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      FOREWORD TO WIT’CH WAR


      (NOTE: The following is an open letter from Professor J. P. Clemens, the translator of The Banned and the Banished series)
      


      Dear Students,

      As the historian of this textbook, I welcome you back to this series of translated texts and beg a moment of your time to
         comment on my work and some of the rumors surrounding it.
      

      As is well known, the original scrolls were lost to antiquity, and only crumbling handwritten copies discovered over five
         centuries ago in caves on the Isle of Kell yet remain of this most ancient tale. Because this language has been dead for over
         a millennium, hundreds of historians and linguistic experts have attempted to tackle the reconstruction and translation of
         these Kelvish Scrolls. Yet under my supervision at the University of Da’ Borau, a team of distinguished colleagues finally
         accomplished the impossible: the complete and truest translation of the tale of Elena Morin’stal.
      

      In your hands is my life’s work. And I wanted to state that I believe my translations should stand on their own merits.

      Yet, over my objections, my fellow scholar, Jir’rob Sordun, had been assigned to write forewords to the first two books, to warn readers about the devious nature of the scrolls’ original author.
      

      Now were these doleful warnings truly necessary? As much as I respect Professor Sordun, I believe these ancient histories
         of Alasea’s ‘black age’ do not need embellishments or extravagant introductions. Though this ancient age of our land is cloaked
         in mystery and muddled by conflicting accounts, any person of sound mind will know the tales herein are just the twisted fictions
         of some ancient madman. Do we really need Sordun to point this out to us?
      

      Let’s look to the facts.

      What do we truly know of this ‘black age’? We know Elena was a true historical figure – there are too many contemporary references
         to deny this – but her role during the uprising against the Gul’gotha is obviously a whimsical tale. She was not a wit’ch. She did not have a fist stained with blood magicks. I wager that some charlatans had painted her hand crimson and propped her up as some
         anointed savior, milking the simple village folk of their hard-earned coppers. Among this troupe of tricksters was obviously
         a writer of some modest skill who created these wild stories to bolster their fake leader. I imagine he regaled the farmers
         with these fabrications, which he passed off as real events – and so the myth of the wit’ch was forged.
      

      I can picture the gap-toothed farmers staring slack jawed as the story teller related tales of highland og’res, woodland nymphs,
         mountain nomads, and silver-haired elv’in. I can imagine their gasps as Elena wielded her magick of fire and ice. But surely
         in today’s enlightened Alasean society, there is no need to warn readers so vocally that such things are fictions.
      

      So with that said, I must make one confession. As I translated these series of scrolls, I began to believe them just a bit. Who wouldn’t want to believe that a young girl from some remote apple orchard could end up changing the world? And what
         she accomplished at the end – what the author claimed occurred – who wouldn’t want to believe that to be true?
      

      Of course, being a scholar, I know better. Nature is nature, and what the author proposes at the very end of the scrolls is
         obviously a falsehood that can only weaken our society. For this reason, I have also come to accept that my translations should
         be banned and kept only for the few enlightened, for those who won’t be duped by its final message.
      

      However, even with these tight restrictions, I’ve begun to hear absurd rumors surrounding the required finger-print that binds
         each text to its reader. It is whispered in certain circles that some readers – those who have marked each of the five textbooks
         with their fingerprints and bound the compiled series in silk ribbon, or so the story goes – have found themselves beguiled
         by ancient magicks that have reached out from my translated words. I believe the fault for this ridiculous notion lies with
         the university press that produces this series. The requirement to mark each of the five volumes with the print from a different
         finger of the right hand only fosters such foolishness. For a publisher to require such a thing, especially when the story
         in these books suggests that powerful magick can be wielded by a wit’ch’s hand, is downright negligent on the part of the
         publisher.
      

      Though I am flattered at such supposed power behind my work, I can’t help but be shocked and befuddled by such blatant foolishness.

      So perhaps I judge too harshly my illustrious colleague. Maybe it is best after all to warn all potential readers.

      So let me repeat Jir’rob Sordun’s final word of caution as printed in the foreword to the first text:
      

      Remember, at all times,
in your waking hours and in your dreams,
The author is a liar.

      Sincerely and humbly,

      J. P. Clemens,

      Professor of Ancient Histories

   
      
      WIT’CH WAR


      Heralded by a dragon’s roar
and born in a maelstrom of ice and flame,
this is the way the war began.

      Through my open window, I can hear the strum of a lyre’s chords and the tinkle of a minstrel’s voice rising like steam from
         the streets below. It is the height of the Midsummer Carnivale here in the city of Gelph. As the searing heat of the day winds
         down to the sultry hours of evening, towns-people gather in the square for the Feast of the Dragon, a time of merriment and
         rejoicing.
      

      Yet I can’t help but frown at the gaiety of the celebrants. How much the fools have forgotten! Even now as I sit with pen
         and paper and prepare once again to continue the wit’ch’s tale, I can hear the screams of the slaughtered and the blood roar
         of dragons behind the music and happy voices outside my window.
      

      The true meaning for this celebration has been lost over the ages. The first Midsummer Carnivale was a somber affair, meant to cheer the few survivors of the War of the Isles, a time for wounds to heal
         and for spirits torn by blade and betrayal to be restored. Even the meaning behind the ritual exchange of fake dragon’s teeth
         and baubles painted like precious black pearls has been forgotten by the present revelers. It was once meant to signify the
         bond between—
      

      Ah . . . but I get ahead of myself. After so many centuries, with my head so full of memories, I seem constantly to find myself
         unhooked from time’s inevitable march. As I sit in this rented room, surrounded by my parchments and inks, it seems like only
         yesterday that Elena stood on the bluffs of Blisterberry and stared out across the twilight sea at her dragon army. Why is
         it that the older one gets, the more valuable the past becomes? What once I fled from is now what I dream about. Is this the
         true curse that the wit’ch has set upon my soul? To live forever, yet to forever dream of the past?
      

      As I pick up my pen and dip it in the ink, I pray her final promise to me holds true. Let me finally die with the telling
         of her tale.
      

      Though the day’s heat still hides in my room as the evening cools, I close my window and my heart against the songs and merrymaking
         below. I cannot tell a tale of blood-shed and treachery while listening to the gay strains of the minstrels’ instruments and
         the raucous laughter of the Carnivale’s celebrants. This part of the story of Elena Morin’stal is best written with a cold
         heart.
      

      So as the Feast of the Dragon begins outside among the streets of Gelph, I ask that you listen deeper. Can you hear another
         sort of music? As in many grand symphonies, the opening soft chords are often forgotten in the blare of the horn and the strike
         of the drum that follow; yet this forget-fulness does insult to the composer, for it is in these calm moments that the stage
         is set for the storm to come.
      

      So listen and bend your ear – not to the lyre or the drums outside my window – but to the quieter music found in the beat
         of a morning surf as the tide recedes with the dawn’s first light. There lies the beginning of the grand song I mean to sing.
      

