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CHAPTER I

Thad gazed out the window of his room,
looking out across the capital of Farlan. It had been less than a
season since he had returned, and news was grim. The Brotherhood
had started amassing troops for what everyone believed was another
attack on Farlan. To make matters worse, they had droves of people
flooding into the country, driving up prices of everything from
wheat to wool. The queendom itself was making a hefty profit, but
it was the simple people who were beginning to suffer. They did not
suffer from a lack of gold, for there was plenty of that to go
around, but from a lack of food and other daily supplies, which
were being bought up faster than the ships could bring them in.
With the largest merchant country as your enemy, it made it a lot
harder to procure what a country needed to survive.

The mages that had come with Thad from
Sanctuary as well as the elves had proven to be a godsend. Having
spent years in isolation, both groups had their own method of
coaxing crops to produce a larger quantity and better quality of
food. While it did not completely solve the problem Farlan now
faced overnight, given time, Thad was sure it would at least hold
it at bay until the economy could stabilize.

The problem with the Brotherhood looked
like it would hold until the first snows melted after the winter
season. After meeting with different advisors, they all agreed that
if Rane was to commit their troops only a few months before heavy
snowfalls, they would suffer heavy casualties before they could set
in and create proper defensive positions for their troops. While
the knowledge that the impending invasion was delayed—at least for
a few short months—gave the queen and people hope, it did little to
get them more troops. It did, however, give Reeve and Crusher more
time to persuade their respective people that Farlan was worth
fighting for, and that was something.

It will also give you time
to get them mages to start training in magic that could actually be
of use in a fight.

“I wish all of them would see its
need,” Thad replied to his staff. Not only did they have the mages
from Sanctuary, but more than fifty other mages had wandered in
over the past months, seeking asylum. The problem Thad was facing
was that the elders from Sanctuary were heavily preaching against
using magic for violence of any kind. Their principal argument was
that if it was used as a tool for war, more people like the
Brotherhood would see them as a threat and start to take measures
against them.

At first, Thad was sure the impending
attack by a group bent on the death of every mage would help
restrain the talk of pacifism, but the movement had continued to
gather strength. Thad understood their views, but there was a time
to hold back your power and a time to use it. Being faced with
death was a time to use all you had to protect yourself and those
you held dear. The elders preached a different message, though.
They held on to their belief that any force used to harm others
would forever malign people against them.

It wouldn’t be so damaging
if it didn’t ring so true. I believe you have been warned before
that anyone with power would seek to control you or kill you for
having something they didn’t.

“There will always be people in the
world who shun those who are different. That does not mean we
should not use our power to protect ourselves,” Thad replied
vehemently.

Thad walked over and sat down at his
desk and started leafing through the assorted parchments that
covered it. Queen Maria had given Thad a lot of power and just as
much responsibility in preparing the country for the coming war. It
wasn’t simply that she trusted him, but she wanted the country to
trust him. She had plans that stretched far beyond the war, and
they included Thad, whether he was willing or not.

Thad had no clue what he was going to
do to solve the mounting problems. Tuck was headed to Southpass,
carrying a message that needed a fast reply. Thanks to the magical
rings he had received back at the elfin isle, as soon as anything
worth reporting was learned, Tuck could instantly let Thad
know.

Thad had wanted Tuck to go southeast to
speak with Duchess Laurmont, but there had been many conflicting
reports coming out of Abla. He had learned that Eloen had gone to
Abla in search of him after his capture, but little had been heard
from inside the country in the past three years.

From most reports, Abla had its own
problems and had recently undergone a civil war. It was not
surprising given their shaky relationship with Farlan that little
news had escaped west to them. What news had surfaced suggested
that the war was now over and that the country was in the middle of
rebuilding their central government structure. What had interested
Thad about the last report, though, had been that the new queen had
a very familiar name.

Thad knew there was no love lost
between Abla and Farlan, but if Eloen was now the queen, he might
just get some additional troops or, at the very least, some arms
and armor for his troops. It was a sensitive mission, one that
Maria was not too fond of. Thad never understood why Maria and
Eloen seemed to dislike each other, but he hoped it wouldn’t cause
problems later on. Fighting a war on two fronts would be
impossible, especially given that they planned to reduce the
Southpass down to a skeletal garrison.

Glancing outside his window again, Thad
took notice of the sun’s position. He had a lot planned for the
day, and time was passing faster than it seemed possible. What Thad
really needed was a spell that would allow him to split himself so
that he didn’t feel so rushed. The only real benefit to his hectic
schedule was that it gave him plenty of reasons to dodge unwanted
audiences with the nobles.

Standing up and stretching, Thad
laughed to himself. He had tried the tactic of telling Maria he was
too busy to heed a couple of her summons only to find himself
pulled into her dream while he slept. It was hard to escape a woman
who could simply yank you out of your sleep and force you to talk
with her.

You better get moving. The
elders are not fond of you to begin with, and making them wait will
not help your position.

“I was hoping that I might forget that
I had to meet with them today,” Thad said as he headed for the door
to his chambers.

The longer you put it off,
the harder it will become. Might as well get it over with and hope
some of them hear your words.

While some of the mages had opened
small businesses within the city proper, most of them had moved a
few miles outside of the capital and still lived together in their
own little community. The people of Farlan had come to call the
little township Mage’s Roost.

As he approached Mage’s Roost, Thad
could see numerous people gathering outside of small shops. As soon
as the mages had appeared, the people of Farlan had been quick to
take advantage of them. Thad was sure that was one of the reasons
why they had chosen to move away from the city. People seemed to
forget you might enjoy a sleep-filled night when they think they
might need something of importance that only you can give. A few
miles’ ride in the dark tends to curb all but the most serious
emergencies.

You better stop by Mary’s
house first. I don’t want to hear her chew on your ear for an hour
because you came to Mage’s Roost and didn’t pay her a
visit.

“I learned my lesson last time,” Thad
replied before turning and cutting through the spaces between
buildings to reach the road that Mary’s house was on.

Thad had no sooner knocked on the small
door than it was thrown open. Thad soon found himself being
squeezed so hard that he feared his ribs might crack. “Thaddeus, I
had feared I had lost you to the palace and all their finery. Too
much plush will make your mind and body go soft,” Mary said,
pulling Thad inside.

“I can’t stay long, Mother Mary. I have
to speak with the council of elders again,” Thad said
disappointedly. When he had been beaten and near death, Mary had
nursed him back to health and claimed him as her own son. Thad had
resisted at first, but as time passed, he had to agree Mary was the
kind of woman the term “mother” was meant for.

“Those cantankerous blowhards still
causing trouble? You would think after years of fighting and
hiding, they would be eager for a chance to get even,” Mary said
hotly. “Don’t you worry any. There are still plenty of us who will
march with you when the fighting starts.”

“Mother, I think it would be better if
you were to … ,” Thad started to say before Mary gave him a steely
look that froze the blood in his veins.

“If you tell me one more time that I
should simply sit at home while you march off to fight, then I am
going to bend you over my knee,” Mary said, wagging her finger so
close to his face he expected it to hit his nose. “I might not be
of much use with a sword or combat magic, but you’re going to need
more than just soldiers to win this war.”

Thad told Mary about everything that
had been happening. The woman had spent most of her time in a
secluded village and had little advice to solve his problems. The
true value in talking to Mary was she always listened patiently and
encouraged him, and that always seemed to lighten some of the
burden that weighed him down.

Once their talk was over, Thad gave
Mary one last hug and headed to the center of the township to meet
with the elders.

There were five elders, three of which
were the main source of his current troubles. Illias, Jonas, and
Thane had been trying to convince every mage in Mage’s Roost that
going to war would set every person in the known world against them
and spark a new Fae War. Horus was his only real ally, though his
extremely brutal views on what should be done to the Brotherhood
sometimes caused as much trouble for him. Lastly, there was Alten,
a man in his late fifties who changed so frequently Thad was
positive that the man’s skill with magic must lie with the air
element.

Thad found the elders in the newly
constructed town hall, sitting around a large oaken table in the
only open room. As always, the group of elders was arguing among
themselves when Thad entered.

“Thaddeus, nice to see you,” Horus said
happily. “Give it a moment to quiet down, and you can make another
one of your pleas, though knowing this bunch, you might as well try
and convince a chicken not to roost.”

Horus’s statement grabbed the attention
of the other elders, who shot the younger man intense looks. Thad
was happy that Horus was supporting his call to war, but the mage
was a double-edged sword.

“I come again to beseech you again on
behalf of the Queendom of Farlan and Queen Maria,” Thad said
formally, bowing to the group. “As we have told you many times,
Rane is amassing an army with its intent clear. They wish to enter
Farlan and destroy the country as well as any magical creatures
that live here, including you. I ask that you aid us in defending
not only the queendom but the freedom of all present and future
mages.”

“What happens after the war?” Illias
asked, his voice heavy with contempt. “Once the other kingdoms see
us as a weapon for war, they will fall down on us like a hammer. We
will no longer just be hunted by the Brotherhood but all of Kurt.
Some will see us as a threat and seek to kill us, while others will
see us as nothing more than a weapon and seek to use us. Is that
what you wish to happen?”

“Of course I don’t want that to
happen,” Thad replied, keeping his voice calm. He had known what he
would say, and after many meetings with the elders, he had
predicted some of their responses and was ready for them. “What you
say is true. There will be people who fear us, and there will be
people who seek to use us. There have always been such people in
the world, and there always shall be. That doesn’t mean that we
shouldn’t fight when our lives are in danger.”

“Our lives will not be in danger unless
we step out onto the battlefield,” Thane said, his voice slightly
raised.

“Don’t fool yourself. Rane’s primary
objective isn’t Farlan. It is us and the elves. Their numbers
continue to grow, and we have no allies to call to our aid. Should
Farlan fall, then the first true Sanctuary mages we have had in
over a thousand years fall with it. Do you really want to spend the
rest of your lives hiding and running from the Brotherhood’s
assassins?”

“My brothers, why don’t we compromise,”
Alten said, sounding bored. “Let those who wish join the army, and
for those ill-suited to battle, let them help out in other ways. It
would be easy enough for us to prove that we are not simply weapons
of war. We have many skilled healers and craftsmen who could aid
the army in other ways than with spells meant to kill.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Jonas replied
hotly. “The second we put ourselves in the service of a king or
queen, the rest of the world will see us as a threat. We should
stay independent and neutral like the Mage’s Tower had been before
the Fae War.”

“Their neutrality helped them greatly,”
Horus said sarcastically. “We do not have the pleasure of being
neutral. We must act. As long as the Brotherhood is after our
lives, we must be willing to fight. If you are so keen to lie down
and die, then why in the nine hells did you come here in the first
place? You could have just as easily walked into the Brotherhood’s
waiting arms back when we were escaping to Farlan.”

“That was different, Horus,” Jonas said
defensively.

“How was it any different?” Horus
shouted, his face starting to turn red.

“At that time, our lives were in direct
danger. Now they are not,” Jonas replied, his voice rising as
well.

“I see. You’re nothing short of a
coward,” Horus said, putting his face only inches away from
Jonas’s. “Now that you have other people who will fight to keep you
safe, you are more than happy to sit by and reap the rewards of
their death. All the while, you urge others to do so as
well.”

Jonas’s face had turned a bright red,
and unable to hold himself back any longer, he threw a punch at the
younger man.

Horus had spent every morning training
for the coming war not only with his magic but with his body as
well. Sidestepping the poorly thrown punch, Horus grabbed the older
man by the collar and shoved him to the ground. “I am done with
this senselessness. There is a war coming, and I, for one, will not
sit idly by while others die to protect my freedoms.”

Thad was at a loss for words as Horus
stormed out of the building, and from the stunned silence in the
room, so were the rest of the elders. “I believe everything that
needed to be said has been,” Thad said before following Horus’s
example and leaving the hall.

Outside, Thad found Horus next to a
small tree, hitting it soundly with his fist. “Bunch … of … useless
… inept … cowardly … lumps of flesh!” Horus shouted loudly,
accenting each word with another punch to the defenseless
tree.

“Horus, if you keep that up, someone is
going to think you have lost your mind,” Thad said, coming up
behind the large man.

“Thaddeus, how can you put up with
them?” Horus asked, resting his head against the tree. “They have
always been a useless group, but now I can’t even stand to be in
the same room with them without being disgusted. How can they sleep
at night knowing that they are not only letting others die for them
but at the same time doing their best to hinder any chance most of
those men would have at survival?”

“They are just trying to keep as many
mages alive as possible,” Thad replied. “We both know that magical
aid will be needed if we are to have a chance at winning this war,
but they just can’t see it. Honestly, if we were not so badly
outnumbered, I would have to agree using mages for a war would only
bring further harm.”

“What good is worrying about what might
happen twenty years from now when the opposite means not having a
tomorrow? We need to fight with Farlan, not sit idly by and wait
for the Brotherhood to come slaughter us in our sleep,” Horus said,
his voice brimming with emotion. “I am sorry, Thaddeus. I didn’t
make things any easier for you, did I?”

“That you did not, but maybe you shook
some of them hard enough they might lighten up on their preaching,”
Thad replied comfortingly.

“Well, what’s done is done. Why don’t I
show you where I have the willing mages training? Not as many as I
wish have started, but it’s a start.”


CHAPTER II

Slightly over forty mages were lined
up, going through magic drills. Thad watched as those using fire
magic hurled fireballs at large boulders. The wind caster worked to
cut wooden planks from thirty yards away. It was obvious some
magical elements had the advantage on the battlefield, but if used
correctly, all of them could protect allies and devastate troops.
Thad could tell the main focus of the training was the use of
indirect magic for close combat.

Horus shook his head. “Not very
impressive, is it?” the mage asked and looked at the display of
magic before them.

It’s almost like they’re
scared of their own magic. I can feel their tentativeness as they
pull it in and mold it.

“No, it’s not,” Thad replied, looking
around. “Have none of them ever used their magic
before?”

“Everyone here has used their magic,
just not against other humans. In Sanctuary, people with magical
abilities only left when it was needed. Even on the occasion a new
mage was found, in most cases, only the nonmagical people went to
retrieve them. It reduced the chances of the Brotherhood finding
us, but I fear it might be crippling us now.”

“Would you mind forming them up so that
I could share a few words with them?” Thad asked, his mind deep in
thought. The “battle mages” were of all ages, ranging from the
midteens to early fifties, none of whom seemed to truly understand
what would be required of them.

Horus called for all the training to
stop. In a matter of moments, everything ceased, and the small
group of mages stood silently in front of Thad. Some of them were
smiling, while others had grim looks plastered on their faces,
showing that they at least understood the gravity of what was
coming.

What you’re planning is
reckless. Too many things could go wrong, and with your history,
they most likely will.

“I need three of your best fighters to
help me for a moment,” Thad said, ignoring Thuraman’s warnings.
Thad waited until three mages were selected from the group. When
the three men stood in front of him, he studied them appraisingly,
not only with his normal vision but with his mage sight as well. “I
want you three to attack me with everything you have,” Thad said,
placing his staff defensively in front of him.

The three mages looked at Horus
worriedly. When the large elder nodded, they turned back and
steeled their faces. The first two threw weak fireballs that hit
Thad’s shield so lightly it didn’t even flicker. The third mage
attacked from below using one of Thad’s own spells against him. As
the spike started to jut up below him, Thad was simply lifted into
the air.

The three mages continued to attack.
Thanks to their slow rate of gathering and molding magical
energies, Thad was easily able to tell what kind of magic they were
going to hurl at him. The mages tired long before Thad had to tap
into his own magical reserves, only needing to rely on his staff
for protection. When the first mage staggered as his spell broke
apart on him, Thad decided it was time to end the
charade.

Thad quickly pulled in the magical
energy and focused it into his palm. Three pulsing light blue orbs
of pure energy shot forward, striking the three mages soundly in
the chest. The spell had been weak with only enough strength to
singe the hair of his opponents, but he hoped it carried his
message.

“All of you need a great deal of
practice!” Thad shouted loudly, turning back toward the rest of the
group. “When fighting, you need to focus not only on attacking but
defense as well. You will need to be fast and accurate with your
attacks. They will also have to carry enough strength to kill or at
least wound your enemies. This will take not only training but
strength of will. Remember this as you continue to train and maybe
after the first day of a real battle, and you might still be
breathing.”

Don’t you think that might
be a little harsh? The first time you used magic in a fight, you
didn’t do it so well either.

“You are right. I bumbled, and had I
not been lucky, I would have died in the back allies of Farlan, but
even then, I was not as ill-equipped as these men,” Thad replied to
his staff mentally.

Thad stayed and watched as the mages
continued to practice. Every so often, one of the mages would ask
for his advice. It wasn’t until Thad’s third mock battle that other
mages began to pair up and try their spells out. Thad knew that it
was a dangerous way to train, but it was also the most
effective.

That night, as he rode back the palace,
Thad didn’t feel good about his actions. He had been overbearing,
insulting, and downright mean to many of the mages. He told himself
it was needed, but that didn’t make the weight that bore down on
his conscience any lighter. How many times had he read about
tyrants who used the same excuse to perform the most evil of deeds?
For the greater good—was it truly?

I think that as long as you
can still ask yourself that question, then you haven’t gone too
far. Now if you start killing soldiers who don’t please you, I
might start to doubt your sanity, Thuraman
said lightly.

Once he was back on palace grounds,
Thad wanted nothing more than to crawl underneath his covers and
sleep, but he still had other duties. Thad walked slowly through
the palace grounds toward the far corner, where a small tower
stretched toward the sky. Years ago, when the tower had been
started, Thad had thought that his struggles were at an end.
Maria’s mother, the queen at the time, had released him from the
dungeon, and he had been given free rein to go where he pleased.
She had offered to build the tower as a way to apologize for his
treatment, but Thad had always figured it was also so that she
could keep a close eye on him while he worked. Back then, it
mattered little to him, but that was before the war at Southpass,
when he still held only the last sliver of his
innocence.

Inside the tower, Thad found Marcus, a
cantankerous old mage with a sharp tongue and even sharper wit, as
well as his younger apprentice, Roger, hard at work enchanting.
Thad didn’t care much for Marcus, but he respected the older mage.
Roger, on the other hand, had become as close to Thad as a brother
in the short time they had known each other.

“Thad,” Roger said happily when he
looked up from his current project. “I would ask how your meeting
with the elders went, but the look on your face tells it
all.”

“I told you those worthless dung heaps
ain’t good fer nothing outside of heating a cold room with their
hot air,” Marcus said gruffly.

“I should have listened to you,
Marcus,” Thad replied, laughing. “I guess it was just something I
had to learn on my own.”

“Dang kids never listen to wisdom,”
Marcus spat. “Tell ’em not to jump into the water during winter,
they don’t listen. When they come down with the chills, they come
crying, though. What’s the point of having someone around who knows
better if you don’t wanna listen to them?” the old man grumbled as
he went back to work on the steel ring in front of him.

Every night, when he had free time,
Thad joined Marcus and Roger to work on enchanted items for the
upcoming war. The main priority was shield rings. Unlike the rings
he had made in the past, the new rings activated when any piece of
fast-moving steel or wood came within two inches of the wearer and
turned off once the item was removed. That made the ring not only
last longer, but it also meant that it didn’t have to be
consciously activated. Thad had made countless rings and found the
work boring, but that made it no less important.

Sitting down at his workbench, Thad
missed his other friends. Crusher and Reeve were headed back to
their homelands to seek aid. Avalanche and Parson went to the mines
west of Southpass in search of gems for the enchantments. Arianna
was still around, but she was often busy finding way to aggravate
the palace guards, much to Maria’s enjoyment.

The young queen had loved the little
fairy from the moment she had met her. Their new friendship made
Thad uneasy as he was sure the queen often sent Arianna to pester
him.

“Thad, what do you think?” Roger asked,
holding out a thin steel bracelet for Thad to inspect.

“What?” Thad asked, looking
confused.

Roger held out the bracelet again. “I
was asking what you thought of my new idea. I have been talking
about it for near a quarter hour.”

“I have a lot of things on my mind,”
Thad replied apologetically. “How does it work?”

“You know those rings you use to talk
with Tuck? I tried copying it. I know that just being able to
communicate with one person wouldn’t be very useful on the
battlefield, so I expanded on the idea. I have linked this bracelet
with five others, but the links are still weak. I believe if we
give them the proper attention, then by the end of winter, we could
have them working correctly.”

“That long? Seems like a lot of work
for little gain,” Thad replied.

“I think it is still worth the effort,”
Roger said strongly.

“If you believe they will be of use,
then I won’t try and stop you,” Thad said, his focus still on the
ring in his hand.

After finishing two rings, Thad decided
it was time to retire to his own quarters for some much-needed
rest. When he reached the stairs leading up to his room, he was
stopped by one of the servants. “Master Thad, Her Majesty was
looking for you earlier,” the man said, looking Thad in the
eyes.

“Where is she?” Thad asked
tiredly.

“Last I saw, she was on the balcony
overlooking the palace gardens.”

As the servant rushed off, Thad nearly
laughed. Every branded person within the capital seemed to view
Thad as their personal knight. He was not only considered the
queen’s slave but also treated as a near equal as far as they could
see. They had seen the changes that had come with him, and though
minor, they had greatly changed their lives. They could now buy
their freedom, among other things.

Thad found the princess still on the
balcony, staring worriedly at a moon lily that had been placed in a
small pot. “What seems to be bothering you today, Maria?” Thad
asked, walking up behind the petite queen. She wore a dark burgundy
gown that accented her bright red hair and deep green eyes. Thad
tried not to look too closely at her, his emotions still raw from
the loss of Brianna.

“When I told one of the gardeners the
other day how much I enjoyed the moon lilies, he put one in a pot,
but it has not done well. Already, the leaves have started to wilt,
and it has started to lose its glow,” Maria replied
sadly.

Thad leaned close, trying to
see if he could hear the plant’s thoughts. Cold. Why is it so cold?

“It is winter. Everything is cold,”
Thad replied to the small flower.

The ground is cold and
shallow. My roots can’t feel any warmth,
the moon lily replied sadly.

A few feet of snow fell around
Southpass and near the Rane border, but in the center of the
queendom, it rarely garnered more than an inch. The warm air,
drifting in from the ocean, pushed the worst of the cold weather
toward Rane and away from the capital.

“I think it needs a bigger pot and
maybe something to keep the dirt warm,” Thad told Maria after a
brief moment of thought.

“Do you really think that will help?”
Maria asked, her downcast face suddenly brightening. “I will talk
to the gardener first thing in the morning, then.”

“Don’t tell me you were looking for me
just to cry to me about your flower?”

“What if I was?” Maria asked, raising
her voice slightly. When Thad didn’t respond, Maria huffed and
turned around. “You’re no fun. I was looking for you because I
haven’t seen you in days. I would like to know what has been so
important you couldn’t visit me.”

“Things have just been hectic, my
queen,” Thad replied as his mind fished for anything that might
stay her anger.

“Don’t you ‘my queen’ me. I told you I
want you to report to me at least every other day, not every
fortnight,” Maria said commandingly. “Now what has been going on
with the war effort?”

Thad sighed inwardly as he thought.
“The elders of Mage’s Roost are still giving me trouble, though
more than a few mages have started to train in preparation for the
war. The enchanting is going slow, but Roger and Marcus are doing
their best to get what they can get done. I still haven’t received
word from Tuck, Crusher, or Reeve.”

“That’s it? That is all that is
happening that would keep you from my company?” Maria asked, her
anger starting to flare.

“No, that’s just the most important,”
Thad replied hotly, his patience with the spoiled queen starting to
run thin. “We also have a shortage of proper weapons and armor, and
the blacksmiths want to charge outrageous prices to fill the order.
A few of the nobles have been slow to respond to my summons and
have done everything short of physically harming me when I mention
conscription or taxes. Food stores are low thanks to the influx of
people, which means if we can’t solve that problem, then come
spring, we are going to have a very hungry army. Should I go
on?”

Maria’s face blanched. “I see,” she
replied weakly. “I think that will be enough. You are
dismissed.”

“Thad,” Maria said as Thad turned to
leave. “I am glad you are home.”

Thad could almost hear the pleading in
her voice. He cared for the queen, but his heart was still sore and
not ready to move on. “So am I, Maria,” Thad replied gently before
he quickly headed back to his chambers. Thad knew it wasn’t Maria’s
fault that he was irritable and in a bad mood. Most of that
belonged to the elders of Mage’s Roost and the vast number of other
people who seemed to like to get under his skin.

It’s good for her to have
someone talk back to her. Someone needs to tell her what she needs
to hear and not just what she wants. I am sure that given the
choice, she would say the same.

“Coming from you, I don’t know if I can
trust the advice. You have made it clear that you don’t care much
for women, Thuraman.”

I don’t hate women. I just
don’t trust them. All I have seen them do is twist their words and
use you for their own gains. Brianna was the only one who never
seemed to want anything from you other than yourself. The rest see
you as a tool, an object.

“I think I let too many of my bad
experiences color your view,” Thad said, shaking his
head.

I don’t think you have paid
enough attention to your own experiences.

“You might be right, but I think no
matter what sex a person is, none of them are perfect. There is
good and evil in each of us.”

It is your life. Just don’t
go back to breaking your back to bend over for them again. The more
you do that, the more they will get used to the notion of using
you.

Thad decided it was best to end the
argument. Thuraman’s views were not going to change, and neither
were his. He knew that he was too forgiving where women were
concerned, but he didn’t see it as a fault. He believed that if
more people in the world let the smaller things go, then it would
be a much more peaceful place.

Thad looked longingly at his bed, then
to his desk, where the large stack of papers called him. Knowing
that putting off the work would only make it that much worse come
morning, Thad shambled over to the desk and sat down.

Three new missives awaited him, two
from lesser nobles and one from the local blacksmith guild. Opening
the one from the blacksmiths, Thad was pleased to find that his
late talk with them had garnered some results. They would keep the
prices the same under the condition that the queen reduced their
taxes by a small margin. In the end, it would still mean less money
coming into the queendom, though not by much.

Talk if I remember
correctly—you walked in there and threatened to have them all
clasped in iron and tried for treason during wartime. They had to
either agree or face the headsman.

The other two missives were along the
same lines. Thad had quickly grown tired of all the arguing and
political meandering. Thad had quickly decided to use the authority
the queen had given him and started threatening force. Luckily,
none of them had called his bluff yet because if push came to
shove, Thad wasn’t sure if the queen would back up his
threats.

After signing a few documents and
preparing his own missives to be taken out the next day, Thad was
finally able to crawl into his bed. The covers were soft, warm, and
inviting, almost like a balm for his tired soul. Closing his eyes,
Thad quickly drifted off to sleep.


CHAPTER III

“Thad, are you awake yet?” Thad heard
Tuck’s voice say loudly.

Opening his eyes, Thad sat up and
looked at the window. “The sun isn’t even up yet, Tuck.”

“You told me to contact you as soon as
I reached Southpass and met with General Foreman.”

“Yes, I did say that, but I thought
common sense would dictate that you do so at a rational hour,” Thad
replied sleepily. “Well, I’m awake. What did Trent have to
say?”

“Not much more than we have already
heard. Abla had gone through its own civil war, and things have
started to settle down. A few merchants have started to come
through the pass again, and a few of the soldiers have heard them
use the name Eloen.”

Thad rubbed his head. He had hoped that
Eloen was still alive, but he never would have guessed that she
would take over the rival kingdom while he was gone. He knew there
was a chance that it was another woman called Eloen, but he highly
doubted it. “Tuck, I want you to ride through Southpass and try to
gain an audience with the queen. If she is who I think she is, then
we might find more aid or at least be able to remove some of the
soldiers still manning Southpass.”

“You don’t give an elf a break, do you?
Very well, but when I return, I expect a large banquet in my
honor.”

“Done,” Thad replied,
laughing.

Knowing that it would be useless to try
and return to sleep, Thad grudgingly shimmied out of the
covers.

The cold air hit Thad like a punch,
causing a shiver to run up his spine. Thad quickly pulled on his
tunic and leather armor and britches, the cold metal clasps
stinging as they touched his skin. Thad was thankful winter was
coming as it kept the Rane army at bay, at least for a short time,
but he could have done without the cold.

After he was dressed, Thad headed to
the kitchens, where he found the bakers already hard at work. Very
little was prepared, but Thad was able to grab a couple of loaves
of fresh bread and some leftover meat from the night before. After
he had his belly full, Thad walked down to his tower to grab a few
things.

The tower was empty and felt lonely.
Normally, by the time Thad had a chance to arrive, Roger and Marcus
were already at work. After picking up a bag of the rings, Thad
headed for the stables.

“Thaddeus. Going back out again, I
see,” the old stable master said when he saw Thad. “Want me to get
your Lady saddled?” he asked with a bit of a smirk.

After Thad had returned, Maria still
tended to give Thad a hard time where women were concerned. Though
the queen was too proper to voice her displeasure that Thad had
courted other women, she had no problem showing it discreetly. When
Thad had requested a horse, he was given a young filly that was
named Lady with the comment that she was a gentle ride. The sly
comment had sparked numerous rumors among the palace
staff.

Thad had no complaints with the horse
itself. She was young yet well trained and had more speed behind
her than most he had ridden. If it wasn’t for the sly jokes, Thad
would have thought it a perfect gift.

Once mounted, Thad quickly left the
palace grounds and headed into the city proper. He had little on
his agenda today, so he decided a quick stop to check in on Shariel
would be nice.

Thad had not been back to his own home
since returning to the city. There had been so much to do that he
had not even given it much thought. Shariel visited often, though
she tended to spend more time with the princess than she did with
him.

Opening the door, Thad found his charge
sitting in the kitchen, enjoying an early morning meal. Shariel had
changed a lot since he had first left the capital. Then, she had
been nothing but a seven-year-old child. Now, she was nearing her
teen years. Unlike most children her age, she knew she didn’t know
everything, though there were times she liked to pretend she
did.

“Thad,” the young girl said, rushing up
and giving him a peck on the cheek. “I didn’t expect you,” she
added, looking at the sparse amount of food she had
prepared.

“I have already had my share of food
from the palace kitchens,” Thad replied with a wink. “I just
stopped by to see how things were going with you. It has been far
too long since we had the time to simply chat.”

“Not much, really,” Shariel said,
shrugging her shoulders. “I do tend to have a lot of nobles trying
to hoist their sons on me. I don’t know if being called your sister
is a blessing or a curse. The gifts are all nice, but I don’t want
to think of dealing with boys yet. If I have learned anything from
you, it’s that boys are nothing but trouble,” Shariel added
jokingly.

The two sat talking for a short time
before the sun had fully risen into the sky. As the light started
streaming in, Shariel ran off for her studies, and Thad was left
with nothing else to do but start on his own work.

Everything around the capital was in
order, and the first signs of snow were beginning to show. Once the
ground froze and the land was blanketed in a sheet of white,
traveling would be much harder, so Thad took it as a perfect
opportunity to check on the new fort being built near the Rane
border.

If he was lucky and didn’t take too
many rests, it would be a three-day trip there with one day for
inspection and rest and another three days back. He had left a note
for the princess, but he was sure that she would most likely call
him to her dreams to let him know of her displeasure.

The ride over open ground with little
to think about was refreshing. The idea that he would have more
than an afternoon of peace, without the bickering and arguments
that he found in the capital, felt refreshing. As he rode along,
Thad had the urge to slow down his pace and extend his holiday for
as long as possible, but he knew that each day wasted might cost
him dearly in the end.

You could keep riding. Turn
your horse toward Abla and then north into the desert. Not even the
Brotherhood would follow you there.

“Living out the rest of my days in the
harsh desert doesn’t sound fun. I would much rather fight now than
spend the rest of my life worrying if the Brotherhood would find
me,” Thad told his staff proudly.

I figured as much, but
whenever I try and agree with you, it never works out. I find it
much easier to state the opposite and have you fill in your own
answers.

“You keep that up, and one of these
days, it is going to come back on you. I might just decide to do
just what you suggest,” Thad said, laughing.

Thad saw few travelers on the road,
though he wasn’t surprised. All merchants from Rane had been banned
from the country, and with the snows coming, most people were
keeping close to home in front of the fire. As a cold wind blew
through the air, forcing Thad to pull his cloak tight around his
shoulders, the thought of a nice fire seemed like pure
bliss.

Once the sun began to set, Thad
continued on for a short time until the darkness was so thick he
could no longer see the road. Unable to continue further, Thad
unsaddled Lady and pulled a bag of oats out of his magically
extended pack. After Lady was fed and brushed down good, Thad
pulled his own heavy bedroll from his pack and started making a
fire.

Within moments, Thad had a large blaze
roaring to stave off the frigid air. Watching as the fire burned,
Thad wished he had brought a few traveling companions with him.
Alone, Thad had no choice but to cover the burning coals with dirt
to ensure he didn’t wake to find himself or the countryside on
fire.

Pulling the thick blankets around him
closely, Thad curled into a tight ball. After a few moments, his
body heat warmed his blankets, and he was able to drift off into a
relatively peaceful sleep.

The next two days seemed as uneventful
as the first, and Thad quickly started to grow bored. At first, the
peace and quiet was much enjoyed, but Thad had spent so much time
in the company of others that the quiet surroundings felt void and
lonely. When he caught the first glimpses of the new fort, Thad
could have yelled for joy, knowing it means an ending to his lonely
travels.

From the position of the sun and the
distance to the fort, Thad knew that it would be nearly impossible
to reach it that day unless he wanted to risk killing his horse.
Sighing, Thad decided to travel as far as he could with what
daylight was left so he could arrive at the fort even an hour
earlier the next day.

That night, as he sat near the fire,
his spirits were high once again. He cared little for whom he would
have the company of on the morrow just as long as it was
someone.

You could always talk to
me.

“I fear that I might start to lose my
mind if I talk to you too much. Even worse, I might start to think
like you, then the world would truly be in danger,” Thad replied
half-jokingly.

You might have company
sooner than you might wish.

Without a word, Thad drifted into a
meditative state and used his magical senses to check the area.
Thuraman had been right. Less than fifty yards off and moving
slowly, five men with small magical dead areas
approached.

“Tell me when they near the tree line,”
Thad told his staff as he began to search through his pouches. Thad
pulled fifteen metal slugs from his pouch as well as two thick
metal rings. At first, Thad had to use his own stores of magical
energy to fire the metal slugs at the Brotherhood soldiers. To
alleviate that need, he had made rings that acted on the slugs with
their own stored energy. They could only fire six to seven before
needing the recharge for a span of days, but it was easier and
faster than using his personal stores of magic.

Other than his slugs, Thad pulled out
the magical orbs that would cause vines to grow. The vines were not
a very offensive spell, but they would ensnare the soldiers so he
could reduce the number he had to fend off at once. “What are they
doing?” Thad asked Thuraman once everything was ready.

They have spread out along
the tree line and are staying still.

“They must be waiting for me to go to
sleep. Might as well oblige them,” Thad said, setting his staff
down next to the rest of his gear. When he crawled into his
bedroll, he was careful to conceal his sword under its
folds.

His eyes closed, Thad reached out with
his mage sight. It wasn’t as clear as a picture he could see with
his normal vision, but thanks to the void spots created by the
white metal, Thad could easily tell where the five men were. The
assassins waited until almost a half hour after Thad lay down
before they started to move.

Thad’s first instinct when they started
moving was to jump up and start his assault, but he pushed it aside
and waited. He had three of the metal slugs in his left hand as
well as his sword in his right, with more slugs not far away. If
everything worked out the way he wanted, then Thad would kill most
of them before they had a chance to recover from their
surprise.

When the first assassin was only a
stone’s throw away, Thad threw aside his blankets. Jumping to his
feet, Thad fired one of the slugs, catching the closest man in the
chest and blowing him backward. Thad quickly shot off the remaining
slugs, missing with one and the other catching one of the men in
the leg, ripping it off as if it were a sheet of parchment. As the
man fell to the ground, screaming, Thad scooped up the three vine
orbs and threw them across the ground.

The vines shot up from the ground,
snaking around and grabbing hold of anything near. The assassin to
the far left, as well as the one on the ground grasping at his
bleeding leg, was quickly wrapped up by the vines. Thad watched for
a brief moment, making sure the two were out of the fight, before
returning his attention to the two remaining assassins.

The two remaining assassins circled
around him, moving slowly, but with intent. Thad bent down and
retrieved three more of his metal slugs as he tried to keep from
presenting his back as a target to either man.

With the slugs now in hand, Thad took a
more defensive posture. From the look of his opponents’ eyes, he
knew that they wouldn’t be caught off guard easily. Doubting that
his slugs would get another direct hit, Thad launched two of them
at the man farthest away and one at the other as he charged
him.

Thad didn’t look to see if his other
attacks had worked. He continued to keep his attention focused on
the man in front of him as he attacked vigorously with his sword.
Using his final trick, Thad called his staff to his now-empty hand
as he swung forward with a vicious overhead chop. The assassin,
seeing only a bare hand, paid it little heed as his eyes were
focused on the sword in Thad’s right hand. By the time the assassin
realized his mistake, it was too late, and the staff slammed into
his skull, shattering it like a porcelain bowl.

Thad, ready to defend against the other
assassin, spun back around but found the man lying on his back,
trying to stanch the blood flowing from his side. Thad’s slug must
have just grazed the man enough to rip a fair-sized hole in his
side. Without mercy, Thad walked over to the wounded man and
quickly ended his struggles as he separated his head from his
body.

The assassin who had lost his leg was
already dead, his body limp and pale as the vines continued to wrap
around it. The last assassin was still very much alive, but in no
condition to put up a fight. The vines had sprouted right under
him, tangling him before he had a chance to move. His arms and legs
were held tight, and his white dagger lay almost a foot
away.

“What luck, looks like I have a nice
present for my friends down at the fort,” Thad said as he sent his
magical energy into the vines, making them wrap around the man so
tightly he looked as if he was swathed in a green
blanket.

“Curse you to the abyss, foul mage,”
the assassin spat.

“If I remember correctly, I was simply
getting ready to sleep for the night, and you attacked me. If you
should curse anyone, it should be your own stupidity,” Thad replied
tauntingly.

When the assassin didn’t respond to his
taunts, Thad ordered the vines to wrap the man tighter. “Now just
why and who were you out hunting tonight?” Thad asked, his face
only inches from the assassin’s.

“We were looking for soldiers or
abominations that made for easy targets. We have already killed
more than two dozen on your roads, though I fear some of them might
have been no more than simple farmers,” the assassin replied, his
voice thick with intent.

“Looks like I won’t be getting much
sleep tonight. The moon is full enough. Why don’t we see if we can
make it to the fort?” Thad asked, pulling a rope from his pack, a
devious smile plastered on his face.


CHAPTER IV

Even with the moon out, the trip down
the road was slow. Thad’s earlier boredom was gone, replaced with
the pleasant sound of curses from the man being pulled across the
ground behind him.

It took slightly over two hours to
reach the fort. Had he known he had been that close, he would have
pushed on even after darkness had fallen, but then he would have
missed his party. The sentries called him to a halt but quickly let
him pass once they noticed the brand of two crescent moons on his
forehead. General Bache had to be roused from his bed and sounded
none too happy from outside the small building Thad waited in until
he saw what Thad had brought.

“Looks like you caught a nice-sized
rat, but couldn’t your visit have waited till the morning hours?”
the general asked groggily.

“Well, I didn’t feel all that safe
sleeping under the stars after running into five of his lot,” Thad
said, his tone serious and dry.

“There have been reports of bandit
activity along the roads, but I never thought much of it,” the
general replied, shaking his head. “Guess we better send out some
patrols to make sure the roads are safe, or the queen will have my
hide.”

“Now I know that you didn’t come here
just to bring us this fine gift, but if it’s all the same to you,
can we wait until daybreak for further business?” the general
asked, yawning.

Thad agreed and was led to a large
barracks and given an open bunk. The room smelled of sweat and
feet, but it was warm, and within moments, Thad was fast
asleep.

Thad was woken early the next morning
thanks to the bustling soldiers as they prepared for their morning
exercises. Thad followed the group out, his head still fuzzy from
lack of sleep. Once he stepped outside, he noticed that the sun
hadn’t even graced them with its presence yet.

Thad thought it odd that everyone wore
such light clothing given that the air outside was cold enough for
an ice room. He quickly learned the reason after half an hour of
pushing himself up from the ground and running in place. His heavy
tunic and cloak were drenched in sweat, and his body felt hot and
cold at the same time. As soon as the sun touched the edges of the
horizon, the army went on a long run around the fort. Thad had
thought he was in good shape, but the army regimen quickly proved
him wrong. Long before Thad was halfway around the perimeter of the
fort, he had dropped to the ground gasping and spewed the contents
of his stomach upon the ground.

His body aching and his body quickly
cooling down, Thad forced himself to his feet and back to the
barracks. He was caught halfway by the general, who had a probing
look on his face. “I had heard you were quite the fighter. Given
your reputation, I would have expected the little workout this
morning to be a breeze,” the general said as his lips curved into a
smile.

“It seems I have spent too much time in
dark rooms hunched over parchment and scrolls,” Thad replied
weakly.

The general took Thad back to his
office, which was no more than a rough log cabin with a fireplace.
The insides might have been sparse, but it was warm, and at the
moment, that was all Thad needed.

“If you plan any extended fighting, I
would suggest you start working on your physical capabilities. Most
of the time, it is not skill that wins in long battles but stamina.
The most skilled swordsman in the world will fall before the blade
of a child if he finds himself out of breath during a fight,” the
general said teasingly.

Thad tried to laugh, but his muscles
had already started to tense and hurt. “I think I will take your
advice. Do they do that every day?” Thad asked, amazed at the
soldiers’ resolve as he watched them through the window as they
continued their run.

“Heavens, no,” the general said,
laughing. “They change up the routine daily, though it does follow
a set pattern. They do it twice a day, though, and most of the free
time is used for endurance training as well. In the army, there
tends to be a lot of downtime, and we have found filling it with
exercise keeps the troops from killing each other.”

“I don’t think I will take it that far,
but I think a little more exercise wouldn’t kill me,” Thad said,
his voice slightly in awe.

“Now why don’t we get down to business?
What has brought the queen’s personal guard dog all the way down
here? I don’t think the Rane army would try to attack right before
the first snowfall.”

“Honestly,” Thad said, looking slightly
embarrassed, “I needed a reason to get away from the capital, and
looking in on you was the only thing I could think of. I have also
brought with me a little over seventy shield rings for your troops.
They won’t protect them from everything and should only be used in
a real battle, but it should help keep some of the men
alive.”

“I can understand wanting to get away
for a few days. I often feel the same way when my captains start in
on me about policies and procedure meetings. Don’t get me wrong—I
know that a declined army needs well-defined rules, but I had one
captain in here wanting me to mandate the proper way to use the
latrine,” the general said, shaking his head in disgust. “Now about
these rings, if they work as you say, then I will distribute them
as soon as possible. I would like to have enough for everyone, but
the soldiers in the most need will get what we have, and the rest
will have to suffer.”

“We are working to make more, but it is
a slow process. I will have them delivered to you as they are
produced, but I doubt we will have enough by the end of winter for
every troop. There just is not enough time in the day.”

“Time, the one thing we all need more
of but can’t get. You get what you can and leave the rest to us. We
have fought for years without magical aid, and we can continue to
do so. Those that complain will spend a week mucking out the
latrines,” the general said coldly. “How long do you plan to stay
and inspect our work?” the general asked slyly.

“I wish I could stay a week, but sadly,
I will need to be on my way back to the capital tomorrow morning,”
Thad replied sorrowfully.

“Duty calls. That is one thing every
man here would understand,” the general said in an understanding
voice. “While you’re here, why don’t you try to enjoy yourself?
Many of the lower ranks tend to have a fair bit of fun. They don’t
really exclude the officers, but it’s seen as bad form for them to
try to involve themselves. I think that since you’re not really a
soldier, I doubt they would mind you joining in their
amusements.”

“I think I might just do that,
sir.”

