then we will give ourselves over to the primal energies of the war dance. The rys and the humans shall kindle their power under the stars.”




  “Yes, my King,” Dreibrand said.




  He went with his brother and Tytido to the stone speaking platform. Bonfires blazed around the platform and cold gusts of wind tore bright cinders into the air. Dreibrand sprang onto the stone slab and warriors soon began to notice him. Their cheers drew the attention of the others. 




  Dreibrand raised his arms and indicated for the crowd to be quiet. His armored jacket was repaired and glistened with a fresh application of oil. A new helmet had been made for him, and the angles of its metal brims were designed to deflect blows away from his body. Beneath the helmet, a hood of chainmail clung to his skull and hung protectively around his neck. Decked in such harsh apparel, he would meet the intruders of his territory.




  Dreibrand took a deep breath, moving his diaphragm in preparation for projecting his voice. He felt the weight of his armor across his shoulders, and he remembered his first time urging soldiers to victory. That day, years ago, Atrophane soldiers had stood before him.




  He called to Faychan, Gulang, and Tulair and asked them to join Tytido and Atarek who stood in front of him. Surrounded by the lieutenants of his cause, he began his speech.




  “Warriors of Nufal, warriors of Jingten, we stand here united against enemies born of old Nufal. Tempet and Alloi remember only the horror of the Great War, and we cannot allay their thirst for revenge. They have assembled a terrible invasion and long for our destruction without even pausing to see the renewal that we have brought to Nufal, the very place for which they madly murder. Nufal, so long a desolate place of terror and mystery, has been reborn. We are a strong child, a healthy child, sound of body and mind, and we will not let a bitter mother smother our life because she refuses to envision our future. Tempet and Alloi could have joined us in rebuilding their lost kingdom, but they have made their intentions clear, and therefore, THEY WILL DIE!”




  Dreibrand believed that he had never called for death with such desire. Shan is right. I will not let anyone take Nufal from me, he thought.




  The humans and rys shouted their acceptance for his decree. 




  Dreibrand continued, “All of you fight for Nufal to protect your homes. The rys fight with us because they know that Jingten is the goal of the invasion. Our new settlers, who lived in the west as Kezanada, fight for their chance at a new and better future. And our comrades from the eastern world fight because they would not have the Atrophane conquer them again. Like you, I fight for my home and my family, but this battle will be more than that to me, and to my brother.” He paused and met Atarek’s gaze when his older brother turned to look up at him. Atarek bore no smirk of contempt or hint of ridicule. Atarek supported him, and Dreibrand valued his brother’s presence immensely.




  Deciding to address any lurking concerns that some of the fighters might have, Dreibrand said, “For Atarek and me, this is the worst kind of war. We go to fight men from the country of our birth, but have no doubt about which side we stand on. We stand with you against the Atrophane aggressors. Our noble Atrophaney House has a long and proud history that has suffered from a conspiracy of other nobles who wanted our power and wealth. In the coming days, I intend to correct the situation and reclaim my family’s prestige. As I accomplish this, I will also insure the security of Nufal. The people of this land will never labor under the yoke of a conqueror.”




  Dreibrand’s followers cheered. He was their leader and they wanted no other. Their hearts went out to him and Atarek as well. All battles tested the bravery of men, but no warrior envied the cold task set before the brothers.




  The commitment of the warriors was hardening like iron taken from the forge and plunged into water. Their rising courage helped Dreibrand overcome his difficulty with confronting his countrymen. The Atrophane had shunned civil war as a great evil for over three hundred years, but now he saddled the wild horse of strife for the sake of his power. 




  Dreibrand concluded, “But my problems are nonexistent compared to the threat from Tempet and Alloi. Only the true champions and protectors of our civilization will stop their fury. Tonight we fire our wills to serve the King and Queen of Jingten!”




  The warding crystals on the swords worn by Dreibrand, Faychan, and Tytido flashed, and the sudden glare from the warding crystal that Atarek now wore around his neck startled him. Energy rippled through the bodies of the crowd, and Shan and Quylan materialized on the platform on each side of Dreibrand. 




  A collective gasp of awe greeted the monarchs, who remained composed as if nothing extraordinary had occurred. Even the rys soldiers were surprised. The concept of warding magic that cloaked a physical presence from the mind’s eye was known, but actual invisibility was not expected. 




  Shan spoke, and as always, his voice reached all listeners. He told them that he could conceal others with his magic as well. This would be their advantage against a foe greater in number. 




  As the sole feminine presence, Quylan mesmerized her audience as she pledged to never waver in the defense of beloved Jingten, and the rys soldiers immediately repeated her vow in their language. 




  With the time for words passing, Shan said, “Despite the heart breaking ugliness of this invasion, it is a glorious thing to see rys and humans working together as trusting allies. Let us join in our hearts and celebrate our friendship in these last hours of peace.”




  The King of Jingten was obeyed. Rys and humans mingled as comrades and gave their minds over to the drums. The war dance commenced. They were a small army, one fifth the size of the force marching on the plains, but as their feet pounded the old paving stones of Nufal, their power became a cohesive force, stronger than each individual, the spell that only they could make. The ecstasy formed easily for the warriors, created by their fear of dying and their determination to win. They could have danced all night until their fervor turned to exhaustion, but the war dance’s purpose was to give them fuel. At the proper moment, Shan stopped the drummers. No orders needed to be given. Everyone knew what to do. It was time to leave Vetanium.




  With the stars still in the sky, they rode onto the plains. 




  No one noticed until morning that the weather had grown colder. The ground was on the verge of freezing and dark clouds scudded over the skies of Nufal. 




  As the army made camp, Shan remained on his horse and contemplated his home mountains. The gloomy day obscured their beauty, which perhaps suited his mission. He regretted that the rys would again decide the fate of Nufal. 




  Why do I fight for this Wilderness? I could go home and seal the pass, Shan thought. But somehow Nufal was impossible to ignore. Although the land had initially felt foreign and hostile to him, he was growing accustomed to the region. Perhaps Nufal was not so alien. Before the Great War, the rys of Jingten and Nufal must have commingled, been kin. What ended the peace? Shan wondered. He suspected that Onja had been the cause. 




  Despite his diligent interest in the lost history of the Great War, Shan’s research had yielded few additional details. The scraps of ancient history that he had obtained from the Kezanada through Faychan had not discussed the causes of the conflict. Shan wondered if the ancient human fighters had even known the reason for the war. If they had, then their writing of it had not survived the ages.




  With the invaders drawing closer, Shan shifted his mind to the present. He commanded everyone, even Quylan, to take some rest. He would watch over them in case attack spells came. And when they woke, they would hear his final plan for the battle. 




  





  ~




  





  Dreibrand held his left arm out so Faychan could wrap it with fabric. All around them, other warriors were being prepared in the Kezanada way for their mission into the night. Although Shan’s spell would conceal them, Faychan and the other former Kezanada had insisted that everyone be properly outfitted. Magical support did not translate into neglecting the skills of stealth. All armor or shiny accessories needed to be covered with cloth. The padding would prevent clinking that could give a man away, and the dull cloth would stop firelight from glinting off metallic items.




  Faychan suggested binding Dreibrand’s dagger into the wrappings on his left forearm. Dreibrand was accustomed to using a dagger from his belt, but Faychan advised him that the wise commando always carried a hidden weapon. After he covered the ivory handle with cloth and checked to make sure that it would hold in place, Faychan showed Dreibrand where to probe for the weapon and pull it out. 




  “It is in there tight,” Dreibrand commented, wiggling the dagger.




  “Well, you do not want it to fall out,” Faychan said. “If you need it, I am sure you will not worry about tearing a bit of cloth.”




  “No, I suppose not,” Dreibrand conceded. He appreciated that Faychan shared his techniques for operating behind enemy lines. 




  Securing the last wrapping with expert fingers, Faychan stepped back and regarded his subject. Dreibrand’s helmet and neck were wound with black cloth as well, and the warding crystal on his sword had been wrapped. Faychan nodded with satisfaction. “Much better,” he said.




  Dreibrand slapped his arms against his armored torso and approved of the softened sound. “This was your favorite part of being a Kezanada,” he guessed.




  “I was good at it,” Faychan said. “I should go with you, but Shan will not have me.”