   
      
      Book One

      TIDES AND TEARS

   
      
      1 

      
      With only the crash of waves for company, Elena stood by the cliff’s edge and stared out across the blue seas. At the horizon,
         the sun was just dawning, crowning the distant islands of the Archipelago with rosy halos of mist. Closer to the coast, a
         single-masted fishing trawler fought the tide to ply its trade among the many isles and reefs. Over its sails, gulls and terns
         argued while hunting the same generous waters. Nearer still, at the base of the steep bluff, the rocky shore was already occupied
         by the lounging bodies of camping sealions. The scolding barks of mothers to their pups and the occasional huffing roar of
         a territorial bull echoed up to her.
      

      
      Sighing, Elena turned her back on the sight. Since the seadragons of the mer’ai had left fifteen days ago, the routines of
         the coastline were already returning to normal. Such was the resiliency of nature. 
      

      
      As if to remind her further of the natural world’s strength, a stiff morning breeze tugged at her hair, blowing it into her
         eyes. Irritated, she pushed back the waving strands with gloved fingers and attempted to trap the stray locks behind her ears,
         but the winds fought her efforts. It had been over two moons since Er’ril had last cropped her hair, and the length had grown to be a nuisance – too short to fix with ribbons and pins, yet too long to easily manage, especially
         with her hair beginning to show its curl again. Still, she kept her complaints to herself, fearing Er’ril might take the shears
         to her once again.
      

      
      She frowned at the thought. She was tired of looking like a boy.

      
      Though she had readily accepted the necessity of the disguise while traveling the lands of Alasea, out here in the lonely
         wilds of the Blisterberry bluffs, there were no eyes to spy upon her and no need to continue the ruse as Er’ril’s son – or
         so she kept telling herself. Yet she was not so sure her guardian held these same assumptions.
      

      
      As a caution, Elena had gone to wearing caps and hats when around Er’ril, hoping he wouldn’t notice the growing length of
         her locks or the fading black dye that had camouflaged her hair. The deep fire of her natural color was finally beginning
         to reappear at the roots.
      

      
      She pulled out her cap from her belt and corralled her hair under it before hiking back up the coastal trail to the cottage.
         Why the appearance of her hair should matter so much to her she could not put into words. It was not mere vanity, though she
         could not deny that a pinch of pride did play a small role in her subterfuge with Er’ril. She was a young woman, after all,
         and why wouldn’t she balk at appearing as a boy?
      

      
      But there was more to it than that. And the true reason was marching down the path toward her with a deep frown. Dressed in
         a wool sweater against the morning’s chill, her brother wore his fiery red hair pulled back from his face with a black leather
         strap. Reminded of her family by Joach’s presence, Elena was ashamed to hide her own heritage under dyes any longer. It was
         like denying her own parents.
      

      
      As Joach closed the distance between them, Elena recognized the character of the young man’s exasperated grimace and his pained
         green eyes. She had seen it often enough on her father’s face.
      

      
      ‘Aunt My has been looking all over for you,’ he said as greeting.

      
      ‘My lessons!’ Elena darted forward, closing the distance with her brother. ‘I’d almost forgotten.’

      
      ‘Almost?’ he teased as she joined him.

      
      She scowled at her brother but could not argue against his accusation. In fact, she had completely forgotten about this morning’s lesson. It was to be her last instruction on the art of swordplay before Aunt Mycelle
         left for Port Rawl to rendezvous with the other half of their party. Kral, Tol’chuk, Mogweed, and Meric were due to meet with
         Mycelle there in two days’ time. Elena wondered for the hundredth time how they had fared in Shadowbrook. She prayed they
         were all well.
      

      
      As she and her brother marched back up the trail toward the cottage, Joach mumbled, ‘El, your head’s always in the clouds.’

      
      She turned in irritation, then saw her brother’s quirked smile. Those were the same words her father had used so often to
         scold Elena when time had slipped away from her. She took her brother’s hand in her own. Here was all that was left of her
         family now.
      

      
      Joach squeezed her gloved hand, and they walked in silence through the fringe forest of wind-whipped cypress and pine. As
         Flint’s cottage appeared on the bluffs ahead, Joach cleared his throat. ‘El, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm?’

      
      ‘When you go to the island . . .’ he started.

      
      Elena inwardly groaned. She did not want to think of the last leg of their journey to retrieve the Blood Diary from the island
         of A’loa Glen – especially given Joach’s own accounting of the horrors that lay in wait.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to go back with you. To the island.’

      
      Elena stumbled a step. ‘You know that’s not possible. You heard Er’ril’s plan, Joach.’

      
      ‘Yes, but a word from you—’

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s no reason for you to go.’

      
      With a touch on her arm, Joach pulled her to a stop. ‘El, I know you want to keep me from further danger, but I have to go
         back.’
      

      
      Shaking free of his hand, she stared him in the eye. ‘Why? Why do you think you need to go? To protect me?’

      
      ‘No, I’m no fool.’ Joach stared at his feet. He still would not meet her gaze. ‘But I had a dream,’ he whispered. ‘A dream
         that has repeated twice over the past half moon since you arrived from the swamps.’
      

      
      She stared at her brother. ‘You think it’s one of your weavings?’

      
      ‘I think so.’ He finally raised his eyes to hers, a slight blush on his cheeks. Joach had discovered he shared their family’s
         heritage of elemental magicks. His skill was dreamweaving, a lost art preserved by only a select few of the Brotherhood. It was the ability to glimpse snatches of future events in
         the dream plane. Brother Flint and Brother Moris had been working with Joach on testing the level of his magick. Joach nodded
         toward the cottage ahead. ‘I haven’t told anyone else.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe it’s just an ordinary dream,’ Elena offered. But the part of her that was a wit’ch stirred with her brother’s words.
         Magick. Even the mere mention of it fired her blood. With both her fists fresh to the Rose, the magick all but sang in her heart. Swallowing hard, she closed her spirit against the call of the wit’ch. ‘What made you think it was a weaving?’
         
      

      
      Joach scrunched up his face. ‘I . . . I get this feeling when I’m in a weaving. It’s like a thrill in my veins, like my very
         being is afire with an inner storm. I felt it during this dream.’
      

      
      An inner storm, Elena thought. She knew that sensation when she touched her own wild magick – a raging tempest trapped in
         her heart screaming with pent-up energy. She found her two hands wringing together with just the remembrance of past flows
         of raw magick. She forced her hands apart. ‘Tell me about your dream.’
      

      
      Joach bit his lower lip, suddenly reluctant.

      
      ‘Go on,’ Elena persisted.

      
      His voice lowered. ‘I saw you at the top of a tall spire in A’loa Glen. A black winged beast circled the parapets nearby—’

      
      ‘Black winged? Was it the dragon Ragnar’k?’ Elena asked, naming the ebony-scaled seadragon who shared flesh with the Bloodrider,
         Kast, and who was blood-bonded to the mer woman, Sy-wen.
      

      
      Joach’s fingers wandered to an ivory dragon’s tooth that hung from a cord around his neck; it had been a gift from Sy-wen.
         ‘No, this was no dragon.’ His hands fought to describe the figure, but he gave up with an exasperated shrug of his shoulders.
         ‘It was something more shadow than flesh. But that’s not the important part of the dream. You see . . .’ His voice died, and
         his eyes drifted away to stare out at the ocean. Her brother was hiding something from her, something that scared him deeply.
      

      
      Elena licked her dry lips, suddenly wondering if she truly wanted to know the answer. ‘What is it, Joach?’