After leaving the general’s office,
Thad went back to the barracks and retired the bag of steel rings.
As he had been instructed, he found the building marked
Quartermaster and gave the officer inside the bag and explained
what they were and how they worked.

After leaving the quartermaster, Thad
walked around the camp and started inspecting the walls. At
present, the walls only surrounded a third of the compound, and the
highest point was only seven feet tall. It was far from being
finished, but it was much more than Thad had expected to find. The
soldiers had to not only cut the timber and transport it but also
place it and pack it with mud. It looked as if General Bache ran a
very productive group of men.

With little to do to keep his mind
occupied, Thad found a large group of soldiers who were working on
hauling logs and started helping. Thad’s first thought was to use
his magic to move the large timber, but remembering the pathetic
spectacle he had given early that morning, he decided to do it by
the strength of his back.

When the sun reached its apex, the men
stopped working and started heading to a large building standing in
the center of the compound. Thad no knowing of what was happening
but, intrigued, followed them, glad for any break from the grueling
work.

Inside the building, Thad found a large
selection of food placed on a long table in the middle of the room.
While the selection was large, the food looked bland and tasteless.
Despite the look of the food, Thad’s stomach was grumbling and
protesting, so he quickly filled his plate.

Looking around for a place to sit, Thad
noticed that none of the officers seemed to be in the building.
Shrugging his shoulders, Thad found an open seat near some of the
workers he had spent most of the day with.

Thad watched as the soldiers devoured
the food on their plates. He saw one soldier place everything solid
between two pieces of bread and eat what looked like a
sandwich.

Just as it looked, the food was bland
and tasteless. What appeared to be chicken tasted the same as what
he thought was beef. He tried to eat the food with the same
enthusiasm as the soldiers, but before half his plate was cleared,
most of the room had already been cleared. The only soldiers
remaining were those who had been late to the dining
hall.

After his meal, Thad rejoined the
workers outside, though he was already feeling the effects of his
heavy meal. As the day moved on, he became more sluggish and ended
up spending more time watching the work being done than
participating in it.

When the sun was near setting, a large
bell sounded to signal the evening meal. Everyone immediately
ceased working and began putting away their tools for the day.
Thad, in no mood for another repeat of the midday feast, wandered
back toward the general’s cabin.

As soon as he was inside, the smell of
freshly cooked food assaulted his nose. Thad followed the
tantalizing scent into a room in the far corner of the building to
find the general along with the other officers enjoying a banquet
far more appetizing than he had found in the dining
hall.

“Ah, Master Torin, I am glad to see you
join us. I had sent some men out to invite you to the midday meal,
but they reported you had already made your way to the mess hall,”
the general said, offering him a seat. “You will find the food here
is a bit grander than the standard soldier’s fare.”

“I can see that,” Thad replied,
conflicted. The officers were in charge, and he could see them
earning their elevated status over the years. It just didn’t seem
right that the backbone of the force was eating tasteless lumps of
meat while the officers dined like nobles.

“I have seen that look before,” the
general said, shaking his head. “It’s the fate of life, boy. It
would be impossible to cook and prepare enough food of this quality
for the entire force. It just wouldn’t be practical, but for a
small number, it’s easily accomplished. I know it doesn’t seem
fair, lad, but few things in life are.”

Thad took a seat and accepted the food,
though he felt a little guilty about it. The officers talked about
a great many things while they ate. Everything from troop morale to
increases in the nightly watch skipped across the table as they
ate. Though the discussions at the table were enlightening, they
were also incredibly boring, so Thad snuck out at the first chance
he saw.

Outside, Thad found the compound
teeming with different groups of gathered soldiers. Thad started to
head back toward the barracks, his body sore and tired from the
strain of the day’s work, when he spotted a familiar face out of
the corner of his eye. Thad quickly turned and headed through the
crowd of soldiers, trying his best not too lose sight of his
target.

Exiting a large crowd, Thad noticed the
man enter a small cabin on the edge of the compound. Thad picked up
his pace and was soon knocking lightly on the door to the
building.

“Thad, what in the abyss are you doing
here?” Monique asked, her face clearly showing her surprise. “Come
in,” she added awkwardly.

Inside, the cabin reminded Thad of the
cottage Monique and Jayden had back in Sanctuary. Nothing
extravagant, but the detail of the woodwork was
exquisite.

Jayden came out of one of the side
rooms wearing thick work boots and the chain mail of a soldier. “I
heard that one of the higher-ups from the capital had come down to
inspect, but I never expected it to be you.” The older man laughed
as he vigorously shook Thad’s hand.

“What are you guys doing here?” Thad
asked, his face clearly showing his confusion. Shortly after they
had arrived back in Farlan, Thad had rushed to the capital, while
the other mages had moved slowly with the caravan. When the caravan
finally made it to the capital, Thad had learned that Monique and
Jayden had disappeared. He had wanted to look for them, but there
were too many other pressing issues at the time.

“I never really got along with the
other mages,” Jayden said, shrugging his shoulders. “If it hadn’t
been for Monique, I would have never even come to live in
Sanctuary, so when the chance presented itself, we left the
caravan. Not long ago, we heard they were looking for soldiers and
workers to help at the new fort, so me and Monique decided we could
lend a helping hand,” Jayden said, running his hand through his
scruffy beard. “They were a little put off with my age at first,
but once I threw a few of their boys around like rag dolls, they
seemed to think better of making a point out of it.”

“I am glad to know that not all the
people from Sanctuary have to be coerced into fighting for Farlan,”
Thad said, remembering his last meeting with the elders.

“I don’t even have to ask what you
mean,” Jayden replied, laughing. “Those useless fools never want to
do what they should. If they did, there wouldn’t be anything for
them to argue about.”

“Maybe you’re right, but they are not
making it easy on anyone. A lot of people are going to see the war
as their fault, and if they refuse to help … ,” Thad said, leaving
the statement unfinished.

“I am sure enough of them will see it
your way,” Monique said, setting down warm mugs of tea in front of
him and Jayden.

“I hope so,” Thad said, looking at
Monique in a new light. Her face was much rosier than it had been,
and she looked as if she had put on weight recently. “You look
good. Military light agreeing with you?” Thad asked as his mind
tried to puzzle through the clues.

“I didn’t join the military,” she said,
her face glowing. “I’m pregnant,” Monique said happily, a few tears
running down her cheeks.

“Congratulations,” Thad replied, unsure
of himself. “If you’re not in the military, then what are you
doing?” Thad asked, trying to change the subject.

“Thad, I am a merchant, and any good
merchant will seize any opportunity they can. Right now, that
opportunity is making home-cooked meals for the men … at a price,”
she added with a brazen smile. “My cooking skills may not be the
best, but they far outstrip what passes as food around
here.”

“You’re not giving yourself enough
credit, dear. Your food is divine,” Jayden said, giving Thad a sly
wink.

Monique gave him a wry smile and
laughed before punching the stout man in the arm. “I saw that,
mister. You better behave. Otherwise, you can eat in the mess hall
in the foreseeable future,” Monique threatened.

The three friends talked long into the
night. Monique offered to make up a pallet for Thad, but he was
sure the married couple would much prefer their limited time alone.
As he headed back to the barracks, he thought about Monique and the
fact that she was pregnant.

Thad himself had never thought about
kids much before. Brianna had said he would have made a good
father, but he was not so sure. He always tended to get himself in
more trouble than was common. Since he had turned fifteen, he had
been an escaped slave, been prisoner three different times, fought
in numerous battles, and seen more people than he cared to burned
on the pyre.

Before you even entertain
the thought of children, you might want to do something about the
Brotherhood first. As long as they are around, all they would have
to look forward to is assassins.

Thuraman was right. The Brotherhood
should be at the forefront of his thoughts. As long as they were
around to threaten mages, any children he might or might not have
would be in danger. The first step to ensuring that never happened
was protecting Farlan at the moment.

His resolve strengthened, Thad walked
briskly back to the barracks, ready to get a good night’s sleep so
that he could head out at first light. There was still plenty to do
before the snows melted in early spring, and he couldn’t do them
from here.

While he was ready for sleep, Thad
found the barracks a bit livelier than he had expected. Given the
morning and evening exercise routines and the hard day’s labor,
Thad had expected the soldiers to want nothing more than to crawl
into bed. Instead, they were up playing cards, rolling dice, and
generally having a good time.

As soon as he entered the building, he
was immediately drawn into a dice game. As the night rolled on,
Thad’s purse continued to grow lighter until he finally begged off
for sleep. Even in his bedroll, Thad had a hard time shutting out
the noise, but before long, he was fast asleep.


CHAPTER V

The ride back to the capital was as
lonely as the ride out, but Thad didn’t let it bother him. Lady was
a good horse, and he pushed her to her limits in a rush to return
home. Plans swirled in his head, and without the forethought to
bring some parchment and a quill, he feared they would disappear
before he could put them to pen.

The night before Thad expected to
arrive back at the palace, he found himself pacing around the
campfire anxiously. Every day, the pressure had mounted, and now
instead of just an unwanted burden, he felt a great responsibility
as well. Before, he had just seen it as another duty, but over the
past few days, his views had changed. He was no longer running
through his tasks out of a sense of revenge or duty to the
queendom. There was no longer the thought that others should or
could perform the duties. Now he knew that not only his future but
the future of every child born with magical powers rested on the
upcoming war. Most would find that knowledge unbearable, but for
Thad, it was a boon to his spirit that strengthened his resolve to
see it through to its end.

“Thad, what have you gotten me into?”
Tuck’s voice said, ringing in his ears.

“Did something happen?” Thad asked
worriedly.

“That’s hard to say,” Tuck replied, his
voice slipping between humor and confusion. “I was able to get in
to see the queen with little trouble once I mentioned your name,
but it was hard to tell if she was happy or mad to hear you were
alive. Shortly after I told her of what was going on, she politely
asked me to wait outside.”

“What happened after that?” Thad asked,
Tuck holding his full attention.

“I don’t know. I have been waiting
outside for near a half hour. There is a great deal of commotion
going on behind the door. Honestly, it sounds as if she’s doing her
best to destroy the room single-handedly. What did you do to her to
make her so … wait a moment. The door’s opening back
up.”

Thad continued his pacing, hoping Tuck
was all right. Eloen was a strong-minded woman and was not above
using violence if she thought someone deserved it, but Thad doubted
she would harm a messenger. As the minutes dragged on, Thad’s worry
mounted, and he found himself chewing nervously on his
nails.

“Thad, Thad … how in the nine hells
does this thing work? Thad … if you can hear me, you better answer
me this instant,” Eloen’s piercing voice demanded.

“Eloen, it is nice to hear from you. I
had heard rumors about a new queen in Abla. Who would have thought
it would be you?” Thad said honestly, happy that his old friend had
not perished in her search for him after he had been taken prisoner
after the battle at Southpass.

“You were supposed to be dead,” Eloen
replied amusingly.

“Sorry to disappoint,” Thad replied
jokingly. “You should know it takes more than a mountain falling on
my head to do me in.”

“Don’t get smart with me. How dare you
send a messenger to me to casually tell me you’re alive. Do you
know what I went through when I thought you were dead, you backside
of a mule?”

Thad suddenly felt ashamed of himself
but quickly pushed aside the feelings. “It’s not like I would
simply stroll into Abla after the reception I got during my last
visit. I only have one foot left, and I would like to keep it
attached to my body for as long as possible.”

“You have changed, and I am not sure I
like it,” Eloen said, her voice losing its anger and becoming
slightly amused. “I think I preferred the young boy who always
seemed to wet himself whenever I yelled. OK, so you’re alive.
What’s this about the Brotherhood and Rane? Your messenger tried to
explain it, but he seems more afraid of me than you ever
were.”

“You can be a bit overbearing at
times,” Thad replied, laughing. “The Brotherhood is an army that
has hunted down mages as well as the magical races since before the
Fae War. Some years ago, they settled in Rane. I might have made a
bit of a nuisance of myself when I visited them. On my way back to
Farlan, I picked up a large group of elves and a smattering of
other mages. Now Rane has its eyes set on whipping us out and
taking Farlan over in the process. I think that about sums it
up.”

“Seems like you have been busy over the
past few years when you weren’t playing dead. I don’t know if you
heard, but we just got over a pretty long war ourselves, and it’s
not like we have the best relationship with Farlan.”

“I have heard that, but Farlan needs
help … I need help,” Thad said pleadingly. “I understand that
troops might not be possible, but we need weapons. Our blacksmiths
are churning out everything they can, but we are quickly running
out of ore and time. Farlan can pay and pay well. We are not short
on coin, just time and resources.”

“I will see what I can do, Thad. Our
people are still getting over the war, but if we were to get
certain trade tariffs lifted, I am sure it would go a long way to
increasing our cooperation.”

“I will talk to the queen as soon as I
return to the palace. I will leave Tuck and his ring in your care
until then,” Thad said, laughing. “It was really nice to hear from
you again.”

“It was nice to hear from you as well,”
Eloen replied, tears hanging heavily in her voice. “Once your
business in Farlan is finished, you should come over to Abla for a
visit. I promise to throw you a warm welcome. This time, no prison
cell … unless you misbehave.”

That night, as Thad lay under the
stars, his mind ran through the events of the past few years. His
left eye and right foot had been replaced with magical items. He
had a myriad of scars running across his body, and yet here he was,
against all the odds.

Shortly before noon the next day, Thad
reached the palace of Farlan. He had the urge to stop by his tower
and see how Roger and Marcus were faring, but he quickly pushed the
thought aside. It didn’t take long for him to locate his target.
Maria was in the throne room, meeting with a few of her nobles that
had been resisting the coming war.

Thad waited outside, his ear pressed
firmly against the solid oak double doors. The voices were muffled,
but Thad could still hear most of what was being said. Countess
Elisee and Duchess Melanie were petitioning the queen to try and
negotiate with the Kingdom of Rane. Being the two closest land
bearers to Rane, they stood to take the brunt of the invading
force, and it sounded like they were desperately trying to avoid
that from happening.

Sitting down on a long padded bench,
Thad waited. If it had been Maria’s mother who had still been
queen, he might have held some fear that she would cave in to the
pressure of her nobles and the invading force. Maria, he knew,
would hold firm. Not out of love for him or his people, but because
she hated the Brotherhood as strongly as he did. They had taken
over her home and made a prisoner out of her mother. When they were
forced to abandon the palace, they stabbed Maria’s mother and left
her to die in her daughter’s arms.

When the two nobles left, their faces
looked none too happy. The looks that were directed at him as they
walked past were aggravated, to say the least. Not wanting to cause
any further problems, Thad held back his laughter until he was sure
they were well out of earshot.

Entering the throne room, Thad found
Maria sitting with her thumb and forefinger pressed against the
bridge of her nose. Her red hair had been curled and bounced
lightly on her shoulders.

“I see you’re back,” Maria said, her
brow furrowed slightly. “When I first heard you scampered off, I
nearly had the guards ride out and drag you back. If it hadn’t been
for the arrival of one of your friends, I would have done just
that.”

“Who saved my hide?” Thad asked, hoping
it was news from either Reeve or Crusher.

“Captain Kain came with a message from
Reeve and the elves. Would you like to hear it?” Maria asked, her
face taking on the stony façade her mother had done so
well.

“It would be great to know what was
actually said, but I can tell it was good news. You still need to
work on your mask. Your lips tend to twitch when you’re holding
back a smile,” Thad said with an innocent smile.

Maria threw up her hands in
frustration. “You could at least play along,” she said, pouting. “I
swear, you don’t have one ounce of tact within your body. Yes, it
was mostly good news. The elves have pledged to send as many
soldiers as they can as well as put four boats out to help guard
our harbors. The captain also brought news that the
Miramer would also be
helping guard the waters.”

“What’s the bad news?” Thad asked,
knowing that she was holding something back.

“The elves have sent a little over two
hundred soldiers right now, but the captain says the rest will not
be coming until early spring. The elfin island seems to be prone to
heavy ice drifts during the winter months, making travel nearly
impossible.”

Thad cursed to himself. A contingent of
elfin warriors would greatly bolster their strength, but it would
do little good if they arrived after Farlan had already
fallen.

“From the initial reports, Rane has
already rallied far more soldiers than we had thought possible.”
Nearly ten thousand soldiers had been gathered outside of their
capital. The Rane army alone was over eight times the force Farlan
could muster, but they didn’t want to simply conquer Farlan. They
wanted to destroy it. Rane had petitioned other nearby kingdoms to
aid them in their assault, claiming that Farlan had started the war
by attacking the merchant guild and capital.

The first reports were vague, but from
what Thad could tell, most of the kingdoms had pledged at least a
small force to aid in the coming battles. “How are we going to hold
out until they arrive?” Thad asked as his mind searched for
answers.

“Don’t ask me,” Maria said, shaking her
head. “All I know is that we have to win and that you better find
out a way to make it happen.”

“I might have a bit of good news as
well,” Thad said slyly.

“Did our eastern force triple since the
last report?” Maria asked sarcastically.

“No, though I wish it had,” Thad said
thoughtfully. “I have been in contact with the Ablaian queen, and
she is willing to try and sell us ore and weapons as long as
certain taxes are negated.”

Maria leaned forward, a look of shock
plastered on her face. “I won’t ask how you came to contact the
Ablaians, but are they really willing to come to an agreement? A
few of the nobles might balk at the thought of opening free trade
with Abla, but right now, I would even reverse the tariffs and pay
them myself if it would give me even a small chance to win this
war.”

“That’s good to know. I am sure that
you and Eloen will be able to come to an agreement, then,” Thad
said, holding back a laugh.

“Eloen? What does she have to do with
this? I thought she got captured by the Ablaians when she foolishly
went in search of you?”

“It seems the young captain was not
only able to make friends in Abla during her visit. She made enough
of them to crown her queen,” Thad said jokingly, knowing that Maria
and the young captain had never gotten along.

“Eloen … that vile … how in the nine
hells did she do that?” Maria stuttered, her face showing a look of
complete shock. Thad waited as the queen mumbled to herself as she
worked through everything. “It doesn’t matter. If I have to make a
deal with that trumpet of Jezebel, I will. Tell her I will suspend
all current tariffs and taxes on Abla as long as she can get me
weapons and ore. Tell her if she can get me some of her soldiers, I
will even call her a great queen in public.”

Thad found himself laughing as he
walked back to his quarters that night. He had expected some
resistance from the queen once she learned that Eloen was the new
queen of Abla.

“Tuck, are you around?” Thad asked,
sending his thoughts through the magical ring on his
finger.

“Thad, so nice to hear from you again
so soon,” Eloen’s voice said clearly in his mind. “I hope the news
is for me, but if you really need the elfin boy, I think he is
entertaining my husband and son.”

“Son,” Thad said, nearly
choking.

“Yes, the bad thing about being a queen
in Abla is they expect you to marry the king and sire an heir. For
a male, he’s not bad—kind, smart, handsome—but he’s a little too
flamboyant for my tastes.”

“The message is for you, but unless you
dearly need him, I will need Tuck back shortly,” Thad replied,
recovering from his shock. “Queen Maria has agreed to your terms
and even more should you find it in your power to send us
troops.”

“Maria,” Eloen said. This time, her
voice was one of astonishment. “Even if I wanted to, Thad, I don’t
think there is much we could do as far as soldiers. Farlan as a
whole is not looked too kindly upon around here, and I don’t need
any more complications to my already-tenuous hold. I might know
where you can find some soldiers … that is, if you’re willing to
pay good gold for them.”

“What do you mean?” Thad asked,
intrigued.

“Have you ever heard of the
Katanga?”

The word sounded familiar to Thad, but
he couldn’t remember where he had heard it. “I can’t say that I
have,” Thad replied, his mind still searching for the meaning of
the word.

“They are a race of mercenaries. They
travel a great deal, but they have a base in the desert northeast
of Abla. They were of big use to me during the previous war. If you
are willing to tell me how much gold you could afford to hire them,
I could try and see if they would be willing to help.”

“Give me one moment,” Thad said,
turning around and heading back to the throne room.

Thad barged into the room, paying
little heed that the queen was meeting with someone else. “What in
the blazes are you doing, Thad?” Maria asked, her face burning
red.

“Maria, how much gold could you make
available to hire mercenaries?” Thad asked, ignoring her
complaints.

“Mercenaries?” Maria asked, her face
bewildered. “I don’t know, Thad. I think I might be able to push
for ten to fifteen thousand gold coins considering the current
excess in the coffers … why?”

“I will have to explain later,” Thad
said before leaving the room as quickly as he had entered. “Eloen,
I can offer fifteen thousand in gold coins. Will that be enough?”
Thad asked, his mind whirling with possibilities.

“Fifteen thousand gold coins … that
would pay my whole army for nearly three years. I will talk with
Darryl and see what we can arrange. Given the amount you’re
offering, I am sure you can expect the Katanga to be knocking on
your door even if they have to walk over the mountains during a
snowstorm.”

As soon as Thad was back in his room,
he went straight for his desk. If he was lucky, more than five
hundred mercenaries would heed his call. If he was extremely lucky,
more than a thousand, and that still wouldn’t put a dent in the
force they needed to stand against Rane.

Currently, their reports put their
entire western force at just over eighteen hundred. The elves and
mercenaries would bolster that force, but he still needed at least
three times that number before they even stood a chance. Even if he
could get ten times his current force, it would be a long, hard,
and bloody battle.

Thad had still not heard from Crusher,
but that didn’t surprise him. If the dwarves were near where he had
left the caves, there would be little chance he would hear anything
before late winter or early spring. Thad was sure at least some of
them would come to their call, but he couldn’t make plans without
knowing for sure what forces would be available to him.

The first thing he needed to do was to
find a way to thin the charging ranks. Traps would work well, but
he was sure Rane had people watching their movements. If they made
what they were doing too obvious, it would all work out to
nothing.

Leaning back in his chair, Thad let out
a loud groan. What he needed was advice, but who in Farlan had
fought in a real war? Every battle for the past few hundred years
had taken place at Southpass from a highly defensible position.
This war was going to be completely different.

Almost all of the major kingdoms had
been at relative peace for the past few hundred years. There hadn’t
been an invasion of this size since the Succession Wars. As soon as
the thought popped into his head, Thad grabbed his cloak and dashed
for the door.


CHAPTER VI

As Thad rushed outside the palace and
into the city proper, the sun was still well in the air. Within
moments, he reached the royal school, which nobles all around Kurt
had been known to attend. Now, though, most of them had pulled back
for the winter and were not expected to return.

It had been years since Thad’s last
visit, but his mind keenly remembered where the large library had
been. If he couldn’t find an experienced person in the present,
then he would just look to those of the past.

As the heavy library doors loudly swung
open, the few people inside turned to look at him. “Can I help you,
sir?” an older woman in her late fifties with light brown hair
streaked with small bits of gray asked, her tone harsh and
reproaching.

“I need everything you have on battles
fought during the Fae War and the Succession Wars. In fact, I’ll
take anything you have that has to do with wars. I don’t care if it
is just about small border disputes,” Thad replied
frantically.

“One moment, sir,” the woman said, her
tone still cold and unforgiving. The woman called three younger
students over and briefly explained what Thad wanted. “Might as
well have a seat, sir,” she said, motioning for him to sit in an
uncomfortable-looking chair in front of a large oaken desk. “While
we wait, we can discuss your complete lack of manners while in an
institution of learning.”

Thad let out a heavy sigh and took his
seat. As the students continued to bring armloads of books to the
desk, Thad was regaled with a long lecture of proper manners.
Whenever the older woman thought his attention might be waning, she
rapped his knuckles with a long wooden stick a little over an inch
thick. The first time she had done so, Thad had moved his hands to
his lap, and the next blow struck him soundly on the top of his
head.

Why are you even allowing
her to hit you in the first place? Thuraman
asked after Thad returned his hands to the table after being struck
in the head.

“I need the books,” Thad replied
honestly. “Not to mention she has a point. There is seldom a need
for rudeness. It’s not like the few seconds I saved running in here
like a madman really helped to save the country.”

It’s not as if being hit
with a piece of wood will help you remember to act more rationally
in the future either.

Smack. “I think you might be wrong there,” Thad replied as he
rubbed his bright red knuckles.

The pile of books continued to grow as
Thad waited. Soon, the stack was so high that the mounting task of
reading them started to overwhelm him. “Miss,” Thad said,
interrupting the older woman as she explained the proper manners
for when one was in the presence of royalty from southern
Radan.

“Yes, young sir?” she asked, her voice
polite, but her eyes cold and icy.

“While I consider myself well-read, the
sheer amount of effort to scour these books for the information I
require will take far longer than I have available to me. Do you
think there are any students that have a passion for such
things?”

The woman called over another one of
the students and spoke to him briefly. They young man left in a
fast walk, returning quickly with three other students. “These are
a few of the better scribes present within the school. Alicia and
Natasha are Farlan-born, while Fredrick is from the island nations.
I am sure, given the present circumstance, they would be more than
willing to offer their aid to Her Majesty.”

“That would be a great help,” Thad
replied.

It was nearly sundown before Thad along
with the three scribes and a host of other students carrying the
load of books returned to the palace. At first, Thad had thought to
simply have the books taken to his chambers, but given the sheer
volume of them, he decided that one of the less-used lower dining
halls would be better suited to the task.

“Master Thad, if we had a better
example for what you are looking for and why you are looking for
it, then our time will be much more productive,” Fredrick said as
the books were being piled on one end of a large table. “All we
know at present is that it has to do with the upcoming war. That is
scant information to go on.”

“Honestly, I don’t know what I am
looking for,” Thad replied as he picked up one of the thick books.
“Soon, a large battle will be upon us, and my troops will be
greatly outnumbered. The fighting grounds are relatively flat, and
the officers we have are completely bereft of the experience in
fighting under conditions such as those we will face.”

“So it would be safe to say that you
are looking for tactical data of wars where smaller forces fought
against larger odds in similar conditions?” Alicia asked, her voice
dry and unassuming.

“That would be a great help. If you see
anything that you think might help me, I will listen,” Thad said as
he sat down and began reading. “Shall we get started?”

The first book Thad grabbed gave
details about the Fae War, but mostly from the side of the empire.
It was lacking in any real detail of the battles and spoke of them
only in passing, focusing more on the overall outcome and
aftermath.

Setting the book aside, Thad picked up
the next and continued his search. Thad had spent many hours in
study before, and history and war strategies had been one of his
best subjects back at the slave academy, but the flipping through
dusty pages trying to garner any small nugget of useful information
quickly began to wear on him.

It wasn’t until shortly after the
evening meal that Alicia tapped on his shoulder, holding a small
leather-bound journal. “I found the journal of a man belonging to
the southern army of Goriel during the thirty-year invasion by the
much-larger Talan kingdom. It goes into great detail about how they
were able to hide their forces and attack unnoticed all across
their kingdom.”

Thad took the small journal from the
young scribe’s hand and began to read.

It has been a long day, and
me and my men are once again safe within the confines of our
tunnels. The Talan soldiers had thought this would be an easy
fight, but they are quickly learning otherwise. For years, we have
had to fear invasion from our larger neighbors and have always been
prepared.

The Talan armies march into
our cities and find them empty. They scour the forest for our
people but find only leaves and rock. They never think to look
closer, and that is their folly. Now we live under the earth in
large tunnels that snake their way below our beloved Goriel. At
night, we strike, killing their soldiers and taking their supplies,
though it seems endless. For every soldier we kill, another seems
to take his place, but we will not relent.

As Thad continued to read, ideas began
surfacing within the recesses of his mind. “This is perfect,
Alicia,” Thad said excitedly. “I will be away for some time. Please
continue to search through the tomes and mark anything that you
might find of use. If it is urgent that you find me, find the
queen. She will know where to find me.”

“You expect us to just politely ask the
queen of your whereabouts should we need you?” Fredrick asked, his
brow furrowed.

“Yes,” Thad said, nearly laughing.
“Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite … hard.”

Thad wanted to go straight to Mage’s
Roost, but he knew that by time he reached the small settlement,
everyone would have already retired for the night. Instead, he
headed for his chambers, where he began writing out the details of
the plan that was forming in his mind. They would have to work fast
and hard, but if they could manage it, then they might have a
chance to hold off the Rane armies long enough for some of the
other forces to arrive.

As soon as the sun peaked above the
horizon, Thad had Lady saddled and was headed for Mage’s Roost. The
ride wasn’t long, but it did give him plenty of time to think about
what he was going to say to the elders should they make an
appearance, though if everything went smoothly, he would only be
dealing with Horus.

When Thad reached Mage’s Roost, the sun
was almost fully in the sky. Thad rode straight to Horus’s house
that was situated near the center of the small village.
Dismounting, Thad knocked loudly on the thick wooden door, hoping
that his friend was home.

After Thad’s third knock, the door
swung open, a red-eyed and tired Horus on the other side. “Thad,
what brings you out at such an early hour?” Horus asked between
yawns.

“I thought older men tended to wake
with the sun?” Thad asked teasingly.

“Only if they’re married and don’t have
the luxury of a warm, silent house to their lonesome,” Horus
replied, a slight smile creeping on his face. “Well, come in. I
don’t feel like standing in the doorway in my long
clothes.”

“How many mages do we have whose skill
lies with the earth?” Thad asked as soon as he and Horus were
seated by a small fireplace.

“If we count everyone in the village, I
think close to thirty. If we’re only counting those who are
currently training for the war effort, then less than ten,” Horus
replied, his face showing his confusion.

“I need you to get everyone you can to
the new fort being built near the Rane border. Talk to anyone whose
skill lies with the earth element. Beg, plead, even bribe them if
you have to.”

“What do you have in mind?” Horus
asked, leaning forward slightly.

Thad started detailing his plan for
Horus. The more he spoke, the more Horus began to nod along.
“Sounds like a good idea,” Horus said after Thad had finished his
explanation. “I will see what I can do about getting some mages to
that fort of yours.”

“It would be a great help,” Thad said,
shaking his friend’s hand. “Now I have some other things to attend
to if I am going to make this workable by spring.”

Once he was back on his horse, Thad
headed back the way he had come with great speed. Roger and Marcus
should be awake and in the workshop before he arrived back at the
palace. At least he hoped they were. He didn’t fancy having to
search the city for the two enchanters or wait all day for them to
make an appearance.

His stomach growling, Thad made a quick
stop by the kitchens before heading out to the tower. The rest of
the residence had already broken their fast, but thankfully, there
were more than enough leftovers for Thad to have his
fill.

Once his belly was full, Thad made a
straight line for the tower. Inside, he found Marcus working hard
but didn’t see Roger anywhere in sight. “Marcus, do you know where
Roger is at?” Thad asked, wanting both mages there before he
started his explanation.

“That scatterbrain headed into town to
see if the blacksmiths had any more rings made up for us. He should
be back within the hour. Unless he gets himself lost,” Marcus said,
never taking his eyes off his work.

“Might as well use my time wisely,”
Thad said to himself as he picked up one of the small steel rings
inset with a brown crystal. Thad focused his mind and started
working on the enchantment. It wasn’t for a shield like the others
had been, and he knew it would be a weak comparison to what he
really needed made, but it would have to suffice until he and the
others had proper items for the enchantment.

“Thad. Didn’t expect to see you here
this time of day,” Roger said as he set a small bag of rings on the
counter. “What brings you out?”

“This,” Thad replied, holding up the
steel ring he had been working on. “I have an idea, but for it to
work, we are going to need at least two dozen spades with this
enchantment.”

Marcus and Roger examined the ring
closely. “I wouldn’t be able to do that enchantment at all, Thad. I
can see how it works, but it’s just outside of my ability,” Roger
said, shaking his head, his lips pursed tightly
together.

“I can do them, but they’re going to
take a bit more gems and a lot more work than one of your rings,”
Marcus replied after a few moments.

“I know, but first, we need the
materials. What do we have?”

“Your elfin friend Parson just sent
back a nice-sized load of gems, including a fair amount of those
tigereyes you have been going on about. As for the spades, Roger,
he can run back to the smithy and to the other shops and see what
he can get his hands on,” Marcus replied, tugging on his
beard.

As Roger rushed out to procure the
spades, Thad and Marcus started separating the gems that would be
used in the enchantment. Thad was amazed at the large amount of
gems that Parson had been able to find with Avalanche’s help. If
they were to be sold at the market, Thad was sure that one could
buy a small kingdom with them. Shrugging his shoulders, Thad
upended one of the heavy bags onto the table.

Using his mage sight, Thad picked out
the gems that held the strongest affinity for the earth element.
When he had first thought of the plan, he had feared that they
wouldn’t have enough supplies to complete the project, but now
those fears had been swept aside.

Roger returned a little over an hour
later, carrying nine spades in his arms. “This was all I could
find, but the blacksmiths agreed to make another two dozen within a
fortnight, though they weren’t happy with it.”

“I don’t care if they’re happy with it
as long as they do it,” Thad replied, taking one of the shovels
from Roger.

Thad stayed late working on the shovels
completely, two before his strength was completely spent. As far as
enchantments went, it was complex. As far as how it worked, it was
simple. As soon as the spade touched dirt or rock, it would break
apart the bonds holding the earth together within a one-foot
radius. It was similar to the enchantment he had used back in Rane,
but without knowing what kinds of earth might need to be broken
down. He had to add in a much wider array of spells.

His head throbbing, Thad stumbled
through the palace halls toward his chambers only to be stopped by
one of the queen’s pages. Thad held up his hand, silencing the
young girl before she could speak. “Let me guess—the queen is
demanding my presence. Might as well get this over with. Where is
she?”

“She is in her study,” the page
replied, a thin smirk spreading across her face. Thad never liked
it when the pages seemed happy. It usually meant that the queen was
in a very precarious mood.

“You called,” Thad called as he lightly
knocked on the door to the queen’s study.

“Come in, Thad,” Maria answered, her
voice stern and cold.

“Why in the nine hells did you barge
into my meeting today? Lady Talia was in an uproar over it. Do you
have any idea how much of a pain one angry noble can make for us
right now?”

“My apologies. I just didn’t have time
to wait. Eloen said that she could pass word on to a group of
mercenaries called the Katanga. I needed to know what we could
afford,” Thad explained pacifyingly.

“The Katanga,” Maria said, her lips
pursed into a thin white line. “Why didn’t you say so earlier? I
would empty the vaults to hire the Katanga.”

“Both you and Eloen seem to think
highly of these mercenaries. Just who are they?” Thad asked, his
interest piqued.

“They are by far the best fighting
force known in all of Kurt. Any king or queen who has had them on
their side during a battle has never lost. The odd thing is they
don’t just fight for gold. There are plenty of stories where one
kingdom offered them great ricks and another offered them only a
paltry sum in comparison, but they chose the smaller
amount.”

“Why didn’t you try to hire them
earlier?” Thad asked, confused.

Maria sat back in her chair and gave a
heavy sigh. “It’s not that easy, Thad. You don’t just hire the
Katanga as if you were simply chartering a boat. They’re hard to
find, and even if you do find one, most the time, they will seldom
hear out your request. From most of the stories I have heard, it is
normally the Katanga themselves who come offering their aid along
with a price.”

“Hopefully, they will side with us and
not decide to join Rane,” Thad said, his expression
worried.

“If the Katanga decides to join Rane’s
forces, we might as well start digging our graves,” Maria replied
without a hint of sarcasm in her voice.


CHAPTER VII

The next few days were filled with
tedium as Thad spent most of his time inside the confines of the
tower, working on the magical spades. As mundane as the items
seemed, they were a big part of his plans for the war.

The day before the final spade was
finished, the first heavy snows started to fall around the capital.
Thad wished they had held off for a few days more, but there was
little he could do to control nature.

With the spades finished and on their
way to the eastern fort, Thad had plenty of things to catch up on.
Thad had asked the queen for a more permanent name, but she assured
him that the best names were not chosen but earned.

With the first snow also came the
feeling of time running out and the gathering of the war council.
The council was not large and only consisted of those that both
Thad and Maria trusted. Thad looked around at the mixed group.
Duchess Alysia, whose niece was now queen of Abla, was one of the
few nobles Thad trusted and was in charge of troop supply.
Meredith, a scholar from the royal school who had taken up an
almost obsessive study of magic since she had heard of Thad, was in
charge of magical assistance, though her task was mostly procuring
items that the mages needed for their craft. Kain, the elfin
captain, was to be in charge of the naval fleet made up of a mix of
elfin and Farlan ships. Ferula, an elfin maiden who Reeve had sent,
was in charge of the elfin forces. General Foreman, who had been
moved from Southpass Fort, was to take charge of the combined
Farlan forces. Lastly, there was Horus, who was in charge of the
battle mages.

“How many troops do we have available?”
Maria asked, looking around the table, a grave look upon her
face.

“We have 1,845 on the most up-to-date
count. We are asking that anyone of fighting age report, and many
are heeding the call, but we are still vastly outnumbered,” General
Foreman replied with a dour face.

“You have 230 elves at your command,
Your Majesty,” Ferula said when the queen looked in her direction.
“I know we are a small number, but at soon as the ice flows pass,
there shall be more than two thousand of our kin joining
you.”

“That is good to know, Ferula, but it
will do little good should we fall in the first week of spring,”
Maria replied as she scratched notes onto a sheet of parchment.
“How many of the mages have agreed to fight?” Maria asked, turning
to Horus.

“Only 118 battle mages, but we have
another 22 support mages,” Horus replied, his face between shame
and anger.

“That gives us a force of around 2,100
against a force that is reported to be over 12,000 and growing
daily. The question I have is how do we win?” Maria asked as she
looked at them with piercing eyes.

“Without more men, I don’t see how we
can,” General Foreman said matter-of-factly.

“Well, we better find a way to win. I
will not have the country left to me by my mother destroyed during
my reign,” Maria replied stubbornly.

As the meeting wore on, Thad listened,
but few had any real ideas on how they were expected to beat an
army that was more than ten times their size. Thad had accomplished
such a feat, but it was one thing to lead around a thousand
soldiers and take them out slowly, and he doubted that the same
tactics would work against ten thousand.

As the winter snows deepened, the war
councils continued. Thad attended each meeting, but they all seemed
the same with little new developments.

It wasn’t until midwinter that Thad
received word from Tuck, who had been eerily silent since he had
informed Thad he would be delayed in returning.

“We are only a few leagues
from the capital,” Tuck declared
proudly.

“We? Who have you brought with you?”
Thad asked, both surprised and happy to hear from his elfin friend.
He had started to think the elf had gotten himself lost in the deep
snows.

“You will find out within the hour,”
Tuck replied, his voice thick with laughter. “I don’t want to ruin
the surprise.”

Less than an hour later, a young page
burst into his chambers, his face red and creased with worry.
“Master Thad, there is a large army approaching from the
south.”

Thad jumped to his feet. Had the
Brotherhood risked moving in the dead of winter in the hopes of
taking the capital undefended? If they had, then they would most
likely succeed. It wasn’t until he was halfway down the stone steps
that Thad remembered Tuck’s words. He hoped the approaching army
was Tuck’s “surprise.”

It wasn’t until Thad reached the palace
gates that he started to realize how weak the Farlan capital was.
It had a fair-sized wall, but against a real army, it would be
easily scaled or torn down. The gates, while looking large and
imposing, had not been used in centuries, and Thad honestly doubted
they would withstand a single strike from a battering ram. Every
time he scanned the city, he saw more weaknesses, including no
place with easy access so that he could view the approaching
army.

Running to the wall surrounding the
southern side of the city, Thad quickly gathered his magical energy
and started the workings of a spell. When he was only a few yards
from the wall, Thad released his spell, making a bridge out of
energy. Thad had often made illusions that had substance to them
but had only used them for entertainment or as a weapon. On Horus’s
suggestion, he started looking at other ways to use his magic. “We
won’t always be at war,” the older mage had told him.

With experimentation, Thad had learned
that any illusion he formed could be made semisolid as long as he
let currents of energy run through them. Though the practice had
been meant to strengthen his skills as well as expand how he
thought and used magic, it still seemed to turn to war. His best
spell was the creation of multiple illusionary swords that would
pass through metal and rend flesh.

Running across the magical bridge, Thad
quickly reached the top of the all-too-thin wall and peered out
across the fields beyond.

The army was still a good ways off, but
Thad could still see them clearly even without using his magic. His
best guess would put the force at around two thousand soldiers.
Focusing his magic, Thad extended his view and looked at the army
as if he were standing only a dozen yards away.

The large group was an army of sorts,
though there was no uniformity between their armor and weapons. The
only thing that the people marching toward the capital seemed to
have in common was their direction. When Thad spied not only Tuck
but Darryl at the head of the formation, he breathed a sigh of
relief.

“Next time you want to surprise me …
don’t,” Thad told Tuck through his ring.

“Was it a little too much?” Tuck asked,
laughing.

Thad couldn’t reprimand his friend as
he had brought an army nearly twice their own with him. That didn’t
mean he couldn’t find a way to get back at his friend
later.

Using his magical bridge, Thad
descended the wall and started walking briskly toward the advancing
army. Had Tuck found them someplace on his trip back from Abla, or
were they the rumored Katanga? The only way to find out was to
greet them. No matter who they were, Thad would be more than happy
to add them to their forces.

“Darryl,” Thad said, grinning widely as
the young soldier came into view. The last time Thad had seen
Darryl was back at Southpass Fort. He had been one of Eloen’s
soldiers. He was a thin man the last time Thad had seen him, but
the years had added some weight and a fair amount of muscle to the
man’s body, though he still looked rather gaunt.

“I heard you were in need of a few
extra blades, so I brought my family along,” Darryl said, clasping
his old friend’s hand firmly.

“Family. I know I needed soldiers, but
I don’t think the world, let alone Farlan, can take more than one
of you,” Thad replied jokingly. “Where did you find all of these
soldiers?”

“Queen Eloen said you might want to
hire the Katanga, so I talked to my family and explained my own
debt of blood that I owe you, and they consented to hear your
terms. When I told them that you were fighting against Rane, even
one of the nine elders of the clan agreed to come and
listen.”

“Then let us get everyone inside. I
don’t know if we have enough rooms to house everyone, but I don’t
care. If I have to make the people open up their homes, we will
find warm places for you to sleep,” Thad said adamantly.

“That would be a nice gesture, but
unneeded. The Katanga are a nomadic people to their core. If
offered, they would still prefer to sleep outside the confining
walls of a city.”

When they were less than two hundred
yards from the city walls, the majority of the army stopped and
started setting up camp, while Thad led a few designated leaders to
meet with the queen and the rest of the advisors.

While they waited for the queen and the
others to prepare themselves, Thad waited with the Katanga, passing
the time talking with his old friend.

“I haven’t had much time to talk with
Eloen,” Thad said as he sifted for words. “What all happened after
I was captured?”

Darryl laughed lightly and shook his
head. “That is a long story.”

“Have you ever known a woman, much less
a queen, to get ready in a hurry? I am sure we have plenty of
time.”

“I see your wit, as well as your
tongue, has only sharpened with age,” Darryl said, giving Thad a
smirk. “Very well, I shall give you the short version of what
transpired after you decided to take a stroll with those Ablaian
soldiers.”

“You make it sound as if I left with
them holding hands under the moonlight,” Thad replied in a false
hurt tone.

“Eloen was devastated after you fell.
She was always an honest woman, and she cared for you deeply. She
lost a lot of her mirth and smile after you were taken. She almost
immediately broke orders, and me and Ballard followed. The first
few weeks were hard on Eloen. She constantly blamed herself for
your capture.”

“It wasn’t her fault,” Thad
interjected.

“I know that, you know that, and
somewhere, I think she knew that, but she still blamed herself. We
trudged across Abla, making good time, and finally caught up with a
guarded prison transport. Thinking it was yours, we attacked and
freed the captive, who turned out to be the crown prince. We took
the prince to a nearby town and learned that his uncle had wrested
control of the kingdom. If we promised him support, then he would
aid us in your recovery.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a bargain
on the prince’s end,” Thad said questionably.

“I don’t know. He painted a good
picture of how we could aid him, but in the end, I think he was in
love with Eloen from the moment he saw her. We continued toward the
fort that was supposed to be holding you and even picked up Eloen’s
new daughter along the way,” Darryl added slyly.

