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Long ago, the seven races fought to control the Heart Gem, which could grant them enormous power—and those terrible wars shattered the gem into thousands of shards, thus bringing about an age of defeated peace. To reassemble the Heart, one race would have to collect all the scattered shards … which even the gods deemed impossible.

But ambitions do not consider the impossible, and after a long and uneasy truce, the seven races once again build toward a titanic, all-consuming war to reunite the Heart. 

A young man, Tetra, is a victim of the encroaching conflict. With his twin sister missing, his spine shattered, and trapped in a castle under siege, there is little he can do to change the world … except let go of everything he knows. And maybe then Tetra can achieve the impossible—and become more than anyone around him thought possible.
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Chapter 0

Deep beneath the cathedral in the city of Aldamere, a chamber was in use. This chamber, a secret hidden from most, was used once a decade. Fourteen forms, cloaked and hooded, circled the outer edges of room. Occasional volamps, casting a steady but dim orange glow, barely illuminated the chamber.

One of the forms, around eight-feet tall and very bulky, stepped forward till it occupied the center of the chamber. It pulled a scroll from under its cloak, exposing a reptilian hand.

“We have found one of the lost tablets. It clarifies the creation myth, but … it is troubling. It is missing certain things the later scrolls contain.” the voice was deep, guttural. The speaker was unused to using the human tongue. “We have authenticated it, placing its origin during the second great expansion, year unknown. I will read our rubbing of the tablet.”

The form cleared its throat and unrolled the scroll.

In the beginning, there was the Heart of the World, a gem drifting amongst the stars. It shone in the Void, a light unto itself, sacred and complete.

The Heart was composed of twelve aspects, each a reflection of the aspects of the universe. Together they were the entirety of all that was. Material, Energy, Conscience, all bound together into the perfect reflection of all that was and all that would be.

The four aspects of Material were named Vox for Air, Trocus for Earth, Volterus for Fire, and Europina for Water. Material was the firmament that the universe was built upon.

The aspects of Energy were named Emascodeus for Density, Agleiopan for Raw Force, Magethia for the Love of Metal, and Tachondrus for the Passing of Ages. Energy was the set of rules that tied the building blocks of the universe together.

The final four aspects, those of Conscience, were named Mentak for Will, Empirious for Emotion, Opion for Perception, and Azaria for Spirit. Conscience was the guiding force that allowed the rules of Energy and the firmament of Material to create the abstract, such as love, hate, desire and loss.

And so in the beginning of all things, each aspect of the Heart reached out to the universe, pulling toward it those things mortal children would need to live. For millennia the aspects spun Material and Energy around the Heart Gem, creating their home. Sky and light, earth and trees, these creations became desires to the aspects as they worked.

Thus, when enough Material had been collected to build the world, and Energy applied to set it in motion around its sun, the aspects of the Heart stepped forward unto the new surface and saw the majesty of their creation. In pairs they created the children of mortality—each gifted with two affinities, a connection to those aspects that had created them.

Trocus, the aspect of Earth, and Azaria, the aspect of Spirit, formed the living plant Orocs to live in the forests. Volterus, the aspect of Fire, and Agleiopan, the aspect of Raw Force, formed the reptilian Ifrahn to wander the deserts. Emascodeus, the aspect of Density, and Empirious, the aspect of Emotion, formed the subterranean Velnites, who dwell in the mountains and caverns of the world.

Europina, the aspect of Water, and Mentak, the aspect of Will, formed the oceanic Lelwyn, who dwell upon islands and sail the waters of the world. Vox, the aspect of Air, and Opion, the aspect of Perception, formed the reptilian Dracus, to fly the skies of the world. Tachondrus, the aspect of Time passing through the ages, and Megathia, the aspect of the Love of Metal, formed the mysterious Shikara who hide in the dark corners of the world. And so the six races were created, each to their own aspects, whole and unique in all of the universe.

Once this great work was completed, the twelve aspects communed together and as one created a final race with no great connection to the heart of the world, but able to reflect in it all aspects. Each member of this race was able to reflect a single aspect, as a whole connecting to the pantheon of their parents. This race was named Humanity.

As children are wont to do, the youngest race coveted the greater powers of the older races. The older races, still children in their own right, coveted the reflections of power which the younger race manifested for all aspects of the Heart. War broke out as the races fought to control the Heart Gem at the center of the world, which could grant power on the scale of the aspects themselves.

In their struggles, these sibling races angered the Aspects—who stepped forward once more onto the world, proclaiming themselves Gods rather than parents, and rent asunder the Heart of the World, that the children races should no longer war. Taking the shattered remnants of the Heart of the World, the twelve aspects flung them across the face of the globe. When they were done, they looked down upon their creation and saw the wars cease.

In this act, the Aspects knew that their work was done, that they could allow the children of mortality to grow. There would be a time of peace. For to reassemble the Heart, one race would have to travel to all corners of the world to collect the scattered remnants of the shattered gem. And even in this time of peace, the borders of sea and land, of desert and forest, held strong.

For an age, the aspects watched, and at the end of that age, the Gods saw their work was complete, for though their mortal children still warred, the conflicts were but minor bouts of bickering compared to the near genocides which occurred during the infancy of the world. Without the temptation of the Heart, the children of mortality were protected to grow and so the Gods withdrew.

And so it was that the immortal aspects gave way to mortal races as the children inherited the lands. The forest dwelling orocs, the nomadic desert tribes of the ifrahn, the reptilian dracus, the subterranean velnites, the island dwelling lelwyn, the mysterious shikara, and the last race, the race of all aspects, humanity, dwelt in peace for eons.

Yet peace was a temporary measure. The aspects knew that one day, the children of mortality would once again war, this time to reunite the Heart and gain dominion … and it would be the war to end all wars.

The form looked up from the scroll. “We are troubled. As you can see, there is no mention of the Quantus.”

Quiet murmurs filled the chamber.


Chapter 1 

Tetra Bicks

Midday light cut through the valley, warming the otherwise chilly day. Sweat glistened on Tetra’s chest and arms. Wending its way through the valley, the breeze brought with it the smell of grass and growing things. Birds chirped in the distance. He focused on these sensations, hoping they’d distract from the growing tension that straightened his spine and caught at the nape of his neck. When this didn’t work, he cast his gaze out over the village, thinking the familiar, comforting sight might soothe him.

The valley’s edges had been cleared of the woods, making way for stepped crops, allowing packed dirt-and-cobble roads to wind through the busy village of Jaegen. Buildings stood two stories at most in Jaegen, a village that had spread out rather than up. Unlike many villages in the kingdom, most of the roofs were steepled and shingled, rather than thatched. The rains on the edge of the Rocmire Forest were heavy, with monsoons twice a year, and thatch didn’t hold up.

Villagers meandered along the streets, going about the varied tasks of the day, though none came near the grassy clearing at the center of town. There, a massive wooden pole stood, carved and polished to a near-reflective sheen, a glowing green crystal atop it. The crystal pulsed with a rainbow of colors, always retuning to its base green between flashes. Like thousands of other settlements across the lands, Jaegen was built around a shard of the Heart of the World.

A group stood with Tetra, forming a ring around the pole—six other adolescents and an older man crowned by long white tresses with a full and lengthy beard dominating his features. While he leaned on a cane, their instructor’s brown breeches and leather tunic exposed a surprisingly muscular frame for his age. His skin was bronzed by decades of exposure to the sun and weathered by the winter winds he had endured.

The Elder’s attention focused on Tetra. The gangly boy tried to ignore his overheated brow as he concentrated on Sven, who struggled to lift a rock the size of a man’s head. It sat atop a thin pillar of earth that stood at eye level, bobbing and swaying as bits of the supporting column crumbled and fell away. Sven fought to replace the falling pieces of earth, keeping the pillar intact and the stone balanced upon it.

“Concentrate …” Elder Proumin patted Sven on the back, “good.”

Glittering lines of force shimmered in the air as Proumin exposed the magics at play, creating a map of the power the boy used. As a Prios, Jaegen’s elder instructor used his affinity to expose the use of magics to others, allowing for easier demonstrations of how to effectively employ their abilities and learn to work together.

“Tetra,” Proumin said.

Tetra pushed damp brown locks out of his eyes and looked over to his grandfather. “Yes, Elder?”

Proumin raised a bushy, white eyebrow. “Can you help him?”

“I—I’m not sure,” Tetra reached out with his affinity, probing the stone, studying the lines and seams of millennia spent in its growth. The process proved more intimate than reaching out and taking hold of the rock. The elements, the inner power holding the stone together became part of him, as much as his own bones and blood. Yet if he flexed the control, as he would his own muscles, it would cost him dearly. Using affinity magic burned the body’s energy faster than ordinary muscle use. “It has a high iron content. Perhaps Malec can—”

“You’re a Graviton, Tetra. You can help him as easily as a Magnus. Iron is a good start. Look deeper.” Proumin shifted his weight on the walking stick, studying the interplay of magic. “Sven, allow his magic in. Loosen your control without losing your grip on the magic itself.”

Sven grunted. Sweat beaded on his forehead, clumping together the sandy bangs above his hazel eyes. Tetra knew his probing threatened Sven’s tenuous control, but he acted under his grandfather’s orders.

Concentrating harder, Tetra tried to lighten the rock, affecting its density. He stood with legs spread wide, fists clenched at his side. Raising one hand, he fought an invisible resistance as the earth in front of him rippled. Elements and forces bound the stone together, a maze of titanic proportions compacted into a miniscule space. Confusing, almost maddening, to track them all. His back tensed and a familiar pain flared along his spine, threatening his focus. What good did sensing the rock’s composition achieve if he had no way to affect their shape like Sven?

Knuckles whitening, Tetra let a huff escape him.

“It’s alright,” his twin sister whispered. “You’re doing great.” An encouraging smile flitted across Halli’s lips, quickly replaced with a frown. Wavy brown hair crowned her face, where earth-colored eyes sparkled with encouragement despite the frown. He knew she always believed in him, no matter what.

Tetra huffed again, pushing against the mingling magics, exerting his will. Sven ignored everyone, focused on keeping the rock aloft while allowing Tetra’s magic in. The stone jerked and rose several feet. The air around it distorted with a heat wave shimmer as Sven pushed it higher.

“It’s lighter!” The blond boy sounded jubilant at the sudden success.

“Good.” Proumin flicked a finger, using his affinity to brighten the manifested force lines and expose the intermingled magics. “You didn’t lose control as the density changed. And Tetra fused his magic without disrupting Sven.”

Tetra gasped. Pain flooded through his body; a thousand needles pierced his muscles as rivulets of fire coursed through his veins. Nausea and lightheadedness overcame him. The world spun in place, he fought to remain standing.

With two quick steps, Halli stood at Tetra’s side and slipped his arm over her shoulders. He felt her other arm wrap around his waist. Resentment for her interference warred with gratefulness for the relief Halli provided through her magic as Tetra leaned his weight against his sister.

Tetra’s grip on his magic slipped, breaking the bond with Sven. The other boy gasped, and Tetra felt another excruciating stab of pain in his back. He was still connected to the rock, but now his magic was in conflict with his friend’s, rather than harmony. The flows contorted, working against each other as Tetra tried to regain his hold on the magic. The stone sank as Sven tried to retain control of the rock without Tetra’s magic to assist him.

“Alright, that’s enough.” Proumin stared at Tetra. Worry lines creased his grandfather’s brow. “Listen closely, children.”

Releasing his tentative bond on the stone’s density, Tetra leaned harder on his sister. While he appreciated the relief, he also didn’t want anyone to know how bad his old injury was, and Tetra disguised the motion of leaning on his sister by adjusting his stance. The muscles in his back tightened and the rock crashed to the ground.

Sven released his hold on his own magic and the pillar crumbled to the ground, smashing as dirt fell over the rock. “Sorry.”

Tetra smiled wanly. “You did great.” The cool caress of Halli’s affinity probed his spine. Turning his head, he saw her eyes narrow as she studied him.

Tetra pulled away from Halli and sat, ignoring both the pain and his sister’s inspection. She wouldn’t be able to delve too deeply without touching him. That was his only salvation now, his only way to hide his weakness.

“Wrestling with an affinity takes a toll on the body,” their grandfather explained. He pulled up his mat and sat cross-legged, his walking stick set parallel to his knees. “It usually manifests as exhaustion, much the way the body weakens if it goes too long without food. There are even legends of arch mages who have died of starvation by using their magic on too grand a scale.”

“I’m fine,” Tetra lied, forced himself not to look at Halli as the telltale sign of her healing magic faded from his back. A strong Geist, Halli used the twins’ bond in unfair ways, he felt. Their connection didn’t give her the right to constantly probe.

He almost wished her magic wasn’t so good. Almost. Yet magic ran strong in their family. According to Academy testers, Halli demonstrated a once-in-a-century healing talent, and their village only held one other person with such a strong spirit affinity—their mother. Though even hers didn’t have the same potential Halli’s did. Despite that, she was still the strongest Geist the village had ever known. With his back injury, a broken spine when he was an infant, Tetra walked only because of their mother Leta.

Proumin stroke his beard as he watched the children, paying particular attention to Tetra. “Listen, boy. This isn’t about you alone. These are things you all must learn. You all may be strong, but none of you are so strong that you can’t fall prey to your own affinity … especially if you never fully understand the magic you wield. Fusing affinities is no simple task. Two wills and two minds must work together. If you fail, the results can be disastrous. For other races this is a simple task. Every oroc uses the same two affinities, which means they understand how they work without the risks we have. With us, it is not just a matter of understanding the magic, it is also a matter of trusting the person. You must get that into your heads.”

Tetra exchanged glances with the other children, contemplating what his grandfather said. They’d heard all this before, but tomorrow marked their departure for the Academy. These repeated lessons ran deeper than mere words. The concepts Proumin taught would take years to master. They were seeds being planted in the kid’s minds, aimed at growing over the years at the Academy. And yet, he wanted to grasp them now. He had been studying under his grandfather's tutelage for years, without achieving the control he so desperately wanted.

“Both of you,” Proumin looked between Tetra and Sven, “had to fight your natural resistance to work together. Each of you wanted control, neither wanted to cooperate. This is natural. But fighting to allow another in costs as much, if not more, than using magic itself. To work together, you must let go of this natural tendency.”

The pressure of Halli’s gaze shifted as she considered Proumin’s words. Tetra sighed in relief. This day had been difficult enough without his sister adding to his fear—the ultimate dread of someone discovering his magic usage worsened his spinal injury.

Proumin stroked his beard. “Learn everything you can about each other. The closer your bonds, the stronger you’ll be at the Academy.” He turned his attention to Malec. “A final demonstration. Lift the stone.”

With a sly smile, Malec tossed his black curls aside and set his dark-eyed gaze on the stone. The heavy rock shot into the air. It stopped at eye level and rotated slowly, the small sparks of mica shimmering in the sun. Miming a yawn, he twiddled blades of grass between his fingers.

“Very good, you’ve been practicing.” Tetra watched his grandfather take in the casual gestures of confidence of Malec's blatant posturing. “… But enough showing off.”

The stone dropped to the ground with a thud, kicking up a cloud of dust.

The Elder tugged his whiskers. “We’re proud of you all. The village hasn’t had the honor of sending anyone to the Academy for four years, and now we’re sending seven.” He rose to his feet, joints creaking and popping. “Continue practicing, but be careful. The magnitude and strength of your affinities could pose a natural danger to you and anyone around if you lose control at a critical moment. Remember that, always.”

Walking to the edge of the green, he paused and looked back to the children. “Take the rest of the day for yourselves. Tomorrow you leave for the Academy.”

“Thank you, Elder Proumin,” the youngsters said in unison. As Tetra’s grandfather exited the green, the children rested in contemplative silence. Noises from the bustling village washed over them: people talking, the soft slap of laundry being cleaned on a washboard, the clack and clatter of a wagon's wheels over the cobblestones. Everything changed tomorrow, and the normalcy of those sounds would be gone.

As usual, Pavil broke the silence first. “Hear that? Our affinities have personality!”

Halli blinked. “What are you talking about?”

The boy grinned. “He said they have magnitude.”

Katerine rolled her gold-green eyes. “That’s not what magnitude means.”

“What does it mean, then?” Pavil leaned out of Halli’s way as she tried to ruffle his blonde hair.

“It means I’m hungry,” Laney groaned as she flopped back, unruly gold locks curling off her head in all directions. The youngest of the group, only twelve years old, she always found something to complain about.

Halli sat down beside Tetra. Leaning her arms over her knees, she nonchalantly tugged at blades of grass between her feet. The afternoon winds carried the scent of wheat across the village, and Tetra smelled roasting rocboar coming from the village inn. His stomach grumbled.

Halli nudged Tetra with her elbow. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

Forcing himself to smile, Tetra nodded. She smiled back. Neither of them was fooled. She felt his pain; he sensed her worry.

“It means you’re an idiot,” Katerine said, retying a cord around her hair. Malec’s snorting laughter grew, while Pavil’s expression darkened. The rest of their friends seemed to be in a different world from the one that Tetra and Halli inhabited at the moment, one that they, as twins, knew all too well.

“Food does sound good,” Sven said. Laney sat up with a squeal.

“Mealtime?” Halli asked Tetra. He nodded again. She stood and reached out, helping Tetra stand even as he rolled his eyes at her.

“About time,” Laney said. “I’m close to starving.”

Malec copied Halli and held out a hand to Pavil, who took it and jumped to his feet. Pavil pulled hard as he jumped up, and Malec wobbled in place, almost falling over.

“Exaggerating much?” Pavil asked. “I can provide a magnitude of talent to sustain you.”

“I don’t want any magnitude from you,” Laney said, strutting off the village green, holding her hands sternly on her hips.

The others broke into laughter. Sven trudged down the street leading from the green to the Bicks' residence. Women and men worked hard at the end of the year's cleaning, ready to welcome the harvest moon with the celebrations it brought. Rushes were replaced and lamps readied for the winter to come. Always full of something to talk about, Laney chattered away beside him as the others fell in step. The day’s heat sat heavy on their heads, but the cool breeze caressing the valley made the day beautiful.

The aroma of freshly cut wheat, grown on the cleared steppes, filled the air along with the quiet hush of the scythes wielded by the reapers. Preparations for the harvest festival were underway. It saddened Tetra to know he’d miss the celebration, though he wouldn’t miss the town itself. Their departure for the Academy in Aldamere had been pushed up nearly two weeks sooner than in years past—due to the prediction of an early winter. Under the cheery autumn sun, winter seemed too far away.

“I wonder what it will be like,” Halli said, gazing into the distance. “Classes. A big city …” Tetra’s sister echoed his thoughts until she grinned and added—“Boys.”

“I can’t imagine it will be anything like Jaegen,” Katerine said.

“By the Aspects, I hope it isn’t,” Tetra said. “I couldn’t stand a place a hundred times the size of Jaegen, but just as dull.”

“It’s not so bad, is it?” Halli frowned, a chiding look he hated. Her being ten minutes older than him didn’t give her the authority to act so disapproving.

He shrugged. “It’s home and it always will be, but I’m ready for a change. Don’t get me wrong. I love everyone here, but it’s so small, you know?”

“Jaegen never changes. That’s one of the things I love about it.” Halli watched a group of children run past, squealing as they played some impromptu game.

Katerine perked up. “You know what we should do?”

Tetra kicked a rock off the path. “What?”

“We should name ourselves.” She skipped forward a step. “Something like The Jaegen Seven, yeah?”

“That’s silly, Katerine. We’re not a band of storytime heroes or anything.”

“Hush, Tetra,” his sister replied. “I like the idea. A way to remember we’re a group once we’re at the Academy.”

Tetra glanced at her. “Still think it’s silly.”

Katerine pouted. “I just want everyone to know we’re a group. That we’re all friends.” She lowered her head and muttered, “I don’t think that’s stupid.”

He shrugged again and looked away. “Have it your way.”

“Then it’s settled.” Halli chucked Tetra’s shoulder. “What a magnificent band we’ll be.”