  Trying to divert Faychan from the rejection, Dreibrand said, “It is better to have you here. If I am captured, I will need you to get me out.”




  “Oh, I see,” Faychan laughed. 




  “How can you joke around?” Tytido criticized. He had watched Faychan prepare Dreibrand for the mission and grown anxious for the assembling strike force. 




  “You have never had a sense of humor before a battle,” Dreibrand said.




  Tytido saw no fault in his seriousness. When the battle started, the commandos would be utterly surrounded by enemies. Even aided by Shan, they had to rely on Tytido’s forces to save them. As Shan and his strike force infiltrated the enemy army, Tytido, Faychan, Tulair, and Quylan would be poised to engage. After Shan launched the internal surprise attack, Tytido would attack from the outside and relieve pressure on the commandos. 




  Ideally, the confusion created by the separate attacks would allow them to eliminate Tempet and Alloi. Then, Shan could compel the Atrophane to surrender because they could not hope to defeat the King of Jingten with mere human power. 




  Everyone accepted that Shan’s daring raid was necessary. Their army was too small to face the invasion force in a conventional daylight battle. They had to strike from within and without under cover of night and magic so that they could hit key players during the mayhem. 




  Trying to ease Tytido’s obvious tension, Dreibrand said, “We shall be reunited in victory.”




  Knowing that his doubts would not serve them now, Tytido said, “Yes. Fight well my friend.”




  “I will, and good luck,” Dreibrand said.




  He checked his sho dart pistol again to make sure that a dart was loaded in the chamber although he knew that it was there.




  Fires were forbidden tonight, and Dreibrand quickly scanned the area in the deepening dusk. The rys soldiers were starting to team up with their human partners on the strike force. Atarek was taking a few more practice swings with his new sword, and Dreibrand went to speak with him before their parting. 




  Atarek lowered his weapon and said, “Looks like this war is about to get started.”  




  “Yeah,” Dreibrand agreed soberly. “I have to go soon.”




  Visibly uncomfortable about Dreibrand’s foray into the enemy camp, Atarek said, “I suppose this is the type of thing you have done many times?”




  “Well, not exactly like this, but I have been in plenty of tight spots,” Dreibrand replied, trying to be positive about the situation. “Now stop worrying about me because you are not going to have it so easy. Remember, stay close to Faychan while I am on this mission.”




  Atarek rolled his eyes and nodded. “And you can stop worrying about me. Maybe I don’t have your fancy military training, but I have been rather dangerous myself on a few occasions. I recall bloodying your nose a couple times,” he said.




  “I know. I just want you to be careful because…” Dreibrand pictured himself fighting in the middle of the Atrophane encampment and continued, “Atarek, if something should happen to me, promise me you will take care of my family.” 




  Such responsibility was a dizzying concept for Atarek. He sheathed his sword and fiddled with the handle of his new dagger while trying to think of what to say. “Are you sure you would not want to ask a more reliable sort?” he said.




  “Atarek,” Dreibrand growled impatiently. “This is about the future of the House of Veta.”




  Looking ashamed of his lack of seriousness, Atarek said, “Yes, of course, Dreibrand. I am honored.”




  “Thank you,” Dreibrand said with a humility that Atarek had never seen in him before. 




  Atarek kept his hand on the sword at his hip. Although still trying to become used to the larger weapon, its presence alongside his body was reassuring, as was the warding crystal hanging around his neck. “Well, Dreiby, if something happens to me, promise me you will pour a few good glasses of wine on my grave every year,” he said with a grin.




  Dreibrand indulged his brother’s need for humor and asked, “Red or white?”




  “Alternate each year. And maybe a couple shots of that nasty liquor too,” Atarek said.




  “I can do that,” Dreibrand promised. “But I insist you live a long life before burdening me with the maintenance of your grave.”




  “I plan to, Little Brother,” Atarek said, mustering some Atrophaney optimism.




  Dreibrand embraced his brother. “Take care of yourself, Atarek,” he ordered.




  Slapping his brother’s back, Atarek said, “Say hello to Sandin Promentro for me.”




  “I will,” Dreibrand said. “And take good care of my horse.”




  “Thanks for thinking of me before the horse,” Atarek joked.




  Dreibrand let his brother go and saw Shan waiting for him only a few steps away. As the commandos gathered around Shan, the rys King reported that Tempet and Alloi were deep in spellmaking trances, which meant that they would be distracted and unlikely to detect his invisibility spell. Shan hoped to interrupt them before they could start their attack. 




  “Let us go,” Shan said and pulled his black cloak over his sparkling armor and gleaming shield. 




  The commandos double-checked their sho dart pistols and pulled their head wrappings over their faces. 




  Blue fire overtook Shan’s eyes, and he tuned his mind to the heartbeats and souls of the warriors, which would allow him to keep his camouflage spell on them as they moved. Shan’s immense power executed the spell swiftly, and his strike force flickered out of sight. Faychan just barely heard their feet whispering away through the frosted prairie grass.




  “Well, Lord Tytido of Nufal,” Faychan said graciously. “It is time to do our part.”




  Reluctantly, Tytido felt a hint of camaraderie with Faychan, but he refused to show it. 




  “Truly, Faychan,” he responded and stalked toward his horse. The army was under his command while Dreibrand and Shan were away, and he would not fail them. And he would most definitely not fail Lydea. Tytido focused on her image and recalled how the peak of ecstasy had enhanced her beauty on their wedding night. No opponent was going to keep him from returning to his beloved bride. 




  





  2. The Wretched Thrill




  Bravery binds my comrades to me




  Loyalty opens the path to glory




  Courage breaks our enemy




  Discipline brings us victory




  

    —Atrophane soldiers’ song


  




  





  Shan led the commandos in single file. Every one had a partner who was supposed to be ahead of him in line. Gulang moved behind Dreibrand who followed Shan. In this manner, the men and rys would breach the Atrophane perimeter at one point, like a snake into a gopher hole.




  Watch fires blazed around the camp, but they lighted the Atrophane more than they drove back the night. The camp was active, no doubt alerted to the movements of Quylan and Tytido.




  Dreibrand measured the swath of lights on the black prairie. The Horde that he had served in as an Atrophane officer had been larger than the army before him, but the sight still made him recall the thrill of being part of such a spectacular force. Tonight, he acted as an avenging ghost coming to condemn who he had been in an earlier life.




  Through a gap in the watch fires, the commando force slipped over a low wall of soil and crossed a trench into the enemy bivouac. Dreibrand observed the faces of the soldiers on watch duty. It was difficult to believe that they did not see the one hundred warriors passing them.




  Inside the camp, soldiers sat around their fires. Most of them had their helmets on, only waiting to buckle the chinstraps. An archer inspected his quiver of arrows, and a cavalryman sat by a fire anxiously spinning his spurs with his fingers.




  Dreibrand overheard snips of conversation.




  “By Golan, we will be in Jingten before winter.”




  “They only have two thousand soldiers.”




  “Tempet could kill them all himself.”




  Dreibrand doubted the soldier quite grasped the veracity of the idle boast. Tempet’s combat abilities had so impressed Shan that the rys King had adhered to his decision to fight Tempet personally. The commandos had been assigned Alloi as their sole target. Their job was to prevent her from assisting Tempet, which should allow Shan to kill him.




  The enchanted force wound its way deeper into the camp, beckoned by the red command tents at the center. For a while, Shan even fell into step behind a soldier, who had no idea that one hundred enemies filled his tracks. Sometimes the line of infiltrators had to break to let an unwitting soldier pass through.




  The chestplate armor and uniform of the ranking lieutenant caught Dreibrand’s eye. Once, Dreibrand had worn the same items.




  He is returning from an assessment of the perimeter, Dreibrand estimated because the lieutenant appeared to be headed toward the command center to make his report.




  According to Atrophane military procedure, the camp had been set up in an orderly grid, and the lieutenant’s path intersected with the path along which the commandos quietly proceeded. Shan stopped just before the lieutenant turned onto their route. Dreibrand tapped Gulang with three fingers, which was the signal to halt. Gulang passed the code to the rys soldier behind him, and the command went down the line.




  Unexpectedly, the lieutenant stopped and spun around. Agitated, the man’s brown eyes roved the torchlight, looking for something that had caught his eye.