      
      ‘You were not alone on the tower.’

      
      ‘Who else was there?’
      

      
      He turned back to her. ‘I was. I stood beside you bearing the poi’wood staff I stole from the darkmage. When the creature
         dove toward us, I raised the staff and smote the creature from the sky with a spellcast bolt.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that proves it was only a nightmare. You’re no practitioner of the black arts. You’re just dreaming that I need your
         protection. It’s probably worry and fear that “thrilled” your blood in the dream, not weaving magicks.’
      

      
      Frowning, Joach shook his head. ‘Truthfully, after the first dream, I supposed the same. Papa’s last words to me were to protect
         you, and that has weighed heavily on my heart ever since. But when the dream came to me again, I was no longer so sure. After
         the second dream yesterday, I crept out at midnight – out here alone – and I . . . I spoke the spell from the dream while
         holding the staff.’
      

      
      Elena had a sick feeling in the root of her stomach. ‘Joach . . .?’

      
      He pointed behind her. Elena turned. Only a handful of steps away stood a lightning-split pine, its bark charred and its limbs
         cracked. ‘The spell from my dream worked.’
      

      
      Elena stared with her eyes wide, suddenly weak in her legs, not just from the thought that Joach’s dream might be real, but
         also from the fact that Joach had called forth black magicks. She shivered. ‘We must tell the others,’ she said in hushed
         tones. ‘Er’ril must be warned of this.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘There’s still more. It’s the reason I’ve kept silent until now.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘In my dream, after I smote the beast from the sky, Er’ril appeared from the depths of the tower, sword in hand. He ran at
         us, and I swung the staff toward him and . . . and I killed him, like the beast, in a blaze of darkfire.’
      

      
      ‘Joach!’
      

      
      Her brother could not be interrupted; the words tumbled from his mouth in a rush. ‘In the dream, I knew he meant you harm.
         There was murder in his eyes. I had no choice.’ Joach turned pained eyes toward her. ‘If I don’t go with you, Er’ril will
         kill you. I know it!’
      

      
      Elena swung away from Joach’s impossible words. Er’ril would never harm her. He had protected her across all the lands of
         Alasea. Joach had to be wrong. Still, she found her eyes staring at the charred ruin of the nearby pine. Joach’s black spell
         – a spell he learned in a dream – had worked.
      

      
      Her brother spoke behind her. ‘Keep what I’ve told you secret, Elena. Do not trust Er’ril.’

      
      Not far away, Er’ril woke with a start from his own troubled dreams. Nightmares of poisonous spiders and dead children chased
         him from his slumber. They left him restless and sore of muscle, as if he had held himself clenched all night long. He tossed
         aside the blanket and carefully eased himself from the goose-down bed.
      

      
      Naked chested, dressed only in his linen underclothes, he shivered in the chill of the early morning coast. Summer waned toward
         autumn, and though the days still warmed to a moist heat, the mornings already whispered of the cold moons ahead. Barefooted,
         Er’ril crossed the slate floor to the washbasin and the small silvered mirror hanging on the wall behind it. He splashed cool
         water on his face as if to wash away the cobwebs of the night’s dreams.
      

      
      He had lived so many winters that his nights were always crowded with memories demanding his attention.

      
      Straightening up, he stared at the black-stubbled planes that were his Standi heritage. His gray eyes stared back at him from
         a face he no longer knew. How could such a young face hide so completely the old man inside?
      

      
      He ran his one hand over the boyish features. Though he looked outwardly the same, he often wondered if his own long-dead
         father would recognize the man in the mirror now. The five centuries of winters had marked him in ways other than the usual
         graying hair or wrinkled skin. He let his fingers drift over the smooth scar on his empty shoulder. No . . . time marked men
         in many ways.
      

      
      Suddenly a voice rose from the corner of the room. ‘If you’re done admiring yourself, Er’ril, maybe we can get this day started.’

      
      Er’ril knew the voice and did not startle. He merely turned and stepped to the chamber pail. He ignored the grizzled gray
         man seated in the thick pillowed chair in the shadowed corner. While relieving himself of his morning’s water, Er’ril spoke.
         ‘Flint, if you’d wanted me up earlier, you had merely to wake me.’
      

      
      ‘From the grumbling and thrashing as you slept, I figured it best to let you work out whatever troubled your slumber without
         interruption.’
      

      
      ‘Then you had best let me sleep another decade or two,’ he answered sourly.

      
      ‘Yes, yes. Poor Er’ril, the wandering knight. The eternal warden of A’loa Glen.’ Flint nodded toward his old legs. ‘Let your
         joints grow as hoary as mine, and we’ll see who complains the louder.’
      

      
      Er’ril made a scoffing sound at his words. Even without magick, time had eroded little of that older Brother’s strength of
         limb; instead Flint’s many winters spent on the sea had hardened his frame like a storm-swept oak. ‘The day you slow down,
         old man, is the day I will hang up my own sword.’
      

      
      Flint sighed. ‘We all have our burdens to haul, Er’ril. So if you’re done feeling miserable, the morning is half over, and we still have the Seaswift to outfit for the coming voyage.’
      

      
      ‘I’m well aware of the day’s schedule,’ Er’ril said bitingly as he dressed. His night’s disturbed rest had left him short-tempered,
         and Flint’s tongue was rubbing him especially raw this morning.
      

      
      The Brother sensed Er’ril’s irritation and softened his tone. ‘I know you’ve borne a lot, Er’ril, what with hauling that lass
         across all the lands of Alasea while pursued by the hunters of the Gul’gotha. But if we are to ever free ourselves of that
         bastard’s yoke, we cannot let our own despair weigh down our spirits. On the path ahead, the Dark Lord will give us plenty
         to plague our hearts, without the need to look to the past for more.’
      

      
      Er’ril nodded his assent. He clapped the old man on the shoulder as he passed to the oak wardrobe in the corner. ‘How did
         you grow so wise among these pirates and cutthroats of the Archipelago, old man?’
      

      
      Flint grinned, fingering his silver earring. ‘Among pirates and cutthroats, only the wise reach a ripe ol’ age.’
      

      
      Retrieving his clothes, Er’ril pulled on his pants and began working his shirt over his head. With only one arm, the chore
         of dressing was always a struggle. After so many centuries, time had not made some things easier. Finally, red faced, he accomplished
         his task and tucked his shirt in place. ‘Any word from Sy-wen?’ he finally said, searching for his boots.
      

      
      ‘No, not yet.’

      
      Er’ril raised his eyes at the worried tone in the old Brother’s voice. Flint had grown protective of the small mer’ai girl
         since plucking her from the sea. Sy-wen, along with the mer’ai army, had been sent to the oceans south of the Blasted Shoals
         in search of the Dre’rendi fleet. Also named ‘Bloodriders,’ the Dre’rendi fleet were the cruelest of the dreaded Shoal’s pirates. But old oaths bound the mer’ai
         and the Dre’rendi, and Flint hoped to gain the Bloodriders’ aid in the war to come.
      