The Jaegen Seven continued toward the Bicks house.


Chapter 2

Tetra Bicks

The Bicks’ home was one of the few two-story stone homes in the village. A much larger single-story wooden structure, the healing house, stood a stone’s throw away. Though it had been built in cooperation with several other nearby villages along the Rocmire forest border, the townsfolk still considered the healing house as part of the Bicks’ place. Tetra’s family had served as healers for Jaegen and the surrounding towns for generations. Drayston Castle even called upon the Bicks family on occasion.

Tetra turned to watch Malec and Pavil jostle each other as they followed the rest down the street. They were always fighting, always teasing each other, trying to see which one of them would finally be the best at whatever they set their minds to compete about.

Looking back to follow his gaze, Halli smiled when she saw them. She put her hands on her hips and paused. “Stop being clods or the Dreadknights will come get you!”

Malec laughed. “Like they would bother with us. They’re too powerful and we’re just little boys.”

“Little boys who need to be taught a lesson.” Halli gave them a mock-stern look.

They followed the rest of the children to the twins’ home. Tetra listened to Laney regaling Sven with her theories on hypothetical situations and how they might use their magic in each scenario. They rounded the corner of the healing house, steering clear of the front doors to avoid the sick that even now waited their turn, and headed along the fence toward the main house.

“I’m not sure what I’d do,” Laney said as Sven held the wooden slat door open for the group. She bit her lip as she walked. “If I had no choice, I’d probably just use a gale to put out the fire, but that could cause it to spread to other buildings and there may not be a Volcon there to help …” her words trailed off as she disappeared inside.

Sven sighed in relief. Malec patted him on the shoulder as the rest of the group followed Laney into the kitchen entrance. “You had to ask. You know how she gets.”

Tetra stifled a laugh, not wanting to surrender his sour mood that easily. Holding his grudge, though he didn’t know who he was upset with, he sniffed at the air scornfully. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted through the door, making his stomach growl. His back remained a mass of pain so he walked carefully, trying not to draw attention to himself.

Mealtime at the Bicks’ house had become a common ritual for the group. Long before they’d been selected to attend the Academy by scouts a month earlier, Elder Proumin had them practicing together, learning from each other. Lunch, breakfast, any meal was a commonly shared event amongst them. The kitchen already bustled with people preparing meals for the healing house’s guests.

As one of the kitchen boys grabbed a tray, a stern middle-aged woman in an apron stopped him. Smile lines around Leta’s eyes belied her annoyed expression. She grabbed a small salt dish off the tray of meats and breads, and placed it back on the counter.

“Elder Harbaden will complain, but his salt intake must be kept to a minimum.” The twins’ mother shooed the boy out to deliver the food. Two crystal-tipped wood wands pinned her curly brown hair into a ball—a gift from their father, and also healing implements that amplified her already significant spirit affinity. She wiped hands on her course blue tunic and looked over the kitchen with a critical eye.

Her gaze fixed on the children as they crowded around the large baking table. Tetra watched his mother carefully as she studied his friends. A wry smile crossed her lips as she said, “Excellent! We need help with dishes and scrubbing.”

Laney quieted, the rest of the Jaegen Seven’s eyes went wide as they looked to Tetra and his sister. Tetra swallowed down a laugh at his mother’s joking, since she knew they were all worn out from practicing. The grin he’d fought to stifle a moment before broke free.

Halli walked to her mother, clasping her hands. Batting her brown eyes, she spoke in her best dutiful daughter voice. “Of course, Mother. Just show us what we need to do.”

Pavil stared confusedly between the food being prepped on the table and the dishes stacked in the sink. “But we’re hungry.”

Halli blinked innocently at her mother. Leta looked at her daughter and burst into high, musical laughter.

Elga, Leta’s white-haired older sister, pushed through the group. “You kids are always hungry.” She placed a freshly baked loaf of bread on the table. Flour dusted her lean form from head to toe. “You’re only getting out of dish duty because you’re leaving for Aldamere tomorrow.”

“We’re not kids,” Laney said. “We’re going to be Arch—”

Elga stuffed a piece of bread into her mouth, silencing the girl. It was bad luck to speak of such things before they came true.

“You all go into the other room and we’ll fix you something,” Releasing her daughter’s hands, she nudged Halli towards the home’s interior. Tetra opened his mouth to ask what they would make, but Leta raised a hand and pointed at the other room.

Tetra gave up and led the way into the dining room. Pavil and Malec earned a playful glare and the menacing shake of a knife from Elga as they each grabbed a hunk of bread on their way by.

As the other six entered the other room, Tetra heard his mother. “Halli. Wait in here. I’d like some help, please.”

Tetra shut the door to the dining room behind the group before his mom could conscript him, too. The long table in the dining room was polished from generations of use. An intricate carving of the Twelve Aspects creating the world decorated table’s center—a depiction often found on wall hangings in homes across the kingdom. Tetra had often studies the whorls of the wood with his eyes, tracing the way Vox met Europina and Agleiopan turned Magethia. Such carvings were rare, but the Bicks family’s centuries of public service had allowed them to collect artifacts of beauty and faith through their lineal journey.

The etching depicted the Twelve Aspects of Magic and the Seven Races of Mortality. Despite generations of use, the table remained in perfect condition. Tetra had fond memories of winter solstices during which his father’s siblings had visited from the neighboring village of Kestalt. The long table had seemed crowded then, and grew more so as some brought expanding families of their own. His friends spread out around the table, taking their usual places and waiting for their promised sustenance.

Laney looked longingly at the door. “Now I’m starving! How long?”

Pavil grinned. “I could help you with that.”

“Don’t even think it,” Laney scowled at Pavil. “The last time you did that, I wasn’t hungry for two days. Keep your Pathos to yourself.”

The others laughed. Tetra wondered if they would be separated at the Academy. Their ages would make a difference, and they would probably be put in different classes, but he hoped they’d get to see one another often. Yet he worried they would be soon separated. Aldamere was a large city and the Academy had several thousand students—at least according to Granddad.

Leta came through the door with Tetra’s twin following meekly. Halli looked abashed and wouldn’t make eye contact. His mother moved behind him and placed hands on the back of his shoulders. With a sinking feeling, Tetra realized why Halli looked guilty. Coolness rushed over his skin at his mother’s touch. Glaring at Halli, Tetra narrowed his eyes, ignoring their friends. “I’m fine, Mother, really …” His earlier sour mood flared up again.

“Hush.” She continued delving his back. “It’s inflamed. We’ll have to ask your father what he thinks.”

“I’m going,” Tetra curled his fingers into fists, pushing them against the table as his knuckles whitened.

“Yes, well—” She began, her voice trying to gentle him.

“I’m. Going.”

The coolness fled as Leta released his shoulders and walked around the table to look him in the eye. “Speak to me like that again and the only place you’ll be going is into the kitchen to help with dishes.”

Features softened alongside her tone as she spoke to him. “I know you want to prove yourself, but if your back is flaring up, we have to consider the strain. This is … troubling.”

Tetra stood, looking away from his family and friends, fists still clenched. Everyone had fallen silent, quietly watching the conflict between Tetra and the Bicks family matron. Leta was normally soft, warm, and friendly. Tetra rarely saw his mom as rigid, or a disciplinarian. She was the very spirit of kindness. But not today. Even Laney was cowed into silence, avoiding her usual vocal complaints about the origin of the next meal.

Steel, like a sword, could be seen beneath her blue eyes. It seemed to Tetra as though his mother’s gaze was daring him to hurt himself, promising she would kill him if he did something stupid. He sighed and slumped his shoulders, then headed for the hallway leading to the rooms at the back of the house.

His mother’s words trailed after him. “You’ll have to sit and speak with me about this before I’ll let you leave, Tetra …”

He entered his room and shut the door, barely resisting the urge to slam it.


Chapter 3

Halli Bicks

I don’t see why, Leta.” Viktor’s deep voice penetrated the bedroom door, drifting into the upstairs hallway. Halli sat on a small bench nestled against the railing opposite her parent’s room at the top of the stairs. Knees tucked under her chin, she wrapped arms around her legs. Flames crackled in the fireplace of the Heart room below. Every home in the region committed its largest space to the Heart room … sometimes making it the only room in the house.

Once lunch had been eaten, in silence after the fight between Leta and Tetra, the rest of the kids had left the Bicks home. They would all see each other in the morning when they left for the Academy. All of them had shuffled out in silence, leaving Halli with looks of quiet concern. She had watched them go, concerns of her own eating at her.

“You remember our time at the Academy,” her mother said. “It’s beyond grueling. If Tetra has been hiding pains from his injury, the trials of the Academy could re-injure him. Or worse. I can’t bear the thought of that, Vik.”

“How does keeping him here change that?” her father asked. “If using his affinity is hurting him, he’ll eventually break, whether he’s here or there. We can’t deny the truth. I know you’re scared, Letty, but we have to let him go to live his own life.”

“You know what they will turn him into.”

“Is that what this is about?” Concern shaded Viktor’s voice. “Yes, they’ll teach him to fight, to lead, to protect. That is what the Academy is all about. He will emerge stronger. A man.”

“They’ll teach him to kill.”

A shiver ran down Halli’s back. Gravitons were, more often than not, warriors. Their ability to manipulate density could enhance and reduce the potency of other affinities. Any magic could be trained for war, but Gravitons seemed to be born for it.

“Soldiers kill, but they aren’t killers,” Viktor words stunned Halli. Were they really talking so blithely about Tetra killing? She didn’t understand what they meant, only hearing the surface of the low-toned conversation.

A hiss from her mother. “Are they not killers? Like your brother? Why do you think I am so scared for our son? At least Halli will be protected, nurtured, even if they are taking her away from us.”

“Is that what you think of my brother? No, Letty, you know he is so much more than that. Don’t let your fears rule your words, your heart.” Another long silence. “The decision has always been yours; but if you force him to stay, he’ll hate us. Taking away his future means we’ll lose him just as assuredly as letting him go now.”

“Why both of them?” Footsteps crossed the room, and she imagined her father going to her mother, enfolding her in his arms. Tears welled in her eyes as, for the first time, it occurred to her how much she would miss her parents.

“I know Vik, I just fear for them. But …” While muffled, her mother’s voice sounded stronger. “The decision has always been his.”


Chapter 4

Tetra Bicks

As the last rays of the sun found their way through the space between the boards of the shuttered windows, Tetra sat at the foot of his bed, disconsolate, the soft down of his blanket clutched in his hands. He dug his toes into the small-knotted rag rug at the foot of his bed while staring at his belongings. Everything for the journey and new Academy home sat packed and stacked by his door. A few meager trunks, packed to filling with the remains of his life here.

After storming out of lunch and going to his room, he’d turned to packing on reflex, refusing to believe he might be forced to stay home. The smells and warmth of the Heart room left behind, the cold of the day had been waiting for him in his room. As he shoved rolled clothes and sundries into his trunks, he cleared his head of the heat of anger, though worry still raced through his mind. After years of hiding the pain his affinity caused, how could he have been found out the day before leaving? What had he done that was so careless?

He spent most of the afternoon lying in bed, gazing at the ceiling and daydreaming about the Academy. Then he paced back and forth, constructing arguments to make his parents understand why he had to go. Staying in Jaegen wasn’t an option. His parents’ raised voices debated his future a couple rooms away, their tones increasingly anxious. The cold floorboards felt good against the soles of his feet.

Stolen snatches of conversation floated through his room. He couldn’t help but overhear. It wasn’t like he was spying. Why did they talk about him being a soldier? If being a soldier meant he could use his affinity to serve the kingdom, then he’d embrace this fate. Why didn’t they understand? Why didn’t they realize he wanted this more than anything? He stared at his trunk, and then flopped back onto the bed.

His parents fell silent and Tetra felt his heart quicken. What was their decision? Footsteps approached his door.

“Tetra?” His father knocked gently. The door cracked open and Tetra sat up. “I thought you might be asleep.” Viktor entered, coming to sit on the bed beside Tetra. They remained silent for a moment while Viktor gathered his thoughts. Tetra feared breaking the silence, feared the words to come. Fighting the urge to nervously toy with the blanket, Tetra disciplined himself and placed his hands in his lap, waiting.

“I spoke with your mother,” his father said.

Tetra grimaced. “I heard.”

His father put an arm around him. Tetra kept his back straight, waiting. “She loves you very much, you know. We both do.”

“Is that why she’s going to keep me prisoner?” Frustrated tears burned the edges of Tetra’s eyes.

His father frowned and looked at Tetra’s belongings. “You sure you’re not forgetting anything?”

Tetra drew a sharp breath, finally daring to look at his father.

“Things are expensive in Aldamere, three times what they are here.” Worry still creased Viktor’s face but Tetra saw the serious intent there. He wrapped arms around his father’s chest and hugged him tight. Viktor returned the embrace. “About your back, Tetra. There are some things you need to know.”

“I’m sorry,” Tetra’s voice was muted, his face still buried in his father’s chest. He was hiding tears of relief. He spoke, the words rushing from him, “I should have …”

“You haven’t hidden it as well as you think. Listen to your body, don’t push it too hard.”

Tetra nodded.

“There’s nothing we, or the healers in Aldamere, can do for you. You have to be careful. If you re-break your spine, you might never walk again.”

Tetra pulled back, rubbing his cheeks, clearing away the tears. He looked his father in the eye. “I know. I’m careful.”

Viktor studied his son’s face and then pointed back to Tetra’s trunks. “Be sure to double check everything. We’re going to miss you. Both of you. Write your mother every week, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

He stood and exited the door, but stopped before closing it. He seemed about to say something, but only smiled grimly. The door shut with a soft thud.

Tetra’s stomach growled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone so long without eating, but felt too drained from the emotional day to want to leave his room. Using his magic during the practice earlier only compounded the spent feeling. But, food could wait until morning. Lying down, his eyelids grew heavy and he started to drift. Tonight, he slept in his bed, in his home, near his family.

Tomorrow … his world would change forever.


Chapter 5

Tetra Bicks

Heat flooded over Tetra’s body, the instant discomfort waking him from a sound sleep. Bleary-eyed, he sat up, trying to shake off the grogginess. Somehow, he had gotten under his blankets from the foot of his bed, where he had fallen asleep. Now it was stifling hot. Yelling sounded outside his window. Confused, he pushed back the bed sheets and stumbled to the shutters. What caused such an intense heat?

Grasping the locking clamp, he loosened the two boards protecting his window and pulled them open. Carnage greeted him; the fallen bodies of his neighbors littered the streets. Flames enveloped the village. Heat pushed at him from outside and he took a step back from the incomprehensible chaos. He blinked, his sleep-addled brain refusing to connect the inferno and screaming with reality. Behind him, the door crashed inwards. Tetra spun around.

His grandfather’s body, battered and bloody, lay across the doorway amidst the splintered wreckage of the door. The threshold frame had been cracked from the force of his grandfather’s body being flung through it. Two remaining chunks of wood hung from the hinges.

“Granddad!” He rushed forward. “What happened?”

The old man remained limp, unresponsive.

“Granddad? Granddad!” Tetra wanted to run forward, to grab his grandfather, but fear kept his feet rooted. Yelling and screaming from outside assaulted his ears, the odors of the burning village threatening to overwhelm his nose. There was a smell there too, one he didn’t recognize. Almost like wet iron. It stank, turning his stomach.

Out in the hall, his grandfather’s attackers turned at the sound of his voice. A seven-foot rook, all sinewy muscles and vines, wearing the strange living foliage clothing of his species, stared at Tetra. He spoke in a broken, gravelly voice.

“Little human sapling. Should have stayed hidden.”

Tetra finally broke the fear that controlled him and ran forward, then grasped his grandfather by the shoulders. Tears streaked down his face. His grandfather's chest didn't move.

The oroc lumbered closer. Tetra looked up, crying openly. “Who are you? What have you done? Why are you here?” His emotions were a mess, fear battling with confusing, but at their core, anger was burning in his heart.

The oroc tilted his head to the side. “I am Gnarrl. I killed him? Yes. Humans betray. You break treaties and murder. We return betrayal.” Gnarrl knelt, studying Tetra. “You are human sapling, no?”

Petrified, Tetra could only swallow. “Y–yes. I am.” Every muscle in his body screamed at him to fight, but fear froze him in place.

Gnarrl grasped Tetra’s cheeks with a vine-covered hand. “You are male, human. Hmm.”

A second oroc appeared out in the hall, coming from his sister’s room, dragging a limp form. It took a moment for Tetra to recognize his twin sister’s prone body. The world snapped, crumbling outside his awareness. Ice had been growing over his heart, formed by the fear and conflicting emotions. It shattered when he saw Halli.

The inferno outside? Pointless. All its heat and flame was nothing compared to the spirit of destruction filling his mind, body, and soul. He rose, releasing his grandfather’s body, and pointed at the oroc carrying his sister.

“Let her go!” His voice sounded alien to his own ears. It was deep, commanding. No trace of the conflict in his heart remained. Love for his sister was fueling the hate consuming him.

Gnarrl fell back, inhuman face twisted in shock. Tetra’s back transformed into a mass of pain, but he didn’t care. He barely even noticed. Gathering every last ounce of energy in his body, he focused on the head of the oroc dragging his sister. The rafters and walls creaked in protest as Tetra exerted his will. The creature froze as its skull’s density amplified, becoming several times heavier than its entire body. The neck muscles gave, unable to hold up the creature’s head any longer.

With a loud snap, followed by muscle and sinew ripping apart, the head rolled forward and the oroc’s body fell back. Dark liquid spurted against the walls.

Gnarrl roared and swung a huge fist, catching Tetra across the chest. He flew back into the wall. Hardwood smashed into his back, crushing the wind out of him. In a smooth motion, Gnarrl swung a hand up while splaying the fingers of this other hand across the floor. The floor cracked apart and an earthen spike thrust out, piercing Tetra’s abdomen as he fell. The boy screamed as the earthen spike tore at his flesh, ripping through his body and pinning him in the air. Pain wracked him, dousing the fires of hate and anger. The oroc made a side-to-side motion with his other hand, then jerked it back and slapped his palm to the ground.

Tetra fought to control his mind. Slick blood coated the spike already, but he fought to grip it. With every fiber of his being, he pushed at the impaling earth, trying to get himself off it. The oroc was forgotten momentarily as Tetra struggled to free himself. He lost. The oroc’s voice, resonating with Geist magic, whispered to his soul, telling him to give up, give in. He did.

The fire of vengeance in Tetra’s spirit extinguished. He hung limp on the spike, which now shot out of his back. He would die tonight, watching, helpless, as Gnarrl killed him. Instead, the oroc turned away. Lumbering over to his fallen companion, he crouched over the body. Gnarrl rolled the body onto its back, then replaced the head, settling the corpse into a more peaceful repose.

Tetra tried to gather the energy to fight, but it wouldn’t come. Something was inside his head, inside his heart. It was like his mother’s calm healing magic, only in opposite. The cold was piercing, instead of cool, and ripped away any attempt he made to rally hope. He struggled, every motion a sharp claw of agony as he tried to pull himself off the spike—until he lost the strength for even that.

Gnarrl chanted, a strange sound, unlike anything the boy had heard before. As the chant rose in intensity, the wooden floor split open, exposing the earth below. The ground rose, opening up, allowing the body of the fallen oroc to sink. Once the body submerged, the chant softened until the only the screams and crackling fires outside the house remained.

Through the haze of immobilizing pain, Tetra noticed the oroc’s shoulders shook. He’s crying.

Gnarrl stood. He grabbed one of Halli’s ankles in a massive hand and dragged the girl along. Then he stopped and turned back to Tetra. “I not steal your life. If you survive this night, you earn life I spare. A life you do not deserve. If we meet again, though you hide in guise of sapling, I shall not treat you as such, human warrior.”

Tetra had never seen oroc tears before, though their warriors and traders often passed through his village. The oroc wept translucent green tears, like thin sap. Gnarrl lifted one hand and blew on his palm. “I release your spirit, human. But be warned. Use your magic against me, and I shall destroy forever the soul of this small one with me, even if be my dying breath to do so.”