  Dreibrand marveled at how the man looked right through him. Even more surprising was that the officer was not an Atrophane. Dreibrand was sure of it.




  While Dreibrand tried to pinpoint the man’s ethnic origin, white light flared beneath the lieutenant’s collar. The lieutenant gasped because ghostly images flickered in front of him. Shan clenched his teeth and reinforced the magical camouflage that had been disrupted by the strong warding crystal worn by the officer.




  The faint outlines of bodies disappeared before the lieutenant could analyze what he had seen. But the sudden heat from the warding crystal against his neck alerted him to the possibility of magic. The incident had to be reported to Tempet and Alloi and he took half a step toward the command center, but then froze.




  Shan snared the officer’s mind and soothed his alarm. The warding spell that protected the lieutenant troubled Shan very little now that he knew it was there. The rys’s powerful awareness batted aside the protective spell as if it were only an annoying fly. Gripping the human’s thoughts, Shan scrambled the memory of seeing intruders and he removed the desire to report the news. Then, in consideration of Dreibrand’s goal of taking command of the Atrophane, Shan suggested for good measure, “Betray Sandin Promentro.”




  The lieutenant reached into his collar and touched the warding crystal for reassurance. He knew that the tabre were making a great spell, and he assumed that it had caused the crystal to flare. He noticed a few soldiers staring at him because he had been standing there with a strange look on his face. After a scowl from the lieutenant, the soldiers looked away, and he continued toward the command center.




  Trailing the disturbed lieutenant, the commandos encircled the red tents in the heart of the camp. The ten thousand soldiers on all sides weighed heavily on the minds of the concealed warriors.




  Although camouflaged, Dreibrand ducked behind a tent as his comrades took their places. The red tent fabric near his face mustered many memories, and the imperial banner hanging between the Darhet’s battle flags judged Dreibrand harshly. The symbol of his homeland snapped in the gusting wind as if it wanted to fly loose and smother its insolent son.




  Nonsense! Dreibrand told himself. What did I tell Deltane? Nufal is your home. Nufal.




  He took a deep breath to steady his resolve.




  Many torches illuminated the inner circle of tents. Dreibrand scanned the area, searching for Sandin. The largest tent flapped open and Tempet strode out. The soft edges of his fur cloak contrasted with the hard armor on his chest. Intense white fire filled his eyes, leaving his face in deep shadow. Alloi followed him, and magic blazed across her face as well.




  With Tempet and Alloi before him, Dreibrand accepted that agonizing over killing Atrophanes was truly a trifling issue. Sandin came out of his tent next, and Dreibrand overcame his misgivings about civil war entirely. He narrowed his eyes. Sandin would pay for his treatment of Atarek.




  Unlike the other warriors, Shan had not crouched behind a tent. He observed his enemies from an open position. A black cloak draped his body, covering the relic shield and sword in his hands.




  “Go. Go kill her,” Shan ordered aloud.




  It seemed that at his bidding, the wind pulled up the edges of his cloak and revealed the gleam of his weapons.




  Drawing his sword and sho dart pistol, Dreibrand sprang forward. From this moment onward, he could assume that the camouflage spell would fail. Following his lead, all of the commandos launched into action. Dreibrand ran straight toward Alloi. He refused to be deterred by her femininity.




  With her mind still stretched from casting the endurance spell, Alloi could barely comprehend her perception when a charging man formed out of air. She raised her hands to fend off Dreibrand’s advance with a spell just when Dreibrand pulled the trigger. She cast her spell the instant the dart pricked the skin of her palm. A burning wall of magic slammed Dreibrand backward.




  He hugged his sword close, hoping to tap strength from its powerful warding crystal. The onslaught of his one hundred companions protected him as he struggled to recover from the painful blow.




  Although startled by the intense attack, Tempet immediately defended his sister. His hungry battle cry exploded from his throat, and the bitaran sprang obediently into his hands. The swinging bludgeon hissed through the air, and the commandos jumped aside. Three died, two humans and a rys, their guts smearing across each other’s corpses. Gore blotted the sparkling diamonds when the bitaran emerged from flesh. Blood spattered Dreibrand’s forehead, and his desire to survive drove him to his feet.




  Shan intervened before Tempet could slaughter any more attackers. The rys King was able to maintain the camouflage spell around himself until he was within a step of Tempet. Distracted by warriors charging from every direction, Tempet did not sense the approaching lifeforce until the very last instant. His right side was carelessly exposed when Shan became visible and thrust his sword. Tempet evaded sudden death, but the blade cut his right arm. Following his sword stroke, Shan slammed his shield onto Tempet’s wound and cast a blistering attack spell.




  With Tempet occupied, Alloi received the full assault of the commandos. Atrophane soldiers and officers rallied to her defense. Alloi leaned drunkenly and shook the dart from her hand. Staggering behind the Darhet, she forced discipline upon her mind and barricaded her physiology against the sho drug as much as possible. The rys soldiers scared her the worst. Their presence dragged her mind into the ruin of the past, making the Great War happen again.




  Dreibrand focused on her sluggish retreat with the surety of the wolf that has selected its weakened prey from the herd. He attacked, trading blows with Atrophaney soldiers. He cut down an infantry man, and then a young officer died on his blade. As Dreibrand retracted his bloody sword, seeking for the next place to strike, he made eye contact with Sandin. Even with his face covered, Dreibrand detected that Sandin recognized him. Their venomous gazes spat their mutual hatred at each other, but Sandin denied Dreibrand the luxury of combat. Seizing Alloi’s arm in a strong grip, Sandin shouted for his men to cover his withdrawal.




  An explosive attack spell shook the area, making fighters stumble and shield their eyes. Sandin squinted in the flash and glimpsed the dueling blur of Tempet and Shan. Soldiers on both sides avoided their magical conflict that spewed hot destruction like an angry fumarole.




  The fray at the command center aroused the rest of the camp, and soldiers already hyped for battle rushed to help.




  The commandos continued to spread havoc among the Atrophane. The second attack of their comrades outside the camp would come soon and draw off the Atrophane soldiers. With the aid of sho darts, the commandos expected to have a decent chance of fighting their way out.




  Dreibrand pursued Alloi relentlessly. He was determined to prevent her from harassing Shan. And he hoped to kill her and end the fighting even more quickly. He hollered to Gulang and the others for support and fought through a swarm of soldiers toward Sandin.




  The commandos yanked torches from the ground and tossed them onto tents as they charged Sandin’s position. Hard pressed, Sandin could not give thought to determining how his camp had been infiltrated.




  Ambio Nateve arrived at the Darhet’s side and assessed Alloi with desperate concern. Her breathing was labored, and she had sunk to her knees.




  “Sho dart,” she explained. “I need a moment to overcome the poison.”




  “Stop gawking at her, Lieutenant,” Sandin barked. “Lead the counterattack.”




  Ambio gladly redirected his passions to the attackers, shouting orders. Mad with desire to protect Alloi, Ambio confronted a rys soldier and promptly cut him down. It was his first rys kill, and the triumph instilled him with a lust for more.




  Dreibrand and his comrades hit the cluster of men around the Darhet. Their fast blades drove aside Atrophane weapons and sliced flesh. Many Atrophane died, overwhelmed by the intense onslaught of rys and human warriors.




  Intent on reaching Alloi, Dreibrand encountered Ambio. Their swords crashed, but Dreibrand expertly outmoded him and knocked Ambio into a small tent. Unwilling to waste time on finishing the man, Dreibrand scrambled closer to his female target.




  Sandin drew his sword and barred Dreibrand’s advance. The men became momentarily impervious to the fighters killing and dying around them.




  Yelling madly, Dreibrand attacked Sandin. The Darhet’s blade barely budged when their swords met, but his boot heels were driven deeper into the ground. He flung Dreibrand’s sword aside and his speedy riposte put Dreibrand on the defensive.




  Sandin laughed, delighted by the grudging respect in his opponent’s eyes. “You know you cannot take me,” he taunted.




  Beyond Sandin, Alloi sank to the ground. She clutched her head as if debilitated by a headache. Her vulnerability beckoned Dreibrand. Momentarily protected from other attacks by his comrades, Dreibrand dueled Sandin fiercely.




  While still fighting with an Atrophaney soldier, a rys soldier assisted Dreibrand by casting a heat spell at Sandin. It flared brightly around Sandin’s head, and although his warding protected him from harm, the brightness disoriented him.