      
      Flint continued. ‘All I hear from my spies upon the seas is foul rumors of A’loa Glen. Perpetual black clouds cloak the island,
         sudden vicious squalls beat back boats, storm winds scream with the cries of tortured souls. Even farther out from the island
         now, trawling nets are pulling up strange pale creatures never seen before, beasts of twisted shapes and poisoned spines.
         Others whisper of flocks of winged demons seen far overhead—’
      

      
      ‘Skal’tum,’ Er’ril spat, his voice strained with tension as he picked up one of his leather boots. ‘My brother gathers an
         army of dreadlords to him.’
      

      
      Flint leaned forward and patted the plainsman’s knee as Er’ril sat down on the bed. ‘That creature masquerading as the Praetor
         of A’loa Glen is not your brother any longer, Er’ril. It is only a cruel illusion. Put such thoughts aside.’
      

      
      Er’ril could not. He pictured the night five centuries ago when the Blood Diary had been bound in magick. That night, all
         that was just and noble in his brother Shorkan and the mage Greshym had gone into forging the cursed tome. But all that remained
         of the two – the corrupt and foul dregs of spirit – had been given to the Black Heart, to use as pawns in the Dark Lord’s
         dire plans. Er’ril’s jaws clenched. Someday he would destroy the foulness that walked in the shape of his beloved brother.
      

      
      Flint cleared his throat, drawing Er’ril back to the present. ‘But that is not all I have heard. Word from down the coast
         reached me this morning by pigeon. It’s why I came to fetch you from your bed.’
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Er’ril worked his boots on, his brow dark.

      
      ‘More dire news, I’m afraid. Yesterday, a small fleet of hunting boats put in at Port Rawl, but the fishermen on board had
         been corrupted. The men were like wild dogs, attacking townsfolk, biting, slashing, raping. It took the entire garrison to
         fend them off. Though most of the berserkers were killed, one of the cursed ships managed to break anchor and escape, carrying
         off several women and a few children.’
      

      
      Er’ril laced his boots, his voice strained. ‘Black magick. Perhaps a spell of influence. I’ve seen its like before . . . long
         ago.’
      

      
      ‘No, I know the magick you speak of. What was done to these fishermen was worse than a simple spell. Ordinary wounds would
         not kill these berserkers. Only decapitation would end their blood lust.’
      

      
      Er’ril glanced up, his eyes hooded with concern.

      
      ‘A healer examined the slain and discovered a thumb-sized hole bored into the base of each skull. Cracking the skulls open
         revealed a small tentacled creature curled inside. A few of the beasts were still alive, squirming and writhing. After that
         horrible discovery, the carcasses of the dead were immediately burned on the stone docks.’
      

      
      ‘Sweet Mother,’ Er’ril said sullenly, ‘how many new horrors can the Black Heart birth?’

      
      Flint shrugged. ‘The entire town reeks of charred flesh. It has the townsfolk edgy and jumping at shadows. And in a town as
         rough as Port Rawl, that’s a dangerous mix. Mycelle’s journey there to search for your friends will be fraught with risk.’
      

      
      Er’ril worked silently as he finished tying his boots. He pondered the news, then spoke. ‘Mycelle knows how to take care of
         herself. But this news makes me worry if perhaps we shouldn’t set sail on the Seaswift earlier than planned.’ He straightened to meet Flint’s eyes. ‘If the evil of A’loa Glen has reached all the way to the coast, perhaps it’s best to
         leave now.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had similar thoughts. But if you want your friends to rejoin you, I see us leaving no earlier than the new moon. Besides,
         it’ll take at least until then to man and outfit the Seaswift, and who can say if the seas will be any safer than where we are right now?’
      

      
      Er’ril stood up. ‘Still I don’t like just sitting here idle, waiting for the Dark Lord to reach out for us.’

      
      Flint held up a hand. ‘But if we rush, we may find ourselves placing Elena right into his foul grip. I say we stick to our
         plan. Sail at the new moon, and rendezvous with the mer’ai army in the Doldrums at the appointed day. With the growing menace
         at A’loa Glen, we must give Sywen and Kast time to reach the Dre’rendi fleet and see if their old oaths will be honored. We
         need their strength.’
      

      
      Er’ril shook his head. ‘There is no honor among those pirates.’

      
      Flint scowled. ‘Kast is a Bloodrider. Though he now shares his spirit with the dragon Ragnar’k, he was always a man of honor,
         and his people, worn hard by storms and bloodshed, know the importance of duty and ancient debts.’
      

      
      Er’ril still doubted the wisdom of the plan. ‘It’s like putting a wolf at our back when facing the Dark Lord’s army.’

      
      ‘Perhaps. But if we’re to succeed, any teeth that can rip into the flank of our enemy should be welcome.’

      
      Er’ril sighed and combed his stubborn hair into order with his fingers. ‘Fine. We’ll give Sy-wen and Kast until the new moon.
         But whether we hear word from them or not, we sail.’
      

      
      Flint nodded and stood. With the matter decided, he fished his pipe from a pocket. ‘Enough talk,’ he grumbled. ‘Let’s find a hot taper and welcome the morning with a bit of smoke.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, once again proof of your wisdom,’ Er’ril said. A smoke sounded like a perfect way to set aside the foul start of the
         morning. He followed willingly after the grizzled Brother.
      

      
      Once they reached the kitchen, Er’ril heard a familiar scolding voice echo through the open window next to the cooking hearth.
         The shouted complaints were accompanied by the occasional clash of steel. Apparently, the swords-woman, Mycelle, was finding
         her pupil’s last lesson to be less than exemplary.
      

      
      It seemed everyone was having a sour morning.

      
      Mycelle batted Elena’s short sword aside. Then with the flick of a wrist, she sent her pupil’s blade flying through the air.
         Stunned, Elena watched the small blade flip end over end across the yard. The move was so swift that Elena’s gloved hand was
         still aloft as if bearing her sword. Elena slowly lowered her arm, her cheeks red.
      

      
      The swordswoman gave her pupil a sorrowful shake of her head, fists resting on her hips. Mycelle stood as tall as most men
         and as broad of shoulder. Her coarse blond hair hung in a thick braid to her waist. Dressed in leathers and steel, she was
         a formidable swordswoman. ‘Fetch your sword, child.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Aunt My,’ Elena said, chagrined. Mycelle was not truly Elena’s blood relative, but the woman had been as much a part
         of her life as any real relations. The woman’s true bloodlines traced back to the shape-shifters of the Western Reaches, the
         si’lura. But Mycelle had given up her birthright long ago when fate and circumstance had convinced her to ‘settle’ into human form, abandoning forever her ability to shift.
      

      
      ‘Where’s your mind at this morning, girl?’

      
      Elena hurried over to her vagrant sword and grabbed its hilt. She knew the answer to her aunt’s exasperated question. Her
         mind was still on Joach’s earlier words, not on the dance of blades. Returning to her position, Elena held the sword at ready.
      

      
      ‘We’ll try the Scarecrow’s Feint again. It’s a simple move, but when mastered, it’s one of the most effective methods to lure
         an opponent to drop his guard.’
      