Tetra moaned, not understanding what happened. His mind occupied one world, his body another. The oroc snapped his fingers and, all at once, those two worlds crashed together. He screamed as they collided and his mind registered the physical wounds inflicted on him. Pain crashed through his body, starting at his spine and radiating out like the flames that engulfed the village outside.

Dragging Halli by her leg, Gnarrl strode down the hall and out of the house into the inferno of the village beyond. Tetra watched, helpless, until the pain overcame him.


Chapter 6

Tetra Bicks

Sweat and blood mingled in a pool at the base of the earthen spike. Carefully, ever so carefully, Tetra used his magic, shifting the density of the spike and his body. He’d fainted twice already from the exertion, but he kept trying. He knew that if he didn’t free himself, he would die here, impaled on this spike. Dying was not a choice he could make, he had to find a way to save his sister.

With a crunch, the spike snapped under his weight, toppling him into the sticky pool of blood. He lay gasping for breath as pain slashed through his body. Refusing to let it overcome him as it had the night before, he sucked in air as he pushed himself up to hands and knees.

A bit of the spike still protruded from his gut. No way to grip it, no way to remove it--though even if he could, it might cause him to lose blood faster. The mix of materials in the spike daunted his probing attempts. How had the oroc created a solid mass out of so many different components? Only another Tecton would understand, which Tetra was not. Earth magic, as he had seen yesterday trying to work with Sven, was beyond his ken.

Teeth grinding, Tetra rose to his knees. His arms trembled as he fought to steady himself. As he increased the density of the spike, the pain in his back became trivial compared to his injured side. He groaned as the pain in both areas grew. At last, gravity overcame his flesh’s grip on the invading spike, and it tore free of his body. His legs gave way and he fell over again, his hands clutching the wound. Other than Tetra’s grunts, it was eerily quiet.

The smoke in the room thickened, and the heat of the burning house rose, almost unbearable. Tetra crawled to his bed and braced against the edge of it to get to his feet. The torturous effort nearly blacked him out again, but he fought for consciousness. If he passed out again, the flames would consume him. Struggling onto the bed, he sank onto the blankets and wrapped the sheets over his bloodied nightshirt, tying them in place. He had the presence of mind to pull on his boots before he stood on shaky legs. Hunched over, he made his way to the door, jaw locked against the pain.

“Goodbye, Grandfather,” he whispered through clenched teeth as he stepped over the lifeless body. The back door, at the other end of the hall, stood shattered and smoke rolled out it. Flames licked along the ceiling, and he knew it would collapse before long. He tried to hurry, but his body refused to be pushed. Blood spread from the wound, soaking his nightshirt and blanket. Despite the intense heat of the fire, the blood still warmed his side.

Cooler, though still hot, air greeted him as he exited the house. A second wave of heat slammed into him. The scene outside almost dropped him to his knees again. The entire village stood aflame. Bodies littered the streets and the village square to his left. His lips quivered as he surveyed the carnage. Flame crackled and softly roared as it consumed wood.

“Tetra …”

At the rough voice, he turned to where his father knelt in front of the village’s ancient oak tree. Memories of climbing and swinging from the tree as a young child mixed with the ghastly reality he now faced. Another spike of earth had pierced through his father’s stomach and into the tree, holding him there like an insect on a needle. The ground around him had been churned up, and several oroc staves and stone weapons lay scattered. Thick oroc blood had darkened the mud. As a Psion, his father could bend others’ wills to his own. From the looks of it, he’d made them pay dearly before they overwhelmed him.

“I couldn’t stop them, Tetra.” The words barely reached him over the flames roaring. Tetra’s tears flowed as he approached and knelt before his father.

“Why did this happen, Father?” Tetra fought anger. This shouldn’t have happened. Death and destruction surrounded him, and all thoughts of leaving for the academy were gone. “Where’s Mother?”

“They did something.” Viktor shook his head. “Her screams …” He looked Tetra in the eye, his voice strengthening. “Your sister. You must get her back. Save her.” Tetra felt something change in his head. From the fire of fear, forged resolve emerged. His father’s words echoed through his mind, etching their way into his soul. Despite his pain, he stood straighter.

Tetra blinked. Had his father just used Psion magic on him? He had never done it before, Tetra wasn’t sure what it felt like. “I will father.”

Vikor gurgled, fighting the blood welling in his throat to speak again. His gaze went distant, life-light fading from his eyes as his head sank against his chest.

“Father? Father, no …” Tetra rocked on his knees, grief threatening to crush him. Grief was quickly replaced with words reverberating through his head. Your Sister. You must get her back. Save her.

His father’s right hand slipped from the earthen spike and settled on the hilt of a sword in the mud beside him. Tetra didn’t remember his father owning a sword. Something woke in the back of his mind—a presence he’d always felt, though never this intense. It flickered with fear and … hope. Halli. He knew without a doubt his sister lived. He felt her, which meant she could feel him, too. She knew he could save her. He knew he would.

Anger burned within him, fueled by his grief. On unsteady feet, he went to the sword. Stopping, he tore the blanket, wrapping the cloth around his midsection. Focusing on the cloth’s structure, he increased the density, shifting the fabric’s properties until it was heavy and strong. It protected his wound as well as piece of steel plate mail would now.

Bending over, he gently moved his father’s hand away from the weapon. He grasped the sword’s handle. Muscles screamed in his side and back as he struggled to lift the steel. While not overly heavy, even just bending over to grasp the weapon nearly blinded him with pain.

He started toward the square, dragging the sword behind him. A wide path of trampled earth led away from the broken shard pole, south toward the orocs’ home in the Rocmire Forest. Tetra didn’t stop or look back as the roof of his home collapsed behind him. Fire consumed the village, and Tetra, a phoenix from the ashes, struggled forth to track his quarry. Blood slowly dripped as he walked, leaving a trail as he left the only home he had ever known.


Chapter 7

Tetra Bicks

Each step taught another lesson in agony. Gritting his teeth, Tetra forged on, forcing his feet to carry him. Tetra followed the trail until it abruptly ended in the middle of a field. He cast about, trying to figure out how he had lost it. The orocs must’ve used their earth magic to cover their tracks.

Carefully balancing on his wobbling legs, he leaned against a tree, catching his breath as the sun cast rays through the light fall mist. Dew collected on the flora and fauna of the fields between village and forest, illuminating the petals of the flowers his sister had loved so much.

Before disappearing, the trail had carved a straight path through the hewn fields of wheat. The trail avoided the roads, moving from hedgerow to hedgerow, straight south toward the Rocmire. During harvest-time stories, villagers would’ve whispered of the forest’s forbidding darkness and Ravagers, beasts changed by the presence of Heart gem shards in their bodies. He had listened to the stories and, like the rest, hadn't really believed them.

Tattered sheets trailed behind him and he used the sword to chop them free against the base of the tree. Each strike pulsed pain through his body, but the sheets slowed him down now, catching on every twig and bramble. Blood had long since soaked through the once-white sheets. After stripping the sheets away, leaving only the bindings wrapped around his wound. He took a moment more to catch his breath again and then pushed away from the tree.

The orocs wouldn’t have diverged from their route toward the forest. They’d likely begun masking their trail due to the proximity of Castle Drayston, the stronghold of the Drayston family, charged with keeping the region safe from bandits, Ravagers, and anything else threatening the settlements within their domain. Apparently marauding orocs needed to be added to the list, even though there’d been no serious conflicts between orocs and humans for many generations. He had never even imagined that the peaceful orocs would commit such atrocities, nor use fire to do so.

Tears rolled down Tetra’s grime-covered cheeks. Why hadn’t the Drayston soldiers stopped the orocs? Why had they allowed his family—his entire village—to be slaughtered?

He came to the other side of the hedgerow and found a stream gurgling at the bottom of a shallow gully in between wide water-worn stones. He’d drunk his fill at the river near Jaegen, but found himself parched at the sight of water. He crouched carefully and cupped water to his face with his hand. It slaked his throat—even his wounded ribs started to feel better—but the relief proved short-lived as he noticed the muddied waters farther downstream. The earth on either side appeared undisturbed—far too smooth. The orocs had hidden their footprints, but couldn’t conceal the sediment they’d churned up. He remained on the right trail. Save her.

Tetra stood slowly. How long would the waters stay muddy after the orocs’ crossing? He scanned the lip of the ravine on the other side of the stream. His breathing slowed and, for an instant, the wind died down. A faint cry echoed in the distance. The pain in his side throbbed in time with his thumping heartbeat.

He waded into the stream, indifferent to the cold water shocking the exposed skin of his feet. Reaching the other side, he slipped and fell face-first into the mud. Mud mixed with blood, sticking to his face, and he lost his footing again as he tried to get up. He rolled over onto his back, leveraging himself up, but just fell again. He growled in frustration and thrust the sword into the bank, using its pommel to drag himself through the mud. At the top of the ravine, he slipped a last time and fell into a pile of leaves caught against the tall grass. He spat out the leaves and fought his way through the assailing foliage. Save her …

The breeze returned and he halted, shivering, though not from the chilled mud clinging to him. Several orocs made their way into the trees lining the other side of the wheat field. They trudged along, waving their hands in great sweeping half-circles over the ground as they went. Tetra waited until they’d disappeared into the woods and then crept across the field.

Save her …


Chapter 8

Malthius Reynolds

The scene was straight out of a nightmare. Fires blazed across the village and hundreds of bodies lay hacked, mangled, and impaled on spikes of earth. Others lay lifeless, dead eyes staring at unknown horrors, but without a mark on their bodies to indicate what killed them. Heat and smoke from the fires carried the stench in waves, turning the stomachs of the Drayston soldiers.

Sergeant Malthius Reynolds had heard stories, but never thought he’d witness such brutality. Such viciousness. Reaching a gloved hand to his face he scrubbed from his moustache down to the tip of his goatee. He prayed his instincts were wrong, though they rarely were.

Reynolds whistled, raising his hand in the air and pointing left then right. “I want Volcons on the east side of the village, turn the fires on themselves. Vortens, follow them, move the air out of the way and cool the ruins. Tiduses on the west side of the village, pull condensation from the air and ground. Tectons, assist. Create channels from the wells to the outskirts. Archons, channel the Siren’s efforts, pressurize the water and direct it.”

Scanning the village, Malthius Reynolds made up his mind, dispatching the rest of the unit. “Prios’ and Geists, split up, go with each unit to try to find survivors. Everyone else, sweep the wreckage behind the crews after the fires are out.”

Out of the thousand men garrisoned at Drayston Castle, his unit was twenty-five strong, a standard patrol and emergency response dispatch. Every unit was designed to have two of each magic affinity in their ranks. The soldiers split out, sweeping the village. The discipline in their actions pleased Reynolds. He had spent more than twenty years supervising such teams, and tolerated no incompetence.

To his left two Volcons were walking through the fires, gathering the flames from the burning buildings into floating balls that trailed them, floating through the air. The Vortens were following them, channeling air away from the fireballs, redirecting it into gentle breezes, pushing the heat and fumes upwards, not only robbing the flames of their fuel, but also clearing the village of the stench.

On the right the second team was moving a little slower. Both Tectons had their hands on the ground, working together. The earth split before them, a gaping trench moving towards the village’s wells. Hands touching, the sirens were pulling water from everything around them, depositing it into the trench. The two Archons were channeling the raw force of motion, pulling the water back up from the trench as it filled, blasting the fires out.

As the fires abated and then extinguished, the rest of his unit moved through the village. Psions, able to amplify their perceptions, and Geists, able to feel life around them, moved through the wreckage as the other ten soldiers manually shifted burned beams and rubble. As they worked through the massacre, they tenderly deposited bodies in the streets. It took about thirty minutes for them to finish the first sweep of the village.

All the while, Reynolds was analyzing the destruction, studying for clues of who could have committed this atrocity. It was simply too much for one group of men to have accomplished by themselves. Was this the act of bandits, or of some renegade group, someone set against the Lord Drayston?

A young soldier in the green and gold colors of Drayston trotted up. Malthius steadied his horse as it shied, gently patting its neck, comforting it. It didn’t care for the smells of blood and fire. Neither did he.

“We’ve found no survivors,” the soldier reported. He removed the triple-ridged helm from his head and held it under his arm as he wiped his forehead. Perspiration matted his dark, shoulder-length hair. He blinked bright blue eyes as a drop of sweat slipped past his glove.

“Not even any children, Corporal Mikkels?” Reynolds watched the men working in the wreckage of Jaegen. The question was baited, playing to his suspicions.

Mikkels shook his head. “That’s just it, Sergeant, there are no children. None.”

Reynolds exchanged a glance with Draden Greenwald, the retired, burly Drayston guard who’d seen the fires from his home and joined them as they rode to investigate. The man barely fit into his old studded-leather armor, his belly hung underneath the armor as it bunched up against his armpits. Likely he hadn’t worn it in years.

“No survivors,” Mikkels repeated. “No children, and no enemy dead. The villagers had to have killed at least one of them. I don’t understand, sir.”

“Orocs.” The sergeant hated his instincts, even when useful. There had been a hundred years of peace between the orocs and humans of the region, but as unlikely as his suspicions were, the facts of the attack didn’t fit anything else. Orocs were the only race that carried their dead away, the only race that would take children. Saplings, they called them. Reverence for the young ran deep in their culture.

The earthen spikes were the clincher. Oroc earth mages used spikings in their attacks. Harvesters, the oroc name for a hunter, left massive earthen spikes along the edges of the Rocmire forest, a boundary for the lands they hunted. This killing field Jaegen had become was the end result of the same style of magic; and combat.

An attack of this scale was unheard of. This wasn’t a simple clash or border dispute. This village had been left as a message. Drayston was supposed to know that someone wasn’t happy. But which clan? Or were the Rocmire orocs untied? Most of all, Reynolds wondered what the message was. Why were the orocs ready to declare war on humans?

Draden spat on the ground. “Permission to check the outlying areas, sir?”

Reynolds nodded, still intently studying the village, ignoring Corporal Mikkels for the moment.

Draden kicked his horse into a gallop, riding out of the ruined village to the west. He had family out that way, if Reynolds remembered correctly.

“Branon,” Reynolds shouted. “Get over here!”

A nearby soldier stiffened his back and hurried up. “Yes, sir.”

“Ride back and inform Lord Drayston that we suspect Jaegen was attacked by orocs. There are no known survivors as of yet. We’re tracking the attackers, have the castle send two more units to bury the dead.”

“Orocs, sir?” Branon asked. Reynolds could see the confusion written across the private’s face.

“Yes. Orocs.” Reynolds narrowed his eyes. “Now why aren’t you mounting your horse, Guardsman?”

Branon might’ve been freshly assigned to Drayston, but hesitation had been the death of many a soldier. If a war with the orocs had begun—and Reynolds was pretty sure it had—best to break him of bad habits quickly, for his own sake as well as others’. The inexperienced guardsmen clued in on Reynolds’s mood, clambered onto his horse, and headed east.

“Orders, sir?” Mikkels asked.

“Round them up, Corporal.”

Mikkels loosed a shrill whistle. Drayston soldiers emerged from wreckage and the few standing structures in the village, marching back to their horses. The two dozen men of the squad would be no match for an oroc war party, especially not if they had sent an entire clan.

“A village has been attacked, everyone killed. This cannot stand. We have to try and rescue any survivors … which I believe there are.” Reynolds rode out in front of the line. “They have several hours on us, but even orocs can’t outrun horses.”

“Sir,” Mikkels said, “are we enough to defeat an oroc raiding party, even if we can find them?”

“No,” said Reynolds. “We aren’t. But that doesn’t matter right now.”

“Sir?”

He looked Mikkels in the eyes. “They slaughtered an entire village, Corporal, and took the children. They still have those children, and their only chance of survival lies with us right now. We will follow them to the edge of Rocmire, where we have a chance. We cannot let them lose us.”

Mikkels opened his mouth, but then shut it and tilted his head in compliance.

“Move out,” Reynolds said, turning his mount south.


Chapter 9

Tetra Bicks

Tetra followed the orocs until the sun hung low over the horizon. What would he do once he caught them? He’d glimpsed the larger party ahead of the rear guard, but the slow pace of the orocs covering their passage made them fall farther behind with every step. Save her … Twice, he’d been sure they’d spotted him, though they hadn’t split off to come accost him. Orocs were notorious for being impossible to catch unawares. Of course, they were also known for being peaceful, if reclusive healers.

The ground sloped gently downhill as they drew close to the Mirewall. Tetra had learned about the Mirewall, but never seen it, despite the fact that it was a day’s walk from Jaegen. Mirewall was a series of terraced cliffs that formed a natural barrier at the edge of the Rocmire forest floor, a hundred feet below. The lichen speckled terraces stretched a third of a mile, ranging in height from ten feet to almost forty at the top.

The orocs stopped at the edge of another tree-lined field and one looked back in his direction. Tetra sprawled, breath hissing through his teeth as he fought to keep from crying out in pain. Quick motions, making his stomach muscles clench, were giving him waves of nausea. Ignoring it as best he could, Tetra watched. One at a time, the orocs crouched and then vanished over an unseen edge.

As the last one disappeared, panic surged through Tetra. Save her … He couldn’t lose them. Rising, he hobbled across the field to the trees and dropped to his knees again, panting, side throbbing. Thirty five feet below, the orocs gathered at the base of an overhang, collecting the equipment they’d thrown down ahead of themselves. The orocs were placing giant hands on the ground after loading their equipment. Earth and rock bubbled beneath their palms, smoothing out and obscuring their tracks.

One of them shouted a guttural alarm. Tetra’s heart clenched, but the oroc pointed away to the east. The others grabbed the rest of their items and started running. For the first time, Tetra noticed a field of distant treetops after the drops ahead. The Rocmire forest. If they reached it, he’d lose them for good; and whatever had spooked them increased their chances of spotting him trailing along.

His skin burned as a fever consumed him. Half of what he saw was delusion. Children being yanked behind the orocs, flames coming from the forest, it was as though he was trapped in last night. Tetra’s eyes were wide and drool was dripping from the corner of his mouth.

One of the orocs lagged behind, searching for something. Tetra tightened his grip on the sword. Save her … the words echoed through his soul and drove him forward.


Chapter 10

Malthius Reynolds

Five of them, sir, not far to the west.” Gerard pointed at the setting sun. The veteran guardsman looked haggard from the constant use of his spirit affinity to bolster the soldiers.

“Go,” Reynolds motioned towards the east. The other soldiers broke into a gallop, Mikkels at the lead as they left the road, following the overhang along one of the first wide tiers that descended into Rocmire. He hollered to Gerard as they spurred their horses to follow. “Are you alright?”

“I’ll be fine, sir,” Gerard shouted over the thundering hooves. “It’s not using my Geist Affinity that wears me down, but the constant sorting of echoes. It’s hard to explain how much life there really is here …”

“As long as you can help Tarn handle some healing if needed.”

Gerard saluted loosely, bouncing in his saddle. “No one’s dying today if I can help it, Sergeant.” He frowned. “They’re running!”

Reynolds spurred his horse faster. The others parted to let him pass and he quickly caught up to Mikkels. He shouted orders over his shoulder. “I want Gerard, Wallemur, Derek, and Tarn dampening. Don’t get too close. If any of you go down, we’ll have to contend with the full strength of their spirit and earth magic.”

“Already dampening, sir,” Tarn cried.

Reynolds looked back at Wallemur, who gave him a quick nod. They rounded a corner in the overhang that opened into a clearing.

“There they are!” The vanguard shouted.

“Ride them down,” Reynolds commanded. The order was relayed up the chain of riders, a rising cry that spoke to the riders' outrage at what had been done.

The orocs stopped to stand their ground, with the Drayston men only a hundred paces away and closing fast. Four of them, those closest, slapped their hands to the earth and chanted. Reynolds, knowing what was coming, gave a shrill whistle. With only two soldiers capable of damping their abilities, the orocs had simply overpowered the humans. Jagged spikes erupted from the ground below the first rider.