“Daughter. That sounds awful fast,”
Thad replied, the shock evident in his voice.

“She took a notion out of your book and
picked up a random kid. I think it was more out of the need to do
what she thought you would more than her own desires. We reached
the fort, but we were too late, and we heard of your demise under
the mountain. We all feared that Eloen would be crushed, and I
don’t know if something snapped, but she became cold and uncaring.
She didn’t even rebuke the prince for this, and when he asked for
her hand, she simply agreed. Honestly, I felt sorry for the man. It
was obvious to everyone around that she would never see him in the
way he desired.”

“I wish I could have gotten word to her
that I was still alive,” Thad said, his voice full of
remorse.

“That would have been nice and would
have saved a lot of people a good amount of trouble. On the other
side of the coin, if you had, then Abla would most likely still be
in unfriendly hands. After the wedding, the two newlyweds traveled
across Abla, looking for allies, and soon started a rebellion
against the false king. During the war, the king hired a band of
Katanga to hunt Eloen and the prince down. When they caught up to
us, they recognized me as one of their family and switched sides.
After that, there was a lot of fighting, and a little over a year
ago, we finally wrested the throne from the king’s rather-limp
body.”

“I bet there is plenty that you are
leaving out, but I understand the heart of the tale. It is amazing
that things worked out as they have. Maybe the gods have a larger
hand in the affairs of men than they led me to believe,” Thad said,
looking off into the distance.

“Fair is fair, Thad. It’s your turn to
tell me all that has happened while you were away. I am sure it is
a much more interesting story than mine was.”

Thad told his story from where he and
Darryl had last seen each other. As the story unfolded, the three
other members of Darryl’s party moved closer to listen. It had
become a tale told too often for his liking, but at the same time,
with each telling, his words flowed more smoothly, and his voice
took on the tone of the storytellers one often found in the inns on
midsummer nights.

Thad left off his meeting with the
different gods as he understood the rule about their existence. He
wasn’t sure why it was kept so secretive, but he didn’t want to
anger them by divulging information better left in the dark. When
his tale reached the point where he had woken up on the elfin
island, the door to the audience chamber was opened, and a young
page announced the queen was ready.

So engrossed in the telling of his own
story, Thad didn’t notice the young page and continued, while the
four mercenaries stared down the young girl until she closed the
door quietly. Once the story was finished, Thad let out a nervous
laugh and looked around at his audience, who each held their own
look of reverence on their faces.

“That was a grand story, my friend,”
Darryl said, placing his hand on Thad’s shoulder. “But I think we
better not keep the queen waiting for too long. They tend to take
it the wrong way,” he added, giving Thad a slanted
smile.

When the five men walked into the large
audience chamber, it was apparent that Maria didn’t take kindly to
being made to wait. Thad flashed her a pleading smile that knocked
off some of the coldness emanating from her, but her icy stare
remained.

“Welcome to Farlan, honored guests,”
Maria said in a grand tone.

“Queen Maria, while we are pleased to
be received in such a grand fashion, it would be much easier and
time-efficient if we kept this simple and concise,” the older of
the mercenaries said, his voice firm and unwavering under the
queen’s glare. “Before we agree to aid you in your battle, we need
to know two simple things. First, why are you going to war against
Rane, and secondly, how much are you willing to pay?”

“We are not going to war against Rane.
They are going to attack our queendom,” Maria replied
defensively.

“Then why are they attacking you?” the
soldier asked, his voice betraying his annoyance.

“We have taken people of magical power
and origin under protection. Rane is working with a group of men
who call themselves the Brotherhood of the Fox. They are attacking
us solely to kill those I have taken under my
protection.”

“Could you not simply hand these people
over to Rane and avoid the slaughter of your own people?” the
soldier asked coldly.

“How dare you insult me as well as the
people of Farlan!” Maria exclaimed, her face turning a light red.
“We would not sit by idly and watch while people who have committed
no sin other than being born are being slaughtered.”

“And how much are you willing to spend
in hard gold?” the mercenary asked, the queen’s words showing no
effect on him.

“If it pleases you, I will let you
empty my vaults. Take hammer and file to my banisters and remove
the gold that lines their edges. Whatever cost you ask, I and my
people shall pay it.”

“That is all I needed to know, Your
Majesty. At present, I have a little more than 1,800 men at your
disposal. I shall send word back to our home camp and ask they
bring every available warrior we have to support your
cause.”

“Will you take your price now?” Maria
asked, slumping back in her throne.

“No, we shall wait until the battles
are over. There is no honor is taking payment before a task is
completed,” the soldier said before signaling the others to follow
him.

“What in the nine hells is wrong with
that man?” Maria shouted at Thad as soon as the heavy door closed,
leaving him alone to face her wrath.

“He is a warrior,” Thad said as if the
simple phrase explained everything. “We need them, Maria, more than
we need our pride.”

“You don’t think I know that?” Maria
asked vehemently. “If I thought it would win us this war, I would
get on my hands and knees and bow to the man. That doesn’t mean I
have to enjoy it.”

The queen’s tirade continued on, and
Thad found the first excuse that came to mind to escape to a safer
place. Once he was outside the palace walls, Thad headed straight
for the Katanga camp. There were plenty of questions to be answered
and even more to discuss. As he saw the sizeable force fanned out
along the city wall, Thad felt the beginnings of true hope spurt
within him. They were still greatly outnumbered, but their chance
of holding out long enough for more support to arrive was
increasing. That was if the support arrived at all.


CHAPTER VIII

The Katanga camp was a lot different
than the other military camps he had seen. The tents were not all
placed in neat rows. They were thrown up with a good distance
between them and seemed to be in no discernible pattern. They only
real uniformity they had was they were all made out of the same
light tan hide and were all the same size. Thad looked around for a
larger tent, expecting the elder and leaders to be near the center,
but he could not find any tent that looked different from the
others.

“Where can I find Darryl or someone of
importance?” Thad asked, walking up to the nearest
mercenary.

“Who are you to be asking?” the man
said, his hand darting to the sword strapped on his
side.

Thad raised his hands, showing that he
had no ill intentions. “Darryl is a friend of mine. As for the
leaders or elder, I am in charge of the war effort and thought it
might be best to talk with them and get an understanding of their
battle tactics so I can make sure we do not clash once the blood
starts to flow.”

“This way,” the man said, nodding for
Thad to go first. As Thad passed the man, he noticed that the man’s
hand was still firmly on the hilt of his sword.

Thad was led to a simple-looking tent
near the far edge of the camp. “Killian, you have a visitor!” the
mercenary behind Thad yelled once they stopped outside of the
unremarkable tent.

The older warrior who had talked to the
queen steeped out from the tent. Thad had never taken much note of
the man, but “warrior” didn’t seem to describe him fully. His dark
brown hair was cut short, and Thad could see where numerous scars
peeked through his hair. Earlier, the man’s shirt and mail had been
worn, but now his chest was bare, showing off his well-defined
muscles that, while big, were not so large they would impede his
movement.

“Thad, what brings you to my tent?”
Killian asked, grasping Thad’s hand and giving it a hardy
shake.

“I just wanted to talk for a bit,” Thad
replied, returning the man’s handshake. “What I would really like
to know is why you would fight for us. Rane would be able to offer
far more than we ever could.”

Killian’s face took on a sour look. “We
have fought in countless wars, but never on the side of the
Brotherhood.”

“Why?” Thad asked, confused at the
mercenary’s statement and the vehemence behind it.

“Not out of any moral regard concerning
their view on mages, though we have a few of your lot in our ranks.
Long ago, before Rane was the size it is now, we used to border its
eastern edge. Our people were a simple lot and had kept separate
from the other kingdoms once the empire began to fall. When the
Brotherhood took over Rane, they wanted to place an outpost within
our kingdom. We consented, but the first time we learned one of our
people had been killed, we tracked the merchants and guards who had
perpetrated the act and burned them alive. As you can guess, Rane
was not very happy and made a formal complaint. They demanded that
any future problems with the merchants should be left for the guild
to handle themselves, so we banished all from Rane from entering
our borders. While we were not a large country, we covered the best
trade routes east, so Rane marched in force and slaughtered man,
woman, and child. Those of us who lived were scattered to the four
winds and became nomads.”

“That is some tale,” Thad said, shaking
his head. “Haven’t you thought of marching your army back to Rane
and reclaiming your homeland?”

“We have, though in the end, we would
lose. If every clan of the Katanga gathered, there would still be
less than eight thousand of us. While a large number, we would
still fall short for an offensive battle,” Killian replied, his
tone harsh and unforgiving. “Should your queen have offered us only
a single gold coin, we would have fought. It is a rare chance to
get to kill the soldiers of Rane.”

“That is good to hear,” Thad said,
relief flooding though his body. “You said you have fought in many
wars?”

“Yes, more than I can recall,” Killian
answered honestly.

“Would you mind sharing some of your
experience with me? Farlan has been at relative peace for far too
long, with the exception of our little disputes with our Ablaian
neighbors. In those fights, we always occupied a heavily defendable
position, but—”

“Now you are caught in the open with
your trousers around your ankles,” the soldier replied with a
chuckle. “Come have a seat, and we shall talk. It is good to know
that you are not a complete fool. Many a time, I have been forced
to fight beside men who had no more brains than could fit in a
raindrop.”

Killian called over many of his other
fellow warriors, and the night quickly passed as they talked about
battles past. Thad was amazed at the sheer number of battles some
of the men had fought in. He didn’t know there had been that many
wars in Kurt in the past fifty years.

Well after the moon was full in the
sky, Thad ambled back to the palace and his own quarters. It had
been an enlightening night, but also a very tiring one. He had much
to do, and time was quickly starting to run out. The Katanga
mercenaries had numerous ideas on how to best fight against the
Rane forces, and most of them, while simple, had never crossed his
mind.

As soon as he was back in his room,
Thad went straight to his desk and starting penning a note for the
officers at the eastern fort.

In a few weeks, once the
bulk of the inland snows have cleared, I will bring a large
detachment of reinforcements. Until that time, there is much for
you to prepare. I request that you make sharpened stakes no more
than a foot long and bury them under the ground around the fort,
starting at three hundred yards out and past. I will also need
trenches dug outside of the walls behind the first row of small
stakes on the inward slope of the trenches. Place four-foot-long
stakes, leave a space of ten yards back, and continue making
trenches with the long stakes.

Thad continued to write various other
suggestions long into the night before the weariness of the day
forced him to his bed. As he lay down to sleep that night, the
dread that had hung over him seemed lighter. They still were no
match for the Rane army, but Thad was beginning to see a ray of
hope shining through the dark clouds hanging on the
horizon.

As the days continued to pass, the
amount of work Thad had decreased, and he found himself with more
time to train. He focused not only on his physical and magical
powers but the gifts bestowed on him by the gods as well. Thad had
a good grasp of his shadow walking, but he still made sure to take
a few steps through the darkness each night as he walked back to
his quarters. During the day, he would run while turning various
parts of his skin to stone. Not only did this help with his control
over the unusual ability, but it made him much heavier and forced
his legs to work harder.

When he was forced to take a break,
which was more often than he would have liked, Thad tried his best
to use the gift from the elfin god and talk to the few plants and
trees alive during the winter months, but all they seemed
interested in was when the warmer weather was coming. The animals
were much easier to talk to, though he found that he tended to
continue to talk in neighs or barks for a few moments after taking
with one, much to the amusement of his friends.

Thad had continued to push himself, but
he found that throughout winter, the amount of magic he could use
had not changed. As the snows started to melt, Thad increased his
pace, forcing himself to train long into each night. He did not
focus on grand magic such as the stone pillars but on simple spells
that could be used quickly and in quick succession of each other.
One massive spell that did a great deal of damage to the attacking
force wasn’t bad, but it left little room for error and left him
weak. What he needed was an array of spells that could be used
depending on the circumstances.

The days passed quickly, and soon, Thad
once again found himself in the war room. Unlike last time, the war
was not just looming on the distant horizon. It was nearly upon
them.

“Renalia has declared that the end of
winter is upon us. She has read the magical flow of the winds and
believes that the last of the snow has fallen,” Horus said, his
brow furrowed, showing off thick worry lines Thad didn’t notice on
the older man months before.

“Are you sure she is correct? I don’t
know much about magic, but I don’t want to start getting the men up
in arms over speculation,” General Foreman said, his tone stern,
but not forceful. “The mental fatigue of the soldiers could destroy
them as easily as a sword thrust.”

“As far as I know, old Renalia hasn’t
been wrong. Not for as long as I have lived anyway,” Horus replied
steadfastly.

“That is good enough for me,” Maria
stated, hailing all end to the discussion. “What do we do
now?”

“If the Rane forces are only now held
back by a few warm days to clear the passes, then we need to move
the Katanga forces and the mages to Digger’s Fort,” General Foreman
replied.

“Digger’s Fort? Since when has it been
called that?” Thad asked, slightly confused.

“The locals from County Elisee that
were hired to help with the digging you requested started calling
it that. It didn’t take long before the soldiers adopted the name,
and now it has kind of stuck,” Foreman replied, giving Thad a sly
wink.

“Are you sure we should move all the
forces? Wouldn’t it be best to keep a few back at the capital in
case the Rane army gets past the forces at Digger’s Fort?” Duchess
Alysia asked.

“Honestly, Duchess, if the Rane forces
make it past our forces at Digger’s Fort, then any small forces we
might hold back wouldn’t stand much of a chance,” Ferula stated.
“This is an all-or-nothing gamble. Either we can hold them at
Digger’s Fort, or all of Farlan will fall with it.”

“I have been working on measures to
help protect the capital should their forces reach this far,” Thad
said, earning everyone’s attention.

“Go ahead, Thad. We are listening,”
Maria urged him.

Thad took out a long rolled piece of
parchment and laid it on the table. “The walls of the city are thin
and mostly for decoration, but I have made adjustments that would
use that to our advantage. If, at any time, the Rane forces
surround the city, you simply need to smash this globe,” Thad said,
handing a small red glass orb to the queen.

“What does it do?” Maria asked, picking
up the small glass orb.

“When it is smashed, many of the stones
of the wall will launch themselves out with great force. It won’t
stop a large army but should at least make them a little more
cautious afterward.”

“When did you find the time to set up
such an elaborate trap?” Horus asked, laughing.

“It gave me something to do when I was
taking a break during my runs,” Thad replied, shrugging his
shoulders.

“How fast will your troops be ready to
move out, Killian?” Maria asked the Katanga elder, not hiding her
contempt for the man. Thad had wished that the two would have made
some form of effort to get along, but it was a wasted
dream.

“We will be ready to march at first
light, Your Majesty. We would have marched sooner but for your
notion that you didn’t want the Rane forces to know that you had
reinforcements too early.”

“Then tomorrow it is,” Maria replied,
standing from her seat. “We are adjourned until such time as it is
needed that we meet again.”

Thad left the small room along with
everyone else. He had been expecting Maria to hold him back and was
pleasantly surprised when she had not. Ever since Thad had stated
his intention of heading to the battlefield, Maria had been firmly
against it. When her pleas had not been heard, she had tried
ordering him to stay, but she had been met with little success. In
a way, the cause of the war was firmly on his shoulders, and he
would not leave others to fight his battles while he stood back and
watched. She had taken every chance to try and change his mind, but
it had been futile. Then suddenly, she had stopped, and that
bothered Thad. It just didn’t fit with her normal attitude. She was
not one that easily gave up on what she wanted.

Thad headed straight for his chambers
to finish the last of his preparations. Most everything he needed
had been packed and ready for a fortnight. The only thing that he
really had left was to gather the last of his
possessions.

Entering his room, Thad
looked over at the large travel sack. He had thought it lost when
he had been thrown from the Rose
Runner, but Crusher had
seen fit to return it to him after they had met up in Farlan. There
had been a few things in his pack that he would have missed, but it
was the nature of the pack that made itself invaluable. The pack
had been painstakingly made over a great length of time to hold far
more than something ten times its size.

Opening up the largest section of the
pack, Thad started filling it with his clothes. Maria had given
Thad more clothes than he had known what to do with, most of them
with an abundance of lace and frill. While he was happy his friend
had seen fit to grace him with so many gifts, they were a little
flippant for his taste.

Putting aside most of the
clothes, he chose only the most plain to bring with him. When he
got to the leather britches, he paused, letting his hand run over the smooth
dark leather. While most of the blouses Maria had gotten him had
been left unused, the britches had been another matter. They had
been made of lambskin and were softer and far suppler than anything
he had owned before.

Sighing, Thad chose two of the best
pairs of the lambskin britches to take along, leaving the rest
aside for stronger and less comfortable apparel. He enjoyed the
feel of the lighter material on his skin, but he knew that comfort
only went so far on the battlefield, and while the thicker leather
might not be much more protection, he would take anything he could
get.

After everything was packed, Thad
walked over to check the last of his gear. Thad bent down and
picked up the sword he had made during his stay with the dwarves.
The sword had the length of a standard broadsword, but he had added
a small curve to it, modeled after the much shorter Vathari blades.
The hilt was steel lined in gold with a crescent moon that sparkled
with the shine of small gems. The blade had taken him nearly a year
to finish, but it was well worth the effort. Not only was it as
sharp as a razor, but it would release flashes of energy, though
Thad had yet been unable to make the sword spark on
command.

Setting his sword aside, Thad picked
the leather armor that had been one of his two gifts from the
Vathari mage Sae-Thae. The armor was made from the hide of the
large lizards that lived in the underearth. It had two golden
stripes running down the center of its chest. On the left chest, it
was engraved with a black star along with a green and red dot that
shimmered slightly. On the right side was a silvery star with
traces of white with a golden orb below it. Not only were the
symbols fetching, but they displayed his skill with magic in the
style of the Mage’s Tower before the time of the Fae
War.

Setting the armor aside, Thad picked up
his other gift from his Vathari friend. A cloak made of an unknown
material that seemed to soak in any light that neared it. Thad had
taken particular care of his cloak as it was more than a piece of
clothing. If used correctly, it was also a weapon.

A rap on his door drew his attention.
Setting down his cloak, Thad turned as the door opened, and Maria
walked in. Seeing the queen shocked Thad slightly—not her presence,
but the fact that she was in his personal quarters. Not once since
his return to the palace had she ever entered his
quarters.

“Thad, do you have a moment?” Maria
asked, her voice sounding unsure.

“I am at your command, my queen,” Thad
replied, his tone welcoming but questioning.

“My queen, Your Majesty—there was a
time you used to call me by my name,” Maria said, the longing
evident in her eyes. “Please. If only when we are alone, call me
Maria once again. I know I cannot stop you from going to Digger’s
Fort. I have given up on that course,” Maria added
sadly.

“Maria, things are not the same as when
we were kids. You are no longer a princess, free to sneak through
the passages to visit me while I hide in the sewers from the eyes
of your mother. You are now the queen of Farlan, and I am a mage.
To the eyes of most, I am still only a slave,” Thad said, walking
over to the window that looked over the city. “No matter how much
you wish it, your nobles will never accept me as anything more than
that. Maybe by the time your children’s children take the throne,
things will have changed, but even that is only a dream unless we
survive the attack from Rane.”

“Did you know my mother hated the
labels as much as I do? It wasn’t until long after I was forced
from the palace that I truly understood that,” Maria said, walking
up behind Thad, placing her hand softly on his shoulder. “Did you
know that Bren was my father? I never understood why Mother always
kept him around, but now that I’m older, I think I am starting
to.”

“I lost both of them, Thad,” Maria said
brokenly, tears streaming down her face. “Bren died helping me
escape the palace, and Mother was killed when I returned. I don’t
want to lose you as well. Please. No matter what happens, come
back. I don’t care if you never show me the kindness you did when
we were children. I don’t care if you never hold me as I wish you
would. Just please don’t leave me alone.”

Turning around, Thad hugged Maria
tightly. She was his first true friend, and he had treated her
coldly since his return. Part of it was due to Brianna. Thad felt
that anything he did would be an insult to her memory. The rest was
his own pain, both new and old, but he forgot that he was not the
only one who had suffered in his life. “Maria, I will return,” Thad
replied confidently. “If for no other reason than to make sure you
don’t become as cold as your mother seemed.”


CHAPTER IX

Thad was settled and ready when the
Katanga forces moved out. He had thought about waiting to leave
with the mages, but he knew that for each day he dallied, the
harder it would be to leave.

Thad spent most of the march to
Digger’s Fort on foot, running beside the Katanga troops. Thad had
watched them during his own morning practice, but their morning
routine still astounded him. Each morning before the sun rose, the
soldiers were up and going through forms and drills. They didn’t
use practice swords, and to receive a blow only meant that you were
not paying attention and thus deserved it. Thad had seen
disciplined troops before, but the Katanga took it to a whole new
level.

Even on foot, the trip to Digger’s Fort
that had taken him three hard days of riding had been accomplished
in only five days. It was a simple yet brutal method; they ran,
stopping every few hours to check their boots, and anyone who fell
behind was left behind without remorse.

Upon their arrival at Digger’s Fort,
they were met by a happy and very welcoming army of Farlan
soldiers. The Katanga forces immediately started setting up their
tents as Thad and Killian headed to the commander’s quarters to
discuss the war that was now threatening to start all too
soon.

“Master Torin, I would say it is good
to see you, but I doubt you are bringing good news this late in the
winter,” General Bache said soon after the two entered.

“You would be right,” Thad replied. “We
believe that the last of the snow has fallen. As soon as snows
begin to melt, I believe our friends will be visiting
us.”

“What is your battle plan for when the
Rane army marches on the fort?” Killian asked bluntly.

“I don’t believe I have had the
pleasure of making your acquaintance,” Bache replied with a sharp
edge to his voice.

“This is Killian,” Thad explained
hastily. “He is the leader of the Katanga soldiers that I have
brought with me to reinforce your troops.”

“Ah … then let me welcome you,” Bache
said, his tone much friendlier than before. “Under Master Thad’s
orders, we have been digging tunnels wide enough for two soldiers
to stand abreast underneath the fort. They extend about five
hundred yards in all directions. The plan is simple. The mages will
shield our troops from arrows as we attack from a defended
position. Once night falls, our men will head out and circle behind
them and hit them where we can then run back to the fort through
the tunnels. Should they be followed, the tunnels have been rigged
to collapse. Once we know the fort is lost, we shall use the rear
tunnels to escape west and south. We know we can’t win with the
force we currently command, even with the reinforcements, but we
shall try and hold them at bay until we are forced all the way back
to the capital.”

“That is a workable plan,” Killian
observed. “Do you know the number they will march against
us?”

“The last reports vary, but not in a
good way,” Bache replied. “At the very least, the count of their
force is over eighteen thousand. At the most, over twenty-five
thousand. We don’t believe they will commit the full force of their
army at first. The border between our countries is not large, and
the more troops they commit, the harder it will be to supply them
food in the field. We believe that between six and eight thousand
will come in their first wave. They will test us, and their
officers will report back with the numbers of reinforcements they
will require.”

“That would be the sound thing to do
under the conditions. Until the forces arrive, me and mine will
scout the tunnels and surrounding areas so that we may be of better
use when needed. All my men have either longbows or crossbows, but
we have not brought an inexhaustible supply of arrows and bolts.
How are your stores? Should we need to restock?” Killian asked, his
mind running through various scenarios.

“Lindy, bring me the armory reports!”
General Bache yelled. Within a few moments, a young officer with
short blond hair came running from the back room, carrying a small
bundle of parchment. Bache flipped through the stack, running his
finger through the various numbers. “We had enough supplies for our
troops plus 30 percent. It will last us but not more than a handful
of days if the battle continues for extended periods of
time.”

“I would suggest you start making more,
but I doubt the materials are around for good fletching in this
season,” Killian replied, his brow furrowed in thought.

“I will dispatch a messenger to the
queen, asking for further supplies. I don’t know what she will be
able to procure, but anything would be a benefit,” Bache replied.
“I don’t mean to rush you two gentlemen, but there are things that
need my attention, and I am sure the same is true of you. Should
you need anything, you know where I can be found.”

Thad and Killian left the commander’s
quarters and headed back to the large force that had started
forming their camp up in the center of the fort. Thad mentioned to
Killian that there were still some bunks left available for a
portion of his men, but the old warrior assured him that he and his
men preferred to be in the open, where they could react more
quickly should the need arise.

Killian offered to give Thad a tent.
The young mage thought about it and agreed. The barracks might have
been warmer, but his last visit had left him bereft of sleep, and
that was something he was sorely going to need.

Thad’s tent was the same size and color
of the others, and inside, he found it much warmer than he had
anticipated. The lining of the tent was made of a thick animal hide
with two thick layers of fur that blocked out the harsh wind.
Looking at the tent, Thad wondered how they had condensed them down
to nothing more than a small bundle that could be carried on a
march.

As night settled, Thad started working
with some of the supplies he had brought with him. Pulling out a
large supply of metal and small gem shards, Thad began making
magical slugs. The gems were not strong, and any enchantment they
were used for would not stand the test of time, but they would suit
his purpose.

It was tedious work, but it
was one of the few things he was certain would be effective. No use
of grand magic would solve this problem. Magic, Thad thought to himself. How
many times had he foolishly rushed into danger thinking his magic
would save him only to find himself in dire straits? He had been
warned many times over and had shrugged off those warnings and
continued on. Looking back at each choice he had made, Thad nearly
laughed.

“Something on your mind?” Killian
asked, standing just inside the entrance flap of the tent. So
engrossed in his own ponderings, Thad had not even noticed the
warrior enter.

“What would you think of a man who
continued to make the same mistakes over and over?” Thad asked,
shaking his head.

“That would depend on the man,” Killian
replied, taking a seat on the ground next to Thad. “We do not view
men the same way you do, my friend. A Katanga warrior is only
allowed to watch during his first five battles. It does not matter
if that takes a fortnight or three summers. His next ten battles,
he is paired with a mentor or battle master. After that, if he
continues to make the same mistake, then he is reduced to a less
important role within the tribe until he begins to show
wisdom.”

“I always seem to rush into danger
without thinking,” Thad said, holding one of the small gem shards
and peering into it. “I think I know what I should do and how best
to prepare, but each time, I find myself in far deeper than I could
have imagined. Looking back now, I can see hundreds of ways I could
have done better.” Thad’s voice was morose, and the self-loathing
was evident.

“Had anyone ever been there to guide
your hand before?” Killian asked, his voice stern but sounding
oddly comforting to Thad’s ears.

“I was taught at the slave academy the
proper way to conduct myself during battle, as well as tactical
preparation,” Thad replied sheepishly.

“Books can be of great help, but they
cannot replace experience. You are still young, and rashness is the
mark of youth. Take from those experiences and learn from them. Do
your best not to repeat them in the future. If I had a copper for
every young soldier who thought he knew better and shrugged off the
words of wisdom from his elder, I could build a road of gold
uniting the entire land of Kurt. May I ask—what would you have done
in those situations had you not had your magic?” Killian asked
warmly.

“I don’t know,” Thad replied honestly.
“Most of the time, I just went with the flow, acting on impulse,
but when I was in Rane, I had time to think everything out. I had
plenty of time to plan, and I still didn’t think things through
properly. If I didn’t have my magic, I would have tried to follow
each member to their homes and ambush them. Thinking about it now,
that would have been the best course to follow overall.”

Killian laughed so hard tears began to
well in his eyes. “Would you like to know what your problem is?” he
asked, the laughter still echoing in his voice. “You play to your
strengths too much. A man who is good with a horse will always try
to find a way to fight in the saddle, but when inside a house, it
doesn’t work too well. Not every situation will call for magic.
Sometimes you must forget what your strengths are and focus on your
weaknesses. A man who is slow on the ground should not pick a
battle where being fleet of foot is needed. Know where you are
weak, and you will increase your ability to survive
tenfold.”

“I will take that into account,” Thad
replied, giving the stout warrior a weak smile. “Why did you come
to my tent? I doubt it was to hear me bemoan my own
follies.”

“We received word from our larger force
that they have marched through the winter and should be arriving
shortly. My best guess would be that they will be able to join us
after the initial attack, but before the Rane forces receive their
reinforcements. This will add a great deal to our advantage, but
not if we let Rane spies slip past our line of defense. On that
measure, I have sent a small group of my men to patrol to border,
looking for anyone trying to pass.”

“Why, tell me, shouldn’t you report
directly to the general?” Thad asked, more than slightly
confused.

“You, I have come to know over the days
we have spent training,” Killian replied, smiling. “You are still
young, but you have a decent head on your shoulders when you stop
to use it. The general, on the other hand, I know nothing about and
have had no order from the queen to listen to the man. If you think
he should be made aware of this news, then I will leave it up to
you to tell him.” Killian stood and gave Thad one last fierce look.
“We may be mercenaries, but we do not follow the orders. We are
given a mission, and we decide the best way to accomplish it. This
time, we have been tasked with keeping the Rane forces off of
Farlan soil, and for that, we may work with your army, but we will
not heed any commands that we do not agree with.”

As Thad watched the older man leave, he
thought about their conversation. He had made many mistakes,
sometimes the same ones he had before. More than once, he had
rushed ahead without thinking. That was in the past,
though.

You really think you can
simply decide to think before acting? I would love to see you use
your brain for more than parting your ears, but I don’t think it
will be as simple as you think.

“I have to start somewhere, Thuraman,”
Thad replied to his staff defensively.

I hope it’s not just a
start. I don’t enjoy having to watch you fumble around like a
beggar after a dropped coin.

Ignoring Thuraman’s further comments,
Thad went back to work on enchanting the metal slugs. With no more
snow coming and the air warming up fast, it would only be a matter
of days before the Rane forces decided it was time to move. There
was always the off chance that they would hold and make sure
nothing else was coming in fear of a freak blizzard, but Thad
doubted it. The weather in western Kurt was fairly stable, and once
the air began to warm, it usually meant the end for the cold
weather.

As the night wore on, Thad started to
wear down fast. There never seemed to be enough time for everything
that needed to be done. Many of the soldiers around the camp often
said that most of their time was spent in a hurry to do nothing but
wait, but for Thad, he never seemed to have enough time to
rest.

Exiting his tent, Thad looked up into
the sky and noticed that the moon was out in full brilliance. The
sound of faint drums could be heard in the distance, and Thad knew
that the elves were not far away. Looking over to the eastern side
of the camp, Thad noticed Monique walking out of the door to her
cottage.

For a brief moment, Thad thought about
going and talking to his old friend, but he dismissed the idea.
There was little he had to say to his friend, and the tension
around the troops was almost palpable, and Thad doubted that
Monique was taking the pending war any easier. He had not spent
much time with Monique lately, but he knew that she cared deeply
for her new husband, and women never seemed to take the idea of
their lovers heading into war easily.

Slipping back into his tent, Thad
pulled out his sleep roll and bundled up tightly. The air was still
cold, but it was much warmer than it had been only a fortnight
before. Shivering lightly, Thad tucked his chin close to his chest
and closed his eyes.

As he slept, Thad found himself
drifting in the murky darkness. He had not found himself in the
familiar darkness for some time. As his mind cleared and the
darkness receded, Thad found himself in an unknown room. It was
easily twice the size of his quarters at the palace with a large
canopy bed that could easily fit ten people.

“Is everything going OK?” Thad heard a
musical voice say from behind him.

Turning around, Thad found Maria
standing behind him, wearing a thin light red lace nightgown. Thad
had seen Maria in all kinds of garbs, but nothing as revealing as
what she now wore. Thad tried to think of an answer, but the words
that came out of his mouth were far from intelligible.

Maria stepped closer, her smile growing
larger by the second. She leaned in and kissed Thad hard. It was
soft and warm, and Thad could smell the faint scent of honey. Thad
turned his head slightly and closed his eyes, and Brianna flashed
through his mind.

“I can’t,” Thad said hesitantly as he
pushed Maria away.

“You cannot push me away forever,”
Maria responded hotly. “One day, you will have to notice
me.”

“I can see you,” Thad replied, holding
firmly on to Maria’s shoulders, warmly rubbing them.

Maria shrugged off Thad’s hands and
pulled away. Thad was only left with the sad look in her eyes as
the darkness once again folded in around him.


CHAPTER X

The first signs of the Rane army came
from one of the Katanga scouts. It was a few days earlier than they
had expected, but not too alarming. The scout reported that five
thousand troops were headed their way. It was a few thousand more
than they had stationed at Digger’s Fort, but with a defensible
position, Thad was sure they would win the first
engagement.

“Most of their troops look like light
footmen mixed with archers and a few hundred heavy soldiers,”
Killian said, pointing at one of the larger passes on the map. “I
don’t think we will have as much time between engagements as we had
expected. The only reason they would send a force like that would
be if they wish to draw out our forces. No matter what, we can’t
let them draw us out.”

“Why do you say that? If we can march
out and wipe out their forces quickly, then shouldn’t we?” a young
officer asked smugly.

“Are you a half-wit?” Killian asked the
young man as if speaking to a child. “My bet would be a second
force about half the size of the one we have seen on horseback.
Their plan will be to draw us out and move up behind us on
horseback. If we let that happen, we have lost.”

“None of the scouts have reported a
second force,” the young man retorted hotly.

“A good mounted force can move at four
times the speed of a regular soldier. We wouldn’t even receive news
of them for days, and by then, the pass will be crawling with
soldiers. The chances of a scout getting past the force and making
it back are nearly impossible. If you really want to test my
theory, then send out some of your men to try and skirt around the
advancing force.”

“Lieutenant Thompson, would you be so
kind as to keep quiet lest you make all of us look like fools?”
General Bache said sternly. “What would you suggest we do,
Warmaster Killian?”

“They will start building siege weapons
while making it look like they are open to attack,” Killian said,
taking a drink of his ale. “The whole time, their forces will be
ready to form up and march. They will pull this charade until
either we attack or their siege weapons are complete. My men, along
with a few of the elves who are trained for such matters, can sneak
in and take out the siege weapons. The trick will be to disable
them in such a way that it goes unnoticed. Once they believe they
are ready, they will march on the fort while striking at us from
afar.”

“That doesn’t sound too promising,”
Bache stated as he wrung his hands.

“It won’t be pleasant, but we have to
hold out until reinforcements arrive. If we march out, then we will
fall, and the rest of Farlan will follow. We will need to hold
strong and use the tunnels Master Torin had built to peck away at
our enemy until they fully commit their forces to an
assault.”

“What if they try and pass us and head
farther into Farlan?” Thompson asked, his tone having lost most of
its sureness.

“The only way they would try that is if
they had a large-enough force to hold us at bay. If we do find
ourselves in that position, we will have to retreat to the west and
regroup and try to hold them at bay.”

“Gentlemen, it sounds like we all have
work to do. Have the men ready. I believe before nightfall
tomorrow, we will start to see the first blood of the coming war,”
General Bache said as he stood from his seat.

“The waiting is almost over,” Thad said
to Killian as they walked out of the commander’s
quarters.

“After the blood starts to turn the
soil red, you will wish they had held off for even a day longer,”
Killian replied, his eyes focusing off into the distance. “What are
your mage friends doing to prepare?”

“Mother Mary and a few others are
working with the field surgeons. The rest have taken up with
different forces to support them. I heard that you refused any
magical assistance.”

“We don’t like having untrained
soldiers in our midst. One wrong move during a battle can cost many
men their lives. Now if you would like to march with our forces, I
wouldn’t mind,” Killian said, giving the younger man a
wink.

“I might just take you up on that
offer,” Thad replied, laughing.

The next few days were tense as the
news of the force marching toward them spread throughout the fort.
Thad spent most of his time with Killian and his troops as they
explored the tunnels and surrounding landscape. Jayden had also
joined in the ranks of the Katanga and helped the warriors navigate
the foreign landscape.

Jayden was much different away from
Monique. The way he man moved through the brush reminded Thad of an
animal.

On their last foray outside of the
fort, it was Jayden who noticed the presence of Rane scouts. They
were walking through the brush in the northern forest, setting
traps, when the large man’s head suddenly jerked up like a startled
deer. Thad was happy for the forewarning, but something about how
the man acted unnerved him.

Instead of immediately retuning to the
fort, Killian wanted to see how many scouts were present and, if
possible, capture one or more of them. Counting Killian, himself,
and Jayden, there were thirteen men, and Thad doubted the trained
warrior would let himself fall into a dire situation.

They found the scouts with ease thanks
to Jayden. There were eight of them spread throughout the forest.
Killian separated the men into groups of two, leaving himself,
Thad, and Jayden to each take on a target alone.

Thad used his magic to lift himself
above the ground so that his feet made no sound as he moved toward
his target. Within moments, Thad was close enough to step through
the shadows and right behind his target. Amazingly, the scout
noticed something and pulled his sword to defend himself, but he
was a moment too late as Thad’s blade burst through his chest
before he had a chance to turn around.

Pulling his blade free, Thad turned to
the next closest target to see Jayden grappling with his scout. It
hadn’t dawned on Thad before, but the large man didn’t carry a
weapon, but from what Thad could see, it didn’t seem to hamper him.
Jayden held the scout by his neck inches from the ground, and with
one firm shake, the sound of breaking bone echoed through the
woods. Thad felt his stomach churn as Jayden continued to pull,
ripping the man’s head from his body like a child might do to a
doll. Thad lost his battle when the large man tossed the head to
the ground and licked the crimson liquid off of his
fingers.

That night, after they returned to the
fort, Thad went straight to his tent, wanting to get away from
everyone and settle his thoughts. He had seen carnage before, but
what he witnessed in the forest shocked him.

“Thad, may we talk?” Jayden’s rough
voice echoed from outside his tent.

“Come inside,” Thad replied,
desperately trying unsuccessfully to calm his voice.

Jayden walked in, and Thad could still
see the red tint that colored the man’s tunic. The sight of the
blood reminded him of what he witnessed, sending an uncontrollable
shiver down his back. “What can I do for you, Jayden?”

The large man took an uneasy seat on
the ground. “Do you know about the different forms of magic?”
Jayden asked, his head hanging low and his eyes searching the
ground.

“You mean internal and external magic?
I have read some on it, though I have not had much experience with
users of internal magic,” That replied hesitantly.

“We are not looked upon kindly even
among other mages,” Jayden said, his voice full of sorrow. “We are
outcasts even among other outcasts. Unlike external mages, our
magic cannot be controlled and formed as we desire. My body heals
itself on its own, whether I will it to or not. It also changes
even if I dearly desire to remain a man.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,”
Thad said, more than a little confused at the man’s cryptic
words.

“Yes, I guess I am being a little
confusing. Do you mind listening to a long story?” Jayden asked,
his voice hopeful.

“I do have some work that needs to be
done … ,” Thad started to say but stopped himself when he saw the
pained expression on the man’s face. “But I am sure it can wait for
a time.”

“When I was a child, I lived with my
father, far away from any towns. My mother, I never knew as she had
died during childbirth. I always asked why we lived so far away
from others, but my father only gave one response—‘For
safety.’”

Jayden paused and took a deep breath,
the pain evident in his eyes. “When I was a young man at the end of
his boyhood, I learned the truth. The Brotherhood came in search of
my father, and while I hid, I watched as my father turned into a
massive bear, tearing into the Brotherhood with a wildness I had
never seen. My father fought long, killing many of their soldiers,
but he was finally brought down. The soldiers, unaware of my
presence, left, dragging the body of my father behind
them.”

“Scared and alone, I ran to the forest,
where I lived for years. I remember the first time I changed
clearly. I was tracking a stag that I had wounded when, suddenly, I
could smell its blood in the air. The next thing I knew, I was
running on all fours, faster than I could have thought possible.
Then the animal’s hide was in my mouth, and the taste of its blood
ran down my mouth.”

“It was years later when I came across
the people of Sanctuary. They allowed me to live with them, but it
was clear they didn’t care for my presence. The other internal
mages were treated like lesser people, but not with as much open
hostility as I was. I lived within the confines of the town for a
time, learning what I could, until I decided that it wasn’t for me
and left. I headed back to where I had lived with my father and
built a small cabin in the woods. There, I lived alone, living off
the wild, until I met Monique. She will tell you I saved her when
she lay left for dead in the snow, but I see it differently. I was
alive in the wilderness, but not living. I was a shell of a man
just getting by until I met her. Even when she saw me change for
the first time, I saw no hate in her eyes, no fear, just
acceptance.”

Jayden took a deep breath and looked at
Thad. “She talked about you often during our time together. She
claimed you as a brother, and so I must claim you as kin as well.
If you think ill of me, there is little I can do.”

“I do not … ,” Thad began to say before
he was silenced by Jayden’s cold eyes.

“I saw the look you gave me after I had
killed that man today in the woods. I noticed how you distanced
yourself as we returned to camp. I do not blame you. I am not a
man. I am a beast, but please, I beg you, do not poison the love
Monique has for me. Without her, I would lose what little of the
humanity is left within me.”

Thad looked at the man who had helped
rescue him from the clutches of the Brotherhood. “Jayden, I have
done you wrong. I will admit that what I witnessed today has left a
foul taste in my mouth, but I do not hate you for it. The fault
lies with me and my own fears. No matter who you are or what you
are, you are still my friend and the husband of my sister. That
will not change,” Thad said, choosing his words carefully. “Give me
some time. I am sure after the coming days, the little carnage I
saw within the woods will pale in comparison to what we shall
witness. Now unless Killian was wrong, tomorrow will see the first
sign of the approaching army, and there is much work I must
finish.”

“Thank you” was the only reply Jayden
gave before leaving Thad with his own thoughts.

You handled that about as
well as a blind man with a bow.

“Should I lie? Thanks to the gods’
blessing, I could feel his fears as easily as hear them. He is a
man and an animal at the same time,” Thad said, disgusted at
himself.

Why should that matter? How
many animals do you know that kill without reason? If you ask me,
man is the true beastly half of him.

Thad thought over Thuraman’s words. How
many animals killed simply out of fear and hate? The answer was
clear, even to him, but that didn’t erase the fear that had built
up inside him when he watched Jayden rip the man’s head from his
body. It was unnatural.

Are those not the same words
the Brotherhood uses to condemn you and all mages to their deaths?
You might want to think before you turn into the very thing you
yourself despise.

Thuraman was right, and Thad knew he
couldn’t argue against his logic, but that changed little. Hating
himself for his own feelings, Thad couldn’t calm his mind enough to
focus on his enchanting. Setting aside his work, Thad bundled up
within the warm confines of his blankets and tried to
sleep.


CHAPTER XI

Thad stood upon one of the large wooden
towers, watching as the Rane army came into view. It was an
impressive sight, to say the least. Thousands of soldiers marched
in line with the banner of the Kingdom of Rane flying
high.

The army stopped well outside of the
reach of the archers, and just as Killian had predicted, they
started setting up camp and assembling siege weapons. Thad looked
around at the wooden walls of the fort and knew they wouldn’t hold
out long against any concentrated attacks. Thad and the other mages
had spent countless hours reinforcing the walls with magic, and the
ones facing the western front had also been equipped with shields.
That would mean little once the boulders began to fly. The shields
would hold for a time, but sooner or later, they would fall, and
the walls would come down shortly after. Their only real hope of
holding out for more than a span of days was Killian’s advice that
they send small forays out to try and sabotage the enemy’s
efforts.

Unable to control himself, Thad stood
upon the tower, watching as the Rane soldiers worked. Thad was
amazed at the speed and efficiency at which the army moved. Trees
were cut and moved in such a way that he was reminded of the small
anthill that he had spent countless hours watching when he was a
small child.

Turning around, he looked at his own
forces. Many soldiers were rushing about, reinforcing the east wall
as well as positioning quivers of arrows along the walkway. A few
also started to position the few catapults they had in the
direction of the waiting army. Four mages who were skilled with
shielding were positioned around the camp should their skills be
needed.

The soldiers who were not working were
just as busy, but in a different manner. They ran around, acting
much like kids at play. It had not been the first time he had
witnessed grown men act in such a manner. He had seen much the same
thing before the attack at Southpass Fort. It seemed that when
death loomed near, soldiers reverted back to childhood. Maybe that
was one of the reasons why they were not as tense once the blood
started to flow.