      
      Nodding, Elena tried to push back the nagging doubts that Joach had raised in her mind – but she failed. She could not imagine
         Er’ril ever betraying her. The Standi plainsman had been steadfast in his loyalty to both Elena and the quest. They had shared
         many a long afternoon together, heads bowed in study, as she learned simple manipulations of her power. But beyond their words
         and lessons, there was a deeper bond unspoken between them. Through sidelong glances, she occasionally caught the trace of
         a proud smile on his usually dour features as she concentrated on some aspect of her arcane arts. And other times, though
         his lips were frowning at some mistake of hers, she spied an amused glint in his gray eyes. Though he was a complex man, Elena
         suspected she knew his heart. He was a true knight in spirit as well as word. He would never betray her.
      

      
      Suddenly Elena’s fingers stung with fire, and she found herself again staring at an empty glove.

      
      ‘Child,’ her aunt said in a tone that bordered on fury, ‘if your attention is not on this lesson, I could be saddling my mount
         for the journey to Port Rawl.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Aunt My.’ She crossed once again to her fallen sword.

      
      ‘Magick is unpredictable, Elena, but a well-oiled sword will never lose its edge when you need it. Remember that. You must
         become proficient at both. Once skilled in magick and sword, you will be a two-edged weapon. Harder to stop, harder to kill.
         Remember, child, where magick fails, a sword prevails.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Aunt My,’ Elena said dutifully. She had heard it all before. She raised the sword and cast aside any further doubts
         about Er’ril.
      

      
      Mycelle approached across the packed dirt of the yard, feet poised, sword balanced easily in her left hand. Her aunt’s other
         sword was still sheathed in one of the crossed scabbards on her back. When armed with both her twin swords, Mycelle was a
         demon of steel and muscle.
      

      
      Still, her aunt’s single sword was threat enough. Elena barely managed to stop a sudden feint and parry, and her aunt’s follow-up
         thrust tipped Elena off balance. The girl struggled to keep upright, determined to show Mycelle that the fortnight of lessons
         had not been for naught.
      

      
      Her aunt continued her furious assault. Elena dragged her sword up to block the next thrust. Mycelle’s blade sang down the
         length of her pupil’s steel to strike the sword’s guard with a resounding blow. Every bone in Elena’s hand felt the impact,
         her fingers numbing.
      

      
      Elena watched Mycelle’s wrist flick, a move meant to disarm her once more. Biting back her frustration, Elena forced her weak
         fingers to match her aunt’s movement just in time, catching the edge of Mycelle’s weapon across the meat of her thumb. Elena
         felt the blade slice through glove and skin, stinging like the bite of a wasp.
      

      
      Ignoring the minor cut, Elena kept her sword up as Mycelle retreated a step before her next assault. ‘Very good, ch—’ Mycelle
         started to say when Elena brought the attack back to the master, taking the offensive for the first time.
      

      
      Elena’s blood suddenly sang with energies flowing from her wound. Holding her magick in check, Elena fought with renewed vigor.
         If her aunt wanted her to be a two-edged sword, so be it! Magick and steel now mixed in her blood.
      

      
      Mycelle tested Elena’s mettle for a few strikes, clearly surprised with her pupil’s sudden skill and daring. Then the master
         set to break the pupil’s attack and force her back to a more defensive posture.
      

      
      Elena met each attack with a blow of her own. Steel rang clear across the yard. Elena, for the briefest twinkling, felt the
         true rhythm of the dance. For a crystalline moment, nothing else mattered in the world. It was a battle of perfect clarity,
         a poem of motion and synchronization. And behind it all, her wild magick sang in chorus.
      

      
      Elena finished with a double feint and dropped her sword’s point. She saw her aunt hesitate, then follow the bait. Elena turned
         her wrist and spun her sword’s tip, trapping the other’s blade at the guard. Elena flicked her wrist. In a flash of steel,
         it was over.
      

      
      An empty hand was now raised between them – but not Elena’s this time.

      
      Mycelle lowered her outstretched arm, shaking the sting from her wrist. Her aunt bowed her head ever so slightly. ‘Elena,
         that was the most perfect Scarecrow Feint that I’ve ever had the pleasure of witnessing. Even while knowing you were doing
         it, I couldn’t resist.’
      

      
      Elena grinned foolishly at her aunt’s praise. Sudden clapping brought her attention to the others who had gathered at the
         sound of the clanging blades. Er’ril stood with Brother Flint in the rear doorway to the cottage. Both men’s eyes were wide
         with appreciation. Even Joach stood speechless near the woodpile. ‘Good show, El!’ he finally blurted as the clapping subsided.
      

      
      At her brother’s feet crouched Fardale, the si’luran shape-shifter in his wolf form, his black fur showing its rust and copper
         highlights in the bright sunshine. He must have just come back from his usual morning hunt for rabbit and meadow mice. He
         barked his consent to the others’ praise and sent a brief image in a flash of amber eyes: A wolf pup wrestles its littermate to become pack leader.

      
      Elena accepted their praise while keeping a firm grip on her sword’s hilt. The siren’s song of her magick still rang in her
         ears, almost drowning out the others. ‘Again,’ Elena said lustily to Mycelle.
      

      
      ‘I think this is a good place to stop,’ Mycelle said with a small laugh. ‘When I get back from Port Rawl, we’ll take your
         lessons to the next level.’
      

      
      Elena had to bite her lip to keep from begging for more. Magick had flamed her blood and urged her to continue. Elena felt
         ready to take on a battalion of swordsmen.
      

      
      ‘Elena, you’re bleeding,’ Joach suddenly said. ‘Your hand.’

      
      Elena glanced down. Thick red drops of blood rolled from her sliced thumb and slid down the length of her lowered blade. She
         pulled her hand from the eyes of the others. ‘It’s just a scratch. I didn’t even notice it.’
      

      
      Er’ril crossed over to her. ‘Those are the most dangerous injuries – the ones you ignore as minor. Let me see.’

      
      Reluctantly, Elena passed her sword to her aunt, then pulled free her fouled glove, unsheathing her true weapon. Rich with
         wild magicks, ruby whorls slowly spun across the skin of her hand.
      

      
      Er’ril held her palm and examined the thin slice. ‘Just the skin. No muscle. Let’s get inside, and we’ll clean it up and bandage
         it.’
      

      
      Elena nodded and followed the plainsman into the kitchen. Seated on a stool, she endured his ministrations quietly. He pressed a dab of sweetwort ointment to the wound, but even now her thumb was beginning to heal, her flow of magick
         knitting the wound together.
      

      
      For a heartbeat, Er’ril studied the healing cut with narrowed eyes, then put a light wrap over it. By this time, the others
         had finished with their congratulations and had left to finish various chores of the day, leaving the two of them alone.
      

      
      ‘With the bandage, you’ll not be able to wear a glove for a few days,’ Er’ril mumbled. Even with only one hand, he skillfully
         secured her wrap with a final snug pull, then sat back on his heels to stare her in the eyes. ‘Pass me your other glove.’
      

      
      ‘Why? I didn’t injure that hand.’

      
      ‘Your glove.’ He held out his palm, his eyes suddenly dark.

      
      Elena slowly slid her left hand free of the lambskin glove. She passed it to him, keeping her hand hidden.

      
      ‘Show me.’

      
      ‘I don’t see what—’

      
      ‘Your sword cut was already healing. That only happens when you’ve touched your magick.’ Iron entered his voice. ‘Now show
         me both of your hands.’
      