The Drayston unit was ready. Both Vorten soldiers used their control of air to create gales between the horses' legs while the Gravitons dispersed the density of the spikes, lightening them till they were just loosely packed dirt. The Magnuses grabbed the iron in the dirt, forcing it to repel itself. As the horses galloped forward, spikes exploded in puffs of dust. Reynolds grinned.

Bestial fury filled the air as a basso roar rang out through the trees. A small, sword-wielding figure covered in mud and leaves leapt from the overhang above the orocs. The sergeant instinctively used his Tempest affinity. A rare affinity, and often of low magnitude in humans, it enhanced his perception of time. Everything around him slowed down.

The screaming dropped to a lower pitch and he made out the shape of a young man beneath the dirt and leaves. Light blurred as time slowed. Reynolds swung his left leg over his horse’s head and dropped to the ground, rolling away. Straining, Reynolds eased the horse back into standard time flow so the additional speed of snapping out of fast time wouldn’t break its legs. He came to his feet in a fluid motion, drawing his sword as he sprinted forward.

The oroc to the rear looked up. In the air above him, the boy was falling, screaming as he flew through the air. A sword was raised over his head. The oroc raised its stone club to block the incoming blow, swinging its other hand in a wide arc to swat the boy out of the air. Even with the added force of his drop, the boy’s attack couldn’t possibly overpower the strength of an oroc or its Tecton crafted weapon. The boy would die before Reynolds or his men could do anything.

Reynolds looked for any way to save the boy, which looked impossible. Tempest magic was unstable. The longer one affected time, the stronger the normal flow of events would fight to synchronize. If anything, Reynolds might be able to distract the oroc, but he didn’t have much time beyond that.

Reynolds ducked and rolled between two spikes, swing his sword as he regained his feet. He released the hilt at the arc of his swing’s force. The sword snapped out of Reynolds’ Tempest time and shot forward. Reynolds lost his grip on time. It snapped back, whiplashing for a brief moment, making everything around him move insanely fast. The sword burst into flame, a meteor hurtling towards the oroc’s back. But it still wasn’t fast enough.

The boy brought his sword down in a grand arc. It met the oroc’s Tecton-crafted stone club. The sergeant’s eyes widened as the club shattered, rocky shards flying in all directions. The oroc’s mad swat hit the boy as the sword shattered the club, sending him flying. Sword spun one way while boy flew the other. Before the oroc could finish the job, Reynolds’ sword pierced its back, the fiery blade slamming through its body leaving a gaping hole. The boy slammed into the ground as the oroc fell, spurting midnight blue blood.

Combat erupted as he reached the boy and turned him over. Mud and blood caked him, both his and the nearly black oroc blood. At least several major bones broken, and the blood soaked the rags wrapped around his waist—a wound he must’ve sustained earlier, likely during the massacre of his village. He lived, though just, and thankfully had fallen unconscious or he would’ve been in agonizing pain.

An inhuman scream drew the sergeant’s attention back to his men. His men were working carefully as paired teams, four men per oroc. Magic flew through the air. Humans, on the whole, were weaker as individuals than the other races. Rather than the more spectacular magic that sundered earth and changed the shape of the battlefield, his men tended towards using their magic to personally enhance combat.

Reynolds didn’t stop to watch. Retriggering his Tempest affinity, time slowed around him and he sprinted forward again. Fire spewed in slow motion above him as he ducked between two of the orocs. Drawn out speech and yelling filled the air. He had learned long ago to ignore it. Elements clashed around him as the orocs fell.

Reynolds grabbed his sword, now sheathed in the ground, and spun around over the boy as he released his hold on accelerated time. The orocs were mostly done for. He knelt, checking for a pulse. Somehow, the boy was alive.

“Wallemur, Gerard, get over here,” he shouted. Geist healing proved most effective when administered immediately after injury. If applied fast enough, it could sometimes erase any evidence of an injury altogether. But neither of his men possessed strong spirit affinities, and he wasn’t sure if they could save the boy.

Reynolds suspected that the injured young man at his feet was a survivor of the Jaegen attack. Keeping him alive was a necessity. This close to Rocmire he knew they couldn’t catch up to the main force of orocs, which meant that there was no other way to find out what had happened if they lost this kid.

He looked back down at bleeding, broken boy, seeing just how young he was. Too young to have seen anything like this, much less experienced it. “Hang in there, lad.”


Chapter 11

Petrius Alma

Injured mortally, the child shouldn’t have survived the journey back to Drayston. As he pondered this miracle, Petrius Alma washed the filth from his hands in a basin near the door to the castle infirmary. Mud and blood had been cleared from the room, all from this miracle boy. The cloying stench of rot was dispersing through the air, leftovers from the surgery concluded just minutes before.

When he had arrived at the infirmary, the child had been covered in filth. Though the battlefield Geists had tried to heal him, there were limits to their abilities. They had done what they could, stopping his bleeding and putting his bones back in the right places. Alma sighed as the warm water ran soaked into his skin, relaxing his hands.

The problem with battlefield medicine was that a trained soldier was trying to administer it. Teaching one person to both kill and to heal just didn’t work very well. In Alma’s experience they ended up good at neither job. In the case of this boy, they hadn’t cleaned the wound well enough. When the patient was dragged in, he had been afire with fever and infection was well set in. The bones in his back … even on the battlefield they should have had the sense to work with Tectons to adjust the calcium in the bones, Gravitons to change the density, Tiduses to manipulate the water in the muscles.

He shook his head. A surgical team was trained to work together, these boys weren’t. It wasn’t their fault, and they tried. They cared. But this boy … there had to be something special about him. Alma had served as the chief surgeon for Lord Calhein Drayston for two decades and had never seen anyone survive wounds like this. He didn’t relish the prospect of telling the sergeant. Reynolds had ridden the whole way from the oroc engagement with the young man cradled in his arms, the two battlefield medics tending the boy as they went.

Tarn, one of the two Geists in the unit, had correctly diagnosed the boy’s back as an old injury. A nasty one, too. The scarring around it had, oddly, kept his upper spine bound together, but his lower spine didn’t have the same strength. Several vertebrae had been crushed, an injury far beyond the guardsmens’ healing skills. Alma had spent most of the night trying to repair the ruined bones. Rein, Alma’s assistant, was still with the boy. The rest of his surgical team, exhausted, had already retired.

He shook the water from his hands and took a cloth from a nearby shelf as he left the isolation room. As a Tidus, Rein’s water affinity could amplify the recovery process. Alma muffled a sigh by wiping the cloth over his face, scouring sweat away. At least he wouldn’t be here all night.

Sergeant Reynolds waited for him on a bench just outside the entrance. His fingers were busy weaving thick straws into a symbol representing the Aspect Tachondrus, the parent aspect of the Tempest. Alma looked more closely. It looked more like Aspect Emascodeus. So, the boy was a Graviton. Alma rubbed his eyes. Thankfully they were still good for detail work, but age was a harsh mistress, slowly robbing him of his senses.

“Well?” Reynolds asked, without looking up from his weaving. His light brown hair stuck out in all directions, and dried mud caked spots on his face. He’d been waiting for word on the boy’s condition since their return, refusing to leave.

Alma patted the remaining water from his neck and ran fingers through his silvering hair. “He has the Aspects’ favor—that much is certain. His life is in their hands now, though.” He wrapped the towel around his neck, holding on to each end as he surveyed the castle courtyard. “I’ve mended everything I can. He has an old wound that probably saved his life, but it’s also interfering with my healing. The wound in his side was already festering when he got here. The infection is as clean as we can get it, but even without the other injuries, that may be enough to kill him. Both of his ankles were broken, and his ribs were cracked. His skull is even chipped. I’m not sure I can find a point of the boy that hasn’t been damaged.”

Alma breathed in deeply. The breeze coming from the castle’s courtyard was crisp. Smells of the fall harvest carried on the air, punctured by the meaty aromas of roasted rocboar. There was a crisp edge to the air, also, a chill that warned of winter just around the corner. “Whatever pain he likely had before will be far worse now. Of course, that won’t matter much. Even if he lives, he’ll never walk again. The most concerning thing to me, though … there has been a compulsion placed on him.”

Reynolds finished the weave and set it on the bench to his left. Alma sat on his right. “A compulsion. Were you able to lift it?”

“We were not. It was placed by someone far stronger than I.” Alma frowned. There were no mages in the Drayston Castle stronger than him, and maybe a dozen total on all of the Drayston family lands.

Reynolds glanced sideways at Alma. “That surprises me. Was it the work of an Archmage?”

“If it wasn’t, it's close enough as to not matter.”

Reynolds stretched his back, digging his palms against his knees and pushing. A stifled yawn escaped his lips. “I don’t like that. It's bad enough that we have an entire village sacked. An unknown Archmage on our lands …”

“I’m more interested in his physical injuries, Malthius. Whatever was done I cannot undo. Physically, though, he should have been dead long before you found him. How he fought an oroc I do not understand.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” the sergeant said, a faraway look in his eyes.

“A fall from that height could’ve easily killed him. It may yet.”

“He didn’t fall, he jumped.”

Alma glanced at the Sergeant in disbelief.

“He jumped from at least thirty five feet high, onto a damned oroc,” Reynolds said. “I thought for sure he’d die. Aspects only know where he got the sword, but he shattered an oroc club with it. I’ve heard of full-grown men barely able to lift one.”

“From that height,” Alma said, “a Graviton can put a considerable amount of weight into a weapon. Even an oroc’s armored hide can’t hold up to that.”

“It shattered the oroc’s stone club first. Without shattering the blade. I am well familiar with the capabilities of a Graviton, Petrius, and this was beyond them.”

Alma fell silent, pondering. Perhaps the club had been flawed? Yet orocs weren’t known to make mistakes when molding earth. Quite the opposite.

“Ever heard of a child with that kind of strength?” Reynolds asked.

“No. And even if his affinity matured years earlier than anyone I’ve ever known, there must be another explanation.”

Reynolds stared into the dark courtyard. “He tracked the raiding party almost all the way to the Rocmire, after he’d been wounded.”

“Revenge can be a powerful motivator.” Alma frowned, disliking unknowns. Flesh, blood, bone; he understood these and mended them. The heart and mind belonged to Mentak and Empirious, and he left those affinities to the Psions and Pathos. “You should get some sleep, Sergeant. I’ll send for you when … if he takes a turn for the worse.”

Reynolds rose to leave, but handed the Graviton weaving to Alma first. “Will you see that he gets it?”

“You have my word.”


Chapter 12

Tetra Bicks

The orocs always remained just ahead of Tetra, their trail disappearing before him even as he chased them. The sky glowed red above, ethereal flames consuming the clouds. Giant green and brown forms ghosted from tree to tree, twisting and changing shape as they ran. They pounded along, carrying Halli's limp body through the forest. His sister. He had to rescue her. Save her …

But the woods were dark and dense—he kept losing his bearings. Shadows twisted around him, threatening to consume him. Never could he have imagined such darkness—until it enveloped him, a smothering, vile presence that seeped into his eyes and blinded him.

He dragged the sword, even though its weight threatened to pull him to the ground with every step. If he gave it up for speed, though, when he reached them, he’d have nothing to fight with. He always had to fight. Always fight …

“Hold him down! He’s going to kill himself if he keeps thrashing like this!” Tetra didn’t know where the voice came from, didn’t care. He had to save Halli.

Vines tripped him. Thorns raked his skin. Blood oozed down his stomach and slicked his legs. A stench floated up to his nostrils, wafting from his stomach. Each breath seared his throat, and his eyes had dried out so much, he couldn’t even force them to blink. His body had become a collection of shredded rags, a tumbling chaos knotted together by nothing more than desperation and the knowledge that if he gave up, for even a moment, he’d fall apart and never rise again.

Darkness all around—until he glimpsed a pale flash up ahead. His twin’s face peered out at him from a grove of thick oaks. Tetra lurched the tiniest bit faster. He’d found her! Then an oroc hand reached out from behind her, grabbed her throat, and snatched her away. Her scream echoed through the darkness.

“Halli!”

As he shouted for her, the forest burst into flame. Every bush, every branch became a fiery brand that blinded him as fiercely as the darkness had before. He managed a single breath before the inferno swept over him, turning his spine into just another column of fire. His blood popped and sizzled like boiling sap as he tried to forge onward.

The sword fell from his fingers. He dropped beside it, writhing, croaking in agony as his own body betrayed him. Betrayed him like the orocs had betrayed the village.

The flames spoke in crackling voices. Surrender. Let the pain win, and it’d be over soon enough. If he loosened his grip and let it consume the core of him, and he’d be extinguished and allowed the peace of oblivion. Save her … he had to save her …

In a brief moment of clarity, Tetra reached into the deepest part of himself and used his affinity. Density. Strength. The soul was undefined, ethereal, insubstantial. He found it anyway, hammering at it with his magic until it was rock solid—an unassailable portion of himself that would never crack or surrender, and which no one could ever take from him.

To surrender meant betraying himself … betraying Halli … betraying the village. Orocs were the betrayers, and he would never share such a quality with them, no matter how much he suffered for it. His soul shone, diamond-hard.

As if enraged by his refusal to give up and die, the forest burned brighter and hotter. Charred trees fell around him. Two crashed beside him and pinned his arms as he thrashed. The crackling flames turned into mocking voices once more.

“I said secure him!”

“Can’t let him …”

“Please, stop …”

He yelled against them, anchoring his sense of purpose to the few details he remembered clearly. “Jaegen … seven … orocs … Aspects, give me strength …”

The flames receded. Branches gripped him like fingers, holding him down. He tried to kick free, but his legs refused to respond.

“Traitors … murderers … orocs …”

Despite his determination, the last scraps of his strength fled and he fell back, sucking in breaths. The pressure on his arms and chest eased. The voices faded. He felt like a worn rag that had been wrung out and tossed aside. Deep inside, the stony core of determination remained unmoved, secure. He held onto it, as waves of lassitude washed over him.

A door slammed in the distance. Darkness fell back over him, while a dreadful chill crept from his lower back down into his legs. He tried to clear his vision. Where had the forest gone? Had he lost his sword? Walls … ceiling … bed? Where …

His back muscles spasmed, and he bit against the pain, refusing to give in. The warm taste of copper filled his mouth. No more weakness. No more tears. No more letting his own body betray him.

Wherever he lay, it meant he’d lost the orocs. They still held Halli captive, he knew this. He needed to get back on his feet. Figure out where they’d gone. Resume the chase.

He started to sit up, to regain his balance and strength—but his legs remained unmoving. The effort of trying to sit up made more fire burst in his back and stomach. The world spun. Tetra breathed slowly, forcing his vision to straighten out.

He reached a trembling hand down. Grabbed the flesh and bone below his waist. No sensation. No response. His legs lay like so much deadwood chopped for the fire.

No … no! He couldn’t move … couldn’t fight …

He had to … he had to … Save her …

As a smoky haze stole over his eyes and mind, a last thought spoke to him in Halli’s voice: Fight, Tetra. No matter the cost, no matter the pain, never give up.


Chapter 13

Malthius Reynolds

Reynolds stood at attention in Lord Calhein Drayston’s main meeting chamber. Rather than using the main hall, Lord Drayston preferred his office. The room’s stone floors were covered with thick rugs and a massive fire blazed in the hearth. Bookshelves dominated the walls, instead of the usual tapestries in the rest of the castle. A giant oak round table, covered with maps of the Drayston lands, filled the center of the room. Lord Drayston sat in a chair across from him, his fingers steepled thoughtfully as he regarded his lieutenant.

The sergeant knew he should’ve taken the surgeon’s advice and headed for rest. Warmth filled the air, making him drowsy. Cinnamon, soaking in oils from small saucers hung around the chamber, spiced the air. Despite his drooping eyelids, owing his commander a report was his priority, and had to be dealt with before he indulged in luxuries like sleep. The scope of the oroc threat needed to be determined, and dealt with, before any other villages fell to such a tragedy. Even now the image of the burned shell of the village lingered behind his eyelids every time he blinked, the charred stench cloying in his nostrils.

Lord Drayston leaned over a map table, stroking his reddish beard while studying the border between his domain and the Rocmire. An ex-soldier himself, Calhein possessed a tactical mind Reynolds admired. While he now wore the forest-green robes of his office and his figure had grown stouter, he continued to don mail under his silks and kept a sword strapped to his waist at all times. Despite the white starting to pepper his hair, the castle’s lord still looked like a formidable warrior.

At last, Drayston harrumphed and straightened. “Sergeant, I must admit I’m having a difficult time with what you’ve told me. The past several centuries of our relationship with the orocs has been peaceful. Why would they attack now?”

Reynolds hitched his shoulders back. “Sir, every last man in my troop will avow all I’ve stated. We saw all the evidence we need to know the orocs were responsible. I don’t know why they would violate the treaties and attack us, but they did.”

Drayston waved a hand without looking at him. “Do be at ease, Sergeant. I can’t have you fainting from exhaustion while we figure this out.”

“Thank you, sir.” Reynolds relaxed his posture, but kept his eyes on the maps. He could envision the orocs tromping deeper into the forest with their captives, getting further from potential rescue with each moment. “We found numerous orocs weapons at the village, and the ones we encountered were prepared to battle. Earthspikes were all over, as well. Hundreds were impaled on them. If it wasn’t the orocs, then it was a human troop working very hard to make it look like an oroc attack. Which doesn’t track either. There’s no way a troop that large could’ve made it that far into our territory.”

Drayston rubbed at his brow, obviously frustrated. "It's true that the use of both Tecton and Geist magic means that the attackers were either oroc or human. But which, Reynolds? Do you start to understand the surety with which I must present my findings to the king?”

"Sir, it must be the orocs, it's the only thing that makes sense."

Lord Drayston studied the maps. Reaching forward, he pulled the map of the Rocmire border closer. “And the fires? If you are so sure that it is orocs, how do you explain the fires? Why would they use a weapon which is taboo in their society?”

Reynolds shifted slightly, clasping his own wrist behind his back. “I cannot explain that, milord. My suspicion is that livestock escaped and knocked over a lantern, catching the village on fire. The sounds of the raid would have spooked the animals, and we didn’t find any living livestock. Even the dead were low in number, which leads me to believe that most of the animals simply fled the village.”

Drayston looked thoughtful. “So, you would have me believe …”

“That orocs attacked and slaughtered the villagers of Jaegen, sir. The only fact which doesn’t fit that is explainable. Does milord not agree with the facts of my report?”

“No, they are all good points. I believe you may be right. And I don’t doubt orocs attacked Jaegen and killed the villagers there.” Drayston’s shoulders slumped. “But it’s a question of whether the orocs are responsible or just these certain ones.”

“Sir? I’m not sure I follow.” Reynolds looked off into the air, just over Lord Drayston’s shoulder. He understood perfectly what his commander meant, but had learned as a young soldier that feigning ignorance was always the faster route to lead command to the right conclusion. Arguing just got a soldier disciplined.

Drayston sighed and planted meaty palms on the fine-grained wood of the table. “What we have here is an unprecedented opportunity. Should we choose, we could spark a whole new war between humans and orocs—but only if we decide to blame their species as a whole. But which do you think is more probable, Sergeant? That the orocs, a peaceable and secluded people, would disregard treaties and contracts that have stood inviolable for centuries? Or that what we’ve seen here is the independent—if shocking—act of a small band of hunters who were then eliminated by your men?”

“I don’t believe we caught up with the main force,” Reynolds said. “Five orocs could not have wiped out a settlement of over a thousand people.”

Drayston clasped hands behind his back. “That’s beside the point I’m making. What if this band acted without the sanction of their larger communities or leaders? What would you do then, Sergeant? No, don’t tell me. I can see it in your eyes. You would gather your men and ride into the Rocmire itself to repay the orocs in kind. You’d bring fire and blood to however many of their tree-bound settlements you could find.”

“My lord, this kind of attack demands a response. We can’t let them believe they’re able to get away with this.” Reynolds fists tightened behind his back.