  Dreibrand struck hard, and Sandin was saved only by his armor. The point of Dreibrand’s sword punched a hole in the armor over Sandin’s heart and the blow knocked him down. One more well-aimed thrust of the sword would finish the Darhet, but Dreibrand did not forsake his last chance at Alloi.




  Jumping past the tumbling Sandin, Dreibrand landed in front of Alloi and stabbed at her prone body with all his might. Despite the impairment from the sho drug, Alloi twisted aside and avoided Dreibrand’s descending swordpoint. The sword stuck into the ground next to her ribs. Dreibrand leaned on his sword, halfway off his feet. The warding crystal on the end of the sword handle illuminated their faces, and Dreibrand stared into her eyes. He felt his mind falling into a trap, and his awareness clawed at the edges of his free will.




  “Noooo!” he yelled in defiance of her power.




  Alloi summoned the energy to cast an attack spell that blasted Dreibrand back. His sword remained planted in the ground next to her. Stunned, Dreibrand could not react when Sandin loomed over him.




  The smug face of the Darhet smiled down to him. “I have looked forward to taking you alive, Dreibrand,” he said.




  Two soldiers seized Dreibrand. He struggled against them as they put him on his feet. The soldier on the right never got a good grip on his arm, and Dreibrand punched him in the face. With his right hand free, Dreibrand yanked his dagger out of the wrappings on his left arm. Dreibrand stabbed the other soldier in the arm. He cried out and let go.




  Dreibrand swiped at Sandin and sliced the man’s cheek. Cussing dreadfully, Sandin covered his cheek, shocked by the deep sting.




  Dreibrand dove for his sword and rolled back to his feet with the weapon in his hand. He looked for Alloi, but she had regained her feet and scrambled away from him. When she looked over her shoulder, Dreibrand saw the white light glowing in her eyes, which indicated that her powers were recovering rapidly.




  More commandos came down on her and she cast an attack spell that killed three soldiers, two rys and one man. Dreibrand jumped over their smoking bodies to confront her. He hacked at her relentlessly with each running leap. A human could not have dodged every stroke of cutting death, but she possessed a greater speed.




  Yet another attack spell thwarted Dreibrand, sending him reeling through a campfire. He kicked over a grill and a teapot, showering the area with coals, but their heat was insignificant compared to the burning spell that squeezed his warding.




  Dreibrand stayed on his feet and kept moving. He staggered in a circle, intending to attack her again. A fresh wave of Atrophane soldiers stymied him and the other commandos until new attack spells blazed among the Atrophane and broke their lines. Quylan had begun her assault.




  Aware of the second attack, Alloi rushed to the Darhet, and a mass of soldiers surrounded them. Dreibrand yelled angrily as she eluded him again.




  Why can I never touch her? he fumed.




  Renewing his effort, he attacked soldiers and tried to follow her. Despite his hacking and killing, he made little progress, except for reaching some beleaguered comrades. Atrophanes had surrounded Gulang and the rys who had helped Dreibrand earlier by hitting Sandin with a heat spell. They were relieved to see Dreibrand cut them an escape hole.




  “Lord Dreibrand, we must go!” the rys shouted. Like Dreibrand, he had tried until past the last chance to reach Alloi, which had now become a futile cause.




  But Dreibrand did not want to give up. In his madness, he might have stayed there to die, unwilling to accept failure, but when Gulang was hit hard and fell against him, Dreibrand accepted the situation. With the rys defending him, Dreibrand grabbed Gulang and kept him on his feet. Blood poured down his face, soaking into his hood.




  The mayhem had become intolerable, and all the commandos were retreating. Although stung by his inability to destroy Alloi, Dreibrand decided that he could still save Gulang, which was a worthy goal. The rys grabbed Gulang from the other side, and they fled for their lives.




  In the swelling confusion within the camp, they became just three more figures running in the night. When they were recognized as enemies and confronted, they fought again. With heat spells and slashing blades, they gained more ground, and the watch fires on the perimeter drew closer.




  Gulang finally stumbled, dragging Dreibrand down. The rys stayed with them and held their pursuers at bay with heat spells. Dreibrand lifted Gulang’s head, fearing to find the man dead. Gulang, however, blinked the blood from his eyes and proved he was still alive.




  “Move!” Dreibrand ordered.




  A warded soldier had gotten through the rys’s defense and loomed over Dreibrand with a lifted sword. Dreibrand blocked the weapon with his sword. Then he let go of Gulang and tried to stab the soldier with his dagger, but the soldier jumped out of the way. Still on one knee, Dreibrand placed his dagger between his teeth and grabbed Gulang’s pistol from his belt. Fortunately, a dart was in the chamber, and Dreibrand shot the man. In humans, the sho drug acts instantly and cannot be resisted. Paralyzed, the soldier fell over.




  Desperate, the rys soldier reached deep within himself and dragged more power out of every fiber of his body than he ever had before. He cast a benign but helpful spell of sleepiness around him, toppling most of the soldiers into a doze.




  “Come!” the rys encouraged, dashing ahead of Dreibrand.




  Dreibrand put his dagger into its place on his swordbelt and pulled one of Gulang’s arms over a shoulder. With a groan, he heaved the man off the ground and ran after his rys comrade. Dreibrand’s muscles burned from the extra burden.




  Because commanders and sergeants were calling their men to battle, Dreibrand, Gulang, and the rys were able to escape. The darkness beyond the watch fires enveloped them. Forced to rest, Dreibrand stopped and set Gulang down. The rys crashed to his knees beside them, gasping for breath as well.




  “Gulang, speak to me,” Dreibrand demanded.




  “My Lord,” he responded feebly.




  “Good man. Now on your feet. I cannot carry you around all night,” Dreibrand said.




  “Leave me,” Gulang murmured.




  Dreibrand pulled off the hood and found the dent on the helmet. He eased the helmet back and searched the blood-slick hair for the wound.




  Gulang groped for his hood and then wiped some blood from his face with it.




  “You will live, Gulang,” Dreibrand said. “But we have to stop this bleeding.” He took the hood from Gulang’s hand and pressed it over the split scalp. Dreibrand asked the rys what his name was.




  “Dey,” the rys responded.




  “Can you do anything for my man?” Dreibrand asked.




  Dey nodded but gestured that he required a moment before acting. He had exerted himself tremendously by using more magic than he ever had before in his life.




  Dreibrand looked around. The clouds had thickened and completely obscured the stars that would help guide him back to his army, but flashes of attack spells marked its position anyway. Quylan and Alloi were trading blows as the Nufalese force assaulted the Atrophaney ranks.




  “Where is Shan?” Dreibrand wondered.




  “There,” Dey answered. He grabbed Dreibrand’s shoulder and pointed.




  A sphere of light abruptly marked the rys King’s position, briefly revealing him and Tempet within a lightning flash of magic. They dueled atop a hill apart from the clashing armies. As Shan had wanted, he had lured Tempet away from his allies, but as of yet, had failed to kill him.




  “We have to regroup,” Dreibrand said. He could not bear to be a stray from the battle.




  Catching a second wind, Dey leaned over Gulang. “I can stop the bleeding,” he said and blue sparks snapped from his fingertips as he cauterized the wound.




  Gulang bit his lip. A Kezanada must never reveal his position by crying out in pain.




  Dreibrand put the helmet back on the warrior and helped him to his feet. Although Gulang was regaining his senses after being knocked out, he was wobbling.




  “I will catch up to you, my Lord,” he said.




  Reluctant to leave him behind, Dreibrand grabbed his arm again and hauled him forward.




  Gulang protested, “My Lord, I thank you for saving me, but I will not delay you. I will catch up.”




  Dreibrand appreciated the warrior’s selfless attitude. “Are you sure?” he asked.




  Gulang would have nodded, but his swimming head made the motion unwise. “I am coming out of it,” he said.




  “Be careful,” Dreibrand said and touched the man on the shoulder to express his admiration and respect.




  Dreibrand and Dey departed at a swift run. They saw glimpses of the battle in bursts of magic that illuminated the combatants. Dreibrand recognized that the Atrophane cavalry was organizing a counterattack.




  “Damn!” he cursed and ran faster.