      
      She would not meet his eyes as she reluctantly displayed her palms on her lap. She stared at the twin ruby hands. They were
         no longer mirror images of one another. Her right hand – her sword hand – was slightly less rich in whorling dark dyes. The
         magick spent during the swordplay had slightly drained the full richness of the ruby color. In the sunlight streaming through
         the window, her subterfuge was plain. Elena had used magick against Mycelle to sharpen her swordsmanship against her teacher.
      

      
      ‘It’s called a blood sword,’ Er’ril said tiredly. ‘A form of magick that I wish you’d never learned.’

      
      Elena pulled away her hands back from his scrutiny. ‘Why? It cost only a trace of magick.’
      

      
      Placing a hand on her knee, Er’ril moved closer to her. ‘It costs much more than that. I saw it in your eyes. You didn’t want
         it to stop. In my time, mages also heard the siren’s call of wild magicks. But it was only darkmages who heeded the cry without
         care for the harm it might cause.’ He nodded toward her two hands. ‘And you are doubly marked. I can only imagine how fierce
         this call must be in your blood. You must fight its temptation.’
      

      
      ‘I understand,’ Elena said. Since first using her magick, the song of the wit’ch had been a constant melody. She knew the
         danger in listening too closely and resisted the wit’ch in her, never relinquishing the woman. It was a fine line she walked.
         Over the past year, she had learned the art and importance of balance.
      

      
      ‘That’s why a blood sword is so dangerous,’ Er’ril continued. ‘You offer the magick a tool by which to escape your control.
         With enough blood, the sword itself becomes host to your magick – almost a living thing, a wild thing. It has no conscience,
         no morals, only an insatiable blood lust. It will eventually overwhelm its user. Only the strongest mage can master a blood
         sword and tame its will.’
      

      
      Elena listened with horror at what she had almost done.

      
      ‘But that is not the worst,’ Er’ril said. ‘Once fully blooded, the sword is forged forever. The magick fuses permanently with
         the steel. It can then be borne by anyone, and its magic-wrought skill is available to any wielder. There were tales of darkmages
         passing blood swords to ordinary men and women, people unable to resist the magick’s call. They quickly became enthralled
         to the swords, slaves to their blood lust.’
      

      
      Elena’s face paled. ‘What happened to them?’

      
      ‘These swordslaves, as they were named, were hunted down and killed, and the blades were melted to raw ore, driving off the
         twisted magick. It cost many lives. So beware what you so casually forge, Elena. It may cause more sorrow than you can fathom.’
      

      
      Elena slipped her one glove back on and fingered the wrap on the other hand. With her wound bandaged and healing, the call
         of the wit’ch subsided. ‘I’ll be more cautious. I promise.’
      

      
      Er’ril studied her a moment as if testing her sincerity. Satisfied with whatever he saw, his eyes softened their stern glint.
         ‘One other item, Elena. About that final exchange with your aunt, blood sword or not, it was not all magick that guided your
         arm. You’ve grown in skill.’ His voice grew firmer. ‘Never forget that there is a strength in you that has nothing to do with
         blood magicks.’
      

      
      His quiet words, more than all the boisterous exclamations of the others, touched her deeply. Sudden tears welled up in her
         eyes.
      

      
      Er’ril stood up, seeming to sense her emotions, and grew quickly awkward. ‘I must be going. The sun is already high, and I
         promised Flint to take a look at the Seaswift’s outfitting. If we are to leave with the new moon, there is still much to be done.’
      

      
      She nodded and scooted off her stool. ‘Er’ril,’ she said, sniffing a bit and forcing his eyes back to hers. ‘Thanks. Not just
         for this—’ She raised her bandaged hand. ‘—but for everything. I don’t think I’ve actually told you how much you’ve come to
         mean to me.’
      

      
      Er’ril’s cheeks colored, and his eyes were suddenly shy. ‘It’s . . . I . . .’ He cleared his throat, and his voice grew hoarse
         as he stumbled out of the room. ‘You need not thank me. It’s my duty.’
      

      
      Elena stared at his back as he strode away.
      

      
      Whether Joach’s dream was prophetic or not, Er’ril was a knight she could never mistrust.

      
      Never.

      
      By the time Mycelle was ready to leave for the coastal city of Port Rawl, the afternoon sun had warmed the bluffs to a moist
         heat. Clothes clung to damp skin, and a shimmering glare shone off the ocean. Mycelle was anxious to be under way, cinching
         her saddle one final time and adjusting her packs.
      

      
      Squinting and shading her eyes, Mycelle turned to the group gathered to bid her fair travels. Living mostly a solitary life,
         Mycelle did not care for these emotional partings. Sighing and determined to finish it quickly, she crossed to Elena and gave
         her niece a brief but firm hug. ‘Practice while I am away,’ she said. ‘I expect you to perfect your Feather Parry by the time
         I’m back.’
      

      
      ‘I will, Aunt My.’

      
      Elena seemed to want to say more, but Mycelle crossed to Er’ril. ‘Watch after my niece, plainsman. A storm is growing, and
         I’m trusting you to shelter her.’
      

      
      ‘Always,’ Er’ril said with a terse nod. ‘And you watch your own step in Port Rawl. You’ve heard Flint’s news.’

      
      She nodded. ‘I’m familiar with Swamptown,’ she answered, using the nickname of the port city. Landlocked by vicious swamps
         and guarded from the sea by the tricky currents of the thousand isles of the nearby Archipelago, the town was a haven for
         those who skirted the law. Governed by a corrupt and cruel caste system, justice was an obscene word in Swamptown. Only one
         rule was obeyed by all in Port Rawl: Guard your back.

      
      Before she could turn away, Er’ril stopped her. ‘Are you sure you’ll know if any of the others have been corrupted by the Dark Lord?’
      

      
      ‘For the thousandth time, yes!’ she said in surly tones, ready to be off. ‘Trust my talent! My elemental sense will judge
         if they are tainted by black magick. I am a seeker. It is what I do.’ She scowled at the plainsman.
      

      
      Er’ril bridled against the sudden anger.

      
      Elena spoke in the plainsman’s defense. ‘Er’ril is just being cautious, Aunt My. If one of them has become an ill’-guard—’

      
      ‘I will kill him myself,’ she said, turning away and ending the discussion. She knew her duty. For hundreds of years, the
         Black Heart had been twisting the pure elemental magicks in innocent folk, creating an army of loathsome ill’-guard. In Port
         Rawl, Mycelle would search for their other mates – Kral, Mogweed, Meric, and her own son, Tol’chuk. She would judge if any
         of the four had been twisted by black magicks. Only if they were all clean would she reveal Elena’s hidden location. If not
         . . . She settled her crossed scabbards more firmly in place. She would deal with that problem, too. But in her mind’s eye,
         she pictured her son’s craggy face. Even though half-bred with si’luran blood, he had grown to appear much like his og’re
         father. Could she slay her own son if he had been corrupted?
      

      
      Mycelle put aside those worries for now. There was one last member of their party who still awaited a farewell.

      
      Joach stood nearby, shifting his feet, the black poi’wood staff clutched in one fist. Mycelle frowned at the scrap of gnarled
         wood. Over the past few days, the boy seemed to be always carrying the foul talisman. She crossed to her nephew and hugged
         him quickly, avoiding the touch of the staff. Mycelle’s skin crawled whenever she neared it, and she did not like Joach’s
         newfound fascination with the talisman. ‘You’d best keep that . . . that thing out of sight,’ she said with a nod. ‘It’s bad luck.’
      