Drayston twisted one of the rings on his fingers. “I fully intend to send a response—but not the sharp edge of a blade.”

Reynolds tried not to despair. “You mean to open diplomatic channels with them? Send a few written messages and requests for peaceful conversation after they invaded our land and slaughtered our people?” He tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice, but Lord Drayston’s eyes narrowed nonetheless.

“Yes,” he said, more forcefully. “Because, once again, we cannot prove this particular band of orocs is representative of their whole race. They may be rebels or criminals or a mere hunting party gone terribly wrong. Until we know for sure, we cannot be the ones to escalate this. The king would have my head if I provoked a war with the orocs.”

Reynolds briefly shut his eyes, envisioning the corpses littering the burning town. He kept his next words as measured as possible. “Sir, they took the children.”

Drayston glanced up from his maps, his brow creased. “What’s this?”

“When we surveyed the dead, we found no children among them. It’s my belief the orocs took them for some reason. I would request to lead a handful of men to scout the nearer reaches of the forest and see if we can find any trace of them or their captors.”

Drayston thumped a fist on the desk. “Think this through, Sergeant. Think! Don’t let your passion for revenge drive you. If they did take the children and the village youths didn’t happen to escape in the chaos—such as the one you found in the skirmish—what does that mean?” His brow furrowed. “It means they have prisoners. They have hostages, ones who could still be alive and who we could negotiate a safe return for. But only if we come at this in the right manner. I assure you, if I let you barge into their territory, attacking any orocs on sight, you’d be condemning those children to death.”

“But sir …”

“Enough, Sergeant. You found one child only after he launched his own assault on the orocs. Who’s to say the other children haven’t proven just as resourceful and are simply hiding in fear?” He came over and clasped Reynolds’ shoulders. “I will send scouts into the surrounding area. I will send messages to other towns and villages to put them on the defense. I will report to my superiors in Aldamere and let them know of this development. I will send couriers to the orocs leaders, demanding an explanation.” He turned away. “But what I will not do is tolerate you going off on a mission of vengeance and threatening what little peace remains in the land. Is this understood?”

Reynolds stiffened his posture again and bowed. “Yes, my lord.”

Spinning on a heel, he marched out, heading for his quarters. His body ached for rest; yet as he passed the main surgery chambers, a strangled cry from within made sure he wouldn’t be able to sleep at all this night.


Chapter 14

Tetra Bicks

The room wavered in and out of sight. Tetra jerked his head from side to side, trying to focus. Had someone been there with him earlier, holding him down? Had a minute passed? Hours? Days? Sweat drenched him as he fought against his own body and the pain wracking it. It was difficult to think, difficult to pin down what was reality, what was nightmare.

As the world shifted around him and twisted his body with torment, his affinity responded in kind. It reached out like a third arm, groping for anything to hold onto, brushing over wood and stone and cloth nearby. Their composition opened to him, lightening and then increasing in density as his magic touched them.

A bed. He lay on a bed. Iron rivets bolted the legs together. Even as he sensed this, his affinity touched one and reduced its density by half. Metal squealed as the rivet snapped. The bed shifted beneath him, threatening to fling him to the floor. Tetra fought his affinity, pulling back as best he could. His grandfather’s last lecture floated through his mind, warning of the dangers of losing control, letting their affinities run wild.

Control it. He must control his power, or it could hurt those around him. Fighting his affinity wrenched at his injured back, spasming muscles clamped his spine. Shockwaves of searing agony tore through his body. He already lay in enough pain it didn’t matter whether he added a bit more to it.

He turned his affinity on himself, trying to anchor it within his muscles, bones, and organs. Letting it flow through him, increasing the density of his limbs at random, he manipulated his flesh to ease the pain.

His legs still refused to work, no matter how light or heavy he made them. Tears dripped down his cheek. Gritting his teeth, he turned his head to the side, refusing to acknowledge them. He felt hollow. The dark room still shifted under his gaze, he couldn’t tell where he was. Why had this happened? He gripped the soft linen bed sheets, squeezing his hands into fists. The room was so hot …

Cutting through his disorientation, a presence at the back of his mind quivered and flared for a moment. Halli. His twin lived. Save her … He didn’t know how he sensed her across such a distance, but he refused to believe it was just his imagination. If he felt her, perhaps she could sense him, too. Perhaps she could even touch him with her affinity despite their separation. She’d healed him before, soothed the pain and eased the mangled mess of his back. Could their sibling bond bridge such a gap?

He reached out to her through the link, grasping for her Geist talent. He knew it shouldn’t work this way. They were too far, and she needed to be consciously trying to heal him for her affinity to work. She couldn’t know his condition, couldn’t know how to respond. Yet he still tried.

He envisioned her standing behind him, hands on his back, providing constant, unwavering support as she always had. The cooling feeling of her healing washed over him, easing his agony. Just as their grandfather had tried to teach them, he set aside his natural resistance and opened himself to her affinity.

When the first chilly wave of power rippled through him, it shocked Tetra so much he almost lost the connection. The presence in his mind wavered and dimmed, but he locked onto it and held firm. He held on for dear life. Not only was it easing his pain, but it was a connection to Halli that let him know she was alive.

The twisted mass of pain in his back relaxed. His sister’s Geist affinity blunted the razor edge of torment and let his mind clear for the first time in what felt like an eternity. Fatigue also rushed in, taking the opportunity to force true rest on him. He let it take him, knowing he didn’t surrender, but gave himself the chance to recover his wits and wake stronger than ever. It was a chance to fight once more. Save her …


Chapter 15

Halli Bicks

Panic flooded Halli’s awareness as she struggled within the dream. It had to be a dream. Powerful Geists rampaged through Jaegen, manipulating—no, attacking—the spirits of the villagers. Some were strong enough to sever the binding of soul to body. Each time a Geist employed the taboo technique, a soul wailed in agonized fury as it departed the living plane.

Echoes screamed through the night, bypassing her ears and ripping through her mind. At the core of her affinity was spirit. The magic of healing. Her soul wailed in despair, shrieking at her to save them, ease their pain.

Tetra’s voice broke through the other tortured cries. Halli!

Her eyes shot open and nausea twisted her stomach. She sat up, regaining enough awareness of her surroundings to turn and vomit outside of the cage. When there was nothing left to expel, she pulled back her matted, mud-caked hair and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. Human waste reeked, souring the air around the cage.

She leaned against the side of the cage to catch her breath, keeping her eyes squeezed shut. The other girls would be waiting for her to talk to them, reassure them, but she wasn’t ready yet. She trailed her hand against the cage, relying on her tactile senses to distract her from the nausea.

Rather than metal or stone, vines and small trees had been woven together to form a living prison. Earthen pillars wove through the cage’s bars, strengthening the whole structure. She opened her eyes. Most of the other girls stared at her, expressions a mixture of worry and terror. Katerine lay nearby, unconscious. Laney crawled over to Halli from where she’d been sitting beside the prone girl.

Scores of children had been taken from Jaegen, though only a couple dozen were in Halli’s cage. There had to be other cages scattered throughout the clearing, and children’s crying echoed through the mighty trees. Halli fought the tears welling up in her own eyes. Many of her friends hadn’t made it. Already injured from the attack on the village, dozens had died on the trek to the oroc’s home. Halli herself had been overwhelmed during the attack and the journey. Dreamlike wisps of memory flooded her, brief visions around the pain she felt from all the death. Her affinity for Geist magic had completely overwhelmed her.

“Are you alright?” Laney asked. Soot blackened her face, making her bright eyes all the more stark a contrast. Halli could tell that she was fighting back tears, but she appeared physically unharmed.

“I think so,” Halli said, despite her throbbing head and lingering nausea. “What happened? I … I remember an attack. So much death. Then we were walking?”

“Orocs,” Laney whispered. “They attacked Jaegen.” Several of the other girls whimpered. “They killed … everyone else.” Her voice trembled. “I think we’re the only ones left.”

“Orocs?” Halli scrunched up her brow, gazing at their forested surroundings, dumbfounded. She had thought the orocs in her memory were just part of the delusions. Laney caught her attention again. Fear radiated off the younger girl. Reaching out, she wrapped her arms around Laney, pulling her into a tight embrace. The younger girl gratefully accepted the hug, sniffling quietly onto Halli’s shoulder.

Halli gazed at the other girls in the cage. Why would peaceful healers like the orocs attack Jaegen? It had been generations since any conflict occurred between the humans of Promencia and the forest race. Why would have to wait, though. Her friends needed her to be together, to be strong right now. Patting Laney on the back, she released her friend. Laney sat back, wiping at her eyes with the sleeves of her dirty nightdress.

Laney reached back to a stone bowl fused into the ground. It was about five feet wide, occupying the center of the cage, and was filled with water. She retrieved a stone cup filled to the brim, which she presented to Halli. “Here. Drink.” Her hands trembled.

Halli’s hands shook as well as she took the cup. Her entire body was weary and exhausted. “What happened to Kat?”

Tears welled in Laney’s eyes. “I don’t know. She—I tried to help her …” She looked at their friend. “I’m not a Geist.” She put her face in her hands and cried softly, the sobs shaking her thin frame. Halli reached out one hand, gently stroking her friend’s hair.

Holding the stone cup in her other hand, she drank the cool water, soothing her parched throat, and waited for Laney to compose herself. She felt disconnected from their circumstances, unable to summon the grief Laney demonstrated. Oddly, this realization scared her even more than their situation. She didn’t understand the extent of what happened in the village. Everyone killed? Massacred? If so, her parents were among the victims. And what of—

“Tetra?” she blurted. “Where are the boys?”

Laney wiped the tears from her cheeks, but more replaced them and she broke down again. Halli put down the stone cup and gently pulled her friend into another embrace. Laney sobbed against her chest. “Shhhh … it's okay.” Halli whispered softly as she stroked her friend’s hair.

“They’re in another cage,” one of the other girls said. “There’s a whole ton of caves under the tree roots, each with cages.”

“Tetra … he …” Laney’s sobs almost made her incoherent. “He wasn’t with them. I never saw him leave your house … he … it …”

“What?” Halli sat frozen inside, unable to move lest she crack and shatter. Her arms tightened, holding Laney against chest. Despite the frigid dread a faint flicker of warmth lit in a corner of her mind. She remembered searching for Tetra in her dreams, feeling his distant presence. He lived. She knew this. And yet … there was something distant about his life force. Not just in proximity, either. Something about her brother was further, as though he wasn’t just far away, but was … words failed her thoughts.

“What happened?” she pressed the girls.

Laney flinched. “Your house … it burned to the ground. It collapsed as they took us away. He never came out.”


Chapter 16

Sven Malschev

Sven tested the organic bars of their cage for what felt like the fortieth time, walking the circuit of the cage. Forty paces around the small area, stepping carefully over the knobs and divots in the ground. He had tried sleeping, but the ground was too uneven. Nothing like the soft bed of his home. The murmur of the oroc camp was a stark contrast. He was used to the comforting sounds of his parents in the other room, opposite their small Heart room. What sleep he got was fitful, sundered by nightmares.

He paced to keep the memories at bay. If he thought too long about them, he would cry—just like the younger children. He looked down at one as he stepped carefully over them. They had wailed past the point of exhaustion. Their pitiful sobs had enraged the guard oroc until he had bashed his club against the sides of their cage, leering at them with its face full of sharp white teeth. Before tonight, he had never seen an oroc, never particularly feared them. Everyone knew the orocs were a peaceful race that lived deep in the forested green of the Rocmire. The king had a treaty with them, didn't' he? What had caused all of this? Nothing made sense.

The oroc guard followed his movements with his dark green eyes. His eyes didn't have whites like humans did, only dark green orbs with gold and black speckled irises. Was it a male? Sven wasn’t sure. They all looked the same to him; they all frightened him. Nevertheless, he studied them, trying to figure out why they had taken him and the other children.

All he remembered from that night dissolved into a nightmare of flames, smoke, and screams—interspersed with the cries of battle. The orocs' strange, ululating cries of battle haunted his dreams. Memories cloaked as nightmare made him start from muddled nightmares where he wasn't sure what was real.

He had woken to that sound, crawling from his bed to find his house engulfed in smoke. His mother's scream drew him running into the Heart room, where his father drunkenly fended off a pair of orocs with a chair leg.

The floor had split, and a stone spike had impaled his father, who had given off a final, gurgling cry of defiance as he tried to rush forward at them. His mother tried to use her magic, but she was too weak. What she intended as a gale wind to push the attackers out was only a light breeze. She had always been too weak, even to stop the drunken beatings Sven’s father gave him regularly. But she had always tried. Sven fought back a tear at the thought.

The orocs had said something in their weird language, and another spike had shot up to take his mother as well.

Sven's own scream of terror had brought the orocs' attention to him and they had turned, faster than he would have thought possible. One of them had snatched him by the arm, then caught him up in a rough embrace and flung him over his shoulder. He had wailed and beat at the creature, desperate to get to his parents, desperate to try to save them. The reality of their deaths had not yet sunk in.

The rest of the night was a blur of smoke and the pounding stride of the oroc as it bore him away from Jaegen. There were others there in the forest as well. He had heard their screams as the creatures bearing the other children rushed through the forest around them. He had desperately tried to hear for the others of his group, listening hard for Pavil, Malec, even Tetra, although he doubted he would hear him cry out.

Instead he heard the cries of the younger ones. When he tried to cry out, to reassure them that they were not alone, the oroc carrying him had gripped him tighter until he stopped, gasping for breath.

They had brought them to this place, this grotto amongst the trees, depositing them roughly on the ground as others wove the cage around them. Each cage was in the root system of a tree. Some of the orocs would work the earth, using Tecton magic that Sven could feel. Other would touch the trees, singing softly. He could only assume that they were using their Geist affinity in a way he had never seen. The last few guarded the children.

Holding their clubs menacingly, they gave Sven no doubt that they would use them if he tried to escape. Instead, he looked to the others, seeing Pavil knocked out, Malec staring angrily at the guards, the cluster of younger children crying, soot-stained and miserable. He didn’t see any of the girls anywhere. Perhaps the orocs had only taken the boys. The thought of Halli and Laney, Katerine and Leesa, and others from there group being dead was too much to bear.

"Why are you doing this?" He paused in front of the cage where the guard stood. "We have done nothing to you. We're just children."

The oroc laughed, a high-pitched whistling sound that was unmistakable even with their different species. It said something in its inscrutable language, then turned away, ignoring his further pleas. He thought it understood him, thought it knew what he meant when he asked for answers. Either that or it was just cruel.

He resumed pacing.


Chapter 17

Tetra Bicks

The stone of his will remained unbroken. The core of Tetra’s spirit was strong. He withdrew into this, using it to shelter himself from the world beyond. So long as he stayed tucked within the stone, the pain couldn’t overwhelm him like it had before. He hid inside himself.

The pain did remain, though, even while lessened by Halli’s inexplicable healing touch. Whenever he probed beyond the shelter he’d formed, agony lashed out at him, tormenting him, trying to crack his mind wide open and spill into the very heart of his soul.

The pain failed to penetrate the stone, but neither could he hide forever. He rested within the temporary security it provided, but sooner or later he needed to emerge and face reality. He must save her. There was no other option. Some part of him knew he was asleep, that he was just finding temporary refuge.

Halli appeared there at times, watching him silently. His parents and grandparents too, flickering in and out of existence. All of them dead, except Halli, he knew, no matter how much he tried to deny it. His family, his friends, they were dead.

The pain terrified him. It took control so easily. His affinity and his injured back … linked forever unless he figured out how to master them. Every so often, a cool rush of Geist affinity washed the agony away, but only momentarily. It waited for him out there, a predator hunting the paths of his mind. And yet Halli waited for him out there too. If he remained withdrawn, she’d be forced to deal with her own pain alone.

He refused to let that happen. He’d be there for her, no matter how much it hurt.

Keeping the stone intact at his core, he drew himself out of it and opened his eyes. Claws of ice and fire dug into his back, and he ground his teeth against the torment trying to drag him down into despair. Fight it. Don’t let it win. Save her …

“There now.” A voice said beside him. “Awake, are we?”

Tetra kept his gaze locked forward. Grunts and moans escaped him. He tried to wrestle himself upright, but his body remained paralyzed. He tried to look to the side, but his eyes reused to move.

“It’s alright,” the voice continued. “You’re safe.”

Someone rustled nearby. Halli? Orocs? Tetra needed to get his bearings, but his body lay as a dead weight. He struggled against it.

“Drink this,” the person said. “It’ll ease the pain.”

A pungent, minty steam suffused the air. A warm cup touched his lips. He tried to seal his mouth, not wanting anything to dull his senses again. But sweet liquid flowed over his tongue and he reflexively swallowed.

“Sleep,” the voice said as the cup was taken away from his lips. The sweet smell was dispersing in the air, leaving the scent of burning torches in its place. “I’ll be here when you wake again.”

Tetra sank back into his internal stone shelter. He would emerge again, and next time he would win.


Chapter 18

Halli Bicks

What’s wrong with her?” Laney asked.

Halli frowned, examining Katerine with her affinity, delving into her as she had the past several days. There were no visible wounds, and no internal ones either, yet she barely clung to life. Halli and Laney sat on their heels, facing each other over Katerine. In the weeks since their capture, they still knew nothing of what lay in store for them. The orocs had given them water and food, but had said nothing beyond instructions to eat and drink.

Halli scanned their cage. It was filthy. The girls did the best they could to not live in their own waste, but the orocs had yet to let them out. As best Halli could tell, their cage was crafted into the root system of a giant tree. All of the foliage in Rocmire was big to Halli. The pine and spruce trees around the village were tiny compared to the forest.

Very little sunlight penetrated to where the captives were held. Not only did the forest canopy block most of the light, but the little that made it through never seemed to reach their concealed prison. The forest floor was the only ground inside the cage, and each girl had carefully collected needles, leaves, and dirt to make beds.

It wasn’t enough. Fall was coming to an end, winter laid ahead, and the air was getting cold. None of them had more clothes than they had been sleeping in, and Halli was afraid that soon they would start succumbing to the elements. Halli sighed softly and turned her attention back to Katerine.

“Describe what happened to her again,” Halli said. “Try to think of new details.”

“She fought,” a small, lisping voice said from behind Halli. She turned to Katerine’s little sister, Leesa, who looked up at her with her big green eyes—glassy and rimmed red from crying. Most of them had cried off and on for the past few weeks. Even Halli was scared. “They hurt mother, so Kat fought.” Leesa’s bottom lip quivered. “They didn’t touch her. She screamed, but they never touched her.”

Halli wrapped an arm around Leesa, pulling her close. “It’ll be okay,” she said, though she didn’t believe it herself. “We’ll get through this together, right?”

Laney reached across Katerine’s prone form to pat Leesa’s back, helping Halli comfort her.

Leesa stared up at her with fragile innocence and hope. Halli would have to work a miracle to avoid letting her down. Glancing aside, Halli squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the tears threatening her composure. As the oldest, these girls looked to her for guidance, though she had none to give. “We have to be strong for Kat, Leesa. Your sister needs you to be strong.”

She squeezed the girl tighter for a moment and then released her. Leesa still looked mournful, but Halli saw the growing trust in her eyes. Now she just had to trust herself to find a way out of this mess.

Forcing herself to smile, Halli turned back to Katerine, looking past Leesa. The young girl’s answer made this obvious. It was a spirit sever. Halli could still feel a spirit within Kat, though. For now, all she would be able to do was tend the body and hope her mind came back.


Chapter 19

Tetra Bicks

Tetra opened his eyes. Pain prowled around the edges of his consciousness, but he’d grown accustomed to it enough to ignore the agonies for the time being. His stomach growled, demanding attention. He had constantly been using his magic, which was draining him rapidly. He could feel his ribs pushing against the skin of his stomach.

Healing took its toll on his reserves also, and if he didn’t replenish his energy, he’d continue sleeping almost constantly. That needed to change.

“Awake again, eh?” the now-familiar voice said beside him.