  Traveling on the fringe of the Atrophane position, Dreibrand and the rys reunited with several escaping commandos. Dreibrand sent one man back to help Gulang. They approached their army from the rear and shouted the password to indicate that they were not enemies.




  Dreibrand rushed gratefully into the ranks of his army. Warriors cheered to see more of the commandos returning. Faychan had been receiving the returning commandos, hearing their reports, and then reassigning them to the battle lines. When he heard Dreibrand shouting for him, he urged his horse back through the mix of warriors and horses until he found him.




  “At last! I heard you were lost,” Faychan cried, lifting the visor of his helmet. He grinned, glad that his information had been wrong.




  “Who said that?” Dreibrand said.




  “About half the soldiers who made it back. You were seen taken down by the Atrophane,” Faychan explained.




  “Well, I got back up,” Dreibrand said tersely. He was too concerned about the Atrophane cavalry flanking their position to care about the details of his escape. The events were only a blur in his mind anyway, tainted by his failure to cut down Alloi. The line of blood on Sandin’s face flashed into his mind, which granted Dreibrand some satisfaction.




  “Where is my brother?” Dreibrand said.




  Faychan chuckled grimly. “Killing Atrophane. He was waiting for you here, like you told him to, but when he heard the reports that you were lost, he went berserk.”




  At, you will get yourself killed, Dreibrand worried. He ordered someone to bring his horse, and then began to question Faychan urgently about the status of Quylan and the battle lines. Faychan said that Quylan and Alloi appeared to be stalemated. Their spells were having little effect on either side. No progress had been made penetrating the Atrophane force.




  Dreibrand cursed. “It is hopeless without Shan’s power,” he decided. “We are about to be overrun by about two thousand cavalry. We must withdraw. I will go to the front, tell Tytido, and then get Tulair and Quylan. You must coordinate the rearguard. We will move to help Shan. He has removed Tempet from his supporters and battles him in a private duel.”




  “Shan said to stay away,” Faychan reminded.




  “I know, but Tempet is exposed, which makes him our logical target because we cannot defeat the Atrophane,” Dreibrand said. A soldier arrived with Astar, and Dreibrand sprang into the saddle. He took a quick drink from the canteen tied to his saddle and then took up his shield that had been secured with his gear as well.




  “Hey, Faychan,” he said. “Hiding the dagger saved me.”




  The old assassin smiled wickedly as they parted ways.




  Dreibrand rode into the thick of battle, shouting to encourage the fighters, letting them know that he was alive. He reacted to the heinous noise of war as if not even a day had gone by since last he had been in a battle. The killing howls and dying screams mixed with the fervent clash of weapons. Dreibrand felt his blood run hot with the wretched thrill of combat. His lethal training buried his fears. He controlled his mount without giving conscience thought to the direction, and when he struck the line of Atrophane, his sword collected the toll for invading Nufal.




  He saw Tulair, and moved away from the front line to speak to the rys captain. After shouting more encouragement to his fighters, Dreibrand got the rys’s attention. “Captain, we cannot hold this position and we will soon be charged by cavalry. Get your rys soldiers on our right flank and protect our retreat. I want to move to help Shan.”




  Tulair processed the information quickly and accepted the decision. Dreibrand searched for Tytido next and found his friend already guarding their withdrawal. The Nufalese assault had failed, and the Atrophane were rushing in hard, squeezing the Nufalese from three sides. Fortunately, the Nufalese force was entirely mounted and they could evade the tangle of Atrophane infantry.




  “Dreibrand!” Tytido shouted. The last of the surviving warriors had disengaged, and everyone was riding west. Watching their backs, the two men rode next to each other.




  “Where is my brother?!” Dreibrand yelled. He hated to think that Atarek was one of the dark immobile masses on the ground.




  “I made him go to Quylan to tell her to get moving,” Tytido answered.




  Dreibrand could not spare time to express his gratitude to Tytido for watching out for his brother. With his sword, he pointed toward the last spot where he had seen Shan. “Go that way. Find Shan. Help him fight Tempet. I will guard Quylan’s retreat and catch up,” he said.




  Without waiting for Tytido’s response, he rushed toward Quylan, navigating the cross traffic of retreating riders. In order to protect the warriors from attack spells for as long as possible, the rys Queen would have to move last.




  Dreibrand allowed himself to hope that Shan was killing Tempet at that moment. He needed to believe that this rout would not continue.




  He reached Quylan and her core of rys bodyguards. She stood inside a blue pillar of light that rose into the night sky. The brilliance of her power cast her bodyguards in silhouette, and Dreibrand could not distinguish if one of them was human.




  Atarek, however, saw his brother coming. “By the Gods! Dreiby!” he cried.




  Too harassed to enjoy the reunion, Dreibrand asked urgently if communication had been possible with Quylan.




  Taf Ila responded, “I have told her that we must move, but I do not think she agrees. She says she is close.” The strained rys father did not understand what she meant, and his fear for her was as a wild animal tearing at his guts.




  Dreibrand paused. If Quylan would not move, he was torn between protecting her position and aiding Shan.




  “Dreibrand, they said you were cut down,” Atarek said.




  “I was knocked down,” Dreibrand corrected. He assessed his brother quickly. Atarek appeared unhurt. “They said you were killing Atrophane.”




  “That is what must be done, right?” Atarek said dully. “After tonight, I would say we deserve our censure. Look, here come more.” He readied his sword and shield. His face hardened with a determination that Dreibrand had never seen there before.




  The thunder of a cavalry charge rumbled in the dark. Disregarding the fleeing warriors, the Atrophane charged Quylan’s stagnant position that was now virtually unprotected.




  What have I done? Dreibrand thought.




  “You have done what you had to do. Hold your ground. It is my time.”




  Dreibrand did not immediately recognize the voice in his head, until the pillar of energy around Quylan expanded rapidly, and he realized that she had spoken in his mind. The bright swirling magic roiled past him, Atarek, her father, and the rys bodyguards.




  The Atrophane riders entered the expanding light and emerged from the night as surreal specters in the blue glow. Their weapons were raised and clods of turf flew upward from the pounding hooves.




  Confidence in Alloi’s shield magic made them storm the rys position so boldly, but Quylan welcomed them. She had been waiting for this opportunity. Alloi was overextended protecting so many troops, and Quylan wedged her power into the crack that had finally developed in her enemy’s shield spell.




  The attack spell turned the air to fire. The air whistled past Dreibrand and Atarek as it was sucked into the instant conflagration. Riders around Quylan had to steady their mounts and gasp for breath. The Atrophane riders within a sweeping radius had no chance for survival. They burned along with their horses. The only mercy was in the intensity of the spell that consumed them quickly.




  With the stench of cooked flesh choking him, Dreibrand looked away. He could not avoid his horror for the soldiers he had just watched die. He had to find a way to make them stop attacking or Shan and Quylan might have to kill them all.




  “Sandin knew better than to bring them to this,” Dreibrand growled.




  Appalled by the awesome destruction, Atarek shared his brother’s sympathy for the dead. He covered his mouth and nose and said nothing.




  An eerie quiet replaced the din of battle. The surviving invaders were stunned in the aftermath of Quylan’s massive spell.




  Dreibrand knew they had to seize the moment. He shouted to Quylan and told her that they must rejoin Shan.




  Quylan did not acknowledge Dreibrand. Instead, she took a few steps forward until her father jumped from his horse and delayed her. “Quylan, where do you go?” he asked worriedly.




  Her burning eyes did not blink. The destruction she had wrought twisted the beauty of her delicate face. She pointed into the heart of the Atrophane.




  “No,” Taf Ila whispered.




  Quylan found his fear menial. He could not grasp the plane of existence she had just achieved.




  





  3. Strategy Forsaken




  The enemies of the Queen of Jingten burned in the furnace of her power. Quylan watched their bright souls streak across the land and then swiftly lose shape before fading into the next world. Although satisfied by the human toll, it was a minor thing when she compared it to the achievement of cracking Alloi’s shield spell. 




  My youth wins over your age, you hibernating horror, Quylan thought and moved forward. Her father spoke, sounded worried, but she dismissed his timid concerns. The immensity of her spiking powers compelled her to act while Alloi was reeling.




  She commanded her bodyguards to stay back, and they dared not disobey after her fiery display.