“The sun will be setting soon,” Killian
said, coming up from behind Thad. “Are you going to be joining in
our nightly fun?”

“You seem to be looking forward to your
task?” Thad asked grimly.

“We are soldiers and killers. Many say
that we are even born with a sword clutched in our hands,” Killian
replied with a sly wink and a robust laugh. “I am no lover of
bloodshed, but right now, we have little choice. We can sit and
wait for them to bombard us with rocks and arrows, or we can move
out under the cover of night and try to reduce the damage that is
sure to come.”

“Then I guess I should be getting
ready,” Thad said gloomily as he dismounted the tower.

Killian led Thad to the mess hall,
where many of the soldiers sat eating. He was led to a large table
where two dozen Katanga soldiers as well as a handful of elves sat.
“Are we ready to go over the plans?” Killian asked as he took his
seat at the head of the table.

“Yes, Warmaster,” a young soldier named
Threnfor said. Thad had met the tall man a few times over the past
weeks and had taken a liking to the man, even if he was a bit too
serious.

“Then let us get to it,” Killian said,
leaning down and resting his chin on his folded hands. “Our task is
simple. We must take out the siege weapons in such a way as not to
draw too much attention. The best way to accomplish this is to cut
the ropes so that when pulled tight, they will snap. This will make
them useless for a time but can be easily fixed. Thad,” Killian
said, turning toward him. “Can you weaken the wood around the neck
of the catapult so it will snap under pressure?”

Thad thought about it for a moment and
nodded his head. “I have spent countless hours strengthening the
wood of the fort’s walls. It should be no problem to the reverse it
and weaken the catapults.”

“Good,” Killian replied, smiling. “That
will not only take them out of commission, but it has a good chance
of causing damage on their side as well. Now we just need to draw
their attention away from their siege weapons. While Thad and a few
of my men work to disable the catapults, the rest of us will attack
the far side of the camp … quietly. We want them to increase their
guard around the back of their camp while leaving the siege weapons
less guarded for future campaigns.”

Once everything was settled, the small
group of soldiers ate quietly. Thad had noticed that when war was
looming, soldiers tended to be lighthearted, but whenever a darker
mission was on the horizon, their moods changed dramatically. It
was one thing to kill a man during the heat of battle and another
completely to kill a man while he slept, even an enemy.

Later that night, well after night had
fallen, Thad along with the others who had been at the table
gathered at the entrance to one of the hidden tunnels. Thad had
never intended the tunnels to be used in such a manner, but he was
glad he had run across the information that led him to have the
tunnels built. He knew that with little time, there was little
chance for the tunnels to be finished, so he had created shovels
that could cut through even the hardest ground as easily as if it
were scooping water.

The tunnels were just high enough for
them to walk upright, though many of the other soldiers had to
hunch slightly to keep their head from bumping the support rafters
overhead. Just thinking about the sheer amount of wood that had to
be used in making the tunnels made him shudder. How much stronger
could the walls have been made if the wood had been used on them.
But not all was bad. The dirt removed from the ground had been used
to brace the walls, and with the help of the mages, it now was as
hard as the strongest stone.

As they moved through the darkness,
Thad let his magical eye slip into night sight. The heat from the
bodies moving reminded Thad of his time in the underearth. The
walls were cold at the bottom and warmed gradually the closer they
reached toward the roof. More than once, Thad noticed where a vein
of metal ran through the earth. Unlike the ground around it, metal
held heat differently and was easily discernible when it was close
to the surface.

Thad didn’t know how long they walked
before they reached a split in the path, and Thad’s and Killian’s
groups split. Thad pushed the uneasiness from his mind as Killian’s
group disappeared down the dark tunnel. They each had their own
tasks to complete, and lamenting the departure of his friend would
accomplish nothing.

Once they were back in the open air,
the Katanga soldiers spread out and scouted the area, returning
quickly to let Thad know the area was clear.

The march to the Rane camp only took a
few minutes, and Thad was amazed at the lack of guards they found.
Other than a few posted around the exterior of the camp, no one
seemed to be about.

The siege weapons were located near the
western front of the army but kept far enough behind their own
lines, making a direct assault upon them nearly
impossible.

Thad and the soldiers moved cautiously
through the neat row of tents. Looking around the camp, Thad was
reminded of Killian’s words when he had first gone through their
camp. Looking around, it was easy to tell where the officers slept
compared to the regular troops.

The sentries were mainly located near
the far end of the camp, watching the fort. Even from the distance,
Thad could tell the soldiers were not too worried about a night
attack, and Thad could easily understand why. Even if he could
march the whole of the Farlan forces against them unseen, within
moments after the attack, they would lose most of their troops,
especially if Killian was right about the hidden cavalrymen who
were supposedly camped not far away.

The Rane army already had two small
catapults finished, as well as a larger one near completion.
Looking around, Thad could see the logs placed around for more.
Placing his hand on the neck of the wood, Thad closed his eyes and
focused. The wood was strong and green with a large amount of
flexibility in them. Forcing his magic into the wood, Thad weakened
the wood, drying it out in the center and prematurely aging
it.

Weakening the wood was much harder than
Thad had imagined, but it was not overly draining, just
time-consuming. Four times during the process of the night’s work,
they had to stop and hide from a moving sentry, but they were able
to finish their task long before the sound of alarm issued from the
eastern edge of the camp.

Moving quickly through the woods, Thad
and the others hurried toward the entrance of the hidden tunnels.
Thad could hear the subdued laughter of the other soldiers as they
rushed through the trees, and Thad couldn’t help but join in.
Everything had gone smoothly on their end, and the sense of tension
that been hanging over his head had dissipated.

Once back under the cover of the dark
tunnels, they rushed back toward the intersection where they had
left Killian and his men. Now that the tension was gone, Thad
started to worry about the other half of their group. Picking up
his speed, Thad hoped that he would find his friend and the others
had fared just as well in their nightly endeavor.

When Thad’s group reached the
intersection, Thad waited for any news of the others impatiently,
using his magical eye to peer into the darkness as far as possible.
When he caught the first glimpse of moving bodies, Thad gripped his
staff, his hands sweating profusely as he wrung them across the
smooth wood.

Would you not do that? It
makes my wood chafe.

“Sorry,” Thad replied, steadying his
hands.

“How do you fare?” Thad heard Killian’s
voice echo in the darkness.

“We have fared well this night,” one of
the soldiers on Thad’s side responded. “How has the night treated
you?”

“It has treated us well, though not as
well as I would have liked,” Killian replied, his teeth shining in
the torchlight. “We have one wounded, but it is not
serious.”

Thad could see Killian and another man
helping a third down the passage. With his magical sight, Thad
could see the blood that was pooling on the man’s leg. The cut was
not deep, but Thad could tell that it had severed more than a few
of the man’s muscles.

As soon as Killian grew close, Thad
immediately went to the man and bent down, examining the wound
closer. Thad was tired, but he still had plenty of energy left, at
least enough to ensure the man would not be taken out of the fight
for more than a handful of days.

“Much appreciated,” Killian told Thad
after he had finished his efforts to heal the man. “Fool let one of
the men get to their swords while he was dispatching another. He
needs a bit more training, but it was bound to happen. I just
wished it had been a few nights into our work. Never bodes well
when you get caught on the first encounter. They will be more
prepared for us tomorrow night.”

Once they were back at the camp,
Killian asked Thad to follow him back to his tent. Like always,
Thad was surprised at how nice the inside of the simple tent
looked. While one might not be able to tell the difference of the
leader’s tent from the others from the outside, it was easy to tell
once one was inside.

“How did your venture go?” Killian
asked as soon as they were sitting comfortably inside the tent.
Killian grabbed a copper pot and filled it with water and placed it
over a newly lit fire.

“It took a lot longer than I had
anticipated, but once they pull back the timber to launch, it
should snap like kindling underfoot.”

“That is good to know,” Killian
replied. “I would guess they will spend another day building more
catapults before launching their initial attack upon the fort. Once
they find out that all their siege weapons fail, they will double
their guard, especially around the siege weapons. That gives us one
more night to work before our jobs become nearly impossible without
detection.”

“What are we going to do, then?” Thad
asked, confused.

“That was why I asked you to come with
me to my tent—so that we could discuss what we else we might do to
hinder our foes. Is there any magical assistance that you might be
able to offer?” Killian asked as he poured Thad a steaming mug of
tea. Thad had found that the warmaster stayed away from ale and
other brews and tended to be fond of a slightly tangy tea with a
strong citric aftertaste.

“I wouldn’t even know what kind of
magic could be used,” Thad replied, taking the offered cup. “Traps
would set off too soon. If I can’t get close to the wood, I can’t
weaken it, and anything I try from a distance would leave me open
to counterattack.”

“Then let us think on this together, my
friend,” Killian said, giving Thad a serious look coupled with a
sly smile. “Let us start with some of the things you have used in
the past. We might just find a kernel of insight in what out next
move should be.”

The two talked late into the night. It
wasn’t until nearly first light the next morning when Killian
touched on Thad’s use of the disintegrating orbs back in the Rane
capital when he was fleeing. “Now at Southpass, you used exploding
glass orbs. Is there any way we can use those but make them go off
when we leave, like the way you did in Rane?”

“I believe so,” Thad replied, his mind
working through the different ways he might accomplish the task.
“The Rane forces will have to cut down more trees. Is there any way
we might be able to guess which ones they will choose?”

Killian took a drink of his tea and
tugged at his earlobe. “They will want to use younger trees for the
arm and older growth for the body of the catapults. They won’t want
to have to carry the trees far, so they will use those closest to
where they are working.”

“We could place the explosive orbs
within the trees. As well as under the ground around where they are
currently keeping the siege weapons,” Thad said as he looked
thoughtfully into his cup.

“If we cut into the trees or dig up the
ground, they will be bound to notice,” Killian said, shaking his
head.

“I don’t plan to cut or dig. I will
simply have the trees and ground open for me.”

“Then we both have a lot of work to do.
I will send a rider at first light to head to town and see about
glass orbs. I don’t care if we have to threaten the glassmakers at
sword point. By tomorrow evening, you will have what you need.”
Killian said, patting Thad on the shoulder.

“I will also need crystals or gems as
well as some metal. What kind of metal doesn’t matter, but it would
be better if it was easily malleable. It would make my job a lot
easier,” Thad said, standing from where he sat, swaying slightly
from fatigue.

“I will see to it, my friend,” Killian
said, reaching out, steadying Thad by grabbing his arm. “You should
seek your own bunk. You will need what rest you can get. We have a
busy set of days and nights ahead of us.”

Once he was back in his own tent, Thad
quickly crawled into his own bedroll, settling his head on one of
the soft pillows Killian had given him. He had no time to think
about how imaginative the Katanga were about their nomadic life or
how skilled they had been during the night work. His body and mind
had been pushed past exhaustion, and as soon as his eyelids closed,
he was drifting off into a restful sleep.

Thad was awoken shortly after midday by
Killian, who came bearing two large sacks. One was filled with
small glass orbs, and the other was filled with slightly
yellow-tinged crystals and copper trinkets. “I hope these can be of
use to you,” Killian said, setting the bag carefully at Thad’s
feet.

“Copper is not my favorite metal to
work with, but it will more than suit my purposes,” Thad replied
groggily.

“Good. Now I hate to rush you, but you
might wish to have a few of these ready before we leave tonight. In
the future, you will find it much harder to enter the enemy’s
camp,” Killian said before exiting the tent.

Sighing, Thad stood up and pulled the
sack containing the glass orbs to him. Noticing that the glass orbs
were nearly perfectly round, he cursed to himself. If he was merely
infusing them with magical energy so they would explode, it
wouldn’t matter, but he needed to affix them with metal and a gem
so they could be forced to explode when he wanted.

Thad’s stomach growled slightly as he
started to dig through the bag containing the crystals. He had
almost forgotten he had not had anything to eat since the night
before. Reaching over to his pack, Thad pulled out a couple of
strips of smoked meat and began chewing on them.

You should really go find
something better to eat. If all you do is munch on that old meat,
then you are not going to find yourself with much energy
later.

“It’s not like the food in the mess
hall is much more filling,” Thad replied sarcastically.

Using his magical senses, Thad examined
the glass and found that it had much the same feeling as sand,
though it was more tightly bound. With only a slight amount of
effort, Thad was able to reform the glass, making a small hole in
the bottom of one of the orbs.

After taking a sliver of crystal, Thad
forced the copper to form around the crystal and glass. The glass
and metal intertwined, forming a perfect seal.

Thad worked without rest for hours
until a few more than a dozen of the orbs were finished, only
needing charging. Thad had enchanted the orbs to fill slowly using
the power of the gem. His best guess was that it would take two
full days at most before the orbs were strong enough to do enough
damage to be useful. That would push it close to when they would be
needed, but unless he wanted to push himself dangerously close to
the edge of his power, it was the best he could do.

Setting aside the orb he was working
on, Thad stood and stretched his stiff muscles. The sun assaulted
his eyes as he stepped outside into the waning sunlight. Rubbing
his eyes lightly, Thad headed toward the mess hall with hopes of
quelling his grumbling stomach.

Halfway across the field, Thad heard a
faint rumbling coming from the distance. Thad spread his legs and
braced himself for the coming assault. He had expected the attack
to come from the front, so he was surprised when the heavy blow
came from the side, throwing him to the ground and knocking the
breath from his lungs.

Thad tried to roll to his side to
regain his footing, but the heavy weight bearing down on him
refused to budge and held him firmly in place. Sticking out with
his elbow, Thad cursed as he struck something as hard as rock. “I
give … Avalanche, please get off,” Thad said, laughing.

The large rock hound jumped backward
and gave off another loud bark that sounded like two large boulders
banging against each other. Sitting up, Thad laughed again as he
patted his friend on the head.

“Avalanche said you were near. I tried
to stop her, but she didn’t want to listen. She just ran off like a
wisp of wind. I thought about keeping up, but there were so many
people. Did you know that the men here don’t keep the doors to the
rooms locked? I thought it was terribly lazy, so I decided to tie
all their bedsheets together. It was dreadfully funny until one of
them caught me. He was yelling and screaming and chasing me. I was
able to get away, but I don’t see why he was so mad. If he had
locked his doors, it wouldn’t have happened,” Arianna piped in her
high-pitched voice.

Thad shook his head as he watched the
small fairy. She was a Nadari, a race bound to the wind, who looked
much like small children. They were fond of pulling pranks on
humans. “Has Parson come with you as well?” Thad asked as he got
back to his feet.

“The tall elf. He was with us not long
ago. He might have stopped and talked to someone, or he might have
deiced to talk to the other men about locking their doors. The elf
really is good about watching,” Arianna added, pouting.

Laughing at the Nadari, Thad started on
his way toward the mess hall, sure that his elfin friend would find
him soon enough.

Thad found the food inside the mess
hall as undesirable as ever. It looked like cooked chicken, but it
tasted like overcooked muck. Thad didn’t know how they could ruin
meat so well. The Farlan army must have hired their cooks on their
skill of making food so tasteless.

After his unsatisfying meal, Thad
deiced to go to the command center to talk with the general to
discuss what he had learned. Shortly before reaching the door to
the building, Thad noticed a tall golden-skinned man with silver
hair standing off to the side. Changing his direction, Thad walked
up behind the man. “Parson, it is good to see you again,” Thad said
loudly.

The elf swung around and gave Thad a
large smile. “Thaddeus, it is good to see you as well. I was asking
around about your whereabouts, but the best I could get out of
these men was that you were staying in a tent near the eastern edge
of the fort.”

“I have found it much more relaxing to
sleep on the ground than within the walls of the barracks. The
soldiers tend to spend the nights as if it were their last. Makes
it kind of hard for one to get any real sleep,” Thad replied,
laughing.

“I can understand your desire for
sleep,” Parson replied, joining in Thad’s laughter. “I have brought
news from my brethren. They will be making landfall by the next
full moon. They regret the added delay, but the ice flows are
especially strong this year.”

“That is not good, my friend. We need
their strength,” Thad said despondently. “Will you walk with me to
the command center and relay this news to the general?”

“It would be my pleasure,” Parson
replied. “I just hope he takes the news as well as you
have.”

They found General Bache in his office,
studying maps of the surrounding areas and mumbling to himself.
“You know that once you start taking to yourself, it bodes ill for
the rest of us?” Thad said with a hint of laughter.

“Thad,” Bache said, looking up from his
map, his eyes widening slightly when they settled on Parson. There
had been elves within the fort for some time now, but Thad was not
sure if the general had yet to meet one of the golden giants. “What
brings you to my door?”

“News, General, and not all good,” Thad
said, wincing slightly.

“Then let us start with the bad. I find
that it is much easier to overlook what has gone wrong after you
learn about what has gone right,” the general said, taking a seat
in his large cushioned chair.

“The elves have been delayed. They will
most likely not arrive for another fifteen days at the earliest,”
Thad said, keeping his tone serious. “But we have delayed the Rane
forces by disabling their siege weapons. We will do so again
tonight, but in the morning, Killian expects them to try and
attack. Once they find out their siege weapons are useless, they
will increase their guard, making further forays into the enemy
camp too dangerous.”

“I think there are more ill tidings
than good there, lad,” Bache said, rubbing his temples. “I doubt we
will be able to hold out long without reinforcements once Rane
decides to fully commit their forces. That means we will have to be
ready to evacuate when the time comes. The task of choosing a rear
guard is never an easy one. Picking those that are sure to die,”
Bache added solemnly.

“You can add me to the list of rear
guard,” Thad said, his voice rife with determination. “I am the
reason for this war, and I cannot in good conscience stand by while
others die in my name.”

“That is a good sense of honor you
have, young man, but I am afraid it is misplaced. Should I even
desire to place you on the rear guard, it would be
foolishness.”

“What do you mean?” Thad asked,
confused.

“The elves, dwarves, and other mythical
creatures I have only heard about in tales that might be joining us
have not come in defense of Farlan. They have come to your call,
not ours,” Bache said, pointing his finger at Thad. “We need you
not for your magic but for what you stand for among the other
races. As much as you might lament it, you are a symbol, one that
is much more useful to us alive.”

“He is right, my friend,” Parson said,
placing his hand reassuringly on Thad’s shoulder. “Without your
call, I do not think the elves would have joined in the fight. The
friends you had made during your short stay in our land were what
brought us out of hiding, and I am sure that the other races feel
much the same way.”

Thad didn’t say anything, but he was
not sure of the truth of their words. If the magical races were
only fighting because of his call, then their deaths would also be
on his head. Shaking off the morose thoughts, Thad parted from his
friend and headed back to his tent to continue his work. If he
could lessen the deaths, even by one soul, it would be worth the
effort.

That is the same thinking
that has gotten you into trouble before. I would suggest you not
try to carry the weight of the whole world upon your shoulders and
instead try to worry about your own fate from time to time. I
believe if you did that, all of us would be better off.

“You are right. Thank you for reminding
me,” Thad replied to Thuraman.

I am surprised you are
willing to listen to me for once. I had suspected that you would
come back with some altruistic statement and ignore my
warnings.

“What is the point of having friends,
even magical ones, if you don’t listen to their advice from time to
time?” Thad said, his voice sounding slightly relieved. “I have
given up on solving all the problems facing the world alone. You
just happened to remind me of that resolve.”

As soon as Thad was back in his tent,
he checked the progress of the orbs he had already finished. Once
he was sure everything was working correctly, he prepared one more
before bedding down for some much-needed rest. As he closed his
eyes, he couldn’t dismiss the feeling that he should be working,
but he didn’t manage to fight it long enough for his weariness to
overtake him.

Shortly after nightfall, Thad was once
again shaken awake by Killian. “Are you ready?” the warmaster
asked, giving Thad a concerned look.

Thad pointed to the number of glass
orbs that lined the walls of his tent. “It was all I could finish
without exhausting myself to the point of uselessness,” Thad
replied, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

“It will have to do, then,” Killian
said, gathering up the small orbs carefully.

Once everything was packed, Thad and
Killian made their way to the entrance to the tunnels, where the
others waited.

The night progressed much the same way
the previous one had with the exception that there were a few more
guards roaming the enemy compound. Thad found four new catapults
awaiting him along with a large arbalest. Already tired from
working all day, Thad had to push himself to weaken the wood in the
right places without causing the wood to simply break while he
stood there. Once his task was finished, he walked around the siege
weapons, placing a number of his glass orbs below the
ground.

As he placed the fourth orb into the
ground, Thad heard the sound of alarm from the eastern side of the
camp. Cursing, Thad quickly finished what he was doing and darted
with the others for the protective wood line.

Just before they reached the first line
of trees, they stumbled over one of the sentries, who was just as
shocked as they were at their meeting. Acting quickly, one of the
Katanga soldiers quickly dispatched the man, and they were once
again running at full speed.

After a few moments, Thad remembered
the rest of his task and called for the others to halt. “We have to
go back and place the rest of the orbs in the trees,” Thad said,
his voice shaking slightly. The others looked around, their faces
unconvinced, but followed him without complaint.

The dead sentry still lay where they
had left him, and no one seemed to notice his absence as most of
the army was headed toward the other end of the camp. Moving
quickly, the Katanga soldiers picked up the dead man and carried
him farther into the woods as Thad started placing his orbs within
the trees.

Letting the elfin god’s magic enter his
body, Thad sent his thoughts out to the trees as he worked. The
trees mostly thought of the joy of the coming summer, and Thad
found it peaceful as their words reverberated within his mind.
Forcing himself to focus, Thad asked for them to relax and not
fight against his intrusion, and to his amazement, they agreed.
With the trees’ aid, Thad was able to finish placing the orbs in a
matter of moments, much to the relief of his companions.

Thad waited while the Katanga disposed
of the sentry deep in the woods, away from where they had planted
the orbs and even farther away from any tunnel entrance. As he
watched the soldiers work, Thad was once again amazed by them. He
would have never thought to move the body, let alone move it so far
away. The longer he watched, the more the decision made sense to
him. How was it that something so simple could escape his
mind?

You were reacting and not
thinking. You need to learn to calm down more when things are going
on around you instead of acting blindly. Had Killian and his men
not had everyone searching the eastern portion of the camp,
everything might have gone completely different.

With their task finished, they returned
to wait on within the tunnel. Unlike the night before, it was
Killian who was waiting for them. The nervous smile on Killian’s
face showed his worry at their late arrival. “How did the night
find you?” he asked as soon as they neared.

“The night has found us well,” Thad
replied, the blood still pumping furiously through his body, making
his voice shaky. “How has the night found you?”

“Well enough and better than the night
before,” Killian replied, nearly laughing. “Now let us be off so
that we may rest before our friends decide to start their attack. I
am eager to see their reactions when they try to use their siege
weapons.”

“I must agree with you, my friend,”
Thad agreed, laughing weakly. “If they should start without me,
please wake me from my slumber. After all the work I have put
forth, I would love to witness the outcome.”

The trip through the tunnel back to
Digger’s Fort seemed to last only a heartbeat. It had been a
stressful and tiring night, and no sooner than he had laid his head
upon the ground did Thad find himself asleep.


CHAPTER XII

As the sun rose, Thad found himself
standing in one of the towers surrounding the fort. Thad wasn’t the
only person to desire to watch the Rane army. Most of the Farlan
forces had climbed upon the battlements. Everyone was waiting on
the same thing, the expected attack. Thad had thought the Rane army
would start as soon as day broke, but so far, there seemed to be
little movement from the other side.

As midday approached, many of the
Farlan soldiers had lost interest and wandered off to perform other
duties. Thad had started to believe that Killian might have been
wrong about the attack. As Thad thought about leaving the tower, he
spied movement along the enemy lines.

The tents along the western front were
moved, allowing the siege weapons to be moved forward. Thad cursed
as he watched the large weapons move forward. He had planted the
exploding globes not anticipating the Rane forces to move them.
Thinking about it now, it was obvious that Rane would have to move
them. If they had been close enough to attack, then their own siege
weapons would have already come into play.

As he watched the Rane forces form up
and march across the open field, an idea occurred to Thad. He
didn’t have to enter the camp to place more of the orbs on the open
field, where the army would have to cross to reach the fort. Thad
had the urge to find Killian and explain his plans, but he forced
the thought aside. Talking to Killian would wait; the Rane army
would not. He was sure that none of the siege weapons he had
tampered with would work, but there was still the chance that more
had been constructed during the morning hours before the
attack.

It took a great deal of time for the
army to move any distance with the slow-moving and ungainly siege
weapons. The time passed agonizingly slowly as Thad waited for the
first sign of attack.

Thad used his magic to allow him to
watch the siege engineers closely as if they were no more than a
few feet away. Thad watched as the large stones were loaded by a
group of more than a dozen men using a thick rope net. Thad could
see the beads of sweat on the men’s faces as they strained against
their heavy burden.

Once all the stones were loaded, a
signal was given with a large dark red flag. Thad watched as the
arms of the siege weapons snapped and shattered under the weight of
trying to throw their heavy burden. One unlucky man who had been
standing to the side of one of the ballistae was crushed beneath
one of the stones.

Cries of alarm rose up from the
opposing force as their siege weapons failed, and a roar of triumph
rose from the Farlan forces—so loud Thad swore he would go
deaf.

Thad half expected the Rane army to
commence with their attack, even with the loss of their siege
weapons, but just as Killian predicted, they retired from the field
once they were sure the weapons were unsalvageable.

As the Rane forces quit the field, Thad
breathed a sigh of relief. He knew that the reprieve would only
last a few days at most, but every day that the army was held at
bay was another day that something could happen to change the tide
of battle to their favor.

With the Rane army leaving the field,
Thad decided it was time for him to find Killian and discuss what
they should do next. The few orbs placed in the wood and ground
might slow down the Rane forces a bit, but it was a feeble effort
at best. More had to be done; otherwise, they would fall well
before any reinforcements could arrive.

Thad found the warmaster in his tent
along with a few of his more trusted warriors. “Master Thaddeus,
what brings my tent the honor of your presence?”

“I had an idea about how we should move
forward,” Thad replied excitedly.

“That is interesting,” Killian said
curiously. “What have you got up your sleeve this time?”

“We could place more of the exploding
orbs,” Thad said, his voice still brimming with
excitement.

“We have talked about this, Thaddeus,”
Killian said doubtfully. “It would be too risky for us to try and
enter their camp. They will be ready for us not just on their
borders but especially surrounding their siege weapons. They will
not afford us a second chance.”

“I don’t mean to place them in the
midst of their camp,” Thad replied mysteriously and waited for
Killian to respond. When it was clear the warmaster was not going
to take his bait, Thad let out a heavy sigh. “You could have let me
enjoy my fun?”

“I was never one for games,” Killian
replied, giving Thad a glare of annoyance. “Now what do you have in
mind?”

“Place the orbs in the open field,”
Thad replied dolefully.

“That is brilliant,” the warmaster said
after a brief moment of thought. “It would still be risky, but it
can be accomplished.”

“I will need more supplies. I can make
a half dozen more globes with what I have in stock,” Thad said
cheerfully. “I will have those ready by nightfall, and we can go
about our work.”

“Placing the orbs is such a great idea,
but I do not think it is such a good idea for you to join us this
time, my friend,” Killian said, patting Thad on the
shoulder.

“Why?” Thad asked, confused and a
little hurt.

“Anyone can place the orbs within the
ground, but you are the only one who can make the orbs,” Killian
replied consolingly. “You are needed for more than just a simple
soldier on the battlefield, and you would do well to remember
that.”

I like him. He talks sense.
Why do you always feel that you must do everything yourself? Didn’t
we just talk about this the other night? Do your part and let
others more suited to the task do theirs.

“I understand,” Thad replied both to
Killian and his staff. “I will retire back to my tent and work on
the orbs. If you can get me more supplies, it would be greatly
appreciated.”

“I will see to it,” Killian said with a
smile. “I am glad you are easy to deal with. Most young soldiers
feel the need to prove themselves in situations such as these, and
most of the time, it does not end well.”

“That is why we keep people with
graying hair around,” Thad replied with a light snicker.

Killian gave a hardy laugh. “I guess I
am getting a bit gray around the edges.”

Once he was back within the confines of
his own tent, Thad went straight to work. Thad knew that the men
Killian chose to plant the orbs would be careful, but Thad decided
to add in a second enchantment that would shield the orb until it
was needed to shatter.

With only a few supplies, it only took
a handful of hours before he was finished with his task. Picking up
one of the orbs that had started to glow dimly with the infused
magic, Thad let out a heavy sigh. He had only lived a fraction of
his life, and most of that time had been spent fighting in one form
or another. His magic had been geared toward killing and little
else. “Maybe the mages of the past had the better idea. Magic
should never be used as a weapon,” Thad said out loud to
himself.

The same could be said of
anything. Swords and arrows should never be used against others as
well, but they are. An axe used to fell trees is just a tool until
it is turned against another, and then it becomes a weapon. Magic
is like any other tool. It can be used for good or evil. The choice
lies with its wielder.

Thad conjured up a small ball of fire
in his hand. Fire was a simple thing. It loved to eat, and it would
eat anything that would give it life. It was a greedy beast and
would consume everything within its reach until it burned itself
out. Most mages had some skill with fire. Humans seemed to have a
very close relationship with the element. Thad let the fire float
toward the small bundle of sticks that lay in the center of his
tent. The air was warmer now, and the fire chased away what was
left of the lingering chill of winter.

Once the chill had left him, Thad left
his tent and headed toward Monique’s cottage. Since his arrival at
Digger’s Fort, Thad had kept his distance and even more so after
his last encounter with Jayden in the forest. No matter how hard he
tried, Jayden’s actions still unnerved him. He knew for the sake of
his friend that he would have to push aside his own distaste and
try to look beyond the beast to the man behind.

Thad stood nervously at the door,
trying to work up his courage to knock. Three times, Thad raised
his hand, and three times, he lowered it without touching the wood.
As he raised his hand for a fourth time, the door swung open, and a
slightly amused Monique stood behind it. “You do know that I can
see you from the window?” she said, her voice filled with laughter.
“Come in.”

As Thad followed Monique inside, he
noticed that she had put on a great deal of weight since he had
last seen her. Thad felt a great deal of joy well up inside him
quickly followed by a feeling of sadness. If things did not
improve, then the child would most likely be born without a father,
if it was allowed to live at all.

“I was wondering when you were going to
get around to visiting me,” Monique said harshly. “If I didn’t know
better, I would think you were deliberately trying to avoid
me.”

“I must admit it has been hard to visit
you … things have become … complicated,” Thad replied
sheepishly.

“That is no reason not to visit,”
Monique said, frowning. “When will the fighting start?” Monique
asked, her voice turning dour.

“I don’t know, but it won’t be long,”
Thad said, turning away from his friend. “The fighting will start
within a few days at the most.”

“Why can’t they leave us alone?”
Monique said, tears streaming down her face. Thad was amazed at the
quick change in her mood. It was almost as if he were talking to
two or three people at once. “We will win, won’t we?”

Thad searched for the words to comfort
his friend without outright lying to her. “We have to” were the
only words that he could force from his mouth.

“Are you hungry?” Monique asked, wiping
the tears from her face.

After a nice home-cooked meal, Thad
went back to his tent, where he found Avalanche sleeping. Thad
patted the creature on the head before slipping into his tent.
Avalanche was still a mystery to him. He had tried to use both the
elfin god’s gift as well as his magical earring to talk to her, but
both failed. He was sure Avalanche was alive, but it was sure she
was not a creature ruled by nature.

Inside his tent, Thad found more sacks
of glass, metal, and crystals. The few finished orbs had also
disappeared in his absence. Shaking his head slightly, Thad picked
up one of the crystals and began to work.

“Always working.” Thad heard a voice
behind him pulling him out of his self-induced trance.

“Little time for much else these days,
Roger,” Thad replied, turning toward his friend. “It is good to see
you, my friend.”

“Stop gawking about and tell us what
you need done,” Marcus said, hobbling around the younger man. “From
what we heard, there isn’t much time to be wasting.”

Thad explained what he was doing with
the orbs. Once he was finished, Marcus laughed. “Using raw magic
like that seems a waste,” he said, sounding astounded. “Nearly two
hundred years ago, when I was still a lad, a bunch of the younger
kids did much the same thing, but they would place spells inside
the glass. Once the glass broke, the spells would be
unleashed.”

“I never even thought about it,” Thad
replied, shocked at the simplicity of the idea. Glass shared a lot
of the same properties as crystals, but it couldn’t hold an
inscribed enchantment, though it could hold magic at bay. Unlike
the white swords, it didn’t absorb the magic. It simply didn’t let
it pass. Thad had tried to break glass before with a direct spell,
but it always reflected from its surface. That was how the original
idea had come about. “What spells do you think would have the best
effect?” Thad asked the more knowledgeable enchanter.

“You have a large amount of glass … ,”
Marcus began to say but stopped. “Why are you placing gems in
them?”

“So that I can break the glass shells
when needed,” Thad replied, showing the older man a metal orb
encrusted with small crystals. “Once I release the enchantment on
this, all the crystals linked to it will break.”

“I see,” Marcus said approvingly. “As I
was going to say, you don’t have to be an enchanter to place a
spell within a glass orb. Orbs were often used within Sanctuary to
hold spells for sale.”

“You are suggesting that we gather as
many mages as possible who can cast offensive spells to place
within the orbs?” Thad asked the older mage.

“Yes, it would be much easier than we
three doing everything ourselves. Once the orbs are ready, we can
pass them along to other mages to place the spells
within.”

“Roger, can you find Horus and have him
gather the mages that would be of the most use?” Thad asked his
young friend.

Without answering, Roger darted out of
the room. Thad liked the younger man, but he was always a little
too rushed. It was a good quality, but he often left before Thad
had explained everything.

The next two days went by quickly with
Thad and the mages working on the glass orbs, the Katanga soldiers
planting them, and the Rane forces building their siege
weapons.

It was four days before the Rane forces
attacked again. This time, they moved out early in the morning.
Thad as well as many of the other mages stood about the camp, ready
to defend it the best they could with their shields as the first
hail of boulders flew toward the walls. All of the boulders except
one from the first volley had been pushed off course.

Looking out across the field, Thad
pulled five copper orbs with small crystals sticking from them from
a pouch hidden inside his cloak. After checking each one, he found
the one he was looking for. “Relouious da un.” As the last syllable
left his lips, a great roar erupted from two of the siege weapons
as well as the forest line from where the Rane army had been
camped.

The blast had not only taken out two of
the siege weapons that had hosted the trapped wood, but it had also
killed a handful of soldiers and damaged another of the large
weapons.

The Rane forces were in disarray for a
short time, but when nothing else happened, they regrouped, and
another volley of stone and pitch flew toward their walls. Thad and
the other mages continued to battle against the flying stone, but
with each new wave, the number of boulders that made it through
continued to grow.

By the eighth volley, a rather large
boulder broke through the northeastern edge of the wall. With signs
of the wall weakening, the foot troops and bowmen began their march
forward.

Thad waited patiently until the enemy
soldiers were in range of the archers. The sound of twanging
bowstrings filled the air as both the Farlan soldiers and Rane
forces loosed arrows into the sky. A handful of mages who had been
held in reserve raised their shields, knocking the enemy arrows
from the sky. Thad waited until the arrows found their mark before
releasing the enchantment on the next brass orb. Dozens of
explosions, wind tunnels, and earth spikes, as well as numerous
other spells, filled the area where the Rane army stood.

Thad watched the released magic wreak
havoc upon the unfortunate souls in their path. Even the
well-trained army panicked under the destruction they faced, but it
didn’t take long for them to regroup. Many had been killed, but it
was only a small fraction of their number, so they continued on.
Once they reached the second set of hidden orbs, Thad released the
next orb and watched once again as the spells tore through flesh
and bone.

The second set of spells seemed to be
too much for the advancing force, and they folded in on themselves
and started to retreat as the Farlan bowmen continued their rain of
death.

A cheer rose up from behind Thad as the
Rane forces were pushed back. Thad wanted to let his voice join in
the cries of joy, but he knew it was only a small reprieve. They
had won the day, but many more days of bloodshed would follow. Thad
wanted to believe that every day would end the same, but he knew
better. Killian had pointed out that a tactic, once revealed, would
not be as easily used again. The Rane army would no longer just be
looking to guard their own camp but also the field, which they
would have to march across.

Thad knew that he would run out of
tricks far before Rane ran out of soldiers. Without a force of
their own to match what they faced, any victory was a shallow
one.


CHAPTER XIII

Thad stumbled back to his tent,
exhausted. For three days straight, Rane had bombarded their walls
and sent small forays against the fort. The day before, Rane had
also received a large amount of reinforcements, doubling their
previous size.

As Thad crawled under his sheets, his
mind played through the events of the previous days. They had
killed twenty soldiers to every one they lost, but Rane could
afford the losses; they, on the other hand, could not.

How much longer could they hold out? If
Rane pushed them hard, they would fall any day. They needed to
seriously start getting ready for an evacuation. Those not needed
should have left days ago. Bache keep out the slim hope that Rane
would decide the losses were too great and leave the field of
battle, but Thad knew better. Their attack on Farlan was not
powered by greed but a fanatical desire to wipe all magic from the
face of Kurt.

As Thad drifted off to sleep, he felt
himself being pulled. Maria had gotten quite skilled in her use of
dream magic. As he felt the pull, Thad once again felt the urge to
study how she accomplished the feat.

As the darkness cleared, Thad found
himself once again in the queen’s bedchambers. She had taken a
liking to bringing him to her own quarters. As the days passed, she
became less and less covert about her desires. Thad didn’t know if
it was because death seemed to loom over him or because she had
finally reached her limit, but he wished she would stop. He cared
for Maria, but his heart was still raw and still grieved for the
loss of Brianna.

“How are you?” Maria’s voice asked from
behind Thad.

“We are hard-pressed, and I believe the
fort will fall within a few days. We cannot last without
reinforcements,” Thad replied without turning around.

“I don’t think I asked how the army was
doing but how you were,” Maria said, turning Thad around, forcing
him to face her. She wore a light green silk dress that made her
flaming red hair stick out more than usual.

“At the moment, me and the army might
as well be the same thing, my queen,” Thad answered, turning his
face from hers.

Thad felt the hard slap across his
face. “Stop. Don’t treat me as some lofty queen that you serve only
out of fealty. You are my friend first and foremost, Thaddeus
Torin.”

Thad reached up and rubbed his stinging
cheek. “Can we wait to do this until after the war?” Thad asked,
his anger starting to rise.

“You think I should wait until I
receive news that your body lies cold upon the battlefield!” Maria
screamed. “I have waited long enough. I will not waste what little
time I know to be left.”

“Don’t put me in the ground yet,” Thad
replied, pulling away from her. “I have survived against all odds
before, and I shall do so again.”

Thad felt tiny hands grip his tunic and
pull him to his knees so he was forced to look the young queen in
the eyes. “I love you,” Maria said, tears streaming down her
face.

“I am not ready to give my heart to you
yet,” Thad pleaded.

“I know you still mourn her death. I
have waited, but I fear time for such things has passed. Please do
not make me stand before your grave alone, never knowing how you
truly felt.”

Thad leaned over and gave Maria a
slight peck, his lips only briefly touching the queen’s. “I do love
you, but I still need time.”

Thad glimpsed a small smile spread on
Maria face as the darkness folded in around him. Thad didn’t try to
fight as he was pulled away, gracious that the dream had finally
come to an end. Before he woke, Thad once again thought of Brianna
and apologized for his weakness. No matter how hard he tried, the
little queen had burrowed into his thoughts, and he could no longer
deny his feelings toward her.

As soon as he woke, Thad made his way
straight toward General Bache’s cabin. Thad found the general in
his office, looking as if he had not slept in days. “Master Thad,
to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

“We need to start planning to abandon
Digger’s Fort,” Thad stated plainly.

“I don’t think it has come to that just
yet. We can hold out for a few more—”

“If we wait much longer, then there
will be no time to escape when we need to,” Thad said, cutting off
the general’s words. “We need to start pulling back troops and
rigging the tunnels to be collapsed when the last of our men reach
safety.”

“I will start moving out the
nonessentials from the fort. The bowmen and a large contingent of
soldiers will have to remain to keep the Rane forces believing that
we are still within the walls. As for the rest, I have no idea how
to close the tunnels once we pass through them.”

“Leave the tunnels to me,” Thad
replied. “I have an idea of how to make sure no one can follow us
after we decide to close them.”

“If that is all, I have much to do,
Master Thad,” Bache said, dismissing Thad.

As Thad turned back toward the door, he
heard a loud horn sound in the distance, signaling that the Rane
army was positioning for another attack. Forgetting decorum, Thad
rushed out the door and moved as quickly as possible toward the
eastern wall.

As he reached the nearest tower, Thad
called on his magic, lifting himself into the air and onto the
upper platform.

Looking out across the field, Thad saw
more than five thousand men marching toward them. First, the siege
weapons started their rain of rocks, forcing Thad and the other
mages to expend their magical energy to push them aside. Three
volleys of rocks rained down on them before the sky was filled with
arrows from both sides.

Thad tried to block the arrows as best
he could, but they had come too quickly, and more than a score of
soldiers fell from their sting. Behind him, the Farlan catapult
answered back, flinging dozens of fiery magical orbs at the enemy.
Great gusts of fire rose up from a dozen different places, and
anyone near was engulfed, their lifeless bodies falling to the
ground, charred black.

Through the fiery rain of death, the
Rane army pushed forward until they reached the pike-filled
trenches. As they slowed down, the Farlan archers picked them off
by the score, but still, they came. Thad pulled out his last
enchanted brass orb and released it. A loud burst of magical energy
exploded from the ground only a few yards away from the fort’s
walls, sending men high into the air, a few even falling down into
the inner walls of the fort.

Turning away from the carnage, Thad
fought back the urge to purge his stomach of his latest meal. No
matter how many times he had seen it, watching such death turned
his stomach even more so when it was wrought by his
hand.

Looking back at the carnage, Thad
noticed that the Rane forces had once again begun to pull back.
Heaving a sigh of relief, Thad looked around at the many bodies
that lay dead or dying on their side of the wall. Each attack left
more and more dead with no one to take their place. At one time,
they had a combined force of over four thousand. Now that number
had dwindled to less than three.

His powers exhausted, Thad was forced
to climb down the ladder. Halfway down to the ground, Thad’s hand
touched something wet, and he lost his grip. Thad hit the ground
hard, knocking the air from the chest. Sitting up, Thad looked at
his hand as if it had betrayed him when he noticed that it was
covered in blood. Quickly checking himself and finding no wound, he
looked around. It didn’t take long for Thad to notice that the
crimson liquid dripped from the second platform of the
tower.

“Are you OK, Thaddeus?” Thad heard
Killian say from behind him.

“Just took a bit of a fall,” Thad
replied, getting to his feet.

“You look like you haven’t had a good
sleep in days,” Killian said, offering his arm to help steady the
mage. “Won’t do anyone any good if you drop dead from
exhaustion.”

“It’s not like the enemy is giving many
opportunities to rest,” Thad replied, taking the warmaster’s
offered arm. “I have also been working on anther plan along with
Roger and Marcus for when we have to leave the fort behind,” Thad
added in a way of explanation for his haggard look.

“I am not as kind as your other
friends. If I think your lack of sleep may jeopardize the war, I
will make you sleep, even if I have to give you a couple of lumps
on the head. So if you don’t fancy a headache, you better find your
way to a bed,” Killian said without a hint of sarcasm.

I don’t think he’s joking.
You really should get some sleep. It’s easy for me to tell how
gaunt your mind is.

“I don’t want to, but it seems I am
left with little choice in the matter,” Thad said out loud, hoping
to quell both Killian’s and Thuraman’s objections. He might have
not liked it, but even he had to agree that he had once again
pushed himself too far. He had promised himself not to do that
anymore, but he always found a reason.