      
      Joach moved the staff back from her. ‘But it’s a trophy from our victory over the darkmage Greshym. How is that bad luck?’

      
      ‘It just is.’ Scowling, she turned back to her mount, a piebald gelding with nervous eyes.

      
      Well to the side of the horse, her companion on the journey ahead sat on his haunches, trying to keep his wolf scent from
         spooking her mount. Still, the piebald danced slightly as Mycelle approached, clearly anxious about its proximity to a huge
         treewolf. Mycelle pulled the lead taut. ‘That’s enough now. Settle down.’ Since Fardale was coming along, the horse needed
         to get accustomed to the wolf’s presence.
      

      
      Fardale stretched and stood, clearly indicating his readiness to depart. Amusement shone in the slitted amber eyes that marked
         his true heritage as a shape-shifter. Though Mycelle had settled into human form voluntarily, forsaking her blood right forever,
         Fardale had had the choice stolen from him. It was a curse that had trapped Fardale in his current shape and his twin brother, Mogweed, in human form. They had ventured forth from
         the forests of the Western Reaches in search of a cure for their affliction, becoming entangled with the wit’ch on their way
         to A’loa Glen.
      

      
      It seemed everyone, for varied reasons, was being drawn to the sunken island city.

      
      Mycelle mounted the saddle and twisted to face the others. ‘If all is well, I should be back before the new moon. If not .
         . .’ She shrugged and turned to face the road ahead. There was no reason to finish her sentence: If she was not back within
         six days, she would either be captured or dead.
      

      
      ‘Be careful, Aunt My!’ Elena called behind her.
      

      
      She raised a hand in salute. Then, with a click of her tongue, she nudged the gelding down the coast road. The wolf trotted
         a few horse lengths to the side, passing through the meadow grass like a shadowed shark in a green sea. Mycelle did not look
         back at the others.
      

      
      Soon horse and wolf passed around a high bluff, and the cottage was out of sight. Mycelle relaxed her shoulders slightly.
         The road was her true home. With the wolf trotting well to the side, it was easy to imagine herself alone. For most of her
         life, she had traveled the lands of Alasea, searching the countryside for those rare folk gifted with elemental magicks. It
         was a harsh, lonely life, but one to which she had grown well accustomed. A sword and a horse were enough companionship for
         her.
      

      
      Putting aside her worries, she let the horse’s easy, rolling gait lull her, settling into her old routine. The wagon-rutted
         road wove in and out of groves of cypress and pine. Occasionally small herds of tiny red deer darted away from their approach.
         Otherwise, the road remained empty.
      

      
      Her plan was to reach the seaside hamlet of Graymarsh before dark. From there, it was an easy day’s journey to Port Rawl.

      
      As they traveled, the day wore on in easy strides. The roads remained empty, and the afternoon grew more pleasant as the midday
         heat faded to twilight breezes. Sooner than she had expected, the sun neared the horizon, and if her map was accurate, she
         suspected Graymarsh was only another league or two ahead. They had made good time that day.
      

      
      Around them, the bluffs became more forested, and the hills became a little steeper. Suddenly a low growl from the wolf arose
         to the left of her path. Fardale came racing back to the road. Mycelle pulled her gelding to a stop. The si’luran wolf could speak to other shape-shifters mind to mind through
         locked gazes; but since Mycelle had settled in human form, she could no longer communicate in this manner. The only human
         she knew who could speak the si’luran tongue was Elena – another gift of the child’s blood magicks. The wolf growled again
         and turned to stare ahead down the forest road.
      

      
      ‘Is someone coming?’ Mycelle asked.

      
      The wolf nodded his head.

      
      ‘Danger?’

      
      Fardale whined warily. He was not sure, but he warned her to be careful.

      
      Mycelle clucked her tongue to the horse and tapped the mount forward. She shifted so that the crossed scabbards on her back
         were free and the two sword hilts within easy reach. The wolf disappeared back into the wood. Fardale would stay hidden to
         attack if any threat arose, using the element of surprise. From the corner of her eye, Mycelle searched for any sign of the
         wolf. Earlier, she had easily been able to spot his dappled form trailing beside her, but now it was as if the huge treewolf
         had simply vanished. Not a twig snapped; not a shadow moved.
      

      
      Mycelle began to hear a soft singing from up ahead. She edged her gelding around a curve in the rutted road. The trees grew
         denser, and the road ran straight for a good span. The singer stood to the right of the trail, half shadowed by the thick
         limbs of an old wind-carved cypress. The fellow traveler gave no acknowledgment of Mycelle’s appearance and kept quietly singing
         an old ballad in an unknown language.
      

      
      Wrapped in a motley cloak, seemingly sewn as a patchwork from rags, it was impossible to tell if the stranger was a man or a woman. Mycelle searched the surrounding woods. There was no sign of any others. As Mycelle slowly approached, clopping
         along on the packed dirt of the road, the singer’s song changed rhythm so subtly as almost to add the cadence of the horse’s
         hooves to the music.
      

      
      Once near enough, Mycelle raised up an arm in greeting, empty palm open, offering no threat. The singer still did not acknowledge
         her, just continued the haunting melody. Now closer, Mycelle should have been able to tell what manner of traveler this was:
         man or woman, young or old, threat or friend. Still, the hood of the patchwork cloak hid the singer’s face. Not a speck of
         skin showed from beneath the motley attire.
      

      
      ‘Ho, traveler,’ Mycelle said. ‘What news of the road ahead?’ This was a standard roadside greeting from across almost all
         the lands of Alasea. It was an offer to share tidings of the land and swap both information and wares.
      

      
      Still, the singer continued the song. But now the measure of the melody changed. It slowed and faded as if the voice drifted
         far from here. Yet, oddly, the effect of the music grew stronger in Mycelle. She seemed drawn to each fading note and strained
         for meaning behind the foreign words. Just as the song finally finished, Mycelle would have sworn she made out three whispered
         words there at the end: ‘Seek my children . . .’

      
      Squinting her confusion, Mycelle drew nearer. Had she truly heard those words, or was it a trick of her own mind?

      
      Mycelle pulled her horse even with the stranger, meaning to query the singer further. What had the stranger been trying to
         tell her? As her horse drew to a stop, the stranger vanished with her song. The patchwork cloak collapsed to the forest floor,
         as if the singer had never existed. And what Mycelle had thought was a mantle made from quilted rags was now seen to be just gathered leaves of various hues, a patchwork of autumn foliage and spring greenery.
      

      
      A sudden ocean breeze gusted through the wood and scattered the leaves out onto the path. What manner of magick was this?

      
      Needing some proof that she had not slipped off into some world of phantoms, Mycelle called out. ‘Fardale!’

      
      The wolf proved his worth and appeared at her side, solid in muscle and dark fur. Mycelle climbed down from her horse, and
         the two of them sorted through the scattered leaves. Mycelle picked up a few: mountain oak, northern alder, western maple.
         Such trees grew nowhere near these lands. She let the strange leaves flutter from her fingers.
      