  Quylan strode toward the Atrophane. The cold ground steamed in the aftermath of her searing attack spell, and the vapors swirled around her body. 




  When she reached the torn edge of the army, Quylan admired the panic she had wrought. After witnessing over a thousand cavalrymen burned to ashes, some men stared vacantly or jabbered in fear. Others coped better but still did not know what to do. Commanders and sergeants attempted to revive discipline, but their voices cracked when they shouted orders. 




  The first men who saw Quylan emerge from the smoldering field cried out to their Gods. Those who were in her path, she killed. Pumping magic from the deepening well of her power, she reinforced her shield spell, and the arrows and spears that came her way disintegrated in the shimmering blue heat of her protective aura.




  Unable to harm Quylan, the humans backed away from her. The parting soldiers thrilled Quylan, proving her new invincibility with their impotence. 




  Quylan felt as if she had been born for this moment. That all her ambitions had guided her to be Queen so she could defend the Rysamand. With the protective layers of Atrophane soldiers peeled back, Alloi was exposed and Quylan confronted her directly. Blue light illuminated Quylan, and white light surrounded Alloi. They exchanged attack spells, and their flaring magic reflected on the low clouds with a sick glow. 




  Quylan thought about the clouds draping the frozen peaks of the Rysamand, and the images increased her power. She battered Alloi with successively more fierce attack spells. The fractures forming in Alloi’s shield spell fueled Quylan’s desire to win. Soon she would be blasting Alloi’s unprotected flesh and the war would be half won. Quylan imagined Shan’s gratitude, and then she imagined the gratitude of all the rys. They would revere their new Queen as much as their King.




  As Quylan gained strength from the thought of her homeland, Alloi did the same. The blood of many beloved tabre had once muddied the Nufalese plains, and Alloi had pledged her existence to avenging them. Feeling that her shield spell would soon fail, Alloi channeled her mind into another strategy. Her concentration did not falter when Quylan’s attack spell finally shattered the shielding magic around her body. 




  The rys battle magic singed Alloi’s fur cloak and burned through her white robe. Mimicking the pattern of a frozen river cracking in the thaw, cuts opened on Alloi’s body. The pain burned deeply into her flesh, and cooked blood clung to the edges of her tattered garments. 




  Alloi’s counterstrike saved her before the attack cut her to pieces. The ground between the female fighters heaved and split. A deep trench opened beneath Quylan and sucked her down. The unexpected descent ended Quylan’s spell as she landed at the bottom of the hot pit. 




  Alloi filled the trench with magical fire. Quylan disappeared within the ball of white heat, cowering within her shield spell. 




  “Sandin Promentro, attack her!” Alloi ordered, and the Darhet signaled to his soldiers to approach the hole. 




  





  ~




  





  Shan and Tempet lost themselves in their struggle, and the erupting combat between the armies diminished into an insignificant squabble. 




  Shan sliced Tempet’s right biceps open with his first surprise strike and then pressed the Shield of Dacian onto Tempet’s bleeding arm. The shield drained Tempet’s power like a spider tapping the juices of its victim.




  Desperate to escape the touch of the shield, Tempet jumped back and switched his bitaran into his left hand. Clenching his right arm against his side, he staggered between two tents. Shan pursued his opponent, excited by the injury that he had inflicted.




  The warm flow of blood inspired Tempet to greater courage. He had survived the final awful battle of the Great War, and he refused to be weakened by one wound. 




  I am the strongest warrior, he thought. Despite the maiming, Tempet met Shan with a fierce reprisal. Even one-handed, he could wield his bitaran like the attack of a dozen trained warriors. The bludgeon smashed, and the spear thrust as Tempet and his weapon spun around Shan. 




  Shan blocked the enchanted skewer and swiped at Tempet. The tabre leaped away from the blade and attacked with the bludgeon end of his weapon. The cold sparkling head of the bitaran smashed into Shan’s shield. Tiny lightning bolts crackled every time their enchanted weapons met.




  Firing attack spells at each other with increasing abandon, they crossed the Atrophaney encampment. Some soldiers died in their path, blown away by spells. Dimly aware of the indiscriminate killing, Shan drove the fight away from the humans. 




  Ridding his heart of mercy, Shan labored against Tempet. No revulsion for killing touted its moral arguments as he defended the future of his race. 




  Tempet exchanged blows with Shan with increasing speed while weathering Shan’s blistering spells. As each blow of his weapon landed, Tempet remembered the face of a fallen tabre comrade, but his fury could not overwhelm Shan.




  After expending mighty efforts to kill each other, the rys and the tabre stalled at the exact same moment. Shan had never imagined being fought to a standstill. Panting, they stared at each other across the top of a grassy knoll, groping for the strength to resume the struggle. 




  With his chest heaving inside his armored torso, Tempet managed to speak. “You fight like a female,” he said and expected the insult to provoke a reckless response. 




  Shan found no shame in the criticism. My magic will prevail over your weapon skill, he promised.




  Shan gathered his magic around his vision of Tempet’s destruction as Tempet lifted his bitaran, ready to resume the battle. Shan assembled the last elements of his devastating spell, but his lethal concentration slipped when Quylan’s screams rang his head. She did not call for help, but her mind broadcast her need. 




  Her mental wail of weakness snared the attention of Tempet as well. He knew immediately that his sister had trapped the female rys, and Alloi summoned him to the kill. Tempet hesitated, but the sound of approaching riders urged him to return to his sister. Separated from Alloi and his army, Tempet suddenly worried that a trap had been set for him. 




  “Tempet, come back to me,” Alloi commanded firmly, and her concern made Tempet aware of his wound again.




  He lunged at Shan, and the bitaran extended forward like a fishing spear. Shan dove aside to avoid its enchanted point that pierced the ground where he had just stood. Satisfied the he had foiled Shan’s simple plan, Tempet abandoned the duel.  




  Shan rolled to his feet and intended to cast a potent spell at Tempet as he fled. But the swelling ball of light faded from Shan’s lifted palm when Nufalese riders overtook Tempet. 




  The riders attacked Tempet, and Shan admired their bravery. He had cautioned them not to fight Tempet, even ordered them to stay back. But their disobedience did not displease the King of Jingten when he saw Tempet dodging their spears and arrows.




  Tytido galloped toward Tempet with the confidence of someone approaching a practice target. He roared the battle cry of his tribe and hurled his spear. It bounced off Tempet’s armor but dented the cityscape pressed into the metal chestplate. The blow knocked over Tempet, but he rallied his strength swiftly to his defense. His powerful spell exploded among the nearest riders. Shan tossed a net of shielding magic over them just in time to save them. 




  Tempet regained his feet, but the impact of the spear reverberated in his wounded arm. He ran from his swarming enemies and cleared a path with his bitaran. It swiped low and destroyed a horse leg. It struck high and killed a rider. 




  Shan chased Tempet, who ran into the ranks of Atrophane that had closed around Quylan and Alloi. The warriors followed the rys King even though they headed directly for the Atrophaney force from which they had just retreated. Dreibrand, Atarek, and Quylan’s bodyguards rushed to join their comrades in the renewed assault. 




  Shan did not pause to aid his warriors against the human soldiers. It was too important that he catch Tempet before he could reach Quylan. Shan did not fear to run into the heart of the enemy army. Any soldier who opposed him died before hitting the ground. Still, the soldiers impeded him, and their increasing frenzy to support their tabre master kept them coming. 




  The urge to slay all the nearby soldiers in a mass killing and thereby clear a path popped into Shan’s mind.




  I could do more than that, he thought but resisted turning down that broad avenue of his power. 




  Once again among his obedient soldiers, Tempet welcomed the boost their presence gave to his powers. He had not anticipated his surgical removal from his supporting forces. For the first time since the beginning of the surprise attack, he wondered how Shan and so many soldiers had gotten into their camp. 




  But his mind quickly dropped analytical matters when he neared the youthful rys Queen in the clutches of his army. His bitaran had tasted the sweet nectar of her blood, and it would do so again.




  Atop a mound of displaced ground, Sandin urged his soldiers toward the pit that contained the trapped rys Queen. Between attack spells from Alloi, the human warriors cast their spears and fired their arrows into the trench. Quylan lashed back with her battle magic as she clawed at the sides of her prison. Soldiers died at the rim, and some tumbled down to join her. 