There is always going to be
a reason if you look hard enough for it. Soldiers die. It’s part of
their job. Stop trying to save every life and start worrying about
your own for once.

“That is how evil men act,” Thad
replied to his staff.

Then be an evil man if
that’s what it takes. Believe it or not, there are people that need
you, and I am one of them. What am I supposed to do if you die?
Wait around for a few hundred years until someone comes along that
I can form a link with?

“I will not sacrifice other people just
so you have someone to talk to,” Thad replied angrily, forcing the
connection between the two to the far edges of his mind. He could
still hear a faint murmuring of Thuraman’s objections but paid them
little heed.

As soon as Thad entered his tent, he
went straight to his bedroll. He had only woken a few hours prior,
but he had only been sleeping for short spans at a time. What he
needed was a good long rest, but he doubted the Rane army would
afford him that luxury.

Much to Thad’s surprise, when Thad
woke, he found early morning light streaming into his tent. He had
slept for far longer than he had thought possible and for far
longer than he had wanted. Scrambling to his feet, Thad darted out
of his tent.

As soon as he was outside, Thad noticed
that the soldiers were moving more bodies away from the wall and
piling them on a new pyre to be burned.

“What has happened?” Thad asked,
grabbing the first soldier he came across.

“The Rane forces did a number on us, my
lord. We were able to push them off, but half the eastern wall is
nothing but splinters and kindling.”

“Thank you,” Thad replied, letting go
of the man’s arm and rushing off toward the eastern
wall.

As he neared the wall, it was easy to
tell what the soldier had been talking about. Almost the entire
wall had been torn apart from bombardment with only small sections
left standing.

Seeing a number of soldiers moving
timber in an attempt to repair the worst of the damage, Thad rushed
over to help. As more soldiers arrived to help reinforce the wall,
Thad moved back, deciding he had more important things to attend
to.

Thad found Killian outside his tent,
cleaning the blood from his armor. “Killian, has Bache started
evacuating yet?” Thad asked as soon as he neared the old
warmaster.

“Yes, late last night, he started
getting all the civilians out through the tunnels. It’s a slow
process, and we will need to hold the fort for another day at least
before the last of us may leave,” Killian replied, wringing the
blood from the rag he held in his hands. “I would suggest you be
among the first to leave, but I doubt you would heed
me.”

“I cannot in good conscience leave
while others still fight,” Thad said, his voice full of
steel.

Killian dropped the rag and gave Thad a
stern look. “I can appreciate the feeling behind your resolve, but
it is misplaced. I will not argue with you staying for a time, but
when I say it is time for you to leave, I don’t want to hear
different from your mouth.”

“Why does it matter if I live or die?”
Thad asked with fire in his voice.

Killian stood up and quickly covered
the ground between him and Thad. The old warrior grabbed the
younger man and yanked him close, nearly picking him off the
ground. “Your queen gave us the mission to try and win a war, not
just fight a battle. From what I have heard, all our reinforcements
have come at your call, and I will not risk them turning around and
leaving if you are not there to greet them. Now stop with your
self-sacrificing death wish and start thinking about what will
happen after you’re gone.”

“Yes, sir” were the only words that
Thad could force from his throat. He had spent many hours with the
old warmaster, but he had never seen the man so adamant before and
hoped to never see it again.

As soon as Killian loosened his grip,
Thad quickly made his way to where Roger and Marcus worked. The two
men along with a handful of mages had taken over a small corner of
one of the barracks, replacing the cots with makeshift
tables.

“How many more have you been able to
finish?” Thad asked as soon as he was through the door.

“Two dozen, but we’re running out of
glass. If we don’t get more supplies, we will be finished within
the hour,” Marcus said, waving his hand lazily at the small row of
glass orbs lining the wall.

“I don’t think we have time to worry
about making more at the moment. The wall is falling, and I doubt
we will be able to hold them at bay for much longer,” Thad said,
gathering up the finished orbs. “You and Roger need to take the
western tunnels to the Emeriss estate.”

“That bad, is it?” Marcus said, giving
Thad a withered glare.

“I’m afraid so,” Thad
replied.

Giving Thad one final look, the older
mage set down the orb he was working on and started gathering his
belongings. The elder mage stopped after a few moments and looked
to his younger apprentice, who was still hard at work. “Did you
hear him, fool?” Marcus said, slapping Roger on the back of the
head. “It’s time for us to go.”

“I just thought … ,” Roger began to say
before Marcus gave him a scathing glare, cutting off any further
arguments.

“I wish I could see you two off, but I
still have much left to do before the next attack,” Thad said,
carefully handing the bag of orbs over his shoulder.

“We will see each other again,” Marcus
replied, giving Thad a sly wink.

After leaving the barracks, Thad
started making his way through the fort, placing the orbs
sporadically in the ground. He had placed more than fifty of them
around the camp in the past days, most of them around the entrances
of the tunnels. It wasn’t perfect, but it should slow down the Rane
army and keep them from following behind them. Once his bag was
empty, Thad discarded it upon the ground and headed back to his
tent.

It was an odd feeling as Thad started
placing all his belongings within his pack. The last thing to go
was the tent itself. If he was lucky enough to have another night
within the confines of the camp, he would have to do with the
barracks or the ground. He wasn’t going to risk having to leave
them behind.

As soon as the tent was safely put
away, Thad looked around and noticed that many of the Katanga had
already taken down their tents as well. It was the final
realization that they had lost the fort. The elfin army was still a
few days away at best, and even with their numbers, they would
still be greatly outnumbered, and Rane hadn’t even committed all
the troops that the initial reports had indicated they had
available.

“I see you are ready to leave,” Parson
said, coming up beside Thad. “Avalanche, Arianna, as well as most
of the elves have already moved back.”

“I wish we could have held out even for
a day more,” Thad said, the disappointment evident in his
voice.

“We don’t always get what we want, my
young friend.”

Thad gave the tall elf a wan smile as
he hefted the pack onto his back. “Neither do we always get what we
need.”

Leaving his friend behind, Thad made
his way toward the eastern wall. Numerous soldiers still worked to
strengthen it, but it was clear that there was little that could be
done. For a moment, Thad thought about trying to bring up the
earth, much like he had done back in Rane, but he knew that it
would take him more than a few days to cover the open parts, and it
would leave him completely sapped.

Thad climbed the last standing tower
and looked out over the field. The Rane army was amassing, and Thad
could tell it was for a final strike. It would still be hours
before Rane would take the field, but that seemed like only a
moment given how many people were left to get through the
tunnels.

Thad slumped onto the wooden floor of
the tower. By nightfall, the fort would be lost and many lives with
it. There was no way they were going to get everyone out before
Rane attacked.

Thad jumped from the tower, letting his
magic carry him to the ground. Thad found Bache outside of the
command center, barking orders. “Master Thad, you still hanging
about?” Bache yelled as soon as his eyes settled on
Thad.

“We need to get everyone out as soon as
possible. Rane is amassing for a final assault,” Thad said with
urgency.

“I have received the same reports, but
I don’t think we can get everyone through the tunnel to Lady
Emeriss’s estate. We can try open ground, but that will make it
obvious we are abandoning the fort,” the general said, his face
pinched in concentration.

“Have the soldiers take any tunnel they
can to escape. Once they are away from the fort, they can then make
their way to the estate. I don’t care how, but you must get every
soul you can out of here within the hour.”

“I will see what I can do,” Bache
replied before turning around and shouting for men to head for the
other tunnels as well.

Thad watched for a moment to make sure
that the soldiers were leaving. Looking around to make sure Killian
wasn’t around, Thad headed back to the eastern wall to await the
Rane army.


CHAPTER XIV

Thad stood in the tower, waiting for
the attack to start. It had already been more than an hour since
the forces had looked ready to move, yet they still held
back.

Thad didn’t know why, but he felt
relieved when the army started its march. The number of soldiers
that now moved toward Digger’s Fort was far beyond anything they
had faced yet; they were at least ten thousand strong. With good
walls and a healthy force, they might have been able to hold them
at bay, but they had neither.

The boulders from the siege weapons
rained down upon them almost as a signal that the battle had truly
started. Thad saved his energy, only knocking aside the stones that
threatened him or the tower on which he stood.

Each time one of the boulders struck
one of the few defenders that had elected to stay back, Thad felt a
pang of guilt run through his body.

You don’t plan to stay until
your death, do you?

Thad looked at the oncoming force and
shuddered. “No,” he replied sorrowfully. “I will stay for as long
as I can. I don’t want to collapse the tunnels on anyone trying to
get through.”

I still think it’s foolish,
but I can see it’s pointless to try and dissuade you. Just try not
to get yourself killed.

Pulling one of his rings from a pouch,
Thad slipped it on his finger and activated it, putting a strong
shield up. Once he was shielded, Thad raised his staff and sent a
bolt of energy arcing across the ground below, striking a line of
soldiers carrying small ladders.

Bending down, Thad picked up a
discarded bow most likely dropped by one of the fleeing or dead
soldiers. Pulling an arrow from one of the hanging quivers, Thad
pulled back and fired. His aim was true, and the arrow cut through
the air, striking a Rane soldier who was climbing up the steep
embankment in the chest.

Thad continued to fire arrow after
arrow until the quiver was empty. Looking around, Thad spotted
another quiver, but before he could move toward it, a boulder came
crashing into the base of the tower. Thad jumped, using his magic
to guide him safely to what was left of the ramparts of the nearby
wall.

As Thad got to his feet, the blade of a
Rane sword came narrowly close to his throat before being stopped
by his shield. Ignoring the sword, Thad struck out with his staff,
sending a bolt of energy straight into the soldier. Turning around,
Thad dropped the bow and drew his sword.

The enemy was coming over the wall in
increasing numbers with each passing moment. Looking around at the
beat and battered wall as more soldiers climbed onto the
battlements, Thad knew it was time for him to leave.

Jumping from the wall, Thad let his
magic carry him down as he rushed toward the tunnel leading west
toward Lady Emeriss’s estate. No more than three strides into his
escape, three Rane soldiers cut him off.

You should have left sooner.
Now you will be lucky to reach a tunnel alive.

“Stop being such a bother. We aren’t in
trouble yet,” Thad said as he pulled a small glass orb from his
pouch and threw it on the ground.

As the glass orb ruptured, the area
around Thad was filled by a thick fog. Letting his magical eye slip
into its night sight, Thad could clearly see everything around him.
Jumping to the left, Thad skirted around the nearest opponent,
letting the blade of his sword slip across the man’s throat as he
passed.

As soon as he was past the first man,
Thad darted to the next as he let out a bolt of energy from his
staff at the other. Unable to see, the Rane soldier had no chance
to stop the blade that took his feet out from under him. Thad
quickly shoved a good three inches of steel into the soldier’s
chest to stop his cries from alerting others.

After a quick look to make sure the
other soldier was out of the fight, Thad continued his rush toward
safety. As he approached where the nearest entrance to the tunnels
was, Thad saw what he feared most. The Rane soldiers had captured
one of the Farlan forces trying to escape and were now entering the
tunnels to catch the others.

Cursing to himself, Thad changed
direction, heading to the nearest tunnel entrance, not caring where
it might lead. He found what he was looking for less than fifty
yards away, and without slowing down, he used his staff to blow a
hole in the thick wood and dirt covering the hidden
passage.

The tunnel he had entered was narrow
and so short that Thad was forced into a slight crouch as he ran.
It was hard to tell which direction he was running in or how long
the shaft was, but he continued on despite the worries.

A short while later, Thad reached the
end of the tunnel and quickly climbed out to find himself in a
thick grove of trees to the south of Digger’s Fort. From where he
stood, Thad could clearly see the soldiers as they continued to
climb over the fort’s now-destroyed walls. Thad pulled a small
copper orb from his pouch and held it in his hand. After giving a
short prayer that all who were within the tunnel were now safely at
their destination, he released the globe’s enchantment.

Thad heard the loud eruption from where
he stood. He watched as a large cloud of dust rose up from the
fort. When the faint echoes of screaming men reached his ears, he
decided it was time to go.

Though Thad had explored the
surrounding area of the fort with Killian, he was unfamiliar with
his current location. He knew that he was south of the fort, but
that was about the extent of his knowledge. Using the sun as a
compass, Thad continued moving northwest in hopes of reaching the
Emeriss estate or at least a location he knew better.

After traveling for some time, Thad
found himself near the wood line. Off in the distance, Thad noticed
the slave academy. He was finally in an area he knew, but he was
far off course. Beneath the dense trees, he had tried to use the
location of the sun the best he could, but instead of moving
northeast, he had wandered southeast.

As he looked at the large fortlike
academy, Thad wished that it had been better positioned. If it had
just been a few miles north, it would have made a perfect staging
place for their army. As it was, the academy sat in the middle of a
forest and would most likely be completely bypassed by the Rane
forces, making it useless.

Night was quickly approaching, and Thad
decided that a stay in his old home would be preferable to the
night air and elements. The closer he came to the academy, the more
he began to think of his childhood there. So much had changed over
the past six years. Back then, he had nothing other than the desire
to learn everything he could so that he might be purchased by a
high-ranking noble.

Thad was surprised when he found the
large double doors leading into the academy unlocked. Nervously,
Thad pushed in on the door and entered the large
building.

As soon as he was inside, Thad could
feel the warm air brushing over his skin, letting him know that the
fireplaces were still in use. He was sure that the academy had
received a notification of evacuation.

“Young man, what are you doing within
the chambers unescorted?” a loud shrill voice echoed from behind
him. Turning around, Thad saw one of the mothers stalking toward
him, her face pinched in anger. “Answer me. Where is your
master?”

“Back at the palace, Mother,” Thad
answered sheepishly.

Are you really going to bow
for these women? You don’t even let the so-called queen speak to
you in such a manner.

Thuraman was right. Why was he being so
meek? While he was by right the queen’s slave, she had given him
more power than most of the nobles. “Why have you people not
evacuated?” Thad asked, raising his head and trying his best to put
the sound of authority in his voice.

“How dare you question me,” the woman
began to stutter before Thad cut her off.

“I can see that talking to you will
garner me nothing. Take me to see the matron,” Thad stated clearly,
but the woman’s face turned red, and Thad knew she would be of
little help. “If you do not wish to cooperate, then I shall find it
myself. I am sure I can remember where it was.”

Thad marched down the hall, trying to
recall the building. Even during his years at the academy, it was
rare for him to enter the Mothers’ Sanctum, as the boys had called
it. The woman who had met him near the entrance continued to follow
him, yelling for him to stop, but he paid her little heed. After a
few turns, Thad noticed the large dark oaken door that he had once
stood in front of years ago.

Not wanting to be rude, Thad rapped
lightly on the door. When no answer was garnered, Thad rapped
again, so hard this time his knuckles stung slightly. A few moments
later, the door swung open, and Thad saw the matron, who had once
comforted him after he had met his so-called mother. “What is all
this commotion about?” she yelled, looking at the screaming mother,
then to Thad.

“Matron, it has been a long while since
we have last spoke,” Thad said, bowing his head. “May I come
in?”

The matron stepped aside, letting Thad
into her office against the complaints of the other mother. The
matron held up her hand, silencing the other woman, and gave her a
scathing glare. “Mellissa, did you not happen to notice the brand
on his forehead? He is the personal slave of the queen. Do you
really want to continue this?” The mother remained silent and
backed away a step before bowing and disappearing down the long
corridor.

Once inside the office, the matron
offered Thad a seat before taking her own across from him. “Mark, I
believe,” she said, giving him a wan smile. “It has been some
years, and I have heard the whisperings of your exploits even this
far away from the capital,” the matron said, a light chuckle in her
voice. “It seems as if even the most exotic ones might even be true
now that I look at you.”

Thad sat in silence for a few moments.
It had been a long time since he had been called Mark. It had once
been his name, given to him by the mother who sold him into
slavery. “Mark has long since died, Matron,” Thad replied evenly.
“I am Thaddeus Torin, the queen’s master mage.”

“Thaddeus … yes, I believe that name
seems to suit you,” the matron said, still smiling. “So, Thaddeus,
what has brought you to the academy this day?”

“If I remember, Matron, you are from
Rane, so I hope you do not take this badly,” Thad stated, his voice
hesitant.

“You mean about the war between Farlan
and Rane?” the matron replied, the smile never leaving her face.
“My family lived in Rane but has since been moved here to the
academy compound. Farlan asks for people to join their army. Rane
demands. My grandsons are just out of boyhood, and a few years ago,
when Rane occupied Farlan, I moved them here along with the rest of
my family. I know about the war and have heard more than one rumor
as to why it is taking place.”

Thad didn’t know why, but he felt
relieved that he didn’t have to consider the matron an enemy. In
all his years at the academy, she had been one of the few people
that never looked down on the child slaves. “Matron, the Rane
forces have taken the small fort we had built to the north of here.
We escaped, but I was separated from the rest of the army. At
daybreak, I will continue on my way to Lady Emeriss’s estate, but
for the night, I wish for lodging.”

“Matron is what the other mothers call
me and what the children call me. I do not particularly like the
name myself … it seems so cold. I would be honored if you would
call me by my name, Sara,” the matron said, standing from her
chair. “Of course you may spend the night. I will have one of the
mothers prepare you a room, but that does not really answer my
question about the war.”

Thad clenched his staff as his mind
whirled about the best way to put everything into words. “It’s
about magic, Sara. The Rane army wishes to destroy all traces of it
from the face of Kurt.”

“Magic!” Sara said, her face confused.
“Magic is just a fairy tale.”

“Magic is real,” Thad declared,
standing from his own seat. He had met with many people who doubted
him and his magic until they had seen it firsthand. Not wanting to
go through the endless hours of debate before he was forced to
prove his word, Thad raised his staff and started to weave the
energies around him.

Sara stepped back, her face clearly
showing her shock as the small carvings of birds around her office
began to come to life. After the initial shock wore off, Sara
extended her hand toward a finely crafted sparrow. “Amazing” was
the only word Sara said as the sparrow hopped onto her open hand
and started to sing.

“Magic is real,” Thad replied,
releasing his hold on the spell and letting the birds return to
their former state.

“I had heard rumors, but … it is
something else to see it for oneself,” Sara said, collapsing back
in her chair, her hand still holding the wooden sparrow. “Why would
Rane wish to destroy such a wonderful thing?” she asked herself as
she looked in awe at Thad.

For over an hour, Thad explained
everything he had learned about Rane, including its connection with
the Brotherhood. He had told the story so many times now that he
didn’t even shed a tear when he told of Brianna and her death,
though he still felt a pulling at his chest. When he was finished,
Sara’s face was one of chagrin.

“For as long as I can remember, every
three years, the merchant guild would send an envoy to inspect the
new children. Every time they visited, they bought at least one
child, telling me that it was in order to free them.” As Sara
spoke, he could clearly see the pain in her face and hear it in her
voice. “I always thought I was freeing them of their future as
slaves.”

“I don’t remember meeting with them,”
Thad said, trying to recall any such event.

“That is odd,” Sara replied, standing
from her seat and going over to the large shelf of folders. After a
few moments of shuffling through them, she found what she was
looking for. “You are right. It seems that you were brought here
the day they arrived for a visit. You must have missed
them.”

“I think my life has been filled with
such luck,” Thad said, nearly laughing. “I do not wish to push my
welcome, but it has been a long day.”

“Ah yes, let us see about that room,
shall we?” Sara said as she led Thad from her office and down the
long corridor. The matron spoke with a few mothers, and after a
short time, Thad was led to a small room, where a soft bed and a
warm bowl of food waited. Thad gave Sara his thanks before he
settled in for the night.

Early the next morning, Thad woke to a
loud banging at his door. As he cleared his head of the last
vestiges of sleep from his mind, Thad opened the portal to find the
matron standing on the other side. “Sara, to what do I owe the
honor?” Thad asked groggily.

“I have given what you have said a
great deal of thought. We have close to thirty young men who would
be destined for the market come midspring. Do you think the queen
would mind buying them?”

It took a moment for Thad to work out
what the matron meant. As it dawned on him, a large smile spread
across his face. Thirty men might not change the tide in the war,
but every soul that could hold a weapon would help. “I think that
can be arranged. If you would be so kind as to fetch me a quill and
parchment, I will write out a note to the queen, informing her that
she owes you some gold.”

It took most of the morning for Thad to
gather the new troops. Luckily, the academy had a healthy supply of
armor and weapons for training. Most of the swords might have been
dulled, but they were still better than nothing should something
arise before they could reunite with the main force back at
Emeriss’s estate. Once everything was arranged, Thad and his new
force stood outside the academy gates, waiting for the last of the
food and supplies.

“I hope that you visit us again soon,
Thaddeus. This time, on better terms, I hope,” Sara said, handing
Thad a small carved canary. “I never liked caged birds. They sing
so much more beautifully when they are allowed to roam the skies
freely.”

Thad took the bird and gently stuck it
in his pack. “Maybe one day there won’t be a need for cages
anymore,” Thad replied, giving the woman an odd smile. “Though what
will you do with the academy once the birds are all set
free?”

Sara gave a hearty laugh, surprising
Thad. “I think it would be a good place to teach orphans and those
of lesser means. There are plenty of people in this world who could
use a good bit of teaching. Might one day even rival the royal
school that the royals are so proud of. My father always said ‘a
country’s true worth is in the people,’ and I believe he was right.
If Farlan is going to be my home, then I might as well make it
better if I can.”

Thad looked back up at the imposing
wall surrounding the academy. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t
picture it as anything other than what it was. “I wish you well
should that time ever pass,” Thad replied to the matron, trying his
best to smile. “Now we must be off before we lose too much of the
day to chatter. It will be a two-day march to Lady Emeriss’s estate
if we’re lucky and far longer should we happen upon any of Rane’s
troops.”

“Then I bid you a farewell and hope
that the road finds you safely to your destination,” Sara said,
giving Thad one final smile before disappearing back through the
doors of the academy.

“Time to go, men!” Thad yelled at his
new conscripts. He didn’t have much time to get to know any of the
men, and none of them he remembered from his time at the academy,
but that wasn’t surprising since it had been over six years since
he had last stepped foot within its walls. As was expected, the men
moved out without further urging, making Thad feel a little
wretched. They had no brand marking them as slaves, but within
their minds, that was what they were. Even should he give them
their freedom, they, much like him, would always be bound by how
they were raised within the walls of the academy.

Little was said as they marched down
the thin road that led toward the capital. Thad knew that it would
be faster to travel through the forest, but there was too large a
risk of getting lost once again without a clear view of the sky.
From studying maps, Thad knew that the road would continue on for
about thirteen miles before connecting with the main transport
route into Rane. From there, he need only travel back five miles
before reaching his destination.

It wasn’t a long distance and on
horseback could have been easily reached within a day’s time. On
foot, it was even possible to reach it within a day, but with a
large group, they had to march at the slowest man’s pace, but given
that the men gathered around him were all academy-trained, he
didn’t expect to be slowed down much. He was sure that by midday on
the morrow, they would meet up with the rest of the
army.

To Thad’s amazement, they were able to
reach the crossroads shortly before the sun had fully descended
from the sky. He had the urge to continue on, but from the looks of
the men around him, he decided against it. They would do little
good if they were pushed so hard that they became ill or injured
along the way. Had they had better shoes or attire, Thad wouldn’t
worry, but most of the kids around him had nothing more to wear
than what he now considered rags, though years ago, he would have
seen it much differently.

Thad ordered the group to a halt and to
make camp, though he warned them to keep any fire small so they
wouldn’t attract undue attention. He doubted the Rane forces had
made it this far west yet, but he wasn’t willing to take the
unneeded risk.

Shortly after the camp was set up, a
decently sized blond man with piercing blue eyes approached him.
Thad could tell that the boy was nearing his sixteenth year and
should be considered a man, but looking into the boy’s eyes, Thad
found it hard to see him as anything but a child. “The mothers
didn’t tell me who we are going to serve,” the boy said firmly,
though Thad could tell that he was forcing the tone from the slight
shaking of his hands. “Are we to serve the same master that you
serve?”

“Despite my brand, I only serve out of
my own will. Should I desire it, the queen would have little
recourse should I refuse a request. I serve Farlan at this time,
and so shall you. We are currently at war, and you will help fill
our depleted ranks. Should you survive, then you will have earned
your freedom for what it is worth to you,” Thad said in an
almost-rehearsed manner.

“Are we to be branded?” he asked with a
little more confidence.

“No” was all Thad said in
reply.

“Then what is to stop us from simply
running away?” the boy continued, and Thad could see the spark of
fire within his eyes. Thad had known that spark well as he had it
as well when he was young.

Thad didn’t want to force anyone to
fight that didn’t want to, but he had little luxury of sitting on
his own morals. If they lost the war, many more would die—perhaps
all of Farlan. He didn’t know, but he wasn’t going to risk it.
Stretching forth his hand, Thad called on his magic, and rings of
fire coiled around the boy’s body. “You would find a different sort
of freedom than you are looking for should you try and
flee.”

“Please don’t kill me,” the boy
pleaded, hitting his knees. The look of fear in his eyes made Thad
feel ashamed of himself, but he quickly pushed those feelings
aside. There would be plenty of time to lament his choices after
the war. That was if he was still alive to lament them.

“I don’t plan to harm you as long as
you do what you are told,” Thad said, letting the fire disappear.
“Now go and get some rest. We will be leaving at first light.”
Before the last words had left Thad’s lips, the boy scrambled on
his hands and knees back toward his gathered companions. Thad could
see the looks of fear and hate being cast in his direction, but he
cared little. Setting up a small shield barrier, Thad disappeared
below his covers for some much-needed rest.


CHAPTER XV

It was easy to tell when they got
within the borders of Lady Emeriss’s estate. Not only was the manor
massive, but having been built back when Farlan was heavily
embroiled in the Succession Wars, there was also a large number of
troops out scouting the grounds for any sign of the Rane forces. It
was also evident that more than a few souls were searching for any
news of his whereabouts. Every scout they passed rushed off to give
the news that he had survived the attack at Digger’s Fort and had
brought a small number of reinforcements.

As the small group approached the
manor, they found a large number of people awaiting them—Killian,
Parson, and Bache among them. Thad had expected to see them, but
the one he had not expected to see waiting was Reeve, the elfin
assassin, along with thousands of elves. It was easily the best
sight Thad had seen in his life.

“I was wondering where you might have
got off to,” Killian said, greeting Thad with a firm handshake. “I
see you have brought with you a few more swords, though their gear
looks a bit old and worn.”

“The enemy forces had already
discovered the tunnel heading west, so I was forced to escape to
the south. I found these good men at the slave academy along my
way,” Thad said in reply to the unasked questions that he was sure
Killian wanted the answers to. “I see I was not the only one to
come bearing gifts of more swords. It does look like my force pales
in comparison to your own, Reeve,” Thad said, greeting his old
friend.

“As promised, I have brought four
thousand along with me, though most of them have never held a sword
in their lives before. I just wish we could have arrived sooner,”
Reeve said, giving Thad a wry smile.

“It is sad to say that we are not the
only ones gathering our forces, though,” Bache interjected. “The
Rane forces have stopped their advance. At first, I had hoped that
the losses they received at Digger’s Fort made them rethink the
invasion, but Parson’s scouts reported that a massive force more
than thirty thousand strong is on the march. They will arrive
within the next four days.”

Thad cursed to himself. If the Rane
forces thought them broke and didn’t bring in many more troops,
then with the addition of Reeve’s forces, they had a chance at
destroying them and setting a defensive position back up. Now that
seemed like a lost dream. “How many soldiers do we have in all?”
Thad asked hopefully.

“With the addition of Reeve’s forces,
we have a total slightly over six thousand troops. We lost far more
than anticipated in the last battle at Digger’s Fort. The enemy
just came too quickly over the walls. We would have fared much
better had we started the bulk of the evacuation days before as you
had initially suggested,” Bache said, the inflection of his voice
showing his humiliation at the loss of so many under his
command.

“What should our next move be?” Thad
asked more to Killian than anyone else. The old warmaster had seen
more battles than the others combined, so it was to him Thad looked
for advice.

“We have two choices that I can see at
the present,” Killian said, bending down and using a small dagger
to draw in the dirt. “We could set up a defensive position here at
the manor. It is large and will house the bulk of the troops,
though not comfortably. The manor was built soundly and would be
hard for even siege engines to bring down easily, but once the Rane
forces arrive, it will be near impossible to escape.”

“And the other choice?” Thad said,
looking dour.

“Our other choice is to fight small
pitched battles, trying to slow down the Rane forces for as long as
possible. We will have to set up a few token defensive fronts and
hit quickly, then pull back. Otherwise, the Rane forces will see
through our tactics and move at haste toward the capital. Both
choices will cost us a lot of men in the end.”

Thad thought through the two choices.
The more he thought about them, the more clear it seemed to him
which one he should choose. If he was going to die, he would rather
it be on an open field than cooped up inside the large manor,
waiting for the end. “We will go with the second choice,” Thad
replied confidently, though most of it was feigned.

“I figured that would be your choice,”
Killian said, giving Thad a sly wink. “We will need to start the
attacks as soon as possible as well as decide who will lead the
attacking parties and defensive parties.”

“Then we better get inside and find a
good place to talk. I doubt this will be settled in the course of a
few moments,” Thad replied, turning toward the manor. “Bache, can
you find someone to outfit our new recruits with suitable weapons
and attire? I am afraid what they have is ill-suited for a real
battle,” Thad said, remembering the men he had brought with him
from the academy.

Bache led the small group of warriors
and advisors to a large room that had once looked to be a study.
The sheer number of books and scrolls lining the wall amazed Thad
and nearly rivaled that of the queen’s own archives. Fighting back
the temptation for a search through the tomes, Thad took his seat,
while the general ordered one of his officers to make sure the
kitchen staff prepared them food and had it brought to them. Thad
was very gracious about the general’s command as he had not stopped
during the day to have a proper meal.

The day passed rather slowly as the
group of men and women discussed the formation of troops. In the
end, it had ended much the way Thad had expected. Reeve and one of
his officers along with Killian and his men would lead the small
forays against Rane. At the same time, Parson, Thad, and Bache
would concentrate on putting up staggered defenses for the Rane
army to attack.

Thad had thought they would wait until
Rane received their reinforcements to begin their attacks, but
Killian had strongly protested that notion. He wanted them to start
their plan on the following day, not giving the Rane forces a
chance to savor their hard-fought victory at Digger’s Fort. Thad
was not in any hurry to see more bloodshed, but he knew arguing
with the seasoned warmaster was pointless.

As soon as everything had been worked
out about their moves over the next few days, Thad headed to a
large room they had set aside for his use. It wasn’t anything
grand, but after weeks of sleeping in a tent, a soft bed was well
received.

The next morning came all too soon for
Thad. Thad didn’t mind fighting nor did he mind the endless waiting
for the next action. What he did hate was that war never seemed to
wait for one when they were in the mood to relax. It always seemed
that the enemy decided to attack just as you were starting to
relax. The few times the enemy left you alone, it was your own
officers that decided that was the time to move. That morning, Thad
would have easily given up his other eye for just a few moments of
sleep.

Thad along with a group of 1,500
soldiers moved out, leaving behind the majority of their force.
Reeve and his counterparts were working in much smaller numbers of
less than fifty men. Though they had much smaller forces, Thad was
sure that, in the end, they could end up dealing much more damage
to the enemy than his larger force would.

Thad’s objective was to march just to
the west of Digger’s Fort, where the Rane army had set up camp.
After the magical display within the fort, it seemed as if none
were too eager to sleep in what was left of the fort.

Thad had left the care of the new
soldiers in General Bache’s hands. It was not that he didn’t trust
the academy’s teaching, but he had learned the difference himself
between learning in the classroom and on the field. There was
nothing besides a battlefield that could prepare you for
one.

“Tuck, are you traveling with Reeve?”
Thad asked his young elfin friend. He had asked him to move with
the second group but didn’t know if the assassin would let him or
not since Tuck had no knowledge or skill in their work.

“Yes, and Reeve was much quicker to
agree than I had figured. It seems that he likes the idea of being
able to talk with you before the battles.”

“That’s good to know. Keep me informed
about what you learn and how things are going on your end. Other
than that, just make sure to keep yourself safe,” Thad added,
hoping that his friend would do just that.

“I don’t think I will be in much
danger. Reeve has agreed to let me come with him. He has even
promised to train me up a bit, but I don’t think he will let me
join in any of the fighting until I can prove at least somewhat
confident. I think you are the one who should be worrying about
staying safe. From what I understand, you are going to be the one
in the most danger.”

“I shall do the best on my end. I can
promise you that.”

I think you should listen to
your young friend. As I said before, I don’t fancy having to wait
around a few hundred years for another mage that I can halfway
stand. You are bad, but most of the mages we have met are far
beyond helping.

“I think you are just too picky. Roger,
Horus, and plenty of others would make you a great companion,” Thad
said, trying to defer some of Thuraman’s contempt.

Roger is spineless and too
easily bows to that old wretch of a teacher of his. Horus is a
lackwit who can’t think beyond the next moment. At least you can
think, and you got a bit of a spine as long as there is nothing
with a dress about.

Closing his mind off from his staff,
Thad continued his march. It would take a day to reach Digger’s
Fort, and while he didn’t plan to move that far, he wanted to get
most of the traveling done and set up camp well before the sun
disappeared from the sky.

It wasn’t until midday that Thad
noticed a small childlike form and its stone dog companion. Shaking
his head, Thad moved up beside the Nadari and gave her a stern
frown. “What, are you thinking of coming along with the army? We
are going to be fighting,” Thad said in reprimanding
tones.

“Avalanche didn’t want you to leave
again. She is sure you would get hurt. I told her that if you got
killed, I would take care of her. She didn’t like that idea. She
even said that I forgot to feed her too often. Can you believe
that? She said I forgot. Well, it’s not like she never forgets
anything. Why, just the other day, she forgot that I was riding on
her back and started chasing after some bug and threw me off. My
butt still hurts. Want to see?”

“No, I believe you,” Thad said,
regretting asking Arianna anything. He should have known better. He
had asked the Nadari a few questions in the past, but she would
soon forget what he was asking and go off in a totally different
direction. He would have said it was like talking to a child, but
that would be an insult to children everywhere. “Just stay in the
back, away from the fighting.”

“I will try, but I don’t think
Avalanche will listen. She really likes to play with the soldiers.
Well, except for the ones with the white swords. She says it really
hurts when they hit her, so she tries to stay away from them. I
wonder why it hurts so badly when they hit her and not the others.
Do you know why? I wonder if they are really skilled miners or
something. You know, because Avalanche is made of rock, they know
where to hit her. I wonder what they would find if they mined her.
Do you think she is filled with those gems she eats? It bothers me
sometimes that she eats, but nothing ever comes out. Where do you
think it goes?”

“I don’t know,” Thad answered, holding
his head as it began to hurt. Not only was Arianna speaking so fast
he could barely keep up, but she had a shrill high-pitched voice
that after a time seemed like a small dagger was being pushed into
his brain. “Avalanche can fight, but I think you should head back
behind the army. We don’t want you getting hurt,” Thad finished,
hoping that would be the end of the discussion.

“OK,” Arianna replied simply, leaving
Thad shocked. The Nadari then turned to Avalanche and started
rattling off more, and Thad quickly decided it was time for him to
make a hasty departure.

They reached their position well before
nightfall. Thad was a little concerned about camping less than a
mile away from the Rane forces, but Killian had asserted that if
their plan was to work, that was what they were going to have to
do.

While the others put up the tents and
prepared the fires, Thad walked around the exterior of the camp,
putting up shields. He only had six left, having used most of them
back at Digger’s Fort to help support the eastern wall. As he
placed the last one, Thad wished he had more time and supplies to
prepare more, but it was hard to get gems in the middle of a
battlefield.

Once everything was finished, Thad
contacted Tuck so that he could let Reeve know that they were in
place. Knowing that the morning would be a bloody one, Thad crawled
under his blankets and settled in for a good sleep. If war had
taught him nothing else, it was to get rest when one could because
you never knew when the next chance would present
itself.

Thad was woken by the sound of alarm
throughout the camp. Everything seemed to be moving just as Killian
had suggested. “Tuck, how did it go last night?” Thad asked his
elfin friend as he belted on his sword and buckled up his
armor.

“Reeve seemed happy with the night’s
events. They were able to kill a few dozen men, disable two siege
weapons, and burn a large store of supplies.”

Everything had worked well. Killian had
said the main goal of the sneak attacks was to destroy supplies,
not troops. Even the best swordsman would perish without anything
in his stomach. It was a harsh way to win a war, but if it worked,
Thad was not going to argue. Now it was time for his part, to force
the army to expend their energy and fight.

Exiting his tent, Thad found that the
Rane forces were forming up to come take care of their guests. That
had not been in Killian’s predictions, but Thad had expected it. It
was obvious that they would be suspected of the sabotage and
killings the night before and that Rane would not allow them to
stay on their doorstep if they could help it.

After quickly putting up the tents,
Thad formed up his men but didn’t advance them forward. He had made
sure these shields not only covered the front but top as well. They
didn’t reach high, but it was enough to protect the soldiers from
any arrows.

As he had expected, the Rane army
loosed six volleys of arrows before deciding that it was not going
to be a workable course of action and ordered their men to charge.
Thad had been slightly worried about the rain of arrows as the
shields were weakening quickly, and if they had fired a few more,
then it would have been disastrous.

Using a quick spell, Thad ordered the
shields to lower and the metal orbs to return to him. It cost him a
few extra hours of work when creating them with the added
enchantments, but it made securing them before a battle much
easier.

As the Rane forces rushed them en
masse, Thad decided it was time to start his true point in the
battle. “Men, ready bows. Fire two volleys. Those up front will
make one strike against the first foe to reach them, then turn and
run. It doesn’t matter if you wound or kill your opponent. Just
run!” Thad yelled as he readied his own magic so that he could
strike with one strong blow before the planned escape.

It didn’t take long for the Rane forces
to cover the distance between them. Thad looked among them and
found his target, a large man wearing full armor. It was odd for
Thad to see such a man on the ground as most of them were too heavy
to move outside of horseback. Besides, the armor the man stood out
easily being nearly as tall as any elf he had seen.

Thad called forth his magic, letting it
flow into him as he directed the currents. Once he had enough
magical energy built up, Thad formed it into a massive ball of
energy above the large warrior. It looked like a small blue sun
hanging in the sky, and more than one soldier screamed in terror as
it popped into existence above them, but the large warrior seemed
to pay it little heed.

Once the Rane forces were only a few
strides away from his army, Thad dropped the ball of energy and
watched as it shattered like a glass ball, sending tendrils of
energy through any living being around. When it was over and the
blue sparks died away, Thad was amazed to see the large warrior
still standing and looking as if nothing had happened.

Thad had the urge to send more magical
attacks toward the man but knew that it would only waste time. Now
that he was closer, Thad could see the edge of white metal lining
the man’s armor. Cursing to himself, Thad drew his sword and
prepared to flee.

The rest of the battle went much to
plan. As soon as the army was within reach of their swords, the
Farlan soldiers attacked, then dropped back, running at full speed
away from the battlefield. Thad heard the screams of those who had
fallen behind or had not moved quickly enough but didn’t have the
luxury of turning around to see their grisly fate.

By the time they had eluded the Rane
forces, Thad’s chest burned hot, and his stomach churned. They had
followed much farther than he or Killian had expected, but they had
given up in the end. Thad didn’t know if he was happy about that
fact or not. If they had continued their pursuit, then the
secondary force, not far away, would have cut down their pursuers,
but it would have been at a heavy cost.


CHAPTER XVI

Thad looked out from the roof of the
Emeriss manor at the Rane army camped not far away. Their
coordinated hit-and-run attacks had worked and slowed down the
opposing army, but not nearly enough. In just nine days, they had
reached their main camp. Now Bache was planning to fall back to
Bailwood, which lay about half the distance between the Rane border
and the Farlan capital.

Thad had traveled through Bailwood but
had never stopped at the small farming village. With less than
fifty families living there, its only real luxury was its large inn
that often housed traveling merchants.

Thad felt the brimming of hopelessness
as he looked out at the more than forty thousand men. Even at more
than three miles away, they were clearly visible. They would reach
the manor by nightfall, but they would find the bulk of the army
already gone with only a small token army of five hundred awaiting
them.

Over the past few days, Thad had picked
the fastest runners to be part of his force. They wore no armor and
carried only light weapons. Since he had implemented his new plans
and started choosing his members himself, he had lost no more than
ten men in a single strike.

Even should the dwarves and
Vathari come, do you really think you can win against that massive
force? If the dwarves fielded every fighter they had, it would only
amount to less than two thousand swords. The Vathari have more
warriors and mages, but their numbers are not large either. By
design, they could muster four to five thousand from what I
remember. Those two added to your force would still leave you at
less than half the size of the force you are currently
facing.

“What would you have me do?” Thad asked
angrily.

Leave before you find your
death. You don’t owe these men or women anything. There is no sense
dying in a war that has already been lost.

“Thuraman, it seems that with the
passing of each day, you care less about those around us,” Thad
replied, shutting his mind off from his staff. Every day, the staff
suggested he run away and leave those who counted on him behind. He
never thought his staff evil, but it seemed it didn’t see the world
and the people within it the same as he did.

With the Rane army now close, Thad
jumped from the roof of the manor and let his magic carry him down
to safety. Thad knew that it was a little wasteful of him to use
his magic in such a manner, but there was little that could match
the thrill he felt as he fell toward the ground only to be slowed
and stopped only inches before impact.

“Tuck, let Reeve know the army will be
here within a few hours,” Thad told his friend through the magical
ring on his hand. He had tried to make more of the rings, but the
experiment had failed. He knew that with more time, he could have
made it work.

Thad formed up his troops and waited
for the coming army using a new enchantment that Marcus had thought
up to aid in fooling the enemy. Besides the shield orbs that would
protect them from arrows, more than a dozen soldiers wore small
disks that created four illusionary soldiers around them. To Thad’s
eyes, it looked as if the soldier stood in front of a
mirror.

Like the previous battles, when the two
forces neared, they both fired a volley of arrows. When the arrows
didn’t connect, the Rane forces charged, not bothering with a
second or third try. The Farlan forces were able to get off two
more full volleys before the Rane army was close enough for swords.
As Thad watched the battle unfold, he almost laughed. It was no
longer a simple fight but a rehearsed and planned event. Thad
released his magical orb of energy. The soldiers each attacked
their first opponent, then ran.

The Rane archers were ready for their
retreat, and as soon as they had distanced themselves from the
battle, another hail of arrows fell down upon them only to be
pushed aside by the shield that was now carried at the corners of
the formation by half a dozen soldiers.

As they pulled back, Thad once again
saw the large soldier in the full metal armor. He too was becoming
a fixture on the battlefield. He had killed more of Thad’s men than
any other, and Thad wished that he would fall soon. Thad had
described the man to Tuck and asked Reeve to see to him, but as of
yet, the elf had not located him within the massive enemy
camp.

After they had run for a little over
two miles, Thad called his men to a halt and looked back at the
estate. Unlike before, the Rane army had stopped their entire
force. Thad could see a contingent of horseback riders heading in
their direction. Cursing, Thad called his men to formation, knowing
that there was no chance of outrunning them on foot.

Thad started to build up his magic as
the horsemen rushed toward him, and he could feel his head becoming
light. He should have known that the Rane army would adapt to the
changes in his tactics, but after so many successes, he had gotten
lazy.

Thad let loose five fireballs about the
size of a man’s head. As they raced toward the riders, the horses
balked, sending a few riders to the ground, but the best continued
on. The archers fired arrows as fast as they could, but many of
them were too slow in pulling their swords and were quickly downed
by the horsemen.

Thad wished he had saved some of his
energy but knew that should he employ any more of his magic, it
would most likely leave him lying on the field
unconscious.

Sword in hand, Thad readied himself as
a rider rushed past him, its lance aimed for his chest. Thad’s
shield and armor worked better than anything of metal, and the
lance broke the force of the resistance, carrying the man from the
horse. Thad had hoped for such an outcome and quickly grabbed for
the reins of the horse as it passed, swinging easily up into the
saddle.