After a couple attempts, Tetra managed to push out the word, “H—hungry.” His tongue cracked in the back of his throat. Too thirsty. Too hungry. How many times had he woken and fallen unconscious again? Too many to count.

“Very good!”

Even though it hurt, Tetra turned his head to finally see the source of the voice. Rounded cheeks, nose, and chin gave an almost jolly look to the man’s otherwise long features. His graying hair was tucked behind his ears and his thick spectacles reflected the lamplight.

“Do you think you can handle something solid?” the man asked, smiling.

“Yes. But water, too.” Each word spoken made speaking easier.

“Be right back then.” He left the room.

Tetra tried to sit up, but his arms, as well as his legs, refused to move. Fighting down panic, he focused on his limbs. He heaved a sigh of relief. He could feel his arms. Below his waist was still numb.

Shifting in his bed, he looked around the room for the first time. In was large, with stone walls and ceiling. Several beds were in it, and shelves laden with jars filled one end of the room. It was devoid of any other decorations or adornments.

As Tetra examined his surroundings the man returned carrying a tray with an assortment of food on it. A black and white hound with blue eyes and oversized, pointy ears trotted along after him, watching the food. The aromas wafting from the tray made Tetra’s stomach to rumble again.

“Hunger is an excellent sign.” The man set the tray down on a small table next to Tetra’s bed, shooing the sniffing hound away. A bowl of stew dominated the center of the tray, but there were sliced meats, cheeses, and wedges of fruit also.

“I’m going to prop you up so you don’t choke.” The man’s bracing hand on his back created excruciating pressure, but Tetra hissed through gritted teeth until he sat upright. Finally fully awake, his exhausted arms started responding and Tetra helped the process as much as he could. Pillows were propped behind him until he was comfortable and upright. “Sorry about that. How does beef stew sound?”

Tetra nodded. The first bite melted in his mouth, a divine warmth that spread through his whole body starting with the bite. It was also more than his body could handle. Despite the stew being a liquid base, it stung against the dry back of his throat.

He croaked, pushing the stew away. “Water … please.”

“Of course.” The man swapped the bowl for a mug of water.

Tetra longingly watched the stew, but knew he needed the water first. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the dog also watching the bowl of stew. Tetra gulped half the flagon before he stopped, coughing.

“Slow down lad. We’ve been feeding you water while you were asleep, but you still need to drink slowly or you’ll make yourself sick.”

“Where am I?” Tetra slowed down on the water, sipping instead of gulping.

“Drayston Castle.”

“Who are you?” Tetra eyed the bowl of stew again, putting down the water.

“My name is Petrius Alma. I’m the chief surgeon here.” He offered another spoonful to Tetra. “You’ve been here four weeks now.”

Tetra blinked, stew momentarily ignored. “Four weeks? Jaegen … I was chasing them. Are there other survivors?”

“Our men are still investigating. So far, you’re the only one we’ve encountered from the village. We don’t even know your name yet.”

“I’m … Tetra. Tetra Bicks.” As overwhelmed as he was, hunger trumped shocked and tetra ate another spoonful of stew.

As he slowly ate, Tetra tried to absorb what the healer had said. Four weeks! And no others found? Tetra knew others had lived, even if taken by the orocs. They could be almost anywhere by now. Halli’s presence still floated in the back of his mind, connected to him forever. He had to recover before he lost any more time. He had to find a way to save her.

“Why …” He coughed. “Why can’t I move my legs? And why are my arms so … slow?”

“I’ve given you a powerful tincture for the pain. It has the unfortunate side effect of temporary partial limb paralysis.” Petrius set down the emptied bowl. “You were thrashing in your sleep too much. You risked harming yourself further, and it was the wisest course.” Petrius watched as Tetra finished the bowl. “More stew?”

“Maybe later.” Tetra let the relief well through him. No wonder he’d had so much difficulty moving. He’d been drugged to help the healing process. Once it wore off, he’d be as good as new. He wanted so desperately to believe that lie, that he ignored the fragmented memories of conversations he had overheard during his delirium.

“Of course. Now, it’s time for another dose.” Petrius offered a small cup containing a familiar mint-scented liquid. The hound whined from the edge of the bed, eyeing the food that the humans were now ignoring.

“No, thank you. I don’t like not being able to move.” Tetra patted the far side of the bed, looking at the dog. Perking up, the dog trotted around and laid his head on the sheets next to Tetra’s hand.

Petrius put the empty bowl down on the tray. “You’ll be in incredible pain without it.”

Tetra reached past the doctor, grabbing a slice of meat that he fed to the hound. It was as though he could ignore the suffering of his body by acting as though nothing was wrong. “I’m already in incredible pain. I want to be able to move.”

Petrius grimaced. “I suspect you are. But it will at least help you to sleep. I insist. You will be able to move more soon enough.”

Tetra sealed his lips and looked away, running his fingers through the dog’s soft fur.

Petrius’ grimace turned to a scowl, and his voice rose. “You won’t be any better off without it—” He stood and wiped his hands on his robe, gathering his composure. “Forgive me. My lack of sleep has caught up with me.” He gave a strained smile. “If you change your mind, just call. I, or my assistant, will be listening.”

The earlier panic fluttered in Tetra’s chest. “What do you mean?” The dog started licking Tetra’s palm, whining softly at the change of the boy’s mood.

“We’ll be listening for your call.”

“No. What about my not being any better off? What did you mean by that?”

Petrius patted Tetra’s shoulder. “There’ll be plenty of time to talk when you’re healed up.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” Tetra moved his hand away, scratching at the dog’s nape, behind his ear. Try as might, he couldn’t calm himself.

Petrius looked at the floor. He finally met Tetra’s eyes. Tetra read guilt there. “You were terribly injured. Three of the bones in your lower back were crushed, and fragments cut into your spine. I don’t believe you’ll ever walk again.”

Tetra’s throat went dry. His pulse pounded in his temples. He drew his hand away from the dog, clenching his arms around his stomach. “What? But … you healed me.”

In the silence between the two, the dog hopped onto the bed, curling up next to Tetra and shoving its nose against Tetra’s arm. With his head laying on Tetra’s stomach, he stared soulfully up at the hurting boy.

“I can only do so much.” Petrius shook his head. “If I’d been there when you were injured, I might’ve been able to do more. I’m very sorry. I didn’t want to tell you yet. You should thank the Aspects that you are alive at all, I didn’t think you would make it.”

“But I—there’s a chance then … when the medicine wears off?” Tetra refused to hear the truth in the doctor’s words.

Petrius looked away. “I’m sorry. No.” He picked up the tray and shuffled from the room. His hound cast a last mournful look at Tetra before hopping off the bed and following.

By the Aspects, it couldn’t be. Tetra stared at the ceiling, trying to deny the surgeon’s words. Jaegen … his family … now his legs. What more could he lose but his life? Tears burned in the corners of his eyes, but he clenched his chest and refused to let them come. Crying would just be giving in, surrendering … How easy it would be to take the doctor’s medicine and lose himself to sleep once more. To not have to fight.

Instead, he took the grief and added it to the stone at his core, accepting it as part of himself. He lay there for hours as the last of the medicine wore off. Petrius—Doctor Alma—had spoken truthfully about the pain worsening, but being able to move his arms fully again made it worth the extra agony. Not feeling like he swimming through honey, fighting for every motion, lifted his heart.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the grief in his gut turned into stronger determination. He pushed himself to sit up straighter, vision going gray from the effort.

The healer had been wrong about one thing. He would walk again. Even if he had to crawl through the underworld and back again, he would walk. No matter how long it took, no matter how much it tortured him. What did more agony matter if everything already hurt? Halli needed him, and he’d die before he let her down. Yes. Only death would stop him now.

Without waiting for the nausea to ebb, he grabbed the thin, gray cloth of a pants leg. Grunting with effort, he swung his right leg over the edge of the bed. He bit back against another surge of pain, letting it pass over and through him. Hauling his left leg over next to his right, he braced a hand on the bedside table and the other on the edge of the bed. Taking a deep breath, he shoved off, immediately collapsing to the floor, back blossoming in pain.

He forced himself up onto his elbows, looking around the room. A million thoughts raced through his mind, none able to pierce the veil of agony. He floated on a river of agony, unable to think a clear thought, driven only by intent. Reaching forward, he grabbed the floor. Reflexively, his magic went to work, shifting the density of the stone as his fingers came down. Instead of stone, his fingers dug into dusty grooves as the pressure from his hands powdered the floor beneath his fingertips.

Hand over hand, he pulled his body across the floor, dragging himself toward the door. He pushed the door open. Just beyond, the healer’s hound sat alert in the otherwise empty hallway. It watched him, ears cocked. A guard dog? He prayed it wouldn’t alert the Healer. It padded up to him and licked his face. “Good boy.” Tetra managed to rasp.

Containing stones forged by Vulcans into everlasting light fixtures, a few volamps illuminated the hall with an orange glow, steadier than the exterior torchlight illuminating the room behind him. Sweat beaded his forehead as he crawled forward, pulling himself along with his elbows and fingers, his magic digging furrows in the stone as he went.

Cold air chilled his damp skin as he made his way into the nearby courtyard. The immense fortress reared around him, backlit by moonlight—but he only had eyes for the practice yard off to the right. He heard voices, but ignored them.

The hound padded alongside him as he crawled across the courtyard. He cursed his scrapes and bruises, considering them one more enemy to be defeated. His huffs echoed about, while pebbles ground beneath him with each haul forward. His legs dragged behind, senseless, useless. Through it all, his felt like it was being torn apart by a ravager.

With another grind of an elbow against stone, he lay over the threshold to the training yard. He pressed a hand against the archway, preparing to shove through. When he pushed, though, his palm slipped and he flopped flat. Fire coiled up his back and ate away the last of his strength. His cheek slapped stone, and darkness swallowed him whole.


Chapter 20

Tetra Bicks

Damn fool boy.”

Tetra lurched awake, flailing an arm for balance. Doctor Alma leaned over him, scowling. A young woman stood nearby, looking pensive. At Alma’s wave, she ducked out through the door, leaving him alone with the healer.

Tetra glanced around. Back in the infirmary. Torchlight flickered in from the windows, tantalizing him, mocking his failure. They must’ve hauled him there themselves after he collapsed. But how did they …

His gaze fell onto the hound sitting by the bed. Its tongue lolled. With a quiet bark it stood and came forward to lick his hand. He pulled away, not wanting sympathy from anyone, much less a dog, right then. Especially a dog that had given him away.

Alma finished pulling the sheet back over his lower body. He straightened and laid a hand on the hound’s head. “If Kafa here hadn’t led me to you, you might’ve frozen out there overnight. Even so, you just made your back worse, despite my catching you and immediately healing the new damage.”

Tetra frowned. “You always set guard dogs on your patients?”

“He’s not a guard dog, just a loyal pet. And he’s obviously smarter than you, lad. What were you thinking?”

Tetra patted one of his dead legs. “Just wanted to go for a walk.” It wasn’t easy, feigning nonchalance in the emotional and physical maelstrom he was in, but he refused to give ground. Refused to acknowledge what the doctor had said. He would walk again.

The healer shook his head. “Not even a day aware of your surroundings, and already you’re trying to get yourself killed again. Pretty sure I checked your skull for any cracks, but maybe I overlooked something.”

“I’m not stupid or insane,” Tetra said, firming his back to make it stop twitching. “I just know I can do this. I need time. I need practice.”

Alma sighed and plopped into the nearby chair. “Look, lad, there’s hope and then there’s hoping for the impossible. You already survived what should’ve been one impossible injury—”

“Then why can’t I beat another?” Tetra choked on the words, struggling to maintain his façade. Tears threatened to burst forth.

“Aspects give me patience.” Alma scrubbed his forehead. “Are you a Geist? Hm?”

“No, but my sister is.” He felt for the small knot of her presence in the back of his mind. She was there. “I’ve seen her deal with all sorts of injuries and illnesses, and I know the body can heal itself over time even without magic.”

“Not the same thing,” Alma snapped. “Just because you’ve felt her affinity at work doesn’t mean you have any idea of its limits or those of the body. Nor would I believe she has the lifetime of experience I do in treating wounds, nor in dealing with corpses. I’ve done what I can for your wounds, and I’d rather not see you become a corpse after expending that effort.”

Tetra made a fist. “Are you me?”

The healer frowned. “What? No, what’re you talking about?”

“Just because you’ve seen limits in others doesn’t mean they apply to me.”

Alma leaned over, forearms on his knees. He blew out a long breath. “I’ve been looking over you for weeks now, do you realize? Ever since Sergeant Reynolds brought you in, practically dead. He’s the one who rescued you, did you know?”

Tetra stared quizzically at the old man. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“You should be grateful. Your life was saved. Others have placed great effort into making sure you live. And gratitude means giving your elders a measure of respect and authority.”

“So what does this Reynolds think about my chances of walking again, then? Does he think I should be bedridden the rest of my days?” Tetra knew he was being ungrateful, and mean. It didn’t stop him though. Fear about the loss of his legs far outweighed his upbringing’s demands of civility.

Alma’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not in the habit of asking soldiers their opinions on medical matters. He trusted me with your life, and so I’m asking you to trust my insights. Your condition is still incredibly fragile. Strain it too much now, and you could lose control of your arms as well. Or worse.”

“I know what’s worse,” Tetra said, clenching his jaw. “Giving up. Surrendering. Letting my sister and the others be oroc slaves.”

Sorrow deepened the lines on the healer’s face. “I’m sorry, Tetra, but there’s no evidence your sister or any others from your village are still alive.”

“I know she is, at least.”

“How?”

Tetra licked his lips, trying to think of how he could explain the bond twins had, his ability to sense her and even tap into her affinity across the distance between them. Would the healer believe him or just see it as another sign of his being knocked a little crazy? “I just do. And I have to find a way to rescue her.”

“Even if she lives, you’re no good to her like this,” Alma said. “And you will be even worse for her if you kill yourself dragging yourself around the castle.”

“Then let me work to get better!”

Alma stood and thrust a finger at him. “The only way you’ll get better is to rest, eat, and nothing more. That’s an order.”

Tetra turned his face away, knowing he sulked, but unable to stop. “You can’t stop me from trying.”

That raised the healer’s brow. “Can’t I? Hear me on this, Tetra Bicks. If I catch you trying another stunt like tonight, I’ll tie you to the bed, set Kafa on a real watch, and post guards outside the infirmary. I have Lord Drayston’s authority on such matters, and I doubt he’d appreciate it if I let you die because of your own foolishness.”

Tetra started to say what he thought of Lord Drayston. The man who’d let the orocs slaughter the village without resistance. Who was supposed to have protected those under his rule. He caught his tongue, recognizing the foolishness for what it was. Insulting the healer’s master wouldn’t make it any likelier for him to get permission to continue training. On top of that, it wasn’t the Lord’s fault. That was just anger ruling Tetra’s mind.

Looking relieved at the lack of protest, Alma checked him over once more, muttering about children and silly notions. “I am an old man, Tetra. I am going to sleep. Do the same. You need to heal.” He left the room, taking the lamp with him. Starlight and flickering torchlight from the courtyard filtered in through the window, softly illuminating the darkness. Kafa snuck a last lick of Tetra’s hand before following.

Left alone in the dark, Tetra focused on his legs. He was exhausted, true, but wasn’t ready to give in and sleep. He prodded, pinched, and slapped them all over, desperate to regain any sensation, any control. If they wanted to be stubborn and refuse to obey him, then he just needed to be more stubborn and disregard what his would be overseer ordered. H would walk again.

The trick now lay in figuring out how to accomplish this without the healer turning him into a prisoner of the infirmary.


Chapter 21

Halli Bicks

Halli huddled in a corner of the cage, arms wrapped around her knees as she fought to keep from shivering. More than a month had gone by since their capture, and she still couldn’t make any sense of their situation or surroundings. The weather continued to cool, signaling the encroaching winter. While the thick forest shielded them from the brunt of the chilly weather, the vines and tree roots of the cage still let in every brisk breeze.

The girls had moved their makeshifts bed closer together, and at night they slept huddled together. For now it was working, keeping them alive, but Halli was not sure they would resist the elements much longer.

Kat remained unconscious, barely breathing, no matter how much Halli plied her affinity. The other girls could use their affinities to help the sick girl drink and swallow their daily gruel, but nothing changed her condition. Halli still felt her spirit living in the body though, and refused to give up. It was as though some other force was lending her strength, firming her will.

While Halli felt stronger than ever, the other girls were showing signs of growing illness—from uncontrollable coughs, to fevers, to skin discolorations. With the strength of her affinity, Halli should’ve been able to keep them all well, but more of them slipped into sickness each day. How could she be failing them like this? The obvious answer was that the orocs were underfeeding them. Without the strength and sustenance to do more than sit around all day, using an affinity was difficult. Just like any other exercise, it required energy.

Healing took a toll on both the Geist and patient, drawing from the body’s stores. The orocs fed the prisoners, but just enough to keep them alive. But Halli was strong. Beyond strong. Growing up she had heard the whispering that she might grow up to be an Archmage, an opportunity stolen from her brother with his childhood accident. Even the low food rations shouldn’t keep her magic this weak. It was as though a layer of ice separated her from her affinity.

She’d fallen into the habit of studying their captors. Her natural curiosity distracted her as she puzzled out what went on around them. Distraction was not all she sought though. If there was hope of escape, or even of survival, it lay with understanding their situation.

Their cage sat near the middle of the settlement, with massive trees rearing all around and a leafy canopy blocking out most of the sunlight, casting the area into a golden-green hue. Halli knew there were six other cages, though they were not in her line of sight. A nearby ridge held a series of caves, which the orocs used for storage and communal gatherings. Other than that, they lived in the trees themselves, with vines and branches woven into sturdy platforms connected by ropey bridges and swings.

Halli didn’t fully understand why the orocs lived up there. With their strong earth affinities, using magic to craft homes from the earth should be a simple task. The taboo on fire she understood, at least. If she lived in a tree, she’d be wary of fire as well.

Several hundred orocs lived within the settlement. At first, she found it difficult to distinguish between male and female, or even the young and old. Much of the tribe distinguished itself more by their roles, with warrior-hunters coming and going almost every day, while artisans and crafters remained within the village. After a while, Halli figured out that the vines, leaves, and mosses covering their bodies weren’t actually part of them. Instead, they carefully cultivated these living adornments, which acted as the equivalent of human clothing.

She also began to note how those she determined to be female wore far more of these foliage decorations, including leafy headdresses over otherwise bald scalps. Once she figured that out, she counted more female members of the tribe than male. Yet they shared the same roles as the males, with many women going on hunts, constructing new shelters, or training their young in combat.

The orocs possessed powerful affinities, most of them connected with the earth. This let them mold tree and stone and dirt to their will, using the environment like a natural tool as they forged a life from the forest. Somehow they were able to use Geist to mold and move plants as well. That was well beyond anything Halli had ever learned, but she studied intently as the days and weeks went by.

Another shiver ran down her back, returning her focus to the present. She didn’t know if studying their captors would actually help anything, but she was tired of being ignorant and feeling helpless. If any scrap of knowledge she gleaned could better their situation, then she’d keep her eyes open and mind active.

One of the girls started coughing in her sleep. Halli looked over as the coughs turned to hacking, until the girl sounded close to choking. It sounded like there was something wet in her lungs. The other girls drew back, expressions terrified.

Halli hurried over and laid her hands on the choking girl. When she started to buck and writhe, Halli spoke quietly to the rest, “Hold her down! I need her still.” She wanted to scream, to yell, but she was afraid of attracting the attentions of their captors.

Girls huddled around, as many as could fit, helping to keep the girl pinned. The rest got up and moved to the edges of the cage, trying to shield Halli from the rest of the camp. Halli probed through her body and spirit, searching for the problem. She had a light fever and aching stomach, but it wasn’t until Halli studied her chest that she spotted the problem.