  I will fill this pit with bodies to get out if I must, she thought crazily. The charred men draping the edge of her prison were meaningless debris to her. 




  But a chilling shriek shook the smoky air and reminded Quylan of a power she respected. The scars on her body burned and the skin split. Blood flowed beneath her armor. 




  The soldiers fell back from the pit, and she heard one runner approaching. Knowing and fearing who it was, Quylan gave up her mindless effort to climb out of the pit. She worked her levitation magic and gained a handhold on the rim. Ignoring the rising pain in her shoulder, she started pulling herself out.




  Tempet saw her desperate hand reach out of the hole, and her pitiful effort filled him with glee. He ran toward her, and just as she emerged, he kicked her face. Quylan flew back into her trap and landed at the bottom. 




  An attack spell from Alloi followed her brother’s kick. Tempet had to turn away from the boiling air. Rushing up behind Tempet with a trail of bodies behind him, Shan saw his Queen knocked low between their enemies, and he saved Quylan from the deadly blast with his shield spell.




  Tempet stepped aside and narrowly avoided the sword driving for his torso. The blade scraped across his armor, and Shan pressed his shield against Tempet’s dangling wounded arm. Shan had learned how to use the shield more effectively, and he connected his mind to the enchantment within the relic. With a violent hunger, he consumed the energy that the shield sucked from his opponent. 




  Tempet cried out and twisted his bitaran toward Shan. He tried to extend the piercing end of the weapon, but the point reached out only slightly and then retracted in weakness. 




  They grappled physically, each striving to hurt the other while holding their weapons back. Tempet swung Shan over the pit. Shan supported himself with a levitation spell and pushed Tempet back. They continued to struggle at the edge.




  Recovering from her fall, Quylan began to cast her spells again. Blood dripped from her lips and sizzled on her heated armor. Quylan and Alloi connected in a blazing flow of magic. Attack spell and shield spell became indistinguishable as the battle seethed between the females. 




  Sandin, who had fallen back when Tempet arrived, ordered his men back into the fight. Nufalese warriors and rys soldiers stormed into the breach opened by Shan, and they rushed to support their leader. With a great portion of the cavalry gone, the Nufalese riders made progress against the infantry, especially with Alloi occupied. 




  Tulair and the rys soldiers concentrated on reaching Alloi. Dreibrand, Faychan, and Tytido moved to help Shan because their enchanted blades gave them a greater chance of hurting Tempet. 




  “Atarek, stay with Gulang. Concentrate on keeping a path open for our escape,” Dreibrand ordered. He saw that his brother wanted to dispute him, to stay by his side, but Atarek accepted his crucial role. 




  “I will keep the back door open for you, Brother,” Atarek yelled. “Go kill those bastards.”




  Amid the grim combat, the brothers exchanged a tender look. Atarek did not envy his brother who hurried to face a colossal foe, and Dreibrand worried terribly for Atarek in the disorder that ruled the night. Dreibrand recognized the deteriorating situation. Strategy had been forsaken. Dreibrand had watched with helpless horror as Quylan abandoned her position and recklessly plunged into the heart of the enemy. Commanders had no chance to think through their moves. Every second presented a new danger, and the warriors were simply reacting.




  Magic lit the scene. Soldiers moved in the flickering light like scuttling beetles in a nightmare. In the brighter flashes, the wide screaming mouths of the dying were revealed, but the screams were indistinct in the din. The ground shook from intensifying attack spells. A few drops of cold rain descended with the sharpening wind, but no one noticed.




  Tulair led his rys soldiers toward Alloi. Atrophane soldiers died for her defense, cut down by spears, knives, and spells. Tulair was the first to reach Alloi. He threw his long knife at the last soldier in his way, and then jumped off his horse and deftly plucked his blade from the man as he fell. Casting a shield spell, he charged the female tabre. 




  Alloi had been so involved with Quylan that she had not realized that the rys soldiers had sliced through her human defenders so quickly. Physically dodging the swiping rys knife, Alloi switched her attacks to Tulair. He survived her first blast and bravely sought to cut her flesh again. 




  Quylan gasped as Alloi’s last attack spell ended. The rush of power that had intoxicated Quylan had subsided, and she felt depleted. When she looked up and saw her father looming over the pit, she was immensely grateful. Taf Ila reached down to her and she sprang toward his hand. The wreckage that had replaced her beautiful face dismayed Taf Ila. Her bleeding lips were swelling and turning black.




  As Taf Ila pulled her up, Quylan spared no time to even thank him for the rescue. She immediately turned her attention to Shan, who fought on the opposite side of the hole. Blue fire blazed in her eyes and she reached deep within herself for the power to attack Tempet. When her spell struck him, he jerked forward like a puppet in a strong wind, and his bitaran flailed wildly. He fell into Shan’s striking sword, and the blade penetrated the armor that Quylan had superheated and softened with her attack spell. 




  Tempet lurched back, stung by the enchanted sword point. It had cut through two ribs and grazed a lung. The pain raced up his air passages until his head reeled with the agony. 




  Dreibrand rode up behind Tempet and swiped at the reeling tabre with his sword. Dreibrand managed to slice him on the back of the neck behind the left ear. 




  Saved from decapitation only by luck, Tempet somersaulted backwards into the pit to escape the fury of his multiple attackers. 




  Shan snarled with frustration at Tempet’s amazing speed. Dreibrand, Faychan, and Tytido spread out around the pit, ready to stop Tempet if he tried to escape. Shan and Quylan combined their power and encased Tempet in a sustained attack spell. He writhed on the broken ground, and raindrops hissed as they struck the dome of destructive energy over him. 




  Keenly aware of her twin’s failing defenses, Alloi rid herself of the rys captain and many of his comrades. She obliterated Tulair’s shield spell and blasted his head from his shoulders. Throwing her hands wide, she bombed the area with magic and even killed a few Atrophane.




  Free of the rys attackers, Alloi forced back her brother’s tormentors. Dreibrand, Tytido, and Faychan survived her attack spell only because of the powerful wardings that covered them and their horses. 




  Despite his pain, Tempet reacted instantly once his sister’s support arrived. He leaped out of the hole and directed his power into the ground. An explosion below Quylan hurled her and her father in different directions. Tempet landed on the blackened craggy ground between them. He staggered toward the lovely rys female, whose existence offended him into the depths of madness, and he thrust his gruesome weapon at her body. Quylan braced her enchanted armor with her magic. The crystals that studded the armor glowed, and blue fire crawled up the shaft of the bitaran that hovered her heart. Her will made her armor as hard as diamonds, but she could not maintain the perfection of the protective enchantment. Against Tempet’s fierce strength and magic, Quylan’s power finally failed. The bitaran flashed with triumphant white light.




  Quylan did not scream, but Shan felt the shaft sinking through the flesh of his mate, and he screamed for her. Without even thinking if he could accomplish the feat, he leaped across the pit, buoyed by levitation magic that streaked behind him like a comet’s tail. 




  Tempet lifted his weapon out of Quylan’s body and blocked Shan’s blows. The blood of the Queen of Jingten dripped from the bitaran’s sharp crystals that glowed purple through her thick blood. Shan struck at his hated rival again and again, casting attack spells each time his blade hit his enemy.




  Alloi struck Shan with an attack spell. Faltering in the heavy storm of her magic, Shan could not duck behind his shield quick enough to avoid Tempet’s swinging bitaran. Only partially deflected by the shield, the bludgeon struck Shan a glancing blow across his right eye. 




  Shan fell back and landed next to Quylan’s unmoving body. The sprawled forms of the rys monarchs presented Tempet with a pleasing image of his victory. He had waited inside hard stone for over two thousand years, but at last, Nufal would have her revenge. 




  “Nufal!” he cried and lifted his enchanted weapon. The spear end sharpened and lengthened, glowing brightly as if just taken from the furnace of an enchanted forge. Tempet promised himself that he would mutilate their bodies and sit for days to watch the parts decompose. 




  But his tunnel vision and sick anticipation for the rewards of victory did not serve him. The human allies of Shan braved the triumphant power of Tempet to defend their King. As a single enchanted wave, Dreibrand, Tytido, and Faychan overran Tempet. Their swords battered at the cruel dark creature who brought only pain to Nufal. 