Thad had little time to celebrate as
two horsemen quickly picked him out for their target. Thad mentally
checked his shield and knew that it was weakening. At most, it
could only take one more strong blow. Looking at the two men, Thad
chose the soldier who still held a lance and kicked his horse into
a gallop. As they neared, Thad leaned to the side of the saddle,
sticking his sword out. The enemy’s lance came so close to Thad’s
head Thad he could feel the wind off of it and swore that he had
left a few hairs behind. As the horses passed each other, Thad
stabbed out, catching the opponent’s horse in the foreleg, causing
it to stumble, bearing its rider to the ground.

Thad felt bad about having to kill the
horse, but it was the easiest way to deal with a man in thick armor
under such circumstances. Forgetting about the downed rider, Thad
stood back up in the saddle and looked for the other soldier. He
found the rider being pulled from his horse by one of Thad’s
men.

Taking a quick look around, Thad
noticed that the fighting was over, and they had won, though they
had lost nearly a third of their number during the fight. His men
were now gathering the horses. When Thad noticed that one of the
men had taken a garish leg wound, he dismounted and ordered the
wounded on horseback and those able to walk to do so.

It was nearly nightfall before they met
up with the rest of the army. Parson, seeing that they had many
wounded, called for Mary and the other healers. Thad quickly made
his way to the command tent and explained to the general and
Killian what had transpired after the battle.

“I had hoped they would hold their
cavalry to the rear until they were forced to use them. Horsemen
are great against breaking ranks, but not so well in many other
situations. That being said, we will just have to adjust. The only
other option right now is to surrender, and I don’t think that will
end nicely for us.”

“How do we handle their cavalry? I lost
a lot of men today, and next time, they might decide to send more,”
Thad said, slamming his hand down on the table.

“We will have to hide a number of
archers on your escape route. You could also place some of your
magical traps and use them if the enemy gets too close behind you,”
Killian suggested.

“We don’t have any more supplies for
magical aid. Glass is easy enough to come by if we have the men to
send back to the capital, but we have run low on gems and metal. We
could melt down some of our extra swords, but that still does
nothing for our shortage of gems,” Thad replied,
frustrated.

“Then we will have to use archers,”
Killian replied empathetically.

As they were discussing the best place
to put the archers, an elfin scout rushed in. “Sir, we received
news a large army is marching in from the northwest.”

The command tent went deathly quiet as
everyone absorbed the new information. “Where did they come from?”
Bache asked, his voice carrying his concern clearly.

“I don’t know, sir,” the scout replied
quickly. “It’s as if they appeared out of thin air.”

“It could be reinforcements from the
Katanga, dwarves, or Vathari,” Thad said hopefully.

“We can only hope, but it would be best
if we planned as if they were enemies,” Killian interjected. “How
many troops are with the new army?”

“The reports have them at around four
thousand strong, sir.”

“Not enough to save our skins if they
are reinforcements, but more than enough to destroy us if they are
unfriendly,” Bache said, a hint of absurd laughter in his voice.
“Thad, I know you have just returned from a foray, but Parson is
still out preparing the next attack on the main force. Can you
gather some men and go out to meet the new force? We have to know
what we are dealing with.”

“It will take some time to gather
enough troops to march. Most of my men are either wounded or
exhausted,” Thad replied hesitantly.

“Take some of the elves with you. We
still have some held in reserve in case any hard fighting broke
out. Looks like this will be a good time to use them,” Reeve
suggested.

Thad left the tent and started grabbing
any man who looked as if he could handle another engagement, while
Reeve sent for three hundred of the elves. Even with the elves,
Thad knew the best he could hope for was around seven hundred
troops, and should the force be unfriendly, that wouldn’t be enough
to stop them, but maybe he could slow them down. Thad hated the
idea that they might have to fight on two fronts, but as Killian
had said many times, the enemy rarely lets you do what you
want.

As Thad waited for the rest of the
troops to muster, he pulled out a small map of Farlan and looked at
where he had marked the last known location of the new force. If
they moved at a steady pace and continued heading in their
direction, he should meet up with them sometime midafternoon the
next day. It wouldn’t leave much time for rest, but even a half a
day away from the battlefield was more than he had gotten
recently.

Grabbing one of the horses they had won
from the last fight, Thad mounted. He felt bad that he would ride
while the rest walked, but he had already expended most of his
energy earlier that day.

You are one of the
highest-ranked people here. Let them walk. It’s about time you
started acting like more than a stableboy.

“I don’t think I should ask more out of
the men than I am willing to give myself,” Thad replied, trying to
push Thuraman’s objections from his mind, but he was finding it
harder and harder with each passing day. The staff was getting
stronger, and he was consistently exhausting himself with the
countless battles.

Thad strapped his staff to the back of
his horse and gave it a long hard look. It wasn’t just that the
staff was getting strong. It was how it acted that bothered him.
His staff had said that it was another side of him. If that was
true, then it had to be the darker side. The staff seemed to hate
women and most everyone else, for that matter. It was
self-important and egotistical where Thad was concerned. It behaved
as if it believed itself to be the most important being in the
world and should be treated as such, even going so far as to nearly
kill a young lieutenant that had insulted him a few days back. That
had taken a lot of explaining, but as the days passed, Thad really
started considering leaving the weapon behind once the war was
over.

Do you really think you can
simply leave me behind? I can come to you anytime I wish, but even
if you did discard me, you wouldn’t for long. You would find
yourself in trouble and call on me just as you have done many times
before.

Thad once again tried to force Thuraman
from his mind but was unsuccessful, so he was forced to try and
ignore the staff’s insults. Before giving the order to move out,
Thad looked at the staff one last time and wondered once again if
it really talked to him or if he was simply losing his mind. No one
else had ever heard the staff, and even the dwarves had only heard
of a few rare cases where magical items had enough consciousness to
speak.


CHAPTER XVII

Thad had chosen a nice piece of flat
ground with a small hill on which to meet the new force. He had
stationed a hundred of the best elfin archers on top of the hill
and placed the rest in a half circle in front of them. His shields
had not completely recharged, and he feared that if the new force
was hostile, they would offer little cover.

The wait for the other force was worse
than the actual battle as nerves started to wear thin, and he
started to second-guess himself. He thought about sending out a
scout, but the land was fairly open, and anyone trying to approach
would easily be seen. Not to mention that if the other force had
changed direction, he had no clue as to which way to send the
scouts. His only choice was to wait.

As evening dawned, Thad got his first
glimpse of the rumored force. It was far larger than he had
anticipated, and they moved together with precision that was clear
even from a distance. The longer Thad watched, the more odd the
force began to look.

When Thad heard one of his men say that
it looked like a bunch of children marching toward them, Thad used
his magical eye to get a closer view. For certain, the force
marching toward them was shorter in stature than a normal man, but
Thad knew that was because they were not men at all but dwarves.
Thad continued to look until he found the face of one burly dwarf
he had come to miss. Seeing Crusher among the dwarves raised Thad’s
spirit as he called for his men to stand down.

It took over an hour for the dwarves to
reach their position even though when he had last looked, they were
only a few short miles away. Thad knew now why it had taken them so
long; their shorter stride reduced their speed
immeasurably.

Thad waited out in front of his army to
greet his old friend. It had been more than a season since he had
last seen the dwarf. “Crusher, I see you were finally able to find
some friends who can stand your stench,” Thad hollered when the
dwarves were not more than a dozen yards away.

“And I see ya found some yerself that
can deal with yer incessant whining,” Crusher replied
heartily.

Thad moved to greet his friend when a
dwarf he had never met before stepped in between the two. “I am
Betal Ironleg, master mage, and I am in charge of tha dwarven
forces,” the dwarf declared, almost asking for Thad to argue with
him, but he let it go, just happy to see the surly dwarves. “Is
this yer entire force, mage?” Betal asked, openly
hostile.

“No, but it is a good portion of it. We
have not fared well against Rane and the Brotherhood thus far,”
Thad replied honestly.

“Well then, show us ta the rest of yer
army.”

“They are a little more than a day’s
march from here,” Thad replied.

Thad had wanted to catch up with his
old friend, but Betal would have none of it and demanded that they
start toward Bailwood immediately.

You should bring that dwarf
down a few notches before I decide to.

“We need the dwarves, so for now, we
will have to play nice,” Thad told Thuraman, hoping the staff
didn’t do anything to the headstrong dwarf.

“Where did you get so many dwarves? I
thought the most I could hope for was a couple thousand troops,”
Thad asked curiously as they marched.

“Sent some dwarves ta carry messages ta
tha other dwarven villages we knew about. A few of ’em sent us some
soldiers ta aid ya, but not near enough for my liking,” Crusher
answered gruffly.

“Right now, I would take anything I
could get,” Thad said, nearly laughing.

“Is it that bad, lad?” Crusher asked,
giving him a concerned look.

“Yes,” Thad replied hesitantly. “Rane
has fielded more than forty thousand troops. We have been losing
ground every day and men that we cannot replace. Even your number
will only slow down our route. Did you happen to get word to
Sae-Thae?” Thad asked hopefully.

“Ah, yer Vathari friend,” Crusher said
lightly. “Don’t rightly know to tell ya the truth. We sent a
message with one of tha little buggers we caught near our mines but
can’t say if it got back ta yer friend or not. Tha same thing with
the bleeding dragon. Dang squirrely lot they are. Can never tell
what they’re gonna do when ya wake them. Roasted two of me kin as
soon as his eyes opened. He let the rest go after hearing our
message but can’t rightly say if he will be joining us. Figure if
he wanted ta, he’d already be about.”

“I hope someone comes. Otherwise, we
won’t last until the first of summer,” Thad said dourly.

Thad and Crusher continued to talk well
until nightfall when Betal called the formation to a halt to make
camp. After the sun had gone down, Thad had started to believe the
dwarf would have them march straight through the night until they
reached Bailwood.

As they set up camp, the dwarf general
was as commanding as ever, commanding Thad and his men about as if
they were his own. More than once, Thad had to calm his soldiers,
especially the elves, who the dwarf seemed to have a disconcerting
amount of contempt for.

After calming all the fires the dwarf
had started, Thad sought out Crusher once again and found his
friend setting up his own bedroll at the edge of the camp. “You
might wish to talk with Ironleg. If he keeps pushing all my men
like this, he might just find himself a head shorter,” Thad said,
barely holding his temper.

Crusher gave Thad a serious look and
shook his head. “Might do the lout a bit of good. Not like he uses
his head for more than a place for his helmet.”

“I am serious, Crusher. I already had
to stay a few blades tonight,” Thad said seriously.

“All right, I’ll have a talk with tha
fool, but ya might want ta keep the other idea on tha table. Betal
has always been a hard one to deal with. I think it’s because his
ma named him after a bug.”

The next morning, Thad noticed that
Betal had a great deal more bruises than he had last time he had
seen him. “I see you had a talk with your dwarven general,” Thad
said humorously.

“And a nice long talk at that,” Crusher
replied, accenting his words with a sly wink. “Takes some doing,
but if ya have a way with yer words, ya can get through ta
anyone.”

“You mean a way with your fists,” Thad
corrected his friend.

Crusher laughed again. “Don’t you know
it’s a fine art ta talk with yer hands, and I got awfully good at
it when me throat was crushed.”

Thad couldn’t help but to laugh. It was
true that when he and the dwarf had first, met he couldn’t say a
word thanks to the damage done to his throat. The two had learned
to talk by using their hands and gestures. There were even a few
times Thad could simply understand what the dwarf was thinking by
the look on his face.

“Well, I am glad you had a talk with
him,” Thad said honestly, giving his friend a thankful look.
“Farlan really needs all the swords or axes it can get, even if
they are in the hands of someone without the manners the gods gave
to a rat.”

“I see ya been working on yer insults.
Keep it up, and we’ll make a dwarf out of ya yet.”

“The gods forbid,” Thad replied,
feigning injury.

“I know one that wouldn’t mind a bit,”
Crusher said, laughing.

That night, as Thad lay down to sleep,
he started to believe they might have a chance to win the war. It
was still a small chance, but it was there. If the Katanga arrived
as well as the Vathari, then they could push back the Rane army,
though it would still be a hard battle.

That night, as Thad slept, he found
himself once again being pulled into the black murkiness of the
queen’s dream world. It was always an odd sensation when he visited
her dreams or, more accurately, when she forced him to visit them.
It was almost as if he was being pulled awake. Everything felt
surreal, but even so, sometimes Thad was unsure if what he was
seeing was truly her or his own dreams. It made things very awkward
at times.

Thad breathed a sigh of relief when he
found himself in the queen’s study instead of her bedchambers. It
was always slightly more stressful for him when he found himself in
her personal quarters. “I received news that another army had
appeared. Have you heard anything about them as of yet?” Maria
asked, her face lined with worry.

Thad tried to put on a dour expression,
but he couldn’t help for a smile to creep on his face. “Crusher has
returned with a sizable contingent of dwarven warriors,” Thad
replied, giving up his failed ruse.

Maria jumped up and clapped her hands
together, reminding him of when she had been a child. She had been
so full of life back then and sought anything of interest. Now she
seemed colder and seldom seemed to smile, much like her mother had
been.

Catching herself, Maria stopped and
smoothed her dress. “That is great news,” she said, trying to
regain her composure. “Will they be able to make a great difference
in the battle?” she continued after she had calmed down
considerably.

“They will almost double our current
number, but we are still outnumbered more than four to one,” Thad
said in reply. “But with their strength, we stand a greater chance
of holding out until others can arrive.”

“Did they bring news of your other
friends?” Maria asked, her face lit up like a child waiting on a
gift. So caught up with how she was acting, Thad didn’t notice that
he had stretched out his hand to touch the queen’s cheek until he
felt her cover his hand with her own.

“No, but I still have hopes that
Sae-Thae will come to our aid,” Thad replied, pulling his hand
back.

Maria gave him a soft glare as if
slightly reprimanding him for removing his hand. “I hope you are
right,” she said warmly. “This war needs to end soon so that
I—we—can move on to more important battles.”

“You have another war planned?” Thad
asked, shocked at the queen’s bold statement. Hadn’t she seen
enough of war these past few years?

“Oh yes, but the one I am planning does
not require the use of swords, though if you are not prepared,
there might be a bit of blood spilled,” she replied, almost
laughing.

Thad’s eyes widened as he caught the
meaning of her words. “I wish you well in your personal war, but I
think you may find it far harder a battle than you have ever faced
before,” Thad said, trying to sound as haughty as
possible.

The stern look she gave him as the
darkness enveloped him was almost cute. Thad was starting to think
that a peevish queen was the most attractive. When she was slightly
agitated, she always puckered his lips slightly and crinkled her
nose. Thad didn’t know why, but for some unknown reason, he found
that endearing.

The next morning, when he woke, Thad
still had a smile on his face. He hated to admit it, but Maria was
starting to get to him. He thought about her often, but he would be
damned before he let her know that. It had been over half a year
since Brianna’s death, and he still felt the sting of her loss, but
not as keenly as before. Part of him feared that he was dishonoring
her, but another part of him knew that he couldn’t mourn her for
the rest of his days.

“Ya look refreshed this morning, lad,”
Crusher said, walking up beside Thad as he saddled his horse. “Have
yerself a restful night, did ya?”

“I had a very nice dream?” was all Thad
said in reply.

“Well, if it be about one of yer
lasses, I don’t want ta be hearing ’bout it,” Crusher said gruffly.
“Can’t fer the life of me see what ya got that I don’t, lad, yet
all the girls be flocking ta ya like flies ta dung.”

“I don’t have a lot of girls,” Thad
replied defensively. “I can’t even think of more than one lady that
I am close with.”

“Then ya must be daft, boy,” Crusher
said, giving him a harsh glare. “Don’t ya be forgetting that I
spent a good amount of time in that palace of yers. And I heard my
share of stories while I was there fer yer own queen. Seems that ya
have always been a bit of a rough where the ladies were concerned.
Ya just be lucky I didn’t tell yer lass of a queen what the Vathari
like ta do with their magical visitors,” Crusher added with a sly
grin.

Thad blushed a deep crimson as he
remembered his visit to the Vathari city. It had been much
different than he had thought, and the customs far wilder than he
could have imagined. If Maria even had an idea what had transpired
during his time among the Vathari, she would have him thrown back
in the dungeon.

“That’s what I thought,” Crusher said
when Thad had remained speechless for a long time. “Maybe I should
let the lass know more about those gray little vixens.”

“Crusher, if you value my life at all,
you will never utter a word about this to anyone. If the queen so
much as got a hint of it, I doubt I would survive the night,” Thad
said pleadingly.

“Then you might want to make sure my
mug don’t run dry of ale after this blasted war is over,” Crusher
replied, laughing.

“I will buy you a brewery if it will
keep your mouth sealed,” Thad said, joining in his friend’s
laughter.

The cheerfulness Thad had found early
in the morning quickly died away. With each passing mile, Thad was
reminded of the bloodshed that awaited him. As the weight of the
war once again settled on his shoulders, he started to understand
why the soldiers always acted so freely when they were not in
battle. Nothing makes one forget their worries like a bit of drink
and a lot of laughter.

They reached Bailwood only a few hours
before the sun dropped below the horizon. Thad had suspected them
to reach it much earlier, but he had forgotten that the dwarves
moved at a much slower pace. As they approached where the army was
camped, they were greeted by a large show of arms.

As he looked out and saw the army
forming up, Thad remembered that he had forgotten to let them know
that the dwarves and not an unfriendly army had arrived. “Tuck, let
Bache and Killian know that the army is friendly. I think a hail of
arrows might be seen as a poor welcome among the
dwarves.”

Tuck didn’t reply, but the army quickly
started to break up and go about their business. After a few
moments, Thad spotted Killian and the others coming out to greet
them.

“Thad, you had us scared for a bit,”
Bache said, running his hand through his thinning hair. “It would
have been nice if you had let us know before now what had
happened.”

“No harm done … this time,” Killian
said, giving Thad a harsh glare. “Though next time, you need to
think about things more clearly,” the warmaster added, letting Thad
know of his disappointment in his actions.

“I know. I will do my best not to
repeat that mistake in the future” was all Thad could think of to
say in reply. Thad quickly introduced the dwarven general to the
others, hoping that their meeting might take some of the attention
away from his mistakes.

As the men of war talked about the
coming battles, Thad decided it was a good time to sneak away. He
was normally one of those included within the meeting, but he had
seen far too much war as of late and wanted at least a small amount
of time to relax.

Thad knew what he was looking for and
was sure he could find it with little trouble. Monique and Jayden
had taken up residence outside of the military camp, opting instead
for the comforts of the small town.

Bailwood had never been a lively place
when Thad had passed through, but now with everyone gone but
soldiers, it seemed eerily bare. It was missing the small things
any village or town had such as the yells of playing
children.

Thad found Monique in the inn, cooking,
while her husband played at being the bartender for the rest of the
soldiers who had come to visit. Thad knew that he shouldn’t be
surprised Monique would never pass up a chance to make a quick coin
even if she was heavy with a child.

Upon seeing him, Monique gave Thad a
sweet smile and quickly handed him a plate of what he assumed was
roast fowl. “I am so glad you’re safe. I had heard that you went
off to check on something and that no one had heard from you,”
Monique said cheerfully.

“A bit of a mistake on my part,” Thad
admitted. “But the good news is that the dwarves have come to our
aid.”

“That is wondrous news,” Monique
exclaimed. She gave Thad a cheerful smile and led him to one of the
many empty tables in the common room of the inn. “I have never met
a dwarf before. Are they really short and hairy?” she asked,
laughing.

“Short, yes. Hairy, well, that would
depend on the dwarf. I think your husband has beaten most of them
on his more animalistic days,” Thad replied jokingly.

Monique slapped Thad playfully on the
arm. “There is nothing wrong with a man being a bit of an animal.
The way we see it, you men are more animal than anything. He just
doesn’t try to hide it,” Monique quipped snidely.

“The real reason I have come here was
to talk about your husband,” Thad said after a few moments of
silence.

“Go on,” Monique said, her eyes
narrowing dangerously.

“Well, you see.” Thad replied
nervously. “The next few days are going to be a bit bloody … and I
could use someone who can …” Thad stopped, trying to find the right
word for what he wanted to convey.

“Who acts like an animal,” Monique
replied, all the playfulness leaving her voice.

“No,” Thad said quickly. “I need people
who know the woods as well as how to fight. The hit-and-run attacks
are working, but they have started using horses, and the last time,
we lost a great deal of men. Jayden is strong and quick. I am sure
that if he is with us, he might be able to keep too many more of my
men from dying.”

“I will gladly accept,” Jayden said,
coming up from behind his wife. Thad could tell Monique was not
happy with her husband going to the front lines to fight, but she
didn’t contradict him. Thad felt bad for his friend, but he hoped
that one day he would forgive him.

 



CHAPTER XVIII

Thad stood in the war room with the
others in charge of their respective groups, looking over a map.
With the addition of the dwarven troops, they had started to fare
much better in battle, but they were still losing ground daily. He
was happy things were looking better, but they were far from having
the upper hand. Even with the Katanga reinforcements of over three
thousand more troops that should arrive within the day, it wouldn’t
make much of a difference. Two to one was better odds than they
have had before, but it still didn’t ensure victory. What they
needed was another ten to twenty thousand troops just to be on even
footing.

Looking around at the tense faces, Thad
remembered why they were there. The Rane forces had tired of their
game of cat and mouse and had split their forces with the clear
intention of making for the capital. Killian had warned them that
it would happen, but Thad had hoped that it would have been after
the Vathari had arrived or after he had at least received news from
them. As it stood, Thad still didn’t know if they would be
receiving any further aid at all.

“We have no choice,” Killian said,
slamming his fist down in the center of the map. “If we do not
intercept the force moving toward the capital, the war will be
lost. Our only option is to leave a small force to guard our rear
and move the bulk of our army to intercept.”

“We wouldn’t stand a chance against
them,” Bache replied angrily. “There must be another
way.”

“Ya may wish for there ta be another
way, but even a blind beggar could see that they got us in a
corner,” Crusher said beside Ironleg, who had said very little
during the meetings since his arrival.

Thad continued to listen to them argue
for a short time longer before yelling for silence. “I agree with
Warmaster. We must protect the capital,” Thad said strongly.
General Bache began to reply, but Thad silenced him. “The queen has
left me in charge of the war, and in that case, I speak for her.
Your concerns are noted, General, but we will march.” Caring little
else for what was to be said, Thad left the command tent and walked
outside for some fresh air and a little quiet.

“You could have stepped in a littler
earlier,” Killian said, sitting beside Thad on a small grassy hill
overlooking the camp. “I was about to challenge your general to a
duel.”

“Blood days ahead,” Thad stated as he
looked at the soldiers below him milling about. “How many of them
do you think will live to see their homes and families
again?”

“Guilt, is it?” Killian asked, a hint
of understanding in his voice. “Any man who must lead others onto
the battlefield knows just what you are feeling. It is the curse we
all must live with. I wish I could tell you that it would get
better with time, but most often, that is not the case. I have
known soldiers who, on their deathbed, decades after a war, lament
about a battle that had left a bad taste in their mouth. We all
must find our own way to deal with our guilt. That is one thing
that neither I nor anyone else I know can help you
with.”

“Will the rest of your clan arrive
before we meet with the Rane army?” Thad asked, trying to get his
mind off his worries.

“I have dispatched a rider to have them
change direction so they can fight with us. I hope their warmasters
will heed my request.”

“I thought you were the warmaster?”
Thad asked in confusion.

Killian laughed and shook his head.
“Most clans of the Katanga are less than a thousand strong. When we
fought for Eloen, four different clans had gathered. During the
course of the war, the other three warmasters fell, and in the end,
their men stayed with me, though if time had passed, new warmasters
would have been chosen. My guess was that at least five different
clans are riding to aid us, though once here, we will decide who
the grand warmaster is for the war. It is never good to have too
many people trying to make decisions for the whole,” Killian
explained. “For example, the large group you have gathered.
Thankfully, most of them will heed to your orders, but if push
comes to shove, they might disregard you and decide to pull their
armies back.”

“Let us hope it doesn’t come to that,”
Thad said, looking back to the tent, where he could still hear the
raised voices of the gathered generals.

Thankfully, by sunrise the next day,
the army was ready to march. They had never really set a permanent
camp since Digger’s Fort as they always had to be ready to fall
back at a moment’s notice.

In the end, they had chosen a thousand
soldiers to stay back and face the army of five thousand that the
Rane soldiers had left behind to hold them. They had been ordered
to dig in and hold their position until they were overrun or until
they received new orders. Thad felt bad as he rode away from the
camp, knowing that most the men left behind would not survive, but
then again, the people riding with him didn’t have the best of
chances either. The war was turning into nothing more than a series
of funeral pyres.

You should really stop
moaning over each death. Will you go from home to home yourself,
telling their families of their death? Even if you did, would they
care? Most of the men were slaves to one noble family or another
with little, if anything, to their name. You need to stop worrying
about the dead and start worrying about those who still live,
namely yourself.

Thad ignored his staff’s words. No
matter how true they rang, he still felt responsible for the war
and the deaths that it had caused. Once everything was over, he
would make sure that no one ever forgot what the men and other
races had died and fought for. The dwarves, elves, humans, and
maybe even the Katanga too fought for the same thing, the freedom
to live.

The Rane army had left early the day
before, but they were moving slowly, and the Farlan army was
already positioned ahead of them. Knowing it wasn’t a race to the
capital, Thad was able to dismiss some of his fears, but many of
them lingered in his mind.

He knew that once they reached their
destination, they would no longer be able to fall back easily.
Every inch of ground they gave was that much closer the Rane army
would come to winning the war. The mages and other magical races
could continue to run and hide as they had for centuries, but it
was not the same. Farlan was the first place where they had been
welcomed openly, and Thad was not about to lose that or the home he
had fought so hard for.

That night, as they made camp, Thad
could tell that tension was high among the soldiers. There was no
mischief or drinking, and they all talked in hushed whispers as if
afraid that if they spoke their fears too loudly, they would come
true. It was an odd feeling seeing everyone so quiet. It reminded
him of the night before Digger’s Fort fell.

Thad found Jayden among the other
troops that had come to serve under his direct command. They were a
rough group and made up of the soldiers that didn’t seem to fit in
with the other units. Dwarves, elves, and humans all worked
together in his small force, just over four hundred
strong.

Now that the army was no longer
breaking apart daily, even Tuck had joined his ranks. Reeve had
offered to let the young elf continue working with him, but Tuck
had been adamant about fighting alongside him. Thad was happy to
have the elf counted as one of his men, but he hoped that it
wouldn’t set back his training too much. Tuck had shown great skill
for the assassination arts from what Reeve had told him.

Avalanche and Arianna sat by the fire,
surrounded by a large number of soldiers who had taken the duo up
as the unofficial mascots of the unit. One of the men had even
taken the time to sew a makeshift flag with the two presented on
it. Thad never understood why the different units had a man carry a
banner, but it seemed to boost the men’s morale, so he had left it
alone.

“Missing your wife?” Thad asked Jayden
as he took a seat beside the burly man.

“Yes, though I feel better knowing that
she is out of harm’s way. I always slightly feared that the lines
would break and that she and the child would be killed,” Jayden
replied, sighing lightly.

“I know that we may need the aid of
some of the healers we sent away, but there is just too much danger
in the coming battles. It is completely possible that our entire
force will fall during the first battle.”

“Don’t let the other men hear you
saying that,” Jayden said quietly. “Most of them have agreed to
fight next to you because you tend to bring most of them back
alive. If they think you have lost hope, then their morale will
fall faster than a boulder.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Thad
replied. “Don’t stay up too late. We have another full day of
marching ahead of us if we are to stay ahead of Rane,” Thad said,
getting up and retiring to his own bedroll.

As he slept, Thad felt the darkness
begin to pull him down once again. He tried to fight against it,
having no desire to talk with the queen given his present mood, but
it was a wasted effort. As the darkness cleared, Thad found himself
in his own chambers. Thad looked around and found that everything
was still in the places he had left them. It felt odd as he
surveyed the room. It was as if the past weeks of battle had been
nothing but a dream. Thad found Maria sitting comfortably on his
bed, her face torn between curiosity and anger.

“I have not heard a scrap of news from
you or any of my generals in quite some time,” Maria
accused.

“Things have changed and not for the
better,” Thad replied hesitantly. “Rane has split their forces, and
they are en route to the capital. We have moved ahead of them, but
it seems the time for playing has come to an end.”

“Then it seems like it is time for you
to come back to the palace,” Maria said, jumping to her feet.
“There is no reason that you must be present on the battlefield.
Should the army fail, we will need you here to help protect the
city.”

“As much as I would like at least one
more night in the comfort of my own bed, I don’t think that would
be wise,” Thad replied, giving the queen a sad smile. “Many of the
soldiers and other leaders are looking to me, and sometimes it is
only my word that will make them agree on a single course. If I
were to abandon the army now, there is no telling how long they
would hold together as a united force.”

“Why does it have to be you?” Maria
said, weeping. “You are not some hero from legend. You are not so
strong that you can topple mountains with your magic nor are you
such a skilled swordsman that you can best a hundred men
single-handedly. There are dozens of people who are better suited
for leading the charge than you are. So why does it have to be
you?”

Thad felt his heart go out to Maria as
she wept. “I don’t know why it has to be, just that it does. The
magical races have gathered around me, and you are the one that put
me in charge of the war so your generals will at least heed my
words.”

“But I didn’t think that would mean you
would spend all your time in battle,” Maria said, cutting him off.
“Most generals watch the battle from a distance as their men do the
fighting.”

“I cannot do that, Maria,” Thad
replied, his own eyes starting to tear up as the pressure from the
war was let loose. “I have watched countless men die on my orders,
and it has nearly broken me. If I had to watch it from afar knowing
that I might have at least saved one more with my own blade, I
would have long since lost what little hold I have left on my
sanity.”

The darkness started to surround Thad
once again as Maria lost control of her own powers. Unlike many
times before, it was not a slow release but more as if he had been
kicked out of her dream, leaving him reeling in the recesses of his
own mind.

Thad jumped up, awake, his head
splitting from the hasty departure from Maria’s dream world. As he
held his head, cupped in his hands, Thad reminded himself not to
upset the queen next time she called upon him. He had often heard
that making a woman mad was seldom worth the headache, but this was
going a bit too far.

Thad had hoped that his head would stop
pounding after a few hours, but it persisted throughout the day.
The sound of his horse’s hooves and the noise of the many boots
slapping against the ground each rang through his mind like a
dagger. To make matters worse, there wasn’t even a cloud in the sky
to hold back the rays of the sun that seemed to bore directly into
his brain like little arrows.

“You don’t look so well,” Arianna said
in her high-pitched voice, making Thad flinch. “You remind me of
the dwarves when they drink too much. Did you drink last night? I
heard that if you drink more, it will help. It’s odd that it helps
if you drink more when the drink is what causes the pain. Do you
want me to find one of the dwarves and see if they have anything to
drink?” the little childlike fairy said, flying right next to
Thad.

“Quiet, please,” Thad pleaded. “All I
need is quiet.”

“Oh, is that all you need? I know
something that can make everything quiet. We used to use it on
people to make them think they had gone deaf,” Arianna said, waving
her hand in Thad’s direction, then suddenly, everything went
silent.

Thad tried to say something, but his
words never reached his ears. Nodding his head in thanks toward
Arianna, Thad smiled slightly as a great deal of his pain seemed to
disappear.

The Farlan army marched late into the
night, almost until sunrise the next morning, before making camp.
Bache seemed to want to get to their destination in haste. Thad
didn’t know if the man wanted more time to prepare or if he feared
the Rane army had somehow overtaken them, but he was glad once they
finally bedded down for the night.

Shortly after he lay down, Arianna’s
spell started to fade, and the noise around him came crashing in
like waves to a shore. His head felt much better, but the breaking
of the silence had come as a surprise, making the mage jump up out
of his bedroll and garner more than a few uneasy stares. Laughing
about his own actions, Thad returned to his covers and tried to
sleep, though his ears still picked up the talk of the nearby
soldiers.

Many of the men were talking about
family and what they were going to do once the war ended. Thad
couldn’t help but to smile as he heard some of the more outlandish
desires the men held.

After listening to the men talking
about their dreams, Thad started wondering about his own. What
would he do if he survived the war and Farlan won? He had once
thought about opening a school for magic like what had once stood
before the Fae War. It still seemed like a good idea, and now that
he had found other mages, it was a task that he might not have to
take on alone.

With the thoughts of what might lie in
the future roaming through his mind, Thad drifted off into the
first peaceful sleep he had since the beginning of the
war.


CHAPTER XIX

Thad stood beside Killian as they
awaited the arrival of the Katanga reinforcements. Unlike the
dwarves or elves, the Katanga didn’t have a uniform. The only way
to tell who they were was by the red cloth that each wore, though
where they were located varied. Killian had once explained to Thad
that the location of the cloth had great meaning to the
Katanga.

The mercenary army stopped a few yards
away from their camp. Three older warriors separated themselves
from the others and walked toward them. Thad guessed that the men
must have been the prospective warmasters of their clans and had
come to talk to either himself or Killian about the war.

“Warmaster Killian, it took us far
longer to gather enough men than expected. I hope our delay has not
caused undue trouble for you and your patrons,” one of the men
said, holding out his hand toward Killian.

“It has been a bloody battle, Warmaster
Yardol, and your swords would have greatly aided us, but battle is
never without its problems. I am just glad that you and yours have
come to our call,” Killian replied, taking the other man’s offered
hand.

“Do you really think that if all goes
well, they will aid us in recovering our own lands?” a second
warmaster asked.

Killian gave the man who had spoken a
withering glare. “That is for another time. First, we must win the
war that is in front of us. None of us have any love for Rane, and
it is high time we showed them what a Katanga blade can
do.”

“Right you are, my friend,” Yardol
replied with a hearty grin. “Since you have been in the thick of
this war, we will continue to let you represent us. That is, unless
you think another might be better suited for the task.”

“As you have said, I have been here and
know the others well. I think it would be a wise choice to let me
continue speaking on our behalf in this matter,” Killian said with
a hint of relief echoing in his voice. “Let me present you to
Master Torin, the mage who has been appointed by this land’s queen
to lead the battle. He is a bit young and makes the normal mistakes
of the young, but he has proven himself a quick learner and not too
terribly daft to the ways of combat.”

“So this is the mage that all the fuss
was about. It had been a long time since anyone had dared to stand
up against the Brotherhood. A bit foolish in its execution, but you
can’t deny the boy has some guts in him,” Yardol said, offering his
hand to Thad.

“I have been in awe of the Katanga
forces since I have first seen them in action. I am glad to have
more of your skilled warriors with us in battle. We will need them
in the coming days,” Thad said, trying not to embarrass
himself.

Thad and Killian introduced the other
warmasters to the rest of the military council. It was a bit tense
when the mercenaries met with the dwarves as Ironleg didn’t seem to
like them much and had no trouble letting it be known. He had heard
the dwarf say more than once that men who fight for money weren’t
to be trusted.

Thad could understand the dwarf’s
feelings, but when they were in need of the mercenaries’ swords was
not the time to voice them. Luckily for Thad, the stubborn dwarf
held his tongue for the most part, though Thad was sure that was
more of Crusher’s doing as his friend was never far away from the
dwarven general.

Though Thad didn’t like Ironleg, he had
to admit the dwarf was a competent leader on the battlefield. In
the few encounters they had since his arrival, the dwarf had been
keeping the Rane army at bay, and he was sure he would continue to
do so.

While the others talked, Thad found
himself staring at the map lying on the table. It had little pins
showing where each battle had taken place. It was easy to see how
much ground they had lost and how little was left before Rane would
be right on the doorstep of the palace.

Thad and everyone knew that the Rane
army was close and that not long after the sun rose the following
day, the largest battle since the start of the war would commence.
Thad and his small band would be situated on the northern eastern
edge of the combined forces, where Killian suspected the enemy’s
light cavalry to be. Thad’s job was simple, keep the horsemen from
circling around behind them. It was simple but would not be easily
accomplished.

It didn’t take long for the meeting to
conclude as Killian had already designed the battle plan with the
Katanga reinforcements in mind. Everyone had a task, and if one
failed, it would be almost certain the rest of them would follow.
Outnumbered as they were, there was no place for mistakes. Killian
had drilled that fact into everyone’s mind for the past few days,
and he seemed to stress it even more as the battle drew
near.

With the war council over, Thad made
his way back to his own unit’s camping position. They might have
been an odd paring of individuals, but Thad had grown accustomed to
their antics. As he approached the row of tents, Thad heard Jayden
playing a lively tune on his flute. It had become a habit of the
large man to play the flute for most of the night before a battle.
He had said it calmed his nerves, and Thad had to agree. The music
might have been simple, and had Jayden not been an internal magic
user, Thad would have sworn the musical notes had magic intertwined
with them.

Thad took a place around the large
campfire. It had been the first one they had in weeks as they
didn’t want to draw attention. Now Killian insisted they let their
enemy know where they were. They had attacked constantly, never
giving the Rane army a night without Reeve doing his work and
Killian hoping that more than a few of their soldiers would be too
envious to sleep well. Having a few tired soldiers in their army
would not be a huge advantage, but Killian wanted every advantage
that he could get, no matter how small.

“Gallian, sing us a song to
go with Jayden’s music,” one of them hollered out. Gallian was a
young man who had been sold to the Farlan army when he was just a
kid, much the same way Thad had been. More than once, Thad had
heard the man sing and thought that he would be much more useful in
one of the traveling performing groups than in the army.

“Jayden, I don’t think we know any of
the same songs. Think you can keep up?” Gallian asked
joyfully.

“We march to the beat of ba … attle,”
Gallian sang as he picked up his sword and shield and slapped them
together three times. After repeating the same verse and then
hitting his shield with his sword, the others started to join
in.

We march to the beat of ba …
attle.

We dance to the sound of ba
… attle.

We cry to the sound of ba …
attle.

Thad soon found himself singing and
clapping along to the sound. It started to pick up as other voices
joined in, but even then, Gallian’s deep baritone could easily be
heard. Within moments, Thad had forgotten the worries of the coming
battle and instead had them replaced with feelings of courage and
pride as the sound of the singing reverberated through
him.

As the song came to an end, Thad
noticed that more than the men from his own camp had come to sing
along. The cheers that rose up from the gathered crowd asking for
more were deafening, but Thad couldn’t help but add in his own as
well. Gallian and Jayden bowed and started on another tune. Where
the last song had been fast and intoxicating, this one was slow and
pulled at Thad’s heart.

As Thad lay down that night, he still
found himself humming along to the lively song that had been played
earlier. He didn’t know all the words, but the tune was simple
enough that even he could carry it without too much
fuss.

The shouts of soldiers enjoying
themselves were soon replaced the next morning as they prepared to
march to battle. Some of the men could still be heard singing, but
it had a much more somber feeling to it than it had the night
before.

Thad always hated the waiting for the
battle to start, but today, Rane didn’t seem keen on prolonging
things. Almost as soon as both armies were fielded, Rane started
its march. Just as Killian had thought, the cavalry were all
located on the edges of the formation. Thad could do little about
the ones on the other end of the field. He would have to trust
Reeve and his men to take care of those, but he could try his best
to stop the ones in front of him. Rane had two thousand cavalry
against his six hundred men. To most people, it would have looked
like bad odds, but Thad had been training his men just for this
fight for days. It still wasn’t the best situation he could ask
for, but he was sure that he could do his part in the
battle.

Just as was planned, Thad used his
magic to place stone pillars anytime the cavalry tried to move too
far away from the army. Once they knew they had to ride through
Thad’s meager force to get behind the best of the army, they dug in
their heels and charged at full speed.

Thad’s unit waited until the horsemen
were almost upon them before each one of them dropped to their
knees and pulled up large lances that were easily ten feet long.
The horsemen, caught unaware, drove headlong into the long poles,
snapping timber under the horse’s weight.

The long poles had done their job
taking out a large number of the horsemen and scaring the ones
left. Thad’s men wasted no time, though, and continued their
offensive. It was a simple tactic. Thad would use his magic to
unhorse any man he could find. His men would claim the free horses
and fight from them.

His men worked efficiently, but they
were still vastly outnumbered, and the Rane horsemen had
recuperated from the sneak attack much faster than anticipated.
Before even a tenth of his men had horses, they were already being
pushed back. They fought hard, and for every man that fell, they
took at least one with them, but those were odds that didn’t favor
them.

Soon, Thad and less than half his men
were being herded together as the horsemen rode around them in an
ever-tightening circle. Thad tried to use his magic, striking out
at whatever presented itself, but it didn’t seem to affect the
well-trained troops.

Thad saw Jayden break from the group
and grab one of the passing horsemen and throw him from the horse
as if he weighed no more than a child. As the man continued his
assault, Thad started to see hair sprout from his skin, and soon,
where Jayden had stood now was a mountain lion the size of a bear.
So shocked was Thad by the sudden transformation he forgot his
surroundings and was nearly taken down by one of the horsemen’s
lances.

Jayden continued his rampage, gaining
the attention of almost every cavalryman. Seeing a break in their
ranks, Thad ordered his men to fight for their lives, and that was
what they did. Instead of heading toward the breach and safety
behind them, the men ran to Jayden’s aid.

Avalanche was the first to reach
Jayden’s side, jumping up and dragging one of the horsemen to the
ground. As he rushed ahead, Thad caught a glimpse of Arianna doing
her own part as she flew above the heads of the riders, using her
magic to blind and confuse them. Thad tried to build up his own
magic, but the second it began to feel him small multicolored dots
formed in his vision, and he was forced to let it go.

Unable to use his magic, Thad used what
tools were left to him, his staff and sword. Tired and ragged, Thad
fought on with what little strength he had left. The men sitting
too high for an easy reach of his sword, Thad focused on the legs
of the animals. He felt bad about harming an animal whose only sin
was to carry its rider, but he had little choice if he wished to
survive. After he had downed his second man, Thad heard a loud horn
sound in the distance, and what was left of the riders who were
able retreated in great haste.

With the battlefield cleared of
enemies, Thad was left to survey the battlefield. The whole of the
Rane army had begun to pull back. The ground for as far as he could
see was littered with the dead and dying. Focusing on his own men,
Thad searched the bodies to see if any yet lived. Until he came
across Tuck, who lay writhing on the ground, his leg mangled badly
from where he had been trampled by one of the horsemen. Thad helped
his young friend to his feet.

After getting the wounded onto the
backs of what horses remained behind, less than fifty of his
soldiers remained without one grievous wound or another. They had
forced the Rane army back, but the cost had been high. How long
would they wait before they attacked again? Thad asked himself as
he made his way toward where the rest of the army was
regrouping.

Directly after reaching the camp, Thad
headed for the command tent. Inside, Thad found the generals within
the tent, most of whom carried one wound or another. “Lad, good ta
see that ya made it through that mess,” Crusher said shortly after
Thad entered the tent.

“You as well,” Thad replied
automatically, grabbing his friend’s offered hand. “How did we
fare?” Thad asked, turning to where Killian and Bache stood hunched
over the map.

“Not bad, but not good either,” Killian
said, never looking up from the map. “We have lost over half our
force tonight, but they fought and died well.”

“Half,” Thad said to himself. Half of
their force gone in the course of one battle. How many more would
die in the next? Would there even be one left standing after the
next battle?

“Sir, they have raised the flag,” a
young man reported after running into the tent.

“Good, have the men that are able head
to the field and help build the pyre,” Bache ordered.

“Won’t the Rane soldiers simply kill
any of our men who wander too close?” Thad asked.

“Rane has flown the banner of temporary
truce so that we may clear the battlefield of the dead. I do not
even think the Brotherhood would dare to break the rules of the
truce, or the majority of their army would leave them. As of
tonight, we have a day’s reprieve from battle to mourn and honor
the dead.”