Water in her lungs? That wasn’t right. Not water, but it was some sort of fluid buildup. How to heal it? Halli cast her affinity deeper, using it to restore balance to the girl’s body. She worked on instinct, feeling for the broken elements and encouraging them to heal over. To her relief, the liquid dispersed back into the girl’s body. Her coughs eased and her breathing steadied. However, Halli sensed an illness still rooted in her flesh, one she didn’t know how to cure. Given enough time, the fluid would return and threaten her life again.

Hands shaking from the effort, she withdrew and tried to gather her wits. All around her, the other girls sniffled and coughed, or whimpered and wept. Despite their fears, they shifted position to protect Halli, concealing her from the orocs as she recovered. Halli couldn’t sustain them all forever, not with her faded strength. They needed help.

At least one oroc guarded their cage at all times. Halli motioned for the girls to disperse. Standing up, she edged over until she caught their current guard’s eye. A female holding a stone spear, the oroc squinted at her with gold and brown flecked eyes the color of autumn.

“Please,” Halli said, “could you bring us some more water and food?” She mimed eating and drinking and pointed to the others. “We need more.”

The oroc trilled in her own language and shook the spear. Not a promising response. Halli gripped a stiff vine and pressed her face against the cage side. “You don’t understand. If we don’t have more to eat or drink, some of us are going to start dying. Do you understand die? Death?” Reaching through the cage she grabbed the guard’s hand, pushing as much healing through the contact as she could. Maybe the gesture would help the oroc understand.

It didn’t. The oroc shouted in alarm. Halli jerked away as the guard jabbed the spear at her stomach. Falling onto her back, she pushed back up and fought to keep her voice from quavering. “Please, you have to help us! Don’t just let us die.”

The oroc took a step further from the cage, out of reach, and turned away. No further amount of pleading made her so much as glance Halli’s way. Giving up, she squared her shoulders and set her jaw before turning back to the other girls. Leesa and Laney were watching her with wide eyes. Halli scooted back into a corner and hunched in on herself, grasping at every desperate thought. Something had to change, or she’d be forced to watch the others drop way one by one.

She started as another oroc came up by the cage, and studied her. A large male, he had dark eyes and wore an assembly of purplish vines over his mud-colored skin. He crouched to her eye level.

“You are … Geist?” he asked. “Healer?”

She nodded, trying to hide her astonishment at being spoken to by one of their kind. In all their weeks here, none of the orocs had shown any sign of being able to understand their language. “I am. Yes. I am a Geist.”

He shifted his gaze to the other girls. “Saplings are sick. Make dying sounds.”

Saplings? That must be how they referred to children. “Yes. They are. We … we need more food and water to get better. And better shelter. We will die if we don’t get warm and dry.”

The guard said something to the crouching oroc in their native tongue. He replied and waved a huge hand at the kids around Halli. His lips peeled back, exposing surprisingly white teeth as he looked back to Halli. “I bring, you heal?”

Halli rose onto her knees and bowed her head submissively. “I’ll try. I will. Yes. Please help us.”

“You heal, you serve Gnarrl.”

His name? And what did he mean by serve? It didn’t matter, though. She’d sworn to do whatever it took to keep the others alive. “I’ll do anything you want. Just give me a chance to help my friends.”

He pondered this for a moment, and then rose and strode away. Leesa and Laney rushed over to her, excited, but scared to speak. Halli remained kneeling, head bowed and waiting, hoping beyond hope this might be the change they needed to survive.

And praying it didn’t come at too high a cost.


Chapter 22

Tetra Bicks

Tetra thought it was a simple enough problem. His goal stood before him with a number of obstacles in his way. He just needed to overcome them one at a time. Work it backwards. Too bad Halli wasn’t here, she was always better at thinking things through than him.

In the end, that was his priority. Halli’s rescue mattered most. What stood in the way of accomplishing that? The orocs, of course. Now, to defeat the orocs, he needed strength enough to fight. And to fight, he needed his legs back under his control. In order to do that, he needed to overcome two more immediate issues: the persistent pain of his shattered spine and Alma’s watchful eye.

With each day, the pain became more familiar, like a grumbling companion whose complaints comforted him, in an odd way. If the pain ever fell silent, that’d worry him even more. It reminded him that he still lived … still fought. It goaded him to push harder, to strain longer, to harden the stone at his core into iron. Or better yet, steel.

After their initial argument, so long as Tetra lay in bed whenever the healer visited, Alma seemed content that he’d made his point. He brought him all the food he needed, inspected his back, and reminded him to rest as much as possible. Whenever he went to tend others—usually soldiers injured in training—his assistant remained nearby; but Tetra found a few gruff words convinced her to leave him alone well enough.

When assured he had a few hours to himself, Tetra practiced. He started by grabbing his knees and ankles, forcing his legs to move around, stretching and bending them. Maybe by going through the motions, they’d be reminded of how they were supposed to work.

Then he propped himself up on the edge of the bed. His back never failed to clench and spasm at this, but he waited until this eased—and it always did after enough time. The first few times, he had almost blacked out. But as he grew used to his constant companion, it lost its control over him.

Tetra delighted in realizing the pain exhausted itself before he did. Even though it launched into each of their private battles with renewed fury, it always gave up the fight before him.

Once balanced, he then used his Graviton affinity to lighten his torso while keeping his arms strong and weighted. This way, it proved easier to haul himself up, using his arms like posts on the bed while his legs dangled below. Then he commanded his legs to stiffen and let himself drop. Each time he fell, he dragged himself back into the bed and repeated the process. After a dozen tries, he at least learned to either catch himself or fall without a bruising thud.

After another dozen, he tried increasing the density of his legs, envisioning them as unbending stone columns. This kept him upright for a second or two longer, but still sent him toppling. Days and then weeks had gone by with him repeating this process, wearing himself out, sleeping between tries. Occasionally Kafa would pad into the room, licking his face when he fell. On rare occasion the hound would curl up on his bed, head stretched across tetra’s stomach, and sleep with him.

After the first couple weeks, Tetra scooted the table and chair around the room, just within reach, and increased their weight so he could shove off them without knocking them over. Using these, he began taking laps around the bed, using it as a support while dragging his legs, until his arms trembled and his tunic lay soaked against his skin. Then he would flop back into bed until the burning in his muscles eased enough for him to start it all over again.

And again.

And again.

The few times Alma came in to find him drenched in sweat, Tetra convinced him it came from wrestling with a particularly nasty back spasm or from straining for the water jug on the bedside table. The healer reprimanded him each time, saying he should’ve called for help or asked for more medicine, but didn’t press it further.

Perhaps he conceded this one bit of independence out of pity. Whatever the reason, so long as Tetra maintained the illusion of being a willing patient, Alma stayed almost cheerful about his recovery. Every night he would focus on Halli, feeling for the connection to her. The cooling Geist magic would wash over him, and his spine and will would strengthen.

Kafa stayed in the room after his master left with increasing regularity, watching Tetra with his keen blue eyes. Tetra fed him a few scraps of his own meals to try and keep him quiet. During one such visit, the hound watched him on his fourth attempt to stand. When he dropped with jarring force, the dog whined.

Afraid the whines would draw notice, Tetra pushed up on an elbow and glared at the beast. “Don’t sound like that. Legs aren’t that important. I knew a man a few villages over who had a three-legged dog once. Didn’t stop him from being one of the best pelt hunters around.”

Kafa trotted over to lick his face. Tetra jerked away, not wanting slobber up his nostrils. Smiling, he gave in and rolled onto his back, letting Kafa lick him. Kafa lathered his cheeks as Tetra pet him.

Relaxing, Tetra focused on his legs, willing them to move on their own. As he pet Kafa, the room vanished, so intent was his focus on his legs. He ignored everything, staring at his feet. Sweat broke out on his brow. The connection to Halli was strong, and his own magic was at work, coursing through his body.

“Move, damn you.” He grunted.

His toe twitched.


Chapter 23

Malthius Reynolds

Reynolds leaned against the window sill, Corporal Kellian Mikkels at his side. They often used this room. Its view, overlooking the main training yard, was ideal to study troop maneuvers, or confer on scouting trips. Yet it also let them see part of the infirmary ward—specifically, the window into the boy’s chamber.

A few days after hearing that the boy had woken Reynolds had visited him. It had been weeks since the attack. He noted the weaving placed on the bedside table. Tetra had a healthier pallor to his features; though, oddly, he breathed heavily and sweat glistened on his brow.

Sitting in the only available chair, he placed his helm in his lap and tried for a comforting smile. “I’m Sergeant Reynolds. I believe Healer Alma mentioned me?”

Tetra gave a small nod. “He said you rescued me.” The surgeon’s dog was in the room, resting his head in the sick boy’s lap, getting petted in return.

Reynolds chuckled. “I brought you back after the battle, yes, but you didn’t need much rescuing during the encounter. Do you recall what you did to that oroc?”

The boy frowned. “I … don’t remember much from the whole thing.”

“Not surprising. I’ve had soldiers forget whole days after a shock like that. It was an impressive feat, though. I’ve never seen anyone do what you did.”

Tetra looked away. “Doesn’t matter now, does it?”

“What do you mean?”

“The healer says I’ll never walk again.” Tetra was reaching over the hound’s head, rubbing self-consciously at his dead legs.

Reynolds hid a scowl and silently cursed Petrius. Alma had mentioned the severity of the boy’s injuries and mentioned his doubts, but he’d not made any official report the sergeant knew of. He should’ve known better, giving such hopeless news to someone who’d already had so many things ripped out of his life. What would a lie, even a temporary one, have hurt here? It might’ve at least given the boy a goal to cling to during his recovery.

“Do you think he’s right?” Tetra asked, turning to face him again.

This was tricky territory. Reynolds fiddled with his helm, thinking, then finally sighed and answered. “Tetra, I’m a Tempest, not a Geist. Healer Alma has saved the lives of my men numerous times, even from wounds I thought for sure would be the end of them. I believe he always tries his best.”

The boy’s expression darkened and he looked ready to speak, but just glanced down at his hands. The set of his jaw firmed, and he began petting the hound again.

Reynolds stood, tucking his helm under an arm. What could he say to help the boy understand that all wasn’t lost? Nothing. Giving him a parting nod, the sergeant strode to the door, but paused right before exiting. A thought had occurred to him.

“He always tries his best,” he said, “but it doesn’t mean he’s never wrong.” Without looking back, he headed out, leaving Tetra to decide what that meant.

Now, a week later, Reynolds and Mikkels watched Tetra make another pass across his room. His legs still trailed, unmoving, and the men exchanged uncomfortable glances each time he fell.

Mikkels shifted in place. “Should we tell Healer Alma, sir? I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t approve of what the boy’s doing.”

The sergeant looked at the other man askance. “Do we tell Petrius everything that goes on in this castle, Corporal?”

Mikkels frowned. “No, sir.”

“There’s a good reason for that. Not every man here needs to know everything going on around him—especially if he might use that knowledge to another’s detriment.” Reynolds rubbed at the back of his neck, easing the tension there. Lately sleep had not been a luxury he could indulge in often, and his muscles were starting to complain. “What the boy does gives him hope. Who are we to take that away from him?”

The corporal’s frown deepened as he worked through the logic behind this. “You don’t think Healer Alma can be trusted? I’m not sure I understand, sir.”

Reynolds walked from the window to study a parchment detailing the latest troop orders. “Oh, I don’t doubt he holds the welfare of Lord Drayston, as well as that of his patients, at his heart. But there are plenty of ways one could interpret loyalty to our master.” He looked up at Mikkels without raising his head. “For instance, one could argue that unswerving obedience to our lord’s commands is in his best interest. After all, he needs to rely on loyal soldiers, doesn’t he?”

“Sir.”

“But what if the commands he gave were a bit … shortsighted? What if they didn’t take into account a larger, possibly growing threat right on our borders? A vulnerability we needed as much information about as possible, yet which he’s ordered us to ignore?” The conversation, which had started with the boy, had quickly moved to the pressures Reynolds was feeling. There were few of his soldiers that he could speak openly with, and he took the opportunities when they came up.

Mikkels’ lips quirked. “I think I see your point.”

Reynolds rolled up the parchment, which detailed the last few squads he’d sent into the Rocmire. They’d not encountered any orocs yet, but he knew they were there. It was just a matter of time before they stumbled over one of their tree platform villages.

“If Alma found out what our scouts are up to, he wouldn’t see it as a military necessity. He’d see it as disloyalty, and would no doubt report us within the hour. In the same way, this boy is a fighter, and I don’t feel Alma respects that about him.” He rejoined Mikkels at the window and resumed watching Tetra’s struggles. “So, no, Corporal, we won’t be informing on our guest from Jaegen.”

Mikkels gestured down at the boy, who braced against the back of a chair. “What if he hurts himself again, though?”

“He will. There is no prize worth capturing that doesn’t come with some pain and loss. If it eases your mind any, I’ll take full responsibility for that.”

“Hate to say it, sir, but it being your responsibility won’t help him much if it happens.”

Reynolds eyed the corporal, who shrugged and waved a copy of new scout orders. “I’ll just go deliver these then?”

Reynolds glanced down at Tetra’s room as Mikkels headed for the door. Then he held a hand out. “Hold a minute, Corporal.”

Mikkels stood at attention. “Sir?”

Reynolds stared at Tetra across the courtyard, disbelieving what he saw. The boy stood. His legs wobbled, and then firmed. He took one tottering step, and the knee gave out again, sending him rolling to the floor.

But he’d stood, if for a few seconds.

Reynolds grinned to himself, but wiped it away before looking to Mikkels. “Do you remember where we stashed the boy’s sword?”

“Sword, sir? I think it’s in the armory.”

“Before you deliver the orders, retrieve the sword and place it on one of the weapon racks in the training yard.”

Mikkels tilted his head. “Permission to ask why, sir?”

Reynolds glanced back down at Tetra, remembering the boy leaping thirty five feet to shatter an oroc club with that sword. “It’ll give him something to hold on to.”


Chapter 24

Tetra Bicks

Tetra lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. He was smiling, doing his best to hide an ear splitting grin. He had always had a problem listening to the adults, wanting to make his own decisions about the world. It had gotten him into trouble plenty of times in the past. This time though …

Lightening his upper body and weighing down the small table, he grasped it and pulled himself up. His left leg trembled … and then jerked beneath him, foot planted. He increased its density, helping it firm up. Then he repeated the process with his right leg. He still wasn’t sure that his magic was helping in any way, but the results couldn’t be argued with. He imagined his body being made of stone and steel, an extension of his will. Unbreakable. Unshakable.

With a sudden motion, he straightened his back and locked his knees. The burning along his spine flood down through his waist, down through his thighs and calves until his toes felt aflame. He released the table and thrust his arms out to the sides, trying to balance. He wobbled, grasping at the air and pin wheeling his arms until he was precariously balanced, but upright. He welcomed the riot of pain as it sizzled and raged through his whole body.

His whole body. He almost whooped and hollered at this thought, but caught himself before his cry of triumph might’ve alerted the healer or his assistant. He lived in even more fear of Petrius Alma discovering him now. The idea of being tied down to help his healing was terrifying. He had fought to hard, and was afraid that being restrained would cost him the progress he had made.

Then his legs buckled and he dropped him flat on the floor again. Rolling to absorb the hit, he stopped up against a leg of the bed, gasping for breath. The metal of the leg was cool against his cheek. He lay there until the firestorm swirling through him faded to mere tongues of flame licking at his flesh.

Even then, he exulted in the needling heat across his legs, accepting the returned sensation as a gift from the Aspects, a second chance to make things right. He wouldn’t waste this opportunity.

He spent the rest of the night rising … falling … taking a single step before tumbling. He felt like a newborn learning to walk. With the triumphs he accepted his current feebleness as the price to be paid for future strength. He took two steps, and then fell four times over before he managed to regain his feet.

By then, it had been hours since he last ate. Exhaustion crept through his bones and turned his muscles to wood. No matter how he used his affinity to shift his weight, his arms began to lose the strength to pull him up. As if seizing the opportunity, the pain along his spine redoubled, knotting him through with acid-coated brambles that tore him up from within.

He swallowed a scream as he hoisted himself up. One last time. He had to stand one last time before giving in … He knew he was pushing too far, but giving up wasn’t part of the new Tetra. He fought on.

As he rose, inch by inch, the room swirled around him and his eyes fluttered. The agony soared up the length of his body, grabbed him by the neck, and slammed him to the floor. The impact shattered the last bits of his awareness into oblivion.


Chapter 25

Tetra Bicks

By the Aspects, boy, what did I warn you about this?” Someone was slapping Tetra lightly and he jerked back into consciousness. The cool flood of Geist healing washed through his body.

Tetra came to with Healer Alma standing over him, fury etched across his features. Tetra pushed himself away from the metal bed leg. He could feel an indent along his cheek, and a wet trail of saliva ran down his chin. He looked around, noting the table and chair shoved out of place. His tunic reeked, crusted with dried perspiration. It must’ve been obvious what he’d been up to.

Morning light streamed through the window. Alma set aside the breakfast tray he’d brought, leaving Tetra where he lay for the moment. As the healer reorganized the furniture, Tetra thought furiously for an explanation.

He knew the man would overrule anything he tried to claim about being able to walk at this point. He needed to be further along in order to make him admit he’d been wrong. But if he didn’t offer another reason for his actions, he’d end up strapped to his bed and could lose all the progress he’d made so far.

So he twisted his body slightly as the healer’s back was turned and, for the first time in weeks, let the pain yank tears into his eyes. His weary voice added to the act. “I … Aspects, what a nightmare.”

Alma returned to stand over him, anger shifting to concern. “Nightmare? You expect me to buy that?”

Tetra braced on an elbow, mopping his face with a hand. Tears trailed down his face. “I was back in Jaegen. There was fire everywhere. We were trapped in my home. I … I could hear everyone screaming and dying. I tried to fight … tried to break free, but it was all flames and smoke and orocs.” He blinked up at the healer. “I’m never going to see any of them again, am I?

“Oh, Tetra, I’m so sorry.” All suspicion gone, Alma hooked under his arms and helped him back onto the bed. He didn’t notice as Tetra briefly pushed off one foot to boost over the edge. The motion cost him, and with the floodgates open the tears redoubled. Tetra may have started faking this, but the emotions that he had shoved down for weeks fought free. The tears were real.

Tetra turned away from Healer Alma. The old man was sitting quietly on the edge of the bed, waiting for Tetra to cry himself out. Feeling his shoulders shaking, Tetra buried his face in the pillow. The sobs lasted too long, but finally stopped. His pillow was soaked.

Turning back around, he rubbed at his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Alma raised his eyebrows and brushed his hands off against each other. “It's okay, lad. It natural, and healthy. Keeping it bundled in is just another injury. We have to focus on healing your mind and soul, too.” He grabbed the tray, setting it back down on the bed. “I thought you were lying at first, for which you have my sincerest apology. I am always here if you wish to just talk.”

“Thank you.” Tetra reached out for the food, sliding the tray into his lap. Alma sat beside the bed while Tetra tucked into the morning meal. His appetite was voracious. Not only was he famished by his night of struggles, but the crying had somehow made him even hungrier.

Alma adjusted the bed sheet. “I can assure you Lord Drayston is doing everything in his power to find out what happened to your sister and the other village children.”

“It’s been six weeks. Don’t you think we should’ve found or heard something by now? Wouldn’t the orocs have delivered a message asking for ransom? Have any other villages been attacked?” The questions poured out of Tetra like he was an overturned jug, spilling wine. He shut up, filling his mouth with more food, instead of more questions.

The healer shook his head. “No further attacks I’ve heard of, though you’d have to ask Sergeant Reynolds. He heads up most of the scouting patrols around the region. As for the orocs, who knows how they think or what their plans are? Lord Drayston believes the band who destroyed Jaegen acted alone. Their kind are already considered barbaric by some. Perhaps these were random savages out for nothing more than to sow chaos. I know several messengers have been dispatched to various oroc leaders, but we’ve had no word in return.”