  Denied his final stroke of victory, Tempet felt his power wane. The agony of his wounds overcame his rage, and in his condition, he could not cope with three swiping blades that confused his magical perception. Tytido and Faychan continued to push him away. They were equally surprised to still be alive and to be making progress against the terrible Tempet. An attack spell from Alloi finally separated them from her twin. Their horses reared and the men choked on the hot air from which their wardings barely protected them. Tempet staggered into a group of Atrophane soldiers and sank to his knees.




  Dreibrand jumped from his horse and went to Shan. With his left arm, Dreibrand lifted Shan’s head. The buckler strapped to his forearm was a platter beneath the King’s head. The right side of the rys’s face was broken and bleeding purple blood. Swollen raggedy flesh bloated over the right eye, but the left eye opened and blazed with blue light. 




  Shan moved his lips. “Drei…” but he could not finish the name of his friend.




  “Up, my King,” Dreibrand said. Driven by his intense fear, Dreibrand hoisted Shan to his feet and reached for Astar’s bridle with his right hand that still held his sword. 




  “Help me!” Taf Ila cried, tugging at his daughter’s limp body. 




  Dreibrand pitied the futility of the rys father’s actions. Draping Shan against his saddle, Dreibrand pushed the rys up. Shan gripped the saddle. 




  Tytido and Faychan along with the few surviving rys soldiers kept Atrophane spearmen and swordmen at bay only a few paces away. Unable to ignore Taf Ila’s plight, Dreibrand hollered to the closest rys soldiers to assist him.




  Leaving Shan clinging to Astar, Dreibrand forcefully relieved Taf Ila of his daughter and ordered him to get on a horse with one of the rys soldiers. When Taf Ila protested, Dreibrand shoved him toward the rys rider who extended hand so Taf Ila could get on the horse. Beckoning a second rys, Dreibrand lifted Quylan over his horse. The rys soldier pulled her across his lap, and his miserable horror over the state of his Queen showed on his face.




  “Withdraw!” Dreibrand shouted. “Withdraw!”




  He hardly needed to give the order. His battered force had to flee. Tytido and Faychan defended Dreibrand as he mounted his horse and dragged Shan up with him.




  They retreated west. Every man and rys still hoped to make another stand in the defense of Jingten. Dreibrand had no way of knowing how many of his warriors had died. He was only glad to hear the thunder of comrades riding next to him through the thick stench of burned flesh. The cold rain fell harder, hurting his face as the angry northwest wind cut across his hectic path.




  Atarek, are you with us? Riding near me in the dark? Dreibrand thought.




  Dreibrand’s arm muscles cramped and flamed, but he would not let go of Shan. They rode until even the young Astar began to sag beneath his burden. The rain streaked through the froth on the colt’s chest. Dreibrand stopped and ordered a halt. His hoarse voice was weak in the stormy dark. Tytido dismounted and rushed to assist with the lowering of the rys King. The loyal Hirqua warrior gently placed Shan on the comfortless ground where freezing rain puddled. 




  Dropping to his knees next to the King, Dreibrand held the warding crystal on his sword next to Shan’s face. Tytido hissed with a startled intake of air. 




  “Shan,” Dreibrand whispered with tragic fear. “What can I do?”




  Only a trace of blue light burned below the sagging lid of the left eye. Shan tasted the rain on his lips, but before he could speak, Taf Ila started shouting. 




  “Help my treasure! Help my beautiful rysling!” he cried. He jumped from the horse that he had ridden with the other rys soldier and scrambled to the rider who had carried Quylan.




  “Is she alive?” Shan asked, afraid to hope. 




  Dreibrand and Tytido looked at each other. Neither of them had any reason to say yes.




  Shan lurched upright so suddenly that Dreibrand had to dodge him. 




  “Where is she?” Shan demanded, swinging his head drunkenly as if he did not understand why his vision was reduced. 




  Dreibrand took his hand and they got to their feet together. Shan touched the right side of his face, and then retracted his hand quickly as the pain flared from his touch. Staggering slightly, Shan used his advanced rys senses to locate Quylan.




  Taf Ila sobbed over her body. Rys soldiers and humans stood back from his grief. 




  “Heal her, my King,” Taf Ila pleaded.




  Shan sank beside her. The gaping hole in her armor over her heart was a hopeless abyss. The bloody facial wounds enhanced what remained of her beauty.




  Shan touched her cheek. Her soul was gone. Shan imagined her in the warm bliss of the next world and envied her comfort. Without emotion, he said, “She is dead.”




  “Heal her!” Taf Ila shrieked.




  Shan stood up and turned away. He did not have the luxury of the raving display in which her father now indulged. Taf Ila lunged for Shan, but two soldiers stopped him. Everyone knew that if even one broken piece of life remained in Quylan, then Shan would try to heal her. 




  Quylan, Shan thought. Her loss spawned a dreadful anger inside him and deep shadow embraced his mind.




  Dreibrand asked Shan what they should do. When Shan did not answer, Dreibrand contemplated the horrible possibilities. Much against his nature, he murmured, “Have we lost?”




  Shan swung his functioning eye onto his human friend. The sudden blaze of magic from the one eye made Dreibrand lean away slightly. 




  “No,” Shan said. 




  Although it was the answer that Dreibrand wanted to hear, Shan uttered the syllable with ominous certainty.




  





  4. Shattered Devotion




  No soldiers dared to help Tempet after he collapsed. They either feared to touch him or were not moved to pity their tabre champion. The soldiers stood still in the cold rain that doused their bloodlust that had flamed like a droughted forest in a lightning storm. The bodies littering the ground crushed their expectations, and ashy heaps with melted metal remnants were all that marked some of the Atrophane dead. 




  The endurance spell, however, still throbbed within the bodies of the Atrophane fighters, and the Darhet ordered his forces to regroup. He intended to pursue the survivors, and his officers scrambled to rally the soldiers. 




  Alloi rushed to help her brother. Her tabre grace failed her as she floundered on the broken muddy land and crumbled at Tempet’s side. Her gentle hands took him by the shoulders, and her magic soothed his agony. 




  Alloi probed the wounds with her warm thoughts, and she discovered that Tempet had been ravaged badly during his duel with the rys King. 




  “You should rest,” she said.




  Defiant fire flared from Tempet’s eyes and glinted on his dented armor. Even his great pain could not dim his elation from killing the rys Queen.  




  “We shall continue,” Tempet said.




  “Tempet,” Alloi argued mentally.




  “Enough of your caution!” he snapped back. “Our army has many hours of strength left. Heal me, Sister. Now.”




  Without further protest, Alloi poured her heart into the healing spells. She feared for her brother and wanted him to be as strong as possible when he met Shan again. 




  With his ribs knitting, Tempet deepened his breathing. Pleased by the progress, Alloi switched her power to mending his arm, but her mind recoiled from the sliced muscle. Edges of necrotic flesh peeled back from the open wound. The Shield of Dacian had sucked from the flesh vitality that could not be put back. The wound would not respond to healing magic, and Alloi worried that her brother could lose his arm.




  “Make a sling,” Tempet commanded stoically and held the useless limb across his torso. He was aware of the irreparable damage, but he still had three limbs left with which to kill Shan. 




  Ambio Nateve walked up to the tabre. Although he was one of the more battle-hardened officers, he looked shaken. 




  “The Darhet seeks to know your status, my Lady,” he said, addressing Alloi with deference.




  “We shall continue,” she replied heavily but then sensed that Ambio’s thoughts were troubled. She took a moment to reassure him. “You fought bravely, Ambio Nateve. You served us well.” She touched his shoulder with a gentle kindness that immediately rekindled his spirits. 




  Tempet, however, did not regard Ambio so generously. Detecting a suspicious hint of confusion within the man’s mind, Tempet glared at him while Alloi tied the sling around his arm. 




  “Assemble the Darhet and his officers,” Tempet ordered tersely. 




  “Yes, Lord Tempet,” Ambio responded. He saluted the tabre and left to do his bidding. 




  The army began to aid its wounded as the officers gathered for their meeting. When Tempet and Alloi arrived, they heard Sandin encouraging his officers with reports of their success. Sandin was impervious to the rain tapping on his jeweled helmet and streaming down his heavy silk cape. The conquest of the rys was actually happening, and the glory immunized him to physical hardship. 
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