“I think I will help clear the dead,”
Thad replied before leaving the tent. Grabbing one of the horses,
Thad headed back toward the battlefield along with close to a
thousand other men.

Thad chose to help clear the woods for
lumber for the pyre as others gathered the bodies that lay strewn
across the battlefield. Working beside him were two Rane soldiers
who looked as weary as he.

The manual labor of striking the trees
over and over to fell them made Thad forget about the bloody battle
that had taken place less than an hour before. “I saw you before.
You’re that fellow that dropped the ball of lighting on the
captain,” the younger of the two soldiers said. “How did you do
that?”

“Magic,” Thad replied, swinging his axe
hard into the tree in front of him.

“Magic ain’t real,” the young soldier
replied, laughing. “Captain said it was a trick of some
sort.”

“If you don’t believe in magic after
everything we’ve seen during this cursed war, then you ain’t got
the sense the gods gave any boy,” the older soldier
said.

“Then I wish we had a few mages on our
end of the field,” the boy quipped back as he swung his hammer to
drive in the wedge to split one of the fallen trees.

“If you did, they wouldn’t survive the
night,” Thad said angrily.

“Why, would your little assassins get
to ’em?” the soldier retorted, stopping in midswing and turning
toward Thad, giving him a scathing glare. “A kid I grew up with was
one of the victims of y’all’s nighttime visits. Didn’t even want to
come to this war, and your boys gave him a smile ear to ear when he
was on watch.”

“Give it a rest, lad,” the older
soldier said, grabbing the younger one by the collar. “It’s war.
People are going to die.”

The young soldier broke away from the
older man’s grasp and rushed up to Thad, stopping his face only
inches away from his. “I should give you a smile and add your body
to the pile for burning.”

Thad shook his head and tapped the
soldier lightly on the side, sending a small jolt of magic into
him. As the soldier fell to the ground, the older man grabbed for
his sword, and Thad quickly threw up his hands. “He is only
sleeping,” Thad said, taking a step back. “Check for yourself. I
figured there had been enough bloodshed today, and it was the only
way I could think to keep from adding more.”

The older soldier walked over to the
man lying on the ground and placed his ear against his chest. After
a few moments, he stood and gave Thad a smile and shrugged his
shoulders. “Well, at least I won’t have to hear any more of his
whining tonight, though it will make splitting the wood a little
harder on my own.”

The rest of the night passed
peacefully. Thad found the old soldier a good man who didn’t even
show a hint as to the real reason behind the war nor did he seem to
care. His king had called him to fight, and like a good man, he had
heeded the call. As he worked, Thad wondered how many more of the
Rane soldiers only fought on the orders of their king instead of
personal conviction. For that matter, how many of his own soldiers
fought for the same reason?

After enough logs were cut and stacked,
the bodies of the dead were piled high upon the pyre. It didn’t
matter what uniform they wore or what race they belonged to. In
death, they were all given the same treatment. Once their work was
done, all that was left was to light the pyre, but with mostly
green, that was starting to pose a problem.

After over an hour of waiting, Thad
added his own help, using his magic to help the fire take root. He
didn’t have enough strength left to force the whole of the large
pyre to take to the fire, but he was able to get most of it
started, and the rest quickly followed on its own
accord.

As the fire burned, the soldiers of
both Rane and Farlan gathered around and started telling stories of
those that had died during the battle. For one brief moment, it
didn’t seem to matter where you were from or who you fought for. As
Thad watched, he once again wondered why men felt the need for war.
Why not simply let those who wished to live do so?


CHAPTER XX

Five more days of intense days followed
the first with a break in between each for the burning of the dead.
Thanks to Reeve’s night work of destroying the army’s supplies, the
Rane army no longer had arrows to rain down on them, but that
didn’t seem to slow the slaughter.

With the exception of the first battle,
it had been Farlan that had been forced to retreat. Battle after
battle, their numbers had dwindled to less than four thousand
troops, and now they had even been pushed back to the very walls of
the Farlan capital. It had been a dreary march, and the sight of
their beloved city didn’t seem to help morale. Thad could
understand. Seeing the place, even in all its glory, did little to
dispel the knowledge that they had no place left to fall back to.
If they lost the next battle, the war was lost.

Thad along with what was left of the
other generals gathered in a small hut that had once been used as a
checkpoint for merchants to discuss their next and most likely last
battle. Ironleg, the dwarven general, had fallen the day before,
and Crusher had taken his place. Parson, much to Thad’s dismay, had
also fallen in battle, leaving a young elfin woman named Sharlee in
change. So many had died, and more than a few of them Thad had
known personally.

“We will have ta use the city walls.
They won’t offer much protection, but it’s better than nothing. The
few moments it will take for ’em to be brought down are that many
more of tha Rane bastards we can kill,” Crusher said
adamantly.

Using the city was the last thing Thad
wanted to do. The citizens had no place to go, and there was a
large chance that they would be drug into the battle once the walls
were breached. Thad tried to explain this, but even Bache argued
that the city would have to be used. “If we lose this war, then it
won’t matter if the citizens are drug into the battle or
not.”

Seeing that everyone but him was for
the use of the city, Thad relented, but the decision weighed
heavily on his mind. “The queen is approaching!” one of the young
scouts suddenly yelled through the door.

Thad knew that the queen wouldn’t be
able to keep her nose out of the war once it had reached her own
door, but he had hoped that she wouldn’t have come to visit them
directly. There was always the chance that a Rane assassin might be
looking for her, though Thad doubted any of them would be skilled
enough to get through Reeve and his men.

When the queen entered the small hut,
everyone hit their knees with the exception of Crusher, who gave
the young queen a wink. “Ah, yer looking good today, lass. Did ya
happen ta bring me a cask of ale ta lift me sprits?”

Instead of reprimanding the dwarf,
Maria gave a light laugh. “I left the ale back at the palace, but
you are more than welcome to pay me a visit if you wish for some,”
she replied, giving the dwarf a kiss on the cheek.

Maria no longer wore one of her many
gowns but the set of armor Thad had often seen in his dreams.
Buckled to her side was a thin short sword with an elegantly
crafted hilt. “No reason to stand on ceremony, everyone. I am sure
you are tired enough, and having to bow down to me must not be
making things easier,” she said, offering her arm to Killian, who
looked to be the oldest soldier in the room.

The old warmaster gave the queen an odd
look, then took the offered arm. “You look to be ready for a
war.”

“That I am,” Maria replied, giving Thad
a sly wink. “It is no longer the time for me to hide within my
palace walls. If Rane wishes to take my country from me, then they
will have to face me for it and not just my soldiers.”

“Now that is a queen,” Thad heard Reeve
say admiringly.

“We were just discussing if we should
use the city and her walls during the next battle,” Killian
informed the petite queen.

“If it will give us even the smallest
chance of winning this war, then, by all means, use the city. Give
every woman, man, and child a sword. I would rather see my city
burned beneath my feet than hand it over to my enemies.”

“Well, that settles that matter. Shall
we all adjourn to the palace, where I am sure that the queen has
far better fare than we have seen in a long time, and I, for one,
am famished,” Killian said, smiling for the first time in
weeks.

“Shouldn’t we stay with the army in the
event of an attack?” Thad asked, hoping for any excuse to stay away
from the palace.

“The city is not so large that we could
not reach the walls before an attack could be launched. Not to
mention Rane knows this will have to be our last stand. They will
want to be prepared, and that means more siege weapons,” Killian
replied, walking toward the door. “Even if most of them fail to
work thanks to Reeve,” the warmaster added, almost as an
afterthought.

“Thad, come along. We have a lot to
discuss as well,” Maria said, giving Thad a look that sent shivers
down his pine.

“Might as well give up, lad,” Crusher
said, patting Thad hard on the back. “I think that be one war ya be
bound to lose no matter how hard you struggle,” the dwarf added,
laughing.

Shortly after arriving at the palace,
the queen sent out an order that all residents living within five
hundred yards of the city walls to leave their houses. She had also
ordered that all inns and homes to make room for those who had been
displaced. It was a good move. Not only did it move most of the
people out of harm’s way, but the soldiers could stay in the
abandoned houses. Maybe a few days with a roof over their head
might help with the soldiers’ morale.

After finishing up her business, the
queen showed all of them to the large dining room, where a large
banquet had been prepared. Thad hated to admit it, but seeing the
large amount of food before him was more welcome than even the aid
of an additional army at the moment. It had been days since the
army had more to eat than beans and hard biscuits.

As was customary, the queen sat at the
head of the table. Thad tried to take a place farther down beside
Killian, but Maria would have none of it and ordered him to sit at
her right side. Thad new the importance of the seat as it was
normally held for the queen’s advisors or lover. Thad tried to
argue with her, but when she hinted that he would either sit there
or simply watch the others eat, he quickly gave in.

As they ate, the queen bombarded the
small group of soldiers with questions. Most of them were about the
war and their view on the coming battle, but every now and then,
she would sneak in a question about Thad and his activities during
the previous battles. When she had heard that he had often taken
the lead in assaults, the look on her face clearly showed her
displeasure. Thad had been sure to leave off most of the details in
his reports, only sticking to the bare facts and not the details
that he knew she would sure to be displeased with.

As the meal winded down and Thad had
eaten well more than his fair share, he tried to excuse himself. “I
think after such a long series of days, it is high time I got a
good night’s rest.”

“Wait a moment, Thaddeus Torin. I need
to hold a council with you regarding the coming battle. As you are
the person I have selected to lead my armies, there are a few
things we need to discuss. The rest of you fine gentlemen and
ornery dwarf will have rooms awaiting you. When you wish to retire,
just find a staff servant and have them show you to your
accommodations,” the queen said, standing from her chair. “Now,
Master Torin, would you mind following me?”

Giving out a mental sigh, Thad followed
the queen into her study. As soon as the door was closed behind
him, she turned on him, quickly letting him know of her
displeasure. “It is one thing to be present on the battlefield. I
haven’t even ordered that you watch from a distance like most
commanders, but it is something else entirely when you rush
headfirst. Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she asked, her
tiny frame barely holding back the tempest that Thad could see
raging inside her.

“I just thought—” Thad started to say
before Maria cut him off with one icy glare.

“Thought? When was the last time you
thought? I don’t care about what objections you have tonight. You
will be spending your time with me. It doesn’t matter if you simply
sit in a chair and read, but you will be doing it in my company. Am
I clear?” Maria demanded, making it obvious that to disagree might
just land him chained to a wall.

Not in the mood to read, Thad decided
it was past time him and the little queen had a nice long chat. He
wasn’t sure what topic to talk about, so he simply asked her a few
questions, thinking she would take the lead in the conversation. He
was right. With only a little prompting, the queen started spotting
off everything that was on her mind. She went into great detail
about anything that seemed to bother her, especially where he was
concerned.

Time seemed to drag on, and for the
first time he could remember, Thad started to wish that the Rane
army would attack and save him from the endless banter. It wouldn’t
be so bad if Maria wished to talk about something relevant, but the
only thing on her mind seemed to be his faults.

“Well, I’m starting to get a bit tired.
Should we retire to my bedchambers?” Maria asked offhandedly after
one of her tirades about how much one of the countesses had done
something to her displeasure.

“Sounds like good idea to me,” Thad
answered, his mind fading in and out of the
conversation.

“Then let’s go, shall we?” Maria said,
grabbing Thad by the arm and practically dragging him
along.

“Wait … what?” Thad said, his mind
starting to comprehend what he had just agreed to. Maria stopped
for a moment and gave him a deep look, her eyes so wide it was as
if he could not see the bottom of them. Knowing that he had lost
just as Crusher had predicted, Thad looked and gave the queen a
defeated smile.

When Thad awoke the next morning, he
found Maria staring at him intently. Thad pulled the covers up
around his chest, garnering a laugh from the small queen. “You
might want to get used to it,” Maria said with a risqué
tone.

“I best get to checking on the men. No
telling what they have been up to in my absence. Not to mention I
need to check on Tuck. He has been trying to get back into the
fight even after losing his leg,” Thad said, quickly pulling on his
clothes.

“Tuck lost his leg?” Maria exclaimed.
“When were you planning on telling me?”

“Did you want to know every last
casualty and injury?” Thad asked. “I think we have a list
somewhere, but it will take a few days to go over every last
one.”

“Very funny,” Maria said, throwing a
pillow at Thad. “I at least would like to know about the ones that
I consider friends.”

“I will endeavor to do better in the
future,” Thad replied, throwing the pillow back at the queen. “Now
I really must go before the men find the drink in town too much to
their liking.”

Thad quickly escaped through the door,
hearing the pillow slap against the door as it closed. Laughing,
Thad ran down the spiral staircase and out the front door of the
palace and headed for the stables. If he would be back at the
palace, he might as well get some use out of his horse. The
stableboy already started saddling Lady before Thad even had a
chance to laugh.

Thad purposely rode by his house. He
gave a brief thought of stopping, but he knew that it would be
empty. His charge had long since left along with many others for
one of the southern towns. Thad had known that the war might come
to the palace, and he had not wanted her anywhere near the
fighting. She had complained some, but in the end, Shariel had
relented to his request.

As soon as he reached the city wall,
Thad climbed on top of it. He could easily see the Rane forces
preparing for the battle, though they did so well outside of easy
reach. Killian had been right about plenty of warning if they had
decided to attack. It would take them an hour just to get within
range of their siege weapons.

Turning around, Thad looked at his own
forces. Weary and tired, they still worked, doing everything they
could to help ensure victory. Houses were torn down, and siege
weapons were built where they had stood. The rubble moved to the
thin wall to help reinforce it.

The elves and dwarves were each using
their own unique skills to help as well. The elves were using their
nature magic to grow large trees in the place of towers as the
dwarves used their earth magic to create stone pillars for every
few feet to reinforce the wall.

Looking at everyone working and
preparing, Thad knew that even should they lose the war, they would
make sure that Rane didn’t find it an easy win.

“Even if we lose this war, there will
be another,” Thad heard Reeve say from behind him. “Until the
Brotherhood is brought down and the magical races and men of
magical decent are allowed to live without fear of death, there
will always be another war brewing.”

“I don’t know if I should take that as
a comfort or not,” Thad replied honestly. “I don’t want to lose
this war, but it is hard to see us winning this fight as badly
outnumbered as we are.”

“Don’t give in too soon,” Reeve said.
“There is always hope in battle. All you need is for one small
thing to turn to your favor.”

“And what would that one small thing
be?” Thad asked incredulously.

“Luck,” Reeve answered back with a
smile. “The smallest yet most powerful force in the word is
luck.”

“I prefer to believe in more tangible
objects than luck or destiny. Ten thousand more swords would suit
me much better than a dash of luck,” Thad answered back.

Reeve gave one of his haunting laughs.
“Another ten thousand soldiers arriving would be a kind of luck,
wouldn’t you say?” Reeve replied, giving Thad a sly wink. “I think
you take things too seriously sometimes and not seriously enough
for others. I think believing in something outside of what you know
to be true might be good for you.”

“If believe in it or not, it could
still turn my way,” Thad said, turning back to look at the large
force amassing outside the walls of the city. “We will find out
soon enough if luck, as you say it, will be on our side. This next
fight will be the last one, win or lose.”


CHAPTER XXI

It wasn’t until four days after their
arrival at the capital that Rane had finally decided to attack. To
Thad, it was almost a replay of the first time they had attacked
Digger’s Fort. Just as before, it started with Rane’s slow march to
get their siege weapons within striking distance of the
walls.

Less than half of the enemy’s siege
weapons worked as expected thanks to Reeve and his men, but they
had had built plenty to spare. It was amazing what the elves and
dwarves had been able to do in their short time. Every hundred
yards, a new tree had sprouted and now housed no less than two
elves. The wall had nearly tripled in thickness thanks to the
dwarves. The boulders that rained down hit the stone but did little
damage. As Thad watched the bombardment, he started to believe in
Reeve and his idea of luck.

In retaliation, Farlan’s four siege
weapons began to fire. They didn’t have a ready access to boulders
as the Rane army, being locked within the confines of the town, so
they used whatever they could find, and that included parts of
houses, even if they had to be torn down.

Even though their bombardment seemed to
have little effect, the Rane army continued their march toward the
walls. Thad knew that they had few men to guard the wall against
the massive wave of soldiers that was coming, but he still hoped
for a victory. It would be the first time they had one at such
odds. At the moment, three to one didn’t seem too badly against
their favor.

As the soldiers neared the walls, the
elves and other archers held their shots, only having a handful of
arrows each. It wasn’t until the first hands touched the walls that
men began to fall with fletching sticking from their chests. Thad
had the urge to add his magic to the mix, but under Killian’s
advisement, he and the other mages were to hold their spells until
the situation seemed dire.

Thad kept watch, waiting for where he
might be of the best use, when a large boulder shot from an enemy
catapult came crashing in. Normally, Thad would have been watching
the skies in order to push the large rocks from the sky, but today,
he had other duties. As the rock struck, Thad’s shield rings
deflected most of the damage, and though he was thrown into a
nearby house, he sustained little damage.

That was brilliant. You
would think after months of battle, you would remember to keep your
eyes peeled for such things.

Thad wanted to answer back, but little
came to mind as he brought himself to his feet. A slight cracking
nose came from his hands, and looking down, Thad could see that the
gems on his rings were begging to crack and break as if struck by a
hammer. Acting quickly, Thad tore the rings from his fingers and
tossed them away.

After waiting a few moments, Thad
breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed that none of the rings bore
enough power left to do any real damage. Looking down now at his
mostly bare hands, Thad felt naked. Thus far into the battle, his
rings had pushed aside all blows and kept him from harm from all
but the soldiers bearing the white swords, and those seemed few in
number.

You have other gifts that
you can employ.

“I don’t fancy having my arm or entire
body turned to stone should I make a mistake,” Thad replied to
Thuraman weakly. He had practiced with the use of the stone skin,
but he knew that once in battle, it would be much more difficult to
employ. Was it better to die from a sword stroke or to live the
rest of your days as a living statue? Thad asked to
himself.

His mind wandering, Thad almost didn’t
notice the soldier who had scaled the wall and was now heading into
the city proper. Moving quickly, he cut the man off. He was a
brutish-looking sort who looked as if he had not shaved or bathed
in a season. The soldier was menacing enough, but with the large
double-bladed war axe, he seemed almost ill-omened considering Thad
had just lost his magical shielding.

Short of fleet of foot, Thad moved
around the larger soldier, keeping just out of striking range,
wanting no part in testing the axe’s blade.

The soldier, no stranger to battle,
stopped in his tracks and gave Thad a warning glance. Reaching into
his belt, the large man produced a large dagger that would seem
like a sword in some men’s hands and threw it in Thad’s
direction.

Thad lunged to the side, tucking his
arms and rolling back to his feet. Reaching up, Thad ran his
fingers across his shoulder where the dagger had drawn a small line
of blood. Smiling back at the soldier who was now advancing on him,
Thad pulled a small metal orb from one of his pouches and launched
it at the man. Laughing, the brutish warrior moved to knock the
stone from the sky.

When Thad released the enchantment on
the metal slug, he could see the man’s eyes contort into pain and
confusion as his arm bent backward, slapping him in the face and
throwing him to the ground.

Thad was amazed when the large man
returned to his feet. It seemed as though his hand had deflected
the stone enough that it had not done any fatal damage. His arm
hanging uselessly at his side and his nose bleeding profusely, the
large warrior gave a painful grimace as he hoisted his axe in one
hand and ran toward Thad.

Knowing that he might as well get used
to the feeling, Thad let his left arm from the elbow down turn to
stone. It was always an odd feeling when the gods’ magic invaded
his body. It was always cold, as if he had been doused in the water
of a winter spring.

The soldier seemed to be slowed little
with the loss of his arm, his axe screaming in toward Thad with
quick succession. Thad blocked the first strike with his sword, and
his arm went numb from the strong blow. Dodging the second, Thad
moved cautiously, trying to stay out of the path of the
berserker.

Thad waited for his chance, and he saw
it when the warrior hoisted the axe above his head from a downward
strike. Acting quickly, Thad pouched forward, raising his left arm
above his head as he dashed forward with his sword aimed for the
man’s heart.

Thad felt as the haft of the axe struck
his stone arm. Though it did no damage, it still sent a jarring
feeling throughout his entire body. It did little to steer him from
his path, and his sword soon found flesh as it buried deep within
the man’s chest. Thad tried to pull his sword free as the soldier
tumbled backward, but it was stuck fast.

Thad nimbly jumped backward as his
sword was pulled from his hand. Thad waited to see if the soldier
would stir, knowing that many soldiers would fight on even with
wounds that should carry them to the gods. When it was clear that
the soldier would not stir, Thad retried his blade and returned to
his post atop the wall.

The rest of the battle went well with
only a handful making it over the wall and into the city, where
Reeve and his men were forced to hunt them down. As the sun began
its descent, the Rane forces retreated, leaving Farlan to count
their losses.

From the outside, it would look like
Farlan had won the day, and they had, but it had been a costly
victory. They had killed the Rane soldiers at a rate of four to
one, and the massive force that had once numbered over forty
thousand troops had been reduced to a few thousand weary and tired
men, most of whom were wounded.

Farlan, though, was not faring much
better. Their few numbers had been reduced, leaving them with less
than a thousand to man the large wall around the city. They had
fought hard, but many soldiers had still fallen to either blade or
stone. Tuck, who had snuck out from the eyes of the healers,
numbered among the dead.

When Thad had learned that Crusher had
also been taken to the healers’ tents, he ran toward them at all
haste.

“I don’t need yer bloody foul-tastin’
tonics,” Thad heard Crusher’s voice echo as he entered the small
tent that had been set up outside of the palace for the healers.
The queen had offered for them to use one of the larger dining
halls, but as large as it was, it couldn’t hold the number that had
needed care.

Thad found Crusher sitting on a cot
with his leg and head bandaged heavily. Though looking in a sour
mood, the dwarf looked as if he would survive his injuries. “Find
yourself on the wrong side of a sword?” Thad asked, trying to hold
back a laugh as Crusher continued to try and refuse the nurses’
care.

“Aye, our friend in that blasted
armor,” Crusher replied scornfully. “Me hammer nor me axe made a
dent in that thing’s metal hide. If it weren’t for your rock mutt
and that little fairy, I wouldn’t have been able to get my hide out
of there. I gotta say that little flying pain might like to yank on
my short hairs, but she comes in handy in a fight. ”

“Are they all right?” Thad asked
worriedly.

“Aye, they fared a lot better than I
did, that’s fer sure. That queen of yers has ’em up in the palace.
She’s taken a shine to the little one. I think she has her pulling
pranks on some of her more troublesome nobles just fer a few
laughs.”

After assuring himself that his friend
was going to make it through the night, Thad made sure to check on
the others. It was painstaking to walk through the camp and see the
faces of the soldiers and their loved ones. In the other battles,
families had been away from the battlefront. Now many of them were
close at hand. The cries from the grieving families were nearly
enough to make him want to cut his ears from his head.

“Sir, Master Killian is looking for
you,” a young page said, rushing out to greet him as soon as he
neared the palace.

Thad had suspected the warmaster would
wish to see him. It was a dire situation, and the warrior had lost
nearly his entire force. As he walked toward the war room, Thad
thought about Killian and his people. They had come to help on the
promise of gold, but he would have thought that they would have
left once the battle had turned toward ill tidings. They had not
and instead had placed themselves on the forefront of the battle
lines. They had earned well any reward Farlan could offer, though
not many were left to claim it should they win.

Thad found the warmaster in his normal
routine of tracing lines over a map of the city. “You needed me?”
Thad asked, rousing the soldier from his internal
thoughts.

“Thaddeus, it is good to see you made
it through the battle. I heard reports that you took a ride on a
boulder,” the warmaster said, looking Thad over
carefully.

“That I did,” Thad replied, smiling.
“It wasn’t a very pleasant ride and one I wouldn’t suggest for
others.”

“Indeed,” Killian added, shaking his
head with a brief smile, breaking his normally stern demeanor. “The
reason I called you is that we have received word that two other
Katanga forces are moving to aid us, though they are still four
days out. They are not an impressive number, but it will help to
bolster our strength. The bad news is that the messenger also
reported that he passed near a large force carrying the banners of
King Tuorman and King Lianster only two days out.”

Thad slumped into a chair. They had won
the day, and it was begging to look as if they might even hold the
Rane forces at bay, but not if they received reinforcements. “Can
we win?” Thad asked, sure of the answer before it left his
lips.

“Unless you can conjure up another ten
thousand troops with your magic, I don’t think we will last past
the first attack. The strengthened walls seem to hold against the
siege engines, but we don’t have the men to man the walls against
their soldiers.”

The news fell hard on Thad. They had
lost. In two days, the Rane army would march on the city and burn
it to the ground. There was some hope they would spare the normal
citizens, but Thad doubted it. It was common practice to raze the
entirety of a defending city to the ground once it was seized. It
was to make the rest of the country take a second thought against
any thought of resistance in the future.

“Does the queen know?”

“No, and I honestly don’t think you
should tell her,” Killian replied, giving Thad a knowing look.
“From my experience, kings and queens would rather pull back and
lose the city than continue to fight. If we do that, we will live,
but only for a time. If we lose the capital, the war is over no
matter how long or hard you continue to fight. Our only hope, and
even though it’s as small as a grain of sand, is in holding the
city.”

“Understood,” Thad said weakly. He
wanted to argue that Maria would stand firm and defend the capital
to her last breath, but in his heart, he knew what she would do.
She would march them out and away from the city just as Killian had
said.

As he made his way through the palace
corridors, Thad knew that the queen was expecting him. She had made
it clear that she wanted him to see her at the end of each day,
battle or not. It was usually a pleasant task and one that he had
grown fond of, but tonight, he couldn’t stand to see her. He knew
that his resolve would weaken and feared that she might see the
fear that lurked behind his eyes. He wished he could evade Maria,
at least for a single night, but he knew it was pointless. If he
escaped in his waking hours, she would seek him out during his
sleep.

“Maria,” Thad called as he rapped on
the door to her study.

As the door swung open, Thad’s breath
was taken away from him as Maria stood wearing naught but a thin
lace nightgown. “My queen,” Thad said, turning around, his face as
red as a poker pulled straight from the fire.

“I am not the queen tonight,” Maria
said in a stern voice. “I have only a short time left between us,
and I wish to spend it as just Maria while I can,” she continued,
her voice softening as she wrapped her arms around him.

“We could still win,” Thad
stuttered.

“Do not play me for a fool, Thaddeus
Torin,” Maria said, forcing him to turn around. “Did you not think
I would learn when a messenger enters my own halls? I know of the
large army coming to strengthen our enemy’s forces, and I am no
silly child to think that we will win with what forces are left to
us. I have seen the men who protect the walls, and I know full well
that as beaten and fatigued as they are, an army of children could
topple them.”

“Killian had thought to keep it from
you. I think we both expected you to want to abandon the
capital.”

“I thought about it. For a brief
moment, I thought about asking you to run off with me to some small
remote portion of the world,” Maria said, putting her arms around
his neck and pulling in him for a soft kiss. I even started to
think of what kind of cottage we might live in, but I knew that, in
the end, you would not leave. I also knew that no matter how far we
ran, I could never abandon Farlan.”

“I am glad,” Thad said, forcing a
smile.

“But the worry of war is for later,”
Maria said, jumping back and twirling around in a circle. “Tonight
is just for you and me. Not slave and master nor queen and council.
Tonight, we are simply Thaddeus and Maria, just for tonight,” Maria
whispered, her voice sounding almost pleading.


CHAPTER XXII

Thad sat on top of the thin wall alone
as the sun broke over the horizon. Through his magical sight, he
could see the forces amassing just over the rise of a small hill.
They would march soon, and Thad doubted they would even hold out
until midday.

A warm wind blew in from the south,
bringing the scents of summer with it. Leaning his head back and
watching the clouds pass through the clouds, Thad gave an odd
chuckle. Time was such a weird creature. Each day, it seemed to
drag on as if it was never-ending, but as he looked back, it seemed
as if it was only yesterday that he was awaiting the snow to melt.
“Slow to come and quick to pass,” Thad said out loud as he tried to
remember where he had heard the saying before.

“Shouldn’t ya be with yer queen in the
castle?” Thad heard Crusher’s voice ask from below.

“I don’t know. Shouldn’t you be in one
of the medical tents, drinking a tonic?” Thad retorted, trying to
hold back the smile that teased at his lips.

“I’d rather drink horse piss,” Crusher
said, making a gagging motion. “I think their foul concoctions are
worse than the ailment they’re supposed to cure.”

Jumping from the wall and landing
lightly beside his friend, Thad gave a low laugh. “I believe I said
the same thing before when the queen had them pouring those
foul-tasting things down my own throat.”

Thad couldn’t help but for his eyes to
wander toward his friend as they made their way back toward the
palace and where the other few generals left awaited them for the
war council. The dwarf had always seemed stout and as hard as the
stone he had been born from, but now he seemed less so. His leg had
been badly mangled, and now Crusher walked with a slight limp.
“Does it still hurt?” Thad asked, worry hanging thick in his
voice.

“About as much as that thick head of
yers does when ya try to speak,” Crusher said, giving his friend a
wry glare. “Does it hurt? Fool should have his leg hit with an axe
bigger than he is and see if it hurts,” the dwarf mumbled to
himself as they made their way down the empty streets.

As soon as they entered the war room,
Thad looked around and found it much quieter than it had been in
the past. So many had died, and now only Reeve, Thad, Crusher, and
Killian remained. Thad had watched as the generals of the other
army held back, watching the bloodshed from a distance, but Farlan
didn’t have that luxury. There were too few soldiers to take even
one from the field.

Thad nearly balked when he noticed the
queen within the chambers, dressed for war. He had seen her wearing
the armor before, but the look of determination on her face showed
that she wasn’t going to let her palace fall without her own blood
being spilled upon the ground first. The thought of the petite
woman he had known since his first days in the capital lying dead
upon the field of battle bothered him far more than any other death
he had seen come to pass. He thought just for a moment to talk her
out of taking up arms in the fight, but from the look in her eyes,
he knew it was pointless. In the back of his mind, he hoped that,
by some good fortune, she would somehow survive the turmoil that
would soon be upon them.

“What is the plan?” Maria asked once
everyone was gathered.

“There is not much need of a plan,”
Killian answered back, frowning. “What men we have left will guard
the city walls to the last man. There is scarce else we can do at
this point. That is, unless Your Majesty wishes to offer terms of
surrender to the advancing army?”

“I would rather slit my own throat,”
Maria replied vehemently.

“That might be one of the terms they
request,” Killian replied back, giving the small queen a slight
smile.

“If there is nothing to plan for, then
why did we gather here in the first place? Shouldn’t we be out on
the wall, preparing?” the queen asked, her face twisted in
confusion.

“For this,” Killian replied as he set a
dark bottle on the table. “My people have often fought in losing
battles, and though we are rumored to win, we have often known we
would soon meet our end. In those times, we drink what we call our
sacrificial wine or Dalamean wine, as we call it.”

“Dalamean wine. I think I have drunk
everything that been named a spirit that’s ever been brewed under
the sun or below the ground, and I ain’t never heard of this
stuff,” Crusher said doubtfully.

“I would have been surprised if you
did,” Killian replied, giving the dwarf a warm smile. “Long ago,
before we were landless mercenaries, my people once worked the land
as farmers and winemakers. To help us remember that part of our
life, we are given three things when we come of age. The first is a
sword so that we may defend our lives, the second is an empty book
so that we may record our lives, and the last is a bottle of
Dalamean wine so that we can enjoy our lives. Every Katanga soldier
carries this bottle of wine with him and drinks it only when they
believe their life is soon to come to an end.”

“Then what are we waiting fer?” Crusher
said, grabbing a nearby mug and banging it on the table. “Let’s get
ta drinking before tha blasted soldiers get here to ruin our little
fun.”

Without laughing or so much as cracking
a smile, Killian poured the wine into the cups arranged on the
table and handed one to each of the people gathered around. Thad
took the offered cup and took a small sip. Before the wine ever
touched his lips, a thick fragrance hit and tingled his
nose.

The wine itself went down smoothly with
a bittersweet taste that lingered on Thad’s tongue. Only a few
moments after the first drink had settled in his stomach, his head
grew light.

“Goes down like water but kicks ya in
the head like a horse once it hits tha gullet,” Crusher said,
banging his mug on the table.

“That it does,” Maria said, slumping
down in her seat, her hand going to her head. “It has an exquisite
taste and fragrance.”

“It is made from small berries that
only grow in the winter. With each passing year, the wine gets a
bit stronger and sweeter than the last. It is said that should a
soldier carry this bottle until he is old and infirm in bed, it
will be so sweet that it will carry him to his rest. It is the goal
of all Katanga to one day taste such a drink.”

“I would have thought you would wish to
die in battle, not of old age,” Thad said, shaking his head
slightly in an effort to clear his thoughts.

“Most people think that of us,” Killian
said, cracking a slight smile. “That is not the case for most of
us, though. We fight as our way of life, but those of us who have
grown old are the ones who pass the knowledge along to the younger
of us. It is an honored and well-sought-after place among our
people.”

“Rane is on the march.” Thad heard the
echoes of the soldier long before the man ever entered the war
room. It was a sobering message, one that seemed to rob what little
place of peace they had found in their last few moments gathered
together. Without a word, the generals split, each headed to their
own place along the wall. As he watched Maria leave with Killian,
he hoped that the experienced warmaster would keep her safe, though
he knew that once the fighting started in full, there would be
little he could do.

Each general had just over three
hundred men with them to guard their section of the wall. Thad had
been given the southeastern section that, while not expected to
receive the brunt of the attack, was also a key area as it was the
nearest to the royal school and palace.

Thad found his hands shaking as he
watched the massive army march across the open land. He had
expected more fire from the ballista, but it seemed that Rane had
given up on that effort. He wasn’t sure it they didn’t want to
damage the walls further or if they doubted they would make much of
a difference in the coming battle. In the end, it mattered little
other than Thad no longer had to fear getting knocked off the wall
by a flying rock that missed his attention.

When the Rane army was halfway to the
city walls, a loud roar that seemed to shake the very earth pierced
the silence of the city. Thad’s head jerked to the sky, and what he
saw left him in utter awe.

A long writhing flame traced through
the sky from the southwest. Thad quickly used his magic to get a
closer look and nearly fell to his knees when he caught the first
glimpse of the dragon. He had always heard they were massive beasts
with wings so large that they could block out the sun, but that was
not what he found. The dragon looked like a massive snake with four
short legs, each baring massive claws, but with no wings that Thad
could see. Instead, it seemed to move through the sky by riding on
a cloud of fire with great flames leaping around it. The beast’s
head was abnormally large with several rows of teeth that looked as
if it could tear an ox in half with little effort.

The dragon flew only a few yards above
the city, giving everyone within a good view of the massive beast.
As it passed over them and headed for the Rane army marching ahead,
Thad let out a heavy breath that he hadn’t even realized he had
been holding.

Even from over a mile away, Thad could
hear the collective screams of the Rane solders as the dragon
swooped out of the sky, spraying them with a thick line of fire.
Thad didn’t know what to think as the dragon rose back to the sky,
leaving a large number of the soldiers dead of writhing in fire
upon the ground. He was glad to see the Rane army being accosted
before they reached their gates, but he feared that the beast might
turn its attention toward them.

Unable to turn away, Thad watched the
dragon make its second pass. This time, as it rose into the sky, a
lone man stood among the flames unharmed. The giant flames rose
from the ground, licking at the man’s armor. Thad had seen the man
many times, and none of them had been pleasant.

The dragon also seemed to notice the
man untouched by his flames and let out a roar of protest as it
soared higher into the sky before diving at the soldier
below.

The normally resolute soldiers ran from
the dragon except the lone man in armor who stood as if a statue
unafraid of the great beast. As the dragon’s talons reached for
him, the armored man moved and made one swing with his giant axe,
and the dragon recoiled and tried to fly away to avoid the biting
edge of the metal blade.

Thad watched as the dragon tried to
rise into the sky but faltered and crashed into the ground only a
few hundred yards away from the main army. The soldiers rushed at
the beast as it lay on the ground, but a wreath of fire shot up
from around the beast, driving them back.

The armored soldiers walked slowly
toward where the dragon lay, and Thad couldn’t bear to stand and
watch the creature murdered. Jumping from the wall, Thad used his
magic to let him race across the ground at incredible speed. Thad
had never used his magic in such a way, but after seeing the dragon
aloft, he was sure that he could as well, though it was very
straining.

As Thad approached, the armored man
turned and looked in his direction and stopped his move toward the
dragon.

When Thad was less than twenty yards
away, he halted his approach and let himself settle softly on the
ground. Great beads of sweat coated his forehead from the exertion
of the flight only inches above the ground. The second after his
feet touched the ground, the soldier started toward Thad, his axe
held at the ready.

Now that it was only the two of them,
Thad could see the thin highlights of white metal in the man’s
armor. Direct magic would be useless against the man, and his sword
seemed merger against the armor. Thad tried to build the magic to
use one of his stone pillars, but his head instantly started to
grow light, and he was forced to release the currents. Thad tried
to think of anything that could aid him, but before anything had
come to mind, the axe was streaking toward his head, and he was
forced to dodge the heavy blow.

I really wish you would stop
and think. What did you think you could do? Even should you best
the armored soldier, there is a whole army behind him, waiting to
cut you down. You have done some foolish things in the past, but I
must say, this has got to be the most foolish of all.

“What should I have done, left the
dragon to be slaughtered after it had come to our aid?” Thad
muttered as he made a quick strike, the blade of his sword skipping
off the man’s armored chest, leaving not even the slightest hint
that it had been struck.

Yes, that is what you should
have done. Your death will add little meaning to the death of the
dragon save for how many bodies will be ready for the
pyre.

Thad pushed the thoughts of Thuraman
aside and focused on the man in front of him. He was large and
armored, but also slow, and he knew there had to be at least one
gap in the armor that he might strike. He needed to calm down and
watch and not simply react.

As the axe swept in at him, threating
to cleave him in half, Thad ducked and rolled under its blade. As
he moved under the man’s arm, he noticed that a very small portion
left unprotected. The gap was more than large enough for his blade,
but only when the soldier’s arm was up and outstretched.

Thad moved around, cautiously waiting.
It seemed as if the soldier knew what Thad was thinking as his next
attacks were all low and aimed toward his legs, giving Thad no
chance for the strike. After a few moments, Thad realized that
without a good chance, the solder was not going to use a large
strike and expend wasted energy.

Thad drove in quickly, his sword aimed
at the soldier’s face. His blade rang off the helmet, making not
even a scratch, but Thad didn’t let up. He continued his series of
attacks. The soldier countered with a downward thrust of his huge
axe, but Thad allowed in the gods’ magic, turning the upper portion
of his back to stone. He still felt the impact, but there was
little pain. After a few moments, Thad stepped back, breathing
heavily, dropping to a knee.

Thad could almost see the smug smile on
the soldier’s face as the axe was raised high. Thad waited until it
was at its top before using just a touch of magic to speed his
movement and strength of his strike so that in a second, he was
under the man’s arm, and his sword was racing for the small
gap.

His blade dug deep, nearly to the hilt.
As the soldier fell back, his axe dropping to the ground, the blade
of the sword was pinched between the armor, and the hilt was pulled
from his grasp.

Gasping for breath, Thad turned around
to find himself circled by the Rane army. During the battle, he
hadn’t noticed the soldiers surrounding him, but in the end, it
mattered little. Thad knew that this battle would be his last. What
did it matter if it came from atop the wall or down in the valley?
At least he had killed the soldier that had dogged them and claimed
many of his friends before he had a chance to kill the dragon.
Should the beast live, it might just help the rest of the Farlan
forces. Thad didn’t know if the beast would be able to continue its
fight, but there was always hope.


CHAPTER XXIII

At first, Thad didn’t know why the
soldiers waited to attack. Were they scared of him? He could hear
the sound of metal on metal, and for a brief moment, Thad feared
that his soldiers had followed him in his folly to the places below
where they had lost the advantage of the wall. It wasn’t until dark
shadows rose from the ground, striking at the men before him, that
Thad started to understand.

With renewed hope, Thad rushed to the
dead man and yanked his sword free. He hacked at the nearest
soldier, who was already in a panic, as the Vathari hoard cut
through them using the countless eons of fighting experience. No
race had better warriors than the Vathari. Thad doubted that even
the Katanga could hold up against their warriors.

Dark globes of dark energy surrounded
Thad, killing any Rane soldier foolish enough to come within his
reach. Laughing, Thad put away his sword and awaited his
friend.

“Must you always do what you feel is
right?” Sae-Thae said, emerging from the throng of warriors. “We
had hoped that the dragon would be killed. It is a great beast to
have at one’s side, but they are temperamental beings of fire who
love to destroy everything. They tend to take little heed as to
what they are killing. If not for its god’s demand, it would have
never even awoken from its slumber long enough to join us on the
field.”

“I didn’t think much about it,” Thad
replied. “Before I knew what was happening, I was already on my way
to save the creature.”

“You always did seem to like the
company of ill-natured brutes,” Sae-Thae said, laughing. “Like the
dwarves. I believe this might be the first time in history we have
fought with them instead of against them. I do hope there is
nothing against that in our religion, though as long as we are
fighting, I doubt that our god will mind much.”

“I am glad to see you, my friend. I was
not sure if you would come to our aid or not. I had thought our god
had forbid you from amassing against humans?”

“He does, but it seems that he has
little love for the Brotherhood and likes you a great deal, so upon
his order, not only did we march, but twelve other Vathari cities
as well. We have brought more than a hundred thousand blades for
you to command. Our god has told us to follow your orders as if
they were his own until you release us,” Sae-Thae said with a
slight sparkle in his eye. “You have more power over my people than
even the councils. You could make your own kingdom if you
wished.”

“That will be up to my queen,” Thad
replied. “Even I must take orders from someone.”

“I hope you do not release us too
soon,” Sae-Thae said almost disappointedly. “It has been a long
time since we have had a large battle, and my people are enjoying
it immensely. Do us a favor and allow us a few more battles so that
our younger ones may have stories to carry on to the next
generation.”

“We shall see, my friend. We shall
see.”

The battle was short-lived as the
Vathari had come as a surprise not only to Farlan but also to the
Rane army as well. Greatly outnumbered, Rane had retreated, but not
before they had lost over two-thirds of their number to the
combined ferocity of the Vathari and the dragon, who was now once
again soaring through the skies, looking for another
target.

Thad marched with Sae-Thae at his side
back to the capital, where the queen awaited them, standing outside
of the city gates. As soon as Thad drew near, he could see the look
on her face and knew that sometime, hopefully later, he would have
to deal with her anger.

“So this is your queen,” Sae-Thae said
before Maria had a chance to utter a word. “Much smaller than I
would have thought. Could never understand why you humans let
someone command you that cannot best you.”

“You should try me,” Maria retorted,
her hand going to the sword strapped at her side. “You might find
me more of a challenge than you would think.”

“At least she has a bit of fight in
her,” Sae-Thae replied approvingly.

“That she does,” Thad said, laughing.
“She has more than a bit of it at that. She has even been able to
bring my dwarven friend to heel on more than one
occasion.”

“True,” Sae-Thae said, looking
perplexed. “That is astounding, Your Grace. I have always thought
the dwarves couldn’t be housebroken. How did you manage such a
feat?”

Maria looked at the two and shrugged
her shoulders. “It was simple. I threatened to have all the ale
within my queendom poured into the sea. Now are we going to stand
around all day in the heat, or can we go back to the palace, where
I can get out of this dreadfully uncomfortable attire?”

“Then let us retire to this palace of
yours. We have much to discuss, and being under the sun for
extended periods of time hurts my eyes,” Sae-Thae replied, offering
his arm to the queen.

Thad and the others awaited the queen
in one of the larger banquet halls, where a great feast was being
prepared for them. Having not expected to survive the day, the
queen had gone all out in order to welcome her new
guests.