      
      Nearby, Fardale nosed through the pile and worried something forth from the heart of the leafy mound. He rolled it out onto
         the road. Staring at it with his head cocked to the side, an odd mournful whine escaped his throat.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ she asked, bending to inspect Fardale’s discovery. She could not fathom what had so upset the wolf. It was just
         a plain thumb-sized nut, much like many others found commonly littering forests. This one, though, had sprouted a tiny green
         shoot.
      

      
      Fardale gently picked up his treasure in his jaws and held it out toward Mycelle. She opened her palm to accept it. The wolf
         then nosed her pocket, indicating he wanted her to keep it safe.
      

      
      Perplexed at his odd behavior, Mycelle did what he asked, and with a final frown she remounted her horse. Tapping her gelding
         forward, she continued down the road and wondered about the pinch of magick demonstrated here. She had sensed no evil in the
         apparition, no touch of black magick. So what did it mean? She shook her head and dismissed it for now. She had a mission
         to finish and no time to dwell on this mystery. As she continued toward the hamlet of Graymarsh, Fardale followed, but Mycelle noted that he
         kept glancing back down the path toward where the singer had stood.
      

      
      Frowning at the wolf’s behavior, she patted her pocket and felt the hard, firm nut. What was so important about an ordinary
         acorn?
      

      
      The sixth drak’il slid from the surf and crawled across the still-warm sand of the midnight beach. With the sun long set,
         there were no eyes to watch as the last of the drak’ils joined the five others on the narrow strand between sea and cliff.
         He stood upon his clawed rear legs and stretched to his full height. Only slightly taller than their goblin brothers, the
         sea-dwelling drak’ils were a distant relation to their underground brethren, choosing instead to live among the sea caves
         of the remote Archipelago islands. Though crudely intelligent, the drak’il seldom had dealings with other creatures, preferring
         their isolation.
      

      
      But necessity warranted their journey here to the coastline – necessity and old goblin oaths. Word had reached their clan
         that near here hid a wit’ch who had murdered hundreds of rock’goblins, their mountain brethren. She had brought the hungry
         light, the stealer of spirits. She was to be cobbled, blinded as the old ways spoke, and her magick taken back to their queen.
         It was the duty of the drak’il to seek vengeance for all the various goblin clans.
      

      
      The honor of the drak’il, the blood of the goblins, would be satisfied.

      
      It was the way.

      
      The sixth drak’il joined the others, tail twitching and coiling around his ankles, nervous at these foreign shores. He greeted
         the dominant female of their pod, touching his forked tongue to the poisoned barb at the tip of her tail, and stayed bowed. Only the female drak’ils bore the poisonous rhyst upon their tails, the shark killer, the bringer of burning death. The other four males were already bowed before their leader,
         awaiting her bidding.
      

      
      The female, larger and more massively muscled than the males, growled and hissed her orders. Her fangs reflected the moonlight,
         and her red eyes shone with the fire of her hatred. The males trembled at her words. None dared disobey one of the she-lords.
      

      
      Once instructed, they hurried to the cliff wall and scurried up to take their positions, each male digging claws into rock,
         locking himself into place. The female still waited below. The male drak’ils could feel her burning eyes pass over them; none
         dared even to tremble, lest he draw her attention further. A low growl rose like steam from below.
      

      
      In response, a familiar fire excited the skin of the five males. Soon each form blended perfectly with the rock face, disappearing
         so thoroughly that even the coming light of day would not reveal them from the surrounding reddish orange sandstone.
      

      
      The males were to be the eyes and ears of the drak’il war party. Other pods and other she-lords were spread up and down the
         shoreline for hundreds of leagues. The coast would be watched by thousands of slitted black eyes, and thousands of sharp ears
         would listen for word of the wit’ch. Once this she-demon was found, the drak’il clan would move and claim their enemy. Her
         hungry light would die, and the magick would be theirs to wield and draw upon.
      

      
      Even from his place on the cliff’s face, the male drak’il sensed the lust for magick in the female below. His nose caught
         the scent of her excitement, a wisp of musk and spoor. It made him want to grovel before her, beg for her touch. So he kept himself perfectly still; only by obedience did a male win the favor of a female. He would show her how motionless
         he could remain. Even when the hot sun came to sear his skin and dry his flesh, he would not move.
      

      
      Below, he heard the female return to the surf’s edge. He cracked one eye open and rotated it back to watch the thick-muscled
         she-lord scrabble across the rock. Her back was arched so seductively, and her full rump moved so invitingly. He imagined
         she displayed herself so handsomely just for him, but he knew better. The male drak’il knew who came next. It was the one
         who had first brought them word of the wit’ch’s atrocities among the rock’goblins, he who walked with dread magicks in his
         heart. His power incited all the she-lords to flaunt for him, their flinty rhysts tapping the stone caverns hungrily, their eyes alight with lust. Even the drak’il queen could not resist the allure of this
         stranger’s magicks. The foreigner had been assigned as war leader by their queen and was due to inspect their pod as he passed
         along the coast.
      

      
      As the male drak’il hung on the sandstone wall, an ember of rage smoldered in his heart. It was wrong that a male not of their clan – not even of their heritage! – should lead them. Still, he knew better than to disobey.
      

      
      Below, the female suddenly became even more excited. Her scent moistened the air with her thickening musk. The leader must
         be close.
      

      
      The male’s insight proved correct. A silvery bubble rose from the surf and rolled to shore, opening to reveal the man in its
         empty heart. Dry as if he had never been in the waters, he stepped onto the rocky shore. He ignored the squirming female at
         his knee, not even noticing the eager invitation of the she-lord’s drumming rhyst. Instead, he stepped past the female to inspect the sandstone wall.
      

      
      ‘She’s close,’ the man said in the common tongue.
      

      
      Just hearing this language hurt the male drak’il’s ears. How foul and twisted a language! The man opened his loose, billowing
         shirt and revealed his magickal heart. His pale chest was split open like a burst seapod, skin puckered and raw at its edge,
         cracked ribs poking forth. It was not the man that inspired the groveling female, but what lurked inside that dark chest –
         a thing of pure dire magicks.
      

      
      From inside the dank cave of the ruptured chest, bloodred eyes stared out into the night. Magick flowed forth from the old
         wound, rich and twisted like the tangled tentacles of a deep-sea octopus. It quested up the cliff face. So powerful, so fetid.
      

      
      A voice of the blackest, coldest seas echoed out from the chest wound. ‘Be prepared. My ill’guard soldier, the one I named
         Legion, will flush her into our snare. Be ready, or suffer my wrath.’
      

      
      The man suddenly convulsed with inner fires, gasping like a fish on hot sands. His tongue fought out words of renewed allegiance.
         ‘I . . . I will not fail you . . . again.’
      

      
      Then suddenly the magick was gone. The male drak’il glanced to the beach.

      
      The man moaned and clutched his shirt closed and stumbled back to the sea. As his feet touched the surf, the bubble of dire
         magicks flowed up to surround him once again.
      

      
      As it closed, the female drak’il made one last desperate attempt to attract the man. She spoke his name, using the foul common
         tongue. Her voice was rough with lust, and the split tongue of their people complicated the attempt. As the bubble and the
         man vanished below the waves, she struggled out the single word, his name: ‘R-r-rockingham.’
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