When Maria arrived in the hall, Thad
could see a slight wetness to her hair. Thad couldn’t believe she
had left them waiting so that she could bathe, but then again, he
never claimed to understand the queen’s mind. Some things she did
never seemed to make sense to anyone else but another
woman.

Sae-Thae was given a seat of honor near
the queen, where she bombarded the poor mage with countless
questions. Sae-Thae didn’t seem to be bothered; instead, the mage
seemed to almost enjoy the deluge of questions. Thad tried a few
times to interject when the Vathari mage was on the verge of saying
something that could get him into more trouble with the queen than
he already was, but each time, he was silenced by a steely glare
from Maria.

When the topic turned to the war, all
eyes turned to the mage and the young queen. “So what shall we do
next? Do we destroy the army that runs back for its own borders or
maybe take Rane for our own?” Sae-Thae asked without a hint of
humor to his voice. It was as if the mage was asking something as
simple as if they should have wine or water with the evening
meal.

“I don’t know,” Maria said, her lips
pursed in thought. “It might be nice to expand my queendom, and
Rane is a very rich country. Then again, Farlan is a small country
with very few borders. If we expand and take over Rane, it might
not be long before its neighboring kingdoms decide they would each
like to expand.”

“Your Majesty, if you have a moment, I
wish to speak with you,” Killian said, surprising Thad.

“What is it, Master
Killian?”

“It might be best if we speak in
private, Your Majesty,” Killian replied with a look of displeasure
on his face.

“I am sure that anything you have to
say will not be taken amiss among this company,” Maria assured him.
“You have fought well for the Queendom of Farlan, and none can say
you have not only upheld our agreement but went well above what was
expected.”

“It is about Rane,” Killian said. When
the queen made no move to excuse them, the large warrior let out a
heavy sigh and took a deep breath. It was the first time Thad had
seen Killian acting as if he felt out of place. “I once told you
the story of how my people were once simple workers of the land. In
truth, that portion of land lay at the northeastern border of Rane.
We have fought long and hard in hopes that one day we might once
again have a homeland to call our own, but as skilled as we are, we
have never had the numbers to strike against those that have taken
it from us. Now I see a great army ready for conquest yet no drive
to really see it through. I can see it in your eyes, Your Majesty.
You are done with the war, yet I would ask that you push on and
remove the threat forever.”

Maria picked up a small glass of wine
and quickly drank it. “What should I do with Rane once it is under
my control, Warmaster?” Maria asked, her tone heavy. “If I march
into Rane and burn her to the ground, then one of the other
kingdoms will march in and claim it for their own. If I try and
hold it, then they will still march, and we have too few to protect
its massive borders and holdings.”

My people could take over its care,”
Killian suggested, his voice slightly stronger than before. “We
have thousands scattered all over Kurt, most of whom would be glad
to see our wanderings come to an end.”

Thad watched Maria closely. It was easy
to tell that she was conflicted over the notion of marching into
Rane. “Maria, the Katanga came to our aid when we needed it, and in
the process of keeping your land safe, they have lost more soldiers
than even all of Farlan has given. We have an army of Vathari who
see more than one simple battle and have requested that we let them
enjoy the hunt for as long as possible.”

Thad could see that his words struck
Maria hard, but there was still concern in her face. “If we leave
Rane be, it might be years before they come again, but they will
come again. Next time, we might not find such friends willing to
aid us should we not aid them in kind. For the Katanga, that means
giving them a home.”

“If I give you a kingdom, what would
you do with it, Killian?” Maria asked, her voice turning
serious.

“It would be for my people, not for
me,” Killian answered honestly. “I would suspect that we would
continue as we have. We might even rebuild the merchant network.
The Brotherhood had a great idea and if used in the right way would
be a great profit to the monarch who controlled it.”

“And if that should come to pass, I am
sure that that monarch would remember those that helped them gain
their seat of power.”

Thad could tell that Maria was leading
the conversation in a very narrow path. He had never seen the young
queen so demanding or so forthright with what she was after. For
the first time, the mantel and crown of her station didn’t seem as
simple decorations that adorned her.

“My people are not keen on forgetting,”
Killian replied with a repressed smile spreading to his
face.

Maria turned back to the rest of the
ground and looked Sae-Thae directly in the face with a stern and
regal look. “Looks like we are going to war. I hope you don’t plan
to drag it out, though. I do wish to see some level of normalcy
returned during my lifetime.”

The rest of the night continued on as
if the discussion had not taken place. It was a time for
celebration. The long attack on Farlan had come to an
end.

That night, as Thad lay awake, unable
to sleep, he thought about everything that had happened over the
past few months. The war had been bloody and had cost him more than
a few friends. A part of him wished he had spoken against the
continuing of the fight, but he knew that if they let up now, the
Brotherhood would not relent. It wasn’t in their nature to give up.
By all accounts, they had been around long before the Fae War and
bided their time until the opportunity arose that allowed them to
nearly wipe the magical races from the world.

In truth, he doubted that even the
destruction of Rane would end the threat of the Brotherhood for
good, but it would go a long way in keeping them at bay. It would
give the chance for the magical races and those mage-born to live
without constant fear of death from the shadows. It had cost a lot
of lives to see that chance brought about, and in the end, Thad
hoped it would be worth it. Many things in history had started out
righteous in nature but turned foul as they aged.

Good and evil—must
everything be labeled for you? Who is to say what is wrong or right
in this world? A long time ago, when you stood on the battlements
of Southpass Fort, one of the soldiers told you that every soldier
on both sides believed they were right. I see that evident in
everything. The Brotherhood believes they are pursuing the work of
the true god, the same god who created man. Can you honestly say
that they do not hold some form of validation in their
beliefs?

“No creature should be killed based on
the circumstances of his birth,” Thad retorted angrily.

I did not say that I
disagreed with you, only that they do. You need to think past your
own set of narrow beliefs. Otherwise, you will never see
everything. No two people you have met have agreed on everything,
and I doubt that you shall ever find two such people. Even I,
created from your own thoughts, do not agree with you on many
things.

Thad knew that Thuraman was right.
There was no true right or wrong between them and the Brotherhood.
Some of the Brotherhood’s actions could be defined as evil, but
their initial purpose was one set down by their beliefs in a god.
The god who created man might wish for their destruction, but it
was no longer a god who held control over their lives. No, it was
now up to man to define what was right and wrong within the
confines of their own hearts. That was why there were kingdoms and
queendoms—so that laws may be imposed to form order. Not all the
laws were just in the eyes of every being, but that was the folly
of humankind. There were always going to be dissenting views. In
the end, the best they could do was move forward and try to live on
what they believed to be right.

That is a little better, but
I still think it’s a little narrow. I think it would just be better
if you were honest with yourself and didn’t allow yourself to be
ruled by the laws of others. Why do you let that scrap of a queen
order you about? Why do you listen to any of them? You should take
Rane as your own. Build your kingdom so that the only laws that
matter are the ones you decide that do.

Thad thought about Thuraman’s words for
a moment. He could build his own land where he could welcome all
the magical races. It sounded grand, but in his heart, it wasn’t
for him. “I have seen what power has done to those around me. I do
not wish to rule the lives of others. I think I am better suited to
the station I hold now,” Thad replied honestly.

Thuraman continued his complaints,
saying anything it could think of to push its master into the
direction he wanted. Nothing he said seemed to get through to Thad,
and when the mage grew tired of his words, he was pushed to the
back of the mage’s mind, where he could scarcely be
heard.

Thad had no urge for great power. He
had enough problems with his life as it was, and being a king would
only make things harder in the future. No, now that the war was
nearing its end, Tad had only a few thoughts on his mind, and the
first of those was building a school for those who wish to study
the art of magic. It was past time that the Mage’s Tower had been
rebuilt, and if he was going to accomplish that, he would need time
and freedom that running a country wouldn’t allow.


CHAPTER XXIV

It was three days before the army was
ready to march once again. Sae-Thae had urged them to leave much
earlier, but Maria and Killian had insisted that they wait for the
Katanga tribes that had been only a few days away.

Unlike the original army, the Vathari
preferred to move at night, when their eyes were not burdened with
the sun’s glare. Thad took up his own place around the soldiers of
the night, the shadow walkers he had trained with back in
Sae-Thae’s village. They welcomed him with open arms. A few of the
shadow walkers made jokes at Thad’s lack of practice with the art.
Thad had to agree he had set aside the gods’ gifts, preferring to
use his own power out of fear. That time had long passed. The fight
with the armored soldier had proved that he needed to start using
his full abilities.

The Rane army had a great lead on them
and from all reports were quickly returning to their own capital.
The Vathari were disheartened at the news that they would find no
battle immediately, but Thad was sure that their boredom would be
relieved once they crossed the border of the two
countries.

Thad was amazed at the difference in
attitude among the few members of the original army. Near the end,
when they had been gathered at the Farlan capital, everyone was
quiet and solemn as they awaited the end. Now they acted as if that
had been a lifetime away. Thad found them joking and talking among
the Vathari as if they had been long-lost friends.

Thad had to admit that he had expected
more tension among the different groups. Elves, Vathari, dwarves,
and humans were all gathered in one place. The only thing missing
was the dragon, who had returned to its home among the volcanoes
far to the west. Thad wished the creature had stayed not only to
aid them but for him to study. He was left wanting, though, with
only Sae-Thae’s knowledge of the beast in replacement.

On the long rides, Thad talked often
with his old mentor about everything he wished he had been able to
do back during his visit to the underground city. It was not just
things that had piqued his interest but also things that he was
sure he would need to know in the near future. Things not only
about magic but about the other races as well.

“The dragon is the creature born of
fire. They are massive creatures with a very high intellect, but
they are few in number. They live alone and only come together for
short periods, every few hundred years, to mate. As a rule,
whenever we find one of their kind, we kill it. There is no greater
fear than the world becoming overrun with the beasts,” Sae-Thae
said as they sat inside his tent as they waited for the heat of the
day to pass.

“What of the other races?” Thad asked
as he scribbled notes in a small leather-bound journal. “I have met
the Nadari, Vathari, elves, dragon, dwarves, and even a few of the
creatures of the sea, but I have yet to meet those of light and
energy,” Thad asked probingly.

“That might be hard for you to do,”
Sae-Thae replied in a scholarly tone. “The Alienear were all nearly
killed during the Fae War. The entirety of their race lived within
the storm plains in central Kurt. They look much like humans, but
they are always ringed by a faint glow of energy. They were the
easiest for the Brotherhood to find once the war broke out. I
cannot even rightly say if any still live.”

“What of the creatures of light?” Thad
asked, crestfallen, but still with lingering hopes that some might
yet have survived.

Sae-Thae gave Thad an odd look of
disgust. “Those are one creature we Vathari care little about. As
you know, we love to hide things, just as the dwarves love secrets.
Though unlike the dwarves, the things we keep hidden are desires,
some so dark that we must lie to ourselves about them. The cherubim
find fun in exposing all things hidden. Neither the Vathari nor the
dwarves are particularly fond of their kind. They are nothing more
than self-righteous annoyances to the world.”

It was clear to see the disgust that
Sae-Thae had for the cherubim without him putting them to words. It
was understandable given that light and dark were too separate
entities, but Thad had not expected such vehemence among the
magical races.

“Even their god loves to search out
anything hidden,” Sae-Thae continued. “His favorite blessing is to
allow its bearer to detect any untruth that might fall on his
ears.”

“That might be useful,” Thad replied
without thinking.

Sae-Thae gave Thad a harsh look. “There
are many kinds of lies, my friend. Some lies are done purely out of
the designs for evil, and some are given out of necessity. A number
of mages have gone mad thanks to the god of light’s blessings. Some
things are not meant to be known.”

“Still, I believe many merchants would
give their arms for such a gift,” Thad replied, not agreeing with
his friend. How many times in his life would things have gone much
better if only he knew that the people around him were being
truthful? Then again, he could also see the mage’s point. He
himself had things he wished to be left unknown and would not enjoy
people prodding into his own secrets.

Thad was not very strong with light
magic. He could use it to some effect, but his strongest was that
of earth and energy. “What is the attribute of those born of
energy?” Thad asked, his curiosity aroused.

“I thought that would be clear to you,”
Sae-Thae said with a thin smile. “If I was asked by many, I would
say stupidity. Energy is the most powerful of the magics. Anyone
who has handled them knows that all too well, but it is also the
most difficult to harness. Energy loves to jump around, moving from
one thing to another. Whatever attracts it at the time is all that
is within its focus. I have heard of an Alienear that spent its
whole life looking for where the sun went when it set. I have also
heard of one who spent but a breath’s moment on the birth of his
only child. They do not think of much beyond what attracts them.
That is why they mostly stayed within the plains.”

“I think ‘stupid’ might be a little
harsh,” Thad replied defensively. “I do not jump around from one
thing to another.”

“I forgot that you think everything you
do out thoroughly before you rush into action,” Sae-Thae replied,
his voice heavy with sarcasm. “Then again, ‘stupid’ might be a bit
too straightforward a term. ‘Lacking forethought’ would be better
in your situation.”

“I don’t—” Thad started to say, but he
was quickly cut off by his staff.

Disagree all you would like,
but there is much truth in his words. How many times have you been
told to think ahead? To plan. And while you do on occasion, in the
end, you act purely out of instinct, and more often than not, it
turns foul for you in the end. Everyone else knows that you lack
forethought when things get heated. No reason to look foolish in
denying it.

“I guess there are times that I do not
fully think through my actions,” Thad replied
reluctantly.

“I doubt it is only sometimes, but it
is better than all the time,” Sae-Thae replied with a dark
laugh.

Thad’s days were often spent with
Sae-Thae as many of his other close friends had stayed back in the
capital with the exception of Reeve. Crusher had wanted to come,
but with the current state of his leg, it was impossible for him to
keep up even with the slow pace of the army. Arianna had taken a
stray hit during the last battle and had damaged one of her wings,
and Avalanche was staying near the little Nadari’s side, refusing
to let anyone unknown to her near the little sprite. Thad tried to
think of any other friends, but everyone he had known besides Maria
had taken their place upon the funeral pyre during the bloody
war.

Thad tried not to think about the
losses, but when they passed what was left of Digger’s Fort, it was
hard to hide the truth from himself any longer. Even though it had
only been a short time since they had occupied the fort, it now
looked like it was the remains of some long-lost civilization. The
walls and buildings had been put to the torch, leaving only a
blackened husk of what had once been the location of the first
battles of the war.

As they passed the fort and moved into
the open plains that ran between the two countries, where the low
hills turned into mountains, signifying the natural border between
Rane and Farlan, a small band of soldiers moved out from the cover
of the woods to the north. It was less than a hundred men and gave
the Vathari little pause.

“What is that?” Sae-Thae asked Thad as
a white flag was raised high into the air where the small band of
soldiers stood.

“It is a banner used to signify a truce
or surrender,” Thad replied.

“Why would they surrender?” Sae-Thae
asked, sounding amused. “If they fight, they at least have a chance
to take a few men with them to their graves.”

“Wait, let me talk to them,” Thad said
quickly before Sae-Thae could order them men slaughtered. The
Vathari didn’t take prisoners. If they were once enemies, they
believed that they would be enemies again. Thad didn’t stay the
mage’s hand out of kindness, though. He knew that, in the end, the
men were dead, and nothing he could do would stop that. “I need to
know why they have stayed back and how far ahead the main army
is.”

“I see no problem in letting the men
live for a few moments longer,” Sae-Thae replied.

“I have a few questions for them
myself,” Killian added with a grim smile.

As Thad and Killian approached the
soldiers, the rest of the army stayed only a dozen yards behind
him. He had asked his friend to keep them back, but it seemed that
the mage had misunderstood his request, or he had simply chosen to
misunderstand. It was hard to tell what a Vathari was really
thinking.

“You are entering the sovereign land of
Rane,” one of the soldiers said shakily. “You must turn back, or
else you are declaring war upon our kingdom.”

“Really?” Thad said, biting back a
laugh. “I thought we were already at war with Rane. Did I miss
something, or didn’t you and many of the other armies of the west
just get pushed out of Farlan?”

“We requested that the queen of Farlan
turn over a band of murders that assaulted our capital. When she
refused, we had no recourse but to seek the man out. Had your queen
simply handed over the felons, then no Farlan blood would have been
spilled.”

“How far is it to the rest of your
army?” Killian asked, ignoring the man’s words. “We would dearly
like to catch them before they can reach fortification.”

“I cannot give you that information,
sir,” the soldier replied as heavy beads of sweat started to pour
down his face. “That would be treason,” he added in way of
explanation.

“So it would be,” Killian replied
before his sword leaped into his hand and cleaved the man’s head
from his shoulders. “How far behind the rest of your army are we?”
Killian asked, turning to the next soldier.

“The main army passed through about two
days back, sir,” the soldier said fearfully.

Bending down, Killian wiped his blade
dry on the dead man’s cloak. “Thank you for the
information.”

As soon as his sword was back in its
sheath, Killian lightly took Thad by the arm and escorted him back
to Sae-Thae. Thad saw the Vathari soldiers rush past and heard the
cries of alarm from the Rane soldiers as they were cut down but
pushed them from his mind. It was senseless slaughter and something
he didn’t agree with.

As the sun rose and they began their
preparations for camp, Thad could hear the soldiers joke about the
battle earlier and how the humans had tossed aside their weapons,
begging to be spared. Thad had always seen the Vathari as
different, but he had never known them to be so cold and callous.
They were a warrior race, born and bred for battle. As he closed
his eyes to sleep, Thad thanked the Vathari god that he had ordered
them to never take up arms against humans en masse.

No matter how he tried, the screams of
the dying men haunted Thad. After more than an hour lying abed, he
gave up the attempt at sleep and left his tent in search of
something to ease his mind. Though nearly all of the Vathari were
fast asleep, Thad found Killian and many of the Katanga still
awake.

“Master Thaddeus, it is good to see you
are still doing well,” Killian said as Thad approached where he and
three other warmasters sat. “I had figured after the events of the
day, you would have fallen fast asleep.”

“I tried, but I still find myself
bothered,” Thad admitted.

Killian gave Thad a wry smile that told
him that the warmaster understood. “When you have fought with as
many different armies as I have, you tend to see a lot of things.
Over time, my ability to push those things away has gotten better,
but that does not mean I do not find myself bothered by them late
at night. When the fighting is over, my dreams are haunted by more
than a few faces from my past. It is the curse of being a soldier.
These Vathari do not seem to be plagued by the same remorse,
though. Honestly, I would love to have a number of them to teach
our younger soldiers. They are the perfect soldier, and I don’t
mean with the way they handle a sword but how they can act on and
off the battlefield.”

“They murdered those soldiers. I knew
it was going to happen, but I just … ,” Thad tried to explain, his
hands shaking slightly. “I have killed unarmed men before, but it
had been different,” Thad struggled to explain, his words sounding
hollow even to his own ears.

“Master Thaddeus, I would suggest you
push it from your thoughts, though I know that will be near
impossible. Just try to keep it in perspective. We are at war, and
during war, keeping prisoners takes men and food, and most
importantly, it takes time, and that is something we don’t have.
Just be glad that it was not women and children that we faced
today,” one of the older warmasters said.

“Women and children. Why in the abyss
would anyone have the need to kill women and children?” Thad asked,
his voice turning to horror at the thought of such an
act.

“Many things happen during war,”
Killian said, his face turning dark. “We all have our regrets. It
would be best if you didn’t probe too deeply into the hearts of
some men. You may not like what you find.”

Thad was instantly reminded of Sae-Thae
and his hate of the cherubim. At the time, he had been skeptical
about the Vathari’s hate of the race, but now he was beginning to
understand how a person could go mad at knowing everything that
people kept hidden. There were indeed some things that were better
left in the dark.

“What do you think we will find once we
reach the capital?” Killian asked, quickly changing the
subject.

“More soldiers, though I doubt that
Rane has many more to call on. They exhausted their armies over the
past years, taking control of Farlan. When they were forced to
retreat to protect their own borders, they lost even ore. In this
last war, they were even forced to call on aid from anyone who
would heed them. I think the war will be over much too fast for the
Vathari, but scarcely fast enough for my own desires.” Thad’s words
were pointed and to the fact, and the nodding heads let him know
that the warmasters seemed to agree with his assessment.

It was long past midday before Thad
finally found his rest. It was hard to sleep under the hot sun, and
beads of sweat readily poured down his body, drying so fast that
they left small white patches in his clothes from the salt. Though
sticky and uncomfortable, Thad found it much easier to sleep than
he had earlier when his consciousness had still been raw from what
had transpired earlier that night.

As he slept, Thad found himself being
pulled into the murky darkness and knew that Maria was calling him.
At first, he had found the dream visits interesting, but now they
were becoming tedious and sometimes aggravating. Maria took little
care for whether he wished to be called upon or not. During the
day, when he was at the palace, he could deny a request for a
visit, and she normally acceded to his request, but there was no
such option during his dreams. He didn’t believe the queen did it
out of spite or hatefulness. He believed that she didn’t give it
much thought. She wanted to see him, and she was used to getting
what she wanted without fear of reprisal.

As the darkness cleared, Thad found
himself in his own chambers with the queen sitting idly on the
corner of his bed, wearing a thin dark blue gown laced in an even
darker green. “I was not in the mood for a visit,” Thad said
angrily.

Maria looked shocked at the open
reprisal but quickly calmed herself. “It is hard to know when you
are and are not in the mood for a visit. If you wish, I can let you
go back to whatever dream you were finding more interesting,” she
said, the hurt evident in her voice.

“No, you have called, and I am already
here,” Thad replied apologetically. “It has just been a hard day …
things … have come about that left a bad taste in my
mouth.”

“Nothing too stressing, I hope,” Maria
said, coming to his side and laying a comforting hand on his arm.
“You could always return to the palace. I am sure that the soldiers
can win the war without your presence,” Maria added
hopefully.

“With the force they control, I am sure
they could win without half the number present, but it was my
decision, so I need to see it through to the end. You don’t have to
worry. I am scarcely in any danger,” Thad said, hoping to quell the
line of thought. Maria had persistently tried to keep him from
leaving the place, even going so far as to break down into tears.
Thad had almost been swayed, but he had stood strong in his
convictions. As soon as she learned crying wouldn’t work, her tears
quickly dried up, leaving Thad feeling as if he had been tricked.
He had been told women could be more dangerous than any armed
soldier, but it was only during those times that he had started to
see the truth in those words. “You can lose your life to a sword,
but only a woman can take your soul.” Thad muttered one of
Killian’s sayings under his breath.

“What was that?” Maria said, giving him
a scathing glare.

“Nothing, just thinking about how nice
you look tonight,” Thad replied hastily. He had acted the fool more
times than he could count, but he had not lost his senses enough to
let her know what was really going through his mind.


CHAPTER XXV

After the small skirmish at the border,
they had been able to travel within the borders of Rane completely
unmolested. Thad was happy about the scarcity of battles, but his
Vathari friends were not. As each day passed, Thad could see their
restlessness building, and Thad hoped for everyone’s sake that at
least some form of token resistance would soon show; otherwise,
there was no telling what might transpire. Sae-Thae had told him
that more than one Vathari settlement had come a long way for the
expected war, and it was all too possible that a small war could be
brewing between any two of them now.

Their fifth day traveling through Rane,
they came across a good-sized town. It was deep into the night when
they passed by the town, and though Thad didn’t expect much
movement within the streets, he had expected to see some life
showing within. But there was none; not even a single lantern-lit
window adorned the ghost town.

As the sun began to break, they settled
down for their rest. Tad still found it hard to march in the dark
and even harder to adjust his sleeping patterns, though it was not
as if they had been set in stone to begin with. In the past few
months, he had taken what sleep had been afforded him, but he could
still scarcely remember a time he had slept at the onset of the
day.

A loud noise roused Thad from sleep.
Stumbling out of his tent with sword in hand, Thad looked around
for the cause of the commotion. Half asleep, Thad almost didn’t
notice the sword that darted to his chest. As the sword skipped off
his stone chest, Thad spun around and buried his blade deep into
his attacker. Kicking the body off, Thad turned to see a Vathari
warrior smiling at him.

“I apologize about that, master mage.
We had not intended to include you in the fun,” the Vathari said,
laughing.

Thad nodded to the warrior and pushed
passed, looking for Sae-Thae. He found the mage sitting back high
on a hill, watching the battle below. “What in the abyss is going
on down there?” Thad asked, his head still fuzzy from the abrupt
end to his sleep.

“Thaddeus, we had not planned to wake
you,” Sae-Thae replied, smiling. “A small band of warriors have
been tailing us for some time, and today, they have finally
attacked.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Thad asked,
confused.

“I didn’t want to bother you. The men
have been on edge waiting for them to attack. They were hungry, but
it seems they are playing with their food. The battle should have
been over shortly after it started. I hope you do not hold it
against them too badly.”

Turning around, Thad looked back to the
battlefield, where he could see a small portion of the Vathari
warriors engaging with the attackers below. Just as Sae-Thae had
said, the Vathari were playing with the attackers. One Vathari
would fight for a time, then switch with another until the attacker
had no strength left; then the fight ended.

Thad could see hundreds of bodies
littering the ground, and though only a handful belonged to his
men, it still pained him. Rane was no longer the invaders they
were, and from the looks of the fighters below, the small army had
been made up of mostly farmers. Thad had no qualms about killing
trained soldiers, but men just trying to protect their homeland
were something different.

Trying to shake the heavy feeling that
hung over him, Thad returned to his tent. No matter what others
said, the deaths of those men were on his hands, even if he had not
been the one to hold the blade that ended their lives. For the
first time, he wished that he had heeded the queen’s demands and
let Sae-Thae and Killian lead the invasion. How many years of sleep
will he lose to the faces that he saw tonight. Killian had called
it the curse of a soldier, but he was starting to think it was the
curse of a tyrant.

Would you stop whining? Yes,
men are going to die. Do you think that every person who fell into
the trap you laid back in the Rane capital when you made your
escape was a soldier? You destroyed a large portion of the town,
and I would bet a large number of innocents were among the dead.
People die in war, some from the blade and some from starvation in
the aftermath. If you want to lament every one of their deaths, you
will drive yourself insane.

Thad’s heart dropped. He had never
given much thought to his escape from the Rane prison. At the time,
he had been so fuelled by rage that he didn’t give it much thought
as he placed his enchanted orbs around the city. Thuraman was
right—he had collapsed the very streets of the city on that day.
More than just soldiers were walking among them when they fell.
“What did I do?” Thad whispered to himself.

You survived. You can do
nothing about the dead, so why do you bother thinking about
them?

“You can be heartless, my friend,” Thad
replied to Thuraman as he slumped down on his bedroll.

Heartless, I would imagine
so as I was born without one. I see the world clearly without the
bothersome burden of worry that you seem to carry. Everything is
made of magic, and through it, I can see those that you wish to
save. Most of them are not worth your pity. Humans kill each other
by the dozen, war or not.

“I do not think I can ever agree with
you on that point, Thuraman,” Thad said, laying the staff
aside.

That is where you are wrong.
You do agree with me. Deep down in that so-called heart of yours,
you do agree, and you know that I speak the truth. Cry if you wish,
but we both know that it will do little good in the end. Finish the
war, and the deaths will come to an end. That is your only
option.

Thad remained quiet, though he knew
that Thuraman was right. The war had to end, and for that to
happen, the Brotherhood and Rane had to fall. There were a lot of
wrongs that would be done in the end by both sides, and no matter
what light he would place on those actions, in his heart, he knew
they were wrong but still had to happen. After everything was done,
Thad didn’t hope that he would sleep peacefully at night, just that
his kids and their kids would have that privilege.

The closer they drew to the Rane
capital, the more they were harassed by small bands of put-together
soldiers. Thad didn’t know what Rane thought the small attacks
would do. It was like an ant trying to bring down a mountain one
pebble at a time.

At first, each new death hounded Thad,
but now with the capital sitting in the distance, his fears and
pains had been quelled. The war was almost at its end. All that was
left was the taking of the merchant guild and the Rane palace.
Thankfully, both buildings resided close to each other, and though
large, the city had few real defenses. The only real threat were
the few thousand troops that had reached the city before them, but
they were only a portion of their number and had been marched
hard.

Thad had expected a few days of rest
and preparations, but Killian and the other generals had other
plans. As soon as the sun set that very day, they were going to
flood the capital with soldiers and lay waste to any who dared
raise a sword against them. The Vathari wanted to slaughter
everything within the walls of the city, but even Killian objected
to such a notion. In the end, they had come to an agreement that
any who displayed hostility could be killed, but the rest would be
left in peace.

Thad took some solace in those words as
he waited for nightfall, his body too eager to find any sleep. From
his vantage point, Thad could see into the city. Many buildings
near the market and rich district still lay in ruins from his
escape nearly a year before. The people moved around anxiously, and
the guards rushed about their bodies, laden with fear of the coming
horde.

Thad had been in the same situation not
long before, though he was on the side of the defenders. Well
outnumbered and knowing only death awaited them had brought a
certain calm to the Farlan forces, but Rane seemed to be handling
it differently. There was a lot of movement in the market district,
and Killian had a good portion of their forces moved around to the
north and west so that none could escape before their
attack.

Thad wanted to argue to let any who
wished to leave the city to do so, but he knew why they must be
held at bay. If the Brotherhood generals escaped, they could help
reestablish the order outside of their reach. The one order Thad
had no problem in making was that any found in the possession of
the fox emblem would be killed, soldier or not. There was too big
of a risk in letting any of their kind live.

With only hours left before the final
assault, Thad made his way to the center of the camp, where Killian
and the other generals had set up camp. Thad had expected to see
the older warmaster sifting through maps but instead found him
sitting idly on the ground, sharpening his sword.

“Everything ready?” Thad asked, taking
a seat next to the warmaster.

Killian gave him a sideways glance as
he drew the blade across the sharpening stone. “Not much to get
ready. Each group has been given their orders on where to focus
their attacks. The only thing left to do now is to wait for
nightfall,” Killian said, looking up into the sky. “This is the
largest attack I have ever led that will strike in the night. It is
always good to fight when one has the most advantages, but fighting
by moonlight can be dangerous, yet also beautiful in its own
way.”

“I don’t think I ever heard of a battle
being beautiful,” Thad replied, skeptical.

“It is all in how you choose to view
it,” Killian replied, lifting his blade up so that he could inspect
the blade in the waning light. “Blood when viewed in the right
moonlight will glisten black. Enough blood and it will look like a
sparkling river.”

“I guess one must find beauty where
they may,” Thad replied, his stomach churning slightly at the
thought of finding the sight of blood beautiful.

Killian gave an odd laugh as he slid
his sword back in the scabbard that was strapped to his side. “As I
have said, there are two stories that we tell. One set for people
we meet and one for other soldiers. I think it is time that you
heard one of those stories.”

“A long time ago, when I was still a
young man with my first unit, I had the habit of taking souvenirs
from those I had killed in battle,” Killian said, unabashed. “My
warmaster had told me that taking from the dead what you do not
need can only lead to trouble, but I did not heed his advice. One
day after a long battle, I was searching the bodies of those I had
killed for trinkets to honor the battle in my memories. When I
turned over a soldier that I thought dead …” Killian paused and
raised up his tunic and chain mail, showing a deep scar that ran
across his chest. “He had not been as dead as I had thought. His
dagger cut deep, and I quickly collapsed due to the loss of blood.
When I awoke, my warmaster was beside me. I can still remember his
words: ‘Now that is a memento that you can take from this battle
and hopefully learn from it.’”

Thad waited, and when it was clear that
the warmaster was done with his story, he thought it over quietly.
But aside from the main point of the story, Thad couldn’t see why
the warmaster had told it. “I don’t get it,” Thad said honestly
once the silence had settled.

“You’re not supposed to get it,”
Killian replied, laughing. “There is no real point to the story
except to entertain and to show our own foolishness. All soldiers
have a similar story about their first days in combat. We tell
these stories to make the others laugh. The reason we don’t tell
them to others is that, just like you, there is seldom laughter
because they don’t understand the humor that we do.” Killian pulled
an apple from his pack and threw it at Thad. “Now it is your turn
to tell a story. Pick one that you would find funny that you do not
think others would, such as that queen of yours.”

Thad took a bite of the apple and
thought as he chewed it slowly. “It was during my first years at
the academy. I was still young, not even ten yet, and I was having
my first lesson with the sword. My instructor was an older boy who
was headed for the sale block the following auction. He had told me
how to hold my sword and how to fight, and as the day went on, he
kept telling me how good I was doing. Later that night, I brought
out my practice sword and was showing off to my other classmates. I
lost hold of my grip, and the sword flew from my hand into the air,
striking one of the nearby mothers. The mother walked over and
handed me back the sword and said, ‘I see that you forgot how to
clean your weapons. Now you can clean the entire building along
with your friends.’”

Only a moment after Thad had finished
his story did Killian break into deep laughter. “Now that is a good
story. Something very similar happened to one of the boys I trained
with. He was an exceptional swordsman but hated cleaning his
weapon. One day, he tried to pull it from his scabbard, but it was
so rusted it wouldn’t budge. Our master had him clearing every
weapon in storage for weeks, along with my help for not advising my
battle buddy.”

Thad and Killian continued to trade
stories. The more of Killian’s stories Thad heard, the more he
began to find the humor in them. It was not about something funny,
but something he could understand. He was not laughing at Killian
but himself and his own experiences that were similar.

As the sun dropped below the horizon
and the stars painted the night sky, Killian and the other generals
sent out the signal to prepare for battle. Thad had expected that
they would march silently, but the Vathari wanted their enemies to
know they were coming. To them, the night was their last real
battle before they returned to their holes below the
ground.

Thad took his place with Killian and
Sae-Thae. Their force was responsible for the palace. Thad had
wanted to go against the merchant guild, but Killian had argued
that he would serve best fighting away from where any of the white
swordsmen might be present. Thad reluctantly agreed, though he
still wanted to finish what he had started a year
before.

I can’t wait for this to be
over and you can get back to a safer life. Maybe we can do some
traveling and find some of the other races. I am interested in
meeting that dragon again.

“I doubt that when the war is over, I
will have time for much adventuring,” Thad replied as he
straightened his sword on his hip. “I plan to return to Farlan and
start planning to build a school for mages as well as a place for
the magical races. It is past time that magic was seen as
commonplace in our world again.”

Farlan? Don’t tell me you
plan to run back to that pompous little queen? I don’t see why you
want to be around such women or any women at all. They are nothing
but trouble.

“What is life without a bit of
trouble?” Thad replied, pushing Thuraman and his objections from
his mind. It was obvious that the staff had taken a keen disliking
to any female, and now was not the time for such
distractions.

Gripping the hilt of his sword
nervously, Thad waited alongside the others for the final call to
battle. It had taken so long to get to this point, and now
everything seemed to be moving so fast.


CHAPTER XXVI

When the final horn rang out, Thad and
more than fifteen thousand troops rushed toward the city gates. The
city had been built for trade, not war, so there were no real
barriers to their entry except for a few guards who were quickly
overtaken by the skilled Vathari warriors.

Thad moved through the city streets
with confidence. It had not been that long ago that he had prowled
the city, and now those memories guided his footsteps.

Thad never looked back to see if any
others followed him. They were skilled warriors and fighters, and
he knew they would have little difficulty in finding their way. As
he passed the large street that would lead him in the direction of
the guild hall, Thad slowed down slightly. He wanted to be there
when it all ended. He wanted to see the look on the faces of the
men who had hunted him and others like him when all their worlds
ended, but he knew that he would be most effective where he was
meant to go.

The palace was not far from the guild
hall, and Thad was sure that it was by no coincidence. From what he
had heard and learned, the king was nothing more than a puppet
leader, but even a puppet could be trouble if left unattended. The
taking of innocent lives always left a bad taste in his mouth, but
for the king, Thad only had a slight hesitance crying in the back
of his mind. The man might not be the real power behind the throne,
but he had willingly sat there and let the guild rule his country
without any struggle.

As Thad ran up the wide staircase
leading to the palace ground, he was amazed at the size of the
building that stood in front of him. He had seen the impressive
structure during his last visit to the city, but at a distance, it
looked like many other building he had seen in his life. Now
standing at its very walls, he was able to grasp it in its full
splendor. The columns were not made of simple brick and mortar like
those of the Farlan palace, but of pure marble. Everything within
his sight told of the wealth of Rane, from the gold banisters to
the crystal statue of a merchant scale that stood in the massive
courtyard.

As Thad moved through the grounds, he
was amazed at the little resistance he faced. Three guards were all
that raised their blades at him, and none of them were very skilled
in the art. As he reached the massive double doors leading into the
main section of the palace, Thad slowed his movements.

Turning around briefly, Thad saw that
behind him stood a large regiment of Vathari soldiers. They were
skilled at keeping their presence hidden, so Thad didn’t know if
they had been with him the whole time or if they had suddenly
arrived. Shrugging off the small questions that popped into his
mind, Thad pulled open the doors and entered the wide hallway
leading to the throne room.

As the hallway opened up, Thad could
see a large number of people waiting ahead. Slowing down, Thad
walked into the large room, his sword at the ready. With the
numerous number of Vathari warriors at his back, Thad knew he had
little to fear from the near-thirty soldiers that protected their
king, but still, he had found himself in dire straits many times
due to his reckless nature.

“So it is the young mage who started
everything that has come to my chambers,” a loud and deep voice
echoed throughout the room. Looking up, Thad let his eyes come to
rest on the lone figure that sat upon the golden throne. “Thaddeus
Torin, the boy who grew to be far more than a simple
thorn.”

Thad didn’t know what he had suspected
to find, but it was anything other than what he had. The king was a
large man, almost seven feet tall and well muscled. “It seems like
you have the benefit of knowing about me while I am in the dark,”
Thad said, lowering the tip of his sword slightly.

Thad was amazed that no sounds of
fighting came from behind him. Turning his head, he noticed that
the Vathari waited silently outside the entrance to the throne
room.

“Most visitors tend to call me by my
title, but if you must put a proper name with my face, it would be
Cyrus Rane,” the king said, standing from his throne. “Before we
undertake our fight to the death, do you mind me asking why you
want to destroy our world?”

“I didn’t wish to destroy anything,”
Thad replied, his voice heavy with confusion. “I just wanted to
live.”

Cyrus laughed. “You living dooms this
world, though I guess I cannot claim to be innocent.” Cyrus pulled
his sword and looked at the cold white metal of its blade. “I never
enjoyed the feel of this when it was near me. Even after thirty
years of having it at my side, it still makes my skin crawl. I
don’t think your companions will wait much longer, so shall we
start our dance?”

Cyrus stretched out his hand, and a
stream of fire roared from his palm, nearly catching Thad, who got
his shield up only seconds before the flames touched his skin.
“You’re a mage,” Thad said, surprised. “Why would you fight on the
side that wants all of our kind dead?” Thad asked as he rushed in
with a quick forward thrust, which the king easily knocked
aside.

“Because I know the truth,” Cyrus
replied with a sneer. “I have heard the stories that you have been
told about the world and its creations. They are lies,” Cyrus
replied, pushing Thad back. “The gods came here from another realm.
They forced their way through because they had been hunted by the
others of their kind. The flow of magic was the only connection
left between our world and theirs, but your goddess didn’t simply
want a new life—she wanted to make an army to take revenge on the
people who had chased her out of her home. With each new mage, a
little bit more of the vale that separates our worlds is torn away.
Can you imagine what would happen should it fail
completely?”

Thad stopped in midstep, shocked at
what Cyrus had said. “Why tell me this now, and why should I
believe you?” Thad asked, his fingers tightening on his sword’s
haft.

“We have lost,” Cyrus replied, lifting
his hands up and shrugging his shoulders. “The veil will fall one
day, and even if you don’t believe me, maybe you might take a peek
behind all the lies. That is, should you live through the
day.”

Cyrus’s next attack left Thad no doubt
that their friendly chat had come to an end. The sheer force behind
the blow knocked him to his knees and sent vibrations through his
arm that shook him to his very core. Before Thad could regain his
footing, a stream of fire tore past him, burning away his shield
and singeing his hair.

One of the white swords he could deal
with, but with the man wielding magic as well, lessened his chances
a great deal. The Vathari warriors had made quick work of the
guards and now stood in a ring around him, letting his own fight
play out. They saw it as a match of honor, so none would interfere,
even should he ask for assistance.

Thad knew what he had to do. A cold
sensation ran through his body as another blast of fire raced
toward him. Thad didn’t feel the heat of the blaze, only the
coldness of the gods’ magic washing into his body as he let every
inch of his skin turn to stone.

“That is a neat trick,” That heard the
muffled words of Cyrus say as the king lunged forward, then jumped
back as his sword skipped off Thad’s rock armor. Though Thad had
nothing to fear from the king’s attack, his body of stone was
sluggish and didn’t respond quickly enough to land a hit on the
trained swordsman.

Thad continued to press his attack,
waiting for his chance. Quickly closing his eyes, Thad cast a
bright ball of light and heard Cyrus’s alarmed scream. Thad didn’t
press his attack; instead, he created a lifelike image of himself
and let himself fall into the shadows.

Thad let the coldness fade from his
skin and checked thoroughly to make sure there had been no lasting
damage done. With the exception of a few small places, his body had
returned to normal. Letting out a silent sigh of relief, Thad
turned his attention back to his double and Cyrus.

The king had regained his composure but
still circled the image cautiously. Thad knew that as soon as the
king struck, his trick would be revealed; it was in that one
instance that the battle would be determined. Thad let his hand
meld with the shadows as he waited.

When the strike finally came, Thad
faded into the darkness, appearing right behind Cyrus. His blade
dug deep, plunging into the mage king, as his sword cut through
Thad’s image, destroying the magic that had formed it.

Thad lowered the lifeless body to the
ground. Slipping his own sword back in its scabbard, Thad retired
the fallen white-bladed sword and held it firmly in his hand. The
odd sensation of the metal drawing at his body made his stomach
lurch, but he found it a much weaker sensation than he had when he
had held the other swords of its kind.

Strapping on the sword, Thad tapped its
hilt strangely. He didn’t know if Cyrus had spoken the truth, but
he needed to know. Laughing to himself, Thad wondered if it really
mattered. Even if the world was overrun with gods, he would still
fight to live. That would not change.


EPILOGUE

Thad looked out the window of his room
at the large monument that now stood at the palace gates. Thousands
of names belonging to the major races of the realm were carved into
it. Even after five years, the sadness of all the losses from those
days still struck him.

Killian was now the king of Rane and
had ruled thus far with kindness. Monique had overtaken the
merchant guild and rebuilt it. Crusher had stayed in Farlan. Though
the dwarf still walked with a limp, it didn’t seem to slow down his
enjoyment of life.

“Dear, you need to get going if you are
going to reach the council in time,” Thad heard Maria say sweetly
behind him. “Without you, there is no telling what the mages will
decide to do with their new school,” she added with a
wink.

Thad looked at his wife and her bulging
belly. “Do you think this is the right time for me to be leaving
you alone?” Thad asked, his voice laced with worry.

“Me and the baby will be fine,” Maria
assured him. “I doubt the Brotherhood will send an assassin for me.
They seem more interested in you. I swear, when will they give it a
rest? Already four attempts this year.”

“They do seem to want my life badly,”
Thad said with a dark chuckle. “I will be back as soon as I can,
dear,” Thad said, cupping his wife’s cheek in the palm of his
hand.

“Just make sure that the mages don’t
get too full of themselves. I may have given them part of my land
that borders Rane, but that doesn’t mean I will let them do
whatever they wish inside my borders,” Maria said
forcefully.

Thad laughed and grabbed his cloak. The
mage’s school had once been a dream of his, and now it was
realized. It was not just a school, but a small independent country
with land from both Farlan and Rane. Thad, by right, was the king,
though he didn’t really make much issue on his title. His only real
goal was to create a place where all beings of the magical races
would feel welcomed. The school was a starting place for their
reemergence back into the rest of the realm.

As Thad put his foot in Lady’s stirrup,
he gave the monument a last look. “Sleep well, my friends,” he said
softly as he mounted the horse.
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