Tetra frowned. Random savages? While it suggested an easy explanation, it didn’t sit right with him. Through the haze of his memories, he recalled facing the one oroc in his home. Gnarrl. Tetra’s gut twisted at the thought of the name. He’d claimed they attacked Jaegen for a reason. Said the humans had done something to invite this violence on themselves, but Tetra couldn’t recall exactly what. But it was a lie. Nobody deserved to endure such loss—except perhaps the orocs themselves.

And one of Drayston’s primary villages had been razed to the ground and all they’d done was send out a few messengers? They should be marching an army into Rocmire until the prisoners were rescued! The orocs that lived there should be wiped out. Couldn’t Lord Drayston see that no human would be safe so long as they lived near the orocs?

He kept all these thoughts contained, not wanting Alma to think him too riled up, or unreasonable. He looked around the room. “Where’s Kafa?”

Alma smiled. “Out in the courtyard, I think. I’m sure he will come by later.”

Tetra shrugged, then continued eating. The healer puttered about a few minutes more, and then left him to finish breakfast. Tetra gulped down a mug of water and then dug into the buttered biscuits, more determined than ever to fuel his recovery.

If Lord Drayston refused to take action against the orocs, once Tetra regained his full strength, he’d lead the charge into Rocmire himself. And if every soldier in the castle refused to fight by his side, he’d take on every last oroc alone.


Chapter 26

Halli Bicks

Inspecting the meager array of options, Halli tried to determine which food would best bolster the girls, especially as the temperatures continued to drop. Fatty foods would be best, but there was very little meat in the pile. She ignored the oroc guard at her side, the one assigned by Gnarrl to keep an eye on the “human sapling” as he permitted her a precious, if tiny, extra bit of freedom.

She didn’t know Gnarrl’s standing in the tribe, though he obviously held some authority if he could order her out of the cage. None of the other humans were allowed to accompany her, and she had an oroc at her side at all times. Gnarrl had made it clear to her they would track and kill her if she ran, no matter how far or fast she went.

Even knowing she remained a prisoner, Halli relished the ability to move about the village—though if she strayed too far from the main paths, her guard always forced her back. A river ran along the far side of the settlement. She went to this several times every day, retrieving bucketfuls of water which she brought back to the girls’ cage. Each time she made the trip she subtly adjusted her return route. Not enough to alarm her guard, but enough that, over a week’s time, she started getting a better idea of the settlement’s layout.

Aside from the caves opposite the river, there appeared to be no particular order to where the orocs met, ate, or slept. They acted like this whole stretch of the forest was their home. Indeed, the pathways and huts up in the trees stretched further than she could see. Not that she could see very far. The giant foliage of the Rocmire forest was too dense.

But the orocs didn’t restrict themselves to the upper tiers of the forest. They tended its trees and underbrush while, in return, they enjoyed the natural shelter and resources it provided. They farmed its wild berries and mushrooms, hunted its creatures for meat and skins, and used the very branches overhead to play and sleep. The skins had caught her eye. Orocs didn’t use animal pelt to fashion clothes, but they did use it to craft storage containers, insulate the walls of their structures, and soften the floors of homes and caves.

It could’ve been a peaceful, even joyful, place to visit if she hadn’t done so in the wake of these same orocs killing her family and destroying her home.

She reminded herself such thoughts wouldn’t help anything in the present. Rather than losing herself to despair, Halli refocused on the food offerings before her. Flatbreads, dried meats, dried fruits, dried fungus. With their cultural taboo on fire, Halli was not surprised at the scarcity of cooked meat.

The orocs ate far blander samplings than Halli ever had, but at least it proved filling. After preparing fuller meals for the girls and providing plenty of water at all hours, she’d been grateful to see a handful of them perk up, regaining both strength and confidence that they’d survive this ordeal.

A few others, including Kat, remained gripped by their mysterious illnesses. Halli plied her affinity on them daily, keeping them from falling closer to death, but bringing them no closer to recovery. Yet each day they endured was another day that she might find a cure. If only her Geist talent would return to her in full force. She still didn’t understand what kept her from wielding it as powerfully as she had in Jaegen.

Selecting portions and stashing them in her basket, Halli rose and headed back towards the cage. As she walked, she took a slightly different path to the right, meandering through a new set of trees while still heading in the general direction she needed. Her guard didn’t yank her back on track right away, and she kept her gait casual.

With Gnarrl being the only oroc who spoke the human tongue—or the only one to admit to doing so—Halli tried to pick up what she could of their strange language. As she paid closer attention, many of the noises she’d previously thought as simple sounds of nature actually belonged to the oroc speech.

Their clicks sounded like the creaking of tree trunks, they gurgled like mountain brooks, and whistled like birdsong. Even after just a few days of listening, she picked up on various patterns and began to distinguish a few common words. Two in particular kept being used near her, and she figured them for “human” and “sapling.” This would be followed by a good amount of hisses or snarls her way. It didn’t hurt that she was a Geist. One of the first things she had learned was how to sense the intent of a spirit focused on her. Even with her affinity currently limited, she could still pick up some of their moods.

Today, she tried to decipher some of the chatter going on between members of a recently returned hunting party. They appeared to be in good spirits, thumping each other on their backs as they chomped on handfuls of nuts and berries.

Then Halli looked beyond them, and all thoughts puffed away. A dozen boys from Jaegen sat in another living cage not twenty paces away. Among them, she spotted Pavil, Malec, and Sven. They wore a mix of tattered clothes and rough skins as they sat in a circle, talking amongst each other. Their hair had grown long, and their unwashed features made them appear a far cry from the youths ready to head off to the Academy, what felt like ages ago. Sven had the beginnings of a beard. For the first time, she noticed that he was fetching.

Halli hurried that way, trying to stay just ahead of her guard, who barked a command after her.

She called to the closest boy. “Malec!”

The rest looked up. Initial confusion cleared into astonishment, and they chorused her name. Malec leaped to his feet and reached through a slight gap in the vines. She grabbed his hand hard enough that both their knuckles whitened.

“Bless the Aspects, Halli. We didn’t know what they’d done with you. Are you all okay?”

Halli babbled what she could, even as her guard latched onto her arm. “I’m all right. I’m with all the girls. Laney’s with me, and Kat, but Kat’s sick and I’m trying to heal her. They’re letting me make better meals. I’ll try to get them to let me bring some to you!”

The oroc guard pulled her away with irresistible strength. Some boys yelled for the orocs to let go her while others shouted questions. She only caught Sven’s yell before being yanked out of sight.

“What about Tetra?”

Her guard hauled her off before she could answer. Halli stumbled, trying to keep a hold on her provisions basket. Orocs growled and murmured in her wake, but she ignored them.

Seeing the boys alive renewed her hope even more than her brief freedom. It was troubling though, that it also confirmed Tetra’s absence among them. She still believed she felt his distant presence and refused to accept he’d died in the fiery collapse of their home. But not knowing his fate dug at her, a constant worry she could do nothing about.

Gnarrl waited by the cage when the guard brought her back. Seeing him jolted fear through her. Had her brief interaction with the boys been a misstep? Would he now take away her ability to even leave her own prison?

“I’m sorry,” she said as she approached. “I wasn’t trying to escape. I just hadn’t seen any of the others in so long. I had to talk to them.”

He touched one of the rigid vines, singing a soft tune, and it bent aside, creating a space for her to walk through. Once she stood inside, he let it snap back into place, as solid as iron. Instead of stalking off, though, he watched her from the other side. Then he looked up, where the treetops hid the sky.

“Snows coming. This winter cold.” He pointed to the caves. “We move you. Here you freeze. There you live. Need furs like male saplings?”

Halli nodded mutely. He had offered furs, and she had never thought to ask, being more concerned with the food.

Gnarrl patted the cage then turned away. Halli stared at his back as he strode off. First the orocs killed her village, and now they cared enough to keep the survivors warm during the winter? She didn’t understand anything anymore, yet she felt figuring this out was the key to their all getting free. The girls gathered round as she handed out food, quietly telling them about having seen the boys.


Chapter 27

Tetra Bicks

Tonight, Tetra decided. No more being confined to his room. Even as he grew steadier on his feet, if he let himself stay within these infirmary walls, he did so out of fear of what Healer Alma might do. He couldn’t live in fear of anything if he meant to follow this path to vengeance. Save her … Tetra shook his head. It had been weeks since he had heard his father’s voice echoing in his head.

He waited until a couple hours after sundown, after the last noises of Alma and his assistant faded from the main infirmary. Then, guided by moonlight and the soft glow of the castle’s volamps from the crack under his door, he shuffled and lurched out of bed. The warmth of the castle defied the soft smells of the onset of winter filling the air. He instinctively used his affinity to lighten his upper body and condense his lower, relieving the walking effort as much as possible.

For the first time, he stepped across the room to the door without supporting himself on any furniture. Leaning against the wall, he gripped the latch and eased it open. A quick peek out revealed no one waiting. He heaved a sigh of relief, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

Exiting the room, he took a moment to enjoy the fresher air. Despite new bedclothes and sheets provided by the healer every day, he’d stewed too long in his own stench. Admittedly his constant exertions had done nothing to help that condition.

One leg quivered, and he reminded himself every moment was precious. Little time to enjoy even simple things when more trials lay ahead. After a faltering step, he found a slow, yet steady pace down the hallway, then out and across the courtyard, heading for the only other area of the castle he knew, pausing from time to time to see if he was observed by anyone.

Not long ago, he’d crawled across this same area, aiming for the threshold leading into the training court. During the few quiet hours when he recovered his strength between exercise sessions, he’d heard soldiers shouting, weapons clanging, feet pounding across the stones. He’d pictured himself joining them time and again, learning to wield a blade, to fight like a true warrior. The day dreams weren’t idle. He practiced the few fighting techniques he knew in his head, hoping that when he finally could pick up a weapon, his body would remember.

But not yet. No one would let him join in the training, he knew, until he proved himself capable. He wouldn’t be the weakling in their midst, forcing them to slow down, to take it easy for his sake.

He would stand strong among them. He would—

His toes caught a raised stone and he stumbled forward. His palms scuffed on the ground and his knees struck hard enough he bit the tip of his tongue. Legs and arms trembling, he fought to remain on all fours, even as icy heat shot up his back and across his shoulders. Focus, Tetra. He thought.

The training yard waited just a few feet away. He crawled there on his belly last time, but not now. He might crawl, yes, but on hands and knees.

He spat a bloody wad aside and then moved forward. His tongue was bleeding too badly from the bite, so he ignored it. One hand, one knee. On excruciating pace at a time. Keep his balance. He could do this. Through the threshold. Over a short ledge. Into the first dirt-packed fighting square, stamped solid by countless soldiers’ feet over the years.

Pausing to catch his breath, he took stock of his situation. Every muscle, every bone throbbed and his lungs felt like they were packed with embers, but he knew he had to keep going or he’d collapse. He needed a weapon.

Raising his eyes and sitting back on his heels, he studied the weapons racks along one lone wall, sheltered by an awning. Swords, spears, truncheons, and shields offered themselves. He tracked along them until his gaze locked onto …

His father’s sword. Could it be? It sat on a rack a few weapons over from the edge, as if it had been waiting for him all along.

A simple weapon, three feet long, with a plain iron cross-guard and pommel, it sat dull in the shadows. But it was instantly recognizable. The pommel had a flaw that made it stand apart. A flaw which Tetra had created accidentally, playing with the density of the weapon when he was much younger.

It called to him, and him alone. Unimpressive, hardly anything a great fighter would choose to wield, it sat there, hiding a secret. Yet it had been his father’s, and so must be his. The distance between him and the rack couldn’t be more than five strides, but it might as well have been a bottomless ravine. Gulping air, he steeled himself. Time to jump the ravine.

Then he crawled ahead, arms, legs, and back feeling like they were packed with shards of hot glass. Reaching the base of the rack, he grabbed one of the awning posts and wrapped an arm around it. Stifling a cry with each move, he lightened his upper body as much as possible; dragged himself up. Once he got high enough, he balanced himself and thrust one arm out to the rack. He almost went back over. Shifting his grip, he used the railings to rebalance himself. As he rose to his full height, he eased his weight back to true, letting go of his magic. As colors faded from the edge of his vision, he fought to stay conscious.

But he wanted to take up his sword a free man. Not tied to any magic, of his own will and volition. He wavered there for a while, refusing to give in and let the darkness take him. No surrender. Not this close. Not when he’d come so far.

Claws clicked on stone, and Kafa walked into view in the threshold he’d just crawled through. Tetra flinched, expecting Alma to come right behind, but the hound just sat and watched him, tongue lolling.

Swallowing hard, Tetra straightened his legs. The stone in his gut hardened to iron. He stretched a hand out and wrapped the fingers around the hilt of his father’s sword. Lifting it free of the railing hooks, he accepted the weight. He gripped the hilt with both hands, pride welling in his chest. Then a fang of pain jabbed into his side. His legs gave out and he hit the ground hard enough to drive the air from his lungs.

The sword clanged down inches from his head. Paws padded over, and familiar tongue started bathing his face. Tetra reached up and ruffled the hound’s neck, accepting the small comfort it offered. Kafa stiffened as Tetra pulled against him, letting the human use his poised form as an anchor to regain a kneeling position.

Tetra grabbed the sword and used it like a cane, helping him rise to his feet. This time he used his affinity to lighten the sword before hefting it. Sweat trickled into his eyes, but he rubbed it away on a sleeve and searched for a first target.

His attention fell on a training dummy on the far end of the training court, opposite the weapons rack. He stepped that way and his right leg gave. He caught himself on one knee, the sword planted to keep him from falling flat. Growling in determination, he rose and shuffled toward the training dummy. To think just a moment ago, five steps had seemed like too much.

The straw poking out of the burlap sack beckoned to him. Chop it down to size. Turn it into kindling. Prove he had the strength to fight. The dummy needed a name. A fitting title for a worthy foe.

Gnarrl. Yes, that’d work well.

“What in all the hells do you think you’re doing?”

Tetra didn’t stop shambling forward as he glanced aside. If he stopped, he wasn’t sure he’s be able to start again. Healer Alma stalked across the practice yard. Kafa bounded past Tetra, barking as he ran to his master. Then the hound ran back and planted himself in front of Tetra, forcing him to pause on unsteady legs.

“Stupid child.” Petrius strode closer. “I’m not going to tie you to the bed. I’m going to chain you there.” He moved to take the sword.

“Stay back!” Tetra lightened the weapon further, enough to jerk it up and point the tip at the healer.

Alma pulled back, eyes wide, hands raised. “Damnation, boy, what’re you about? Are you trying to kill yourself?”

Tetra bared clenched teeth. “This … is my father’s sword. I took it from him after he died from the orocs. You want it? You take it from me after I die.”

Alma stared in utter disbelief. Clasping hands behind his back, he paced in a circle, confounded by what to do next. He fixed gaze on Tetra and snorted. “You’re insane, lad.”

Tetra planted the sword tip on the packed earth of the training square. “I told you I’d walk again. You thought I was insane then. Now look.” He took several tottering steps, keeping his gaze fixed on the healer, daring him to deny what he saw.

“Marvelous. So you can stand. Walk even, if you want to call that walking. Shambling, more like. One wrong step and you may just remedy this miracle.” Alma crossed his arms. “What will you do now, hm? With a sword you can barely carry, on legs you can barely walk on?”

“Simple,” Tetra said. “They have my sister. I learn how to fight. Then I go save her, and Aspects damn anyone, human or oroc, who tries to stop me.”

Alma studied him for a long, silent minute, expression unreadable. Then he shocked Tetra by nodding. “Very well.”

“Wait.” Tetra was more off balance from the acceptance than he had been physically all day. “What?”

“What? You think I was really going to chain you up? I helped save your life, lad, but it’s not mine to live. If this is your choice, then so be it. But if you’re going to fight, at least do so wisely. And that means letting yourself heal a bit longer before breaking yourself on an inanimate object. If you let me work with you, rather than hiding your progress, maybe I can move things along faster. Then you can return here and learn whatever you need.”

He held a hand out for the sword. “I’ve never been trying to stop you Tetra. I’ve just been trying to make sure you didn’t kill yourself before you were healed.”

Tetra weighed his options. Could he trust the healer to hold to his word? If so, it might mean recovering quicker—and without having to hide his efforts.

If not, it meant more nights trying to sneak out, fumbling around on his own. He’d be caught again, eventually, and this time Alma might not offer such a deal.

He gave the sword over, hilt first. Instead of setting it back on the rack, the healer instead came alongside him and supported his arm. He led Tetra back to the infirmary room, slowly and carefully helping him maintain his balance, walking the whole way.


Chapter 28

Malec and Pavil

The plan would work. It had to work. Malec stared at their oroc jailor, looking for any signs of suspicion. He found it hard to read an oroc’s face, since they shared few expressions with humans. He identified anger easily enough, but just because roars, snarls, and the occasional fights accompanied it. The boys had discovered quickly that the human children were good at instigating anger in their captors.

They had watched the orocs, and the “village” they were in for weeks. Working together, Pavil, Malec, and Sven had managed to put together a solid schedule of the movements of their captors. And then they had seen Halli. It changed everything. An escape plan had started to form. They weren’t the sole survivors, and that meant they had to find a way out. A way to save their friends.

He thought the young oroc guarding the boy’s cage looked bored. He identified him as young by his size—the smaller ones always obeyed the bigger, as far as he could tell. The bigger ones also often gave extended talks to clusters of the smaller, but never the other way around.

Pavil shifted beside him, laid out on the rocky ground a few feet away, pretending to sleep. The escape rested solely upon his shoulders. Using his Pathos affinity, he’d attempt to manipulate their jailor’s emotions and compel him to leave his post unattended, long enough for them to break free. The job was better suited to a Psion, but there were none amongst the human captives. Simple if it worked; enough to get them killed if it didn’t.

Malec didn’t fully trust Pavil’s skills, as the other boy had never shown sustained control or finesse during their training, but they didn’t have much choice. Their glimpse of Halli had cemented their intent to break free and find a way to secure help for the others. Then, not a few days later, they’d seen the girls marched through the settlement and shoved into the caves just visible on the edge of the oroc village. They hadn’t emerged since, and the boys guessed they’d be moved there soon as well. If they hoped to escape, it had to be now.

“Well?” Sven whispered behind him.

“Just be ready,” Malec murmured. If anything went wrong, Sven had volunteered to distract the orocs from chasing after Pavil and Malec. He would stay behind. A gutsy thing, but Sven had insisted, saying one of them had to stay and care for the other children while the others went for help. Sven, as a Tecton, also stood the best chance of blocking those same earth magics the orocs used. Pavil and Malec were the obvious choices to go as the orocs couldn’t sense their affinities, and would lose track of their spirits once they got far enough away.

Malec looked over his shoulder as Sven settled back on his side of the cage. The other boys, all of them younger, huddled together under several furred hides for warmth. The skins were the one kindness the brutes had shown them. Most of them had been captured wearing nothing more than their nightclothes, and would have long since frozen. With his family too poor to pay for nightclothes, Malec had gotten used to sleeping in his normal clothes—a happenstance he now felt lucky for.

The memories of that horrific night danced through his head. His mother dropping dead before his eyes … him pleading with her to wake up … the orocs bashing the door down and hauling him away from his family’s bodies. He’d tried to fight back, tried to use his Magnus affinity, but the orocs carried minimal metal and he’d been so scared, so alone. He’d lost all focus and they took him as easily as a child whose affinity had yet to manifest.

He pushed the terrible memories away. To succeed here and now, he needed to be ready, focused. Strong. Pavil claimed he could pull it off. Malec studied his friend, looking for any sign of progress. A sheen of sweat had broken out on Pavil’s face despite the cold winter air.

A cry of alarm rang out. Malec twitched as a large group of orocs jumped from their seats. What happened? Were they somehow discovered before they even began? Malec fought to keep his breathing even.

Then a female oroc threw herself on one of the males in the group. The rest began rumbling their strange laughter and high-pitched cheers for the wrestling pair. It was abnormal behavior, at least compared to everything Malec had learned about the orocs, but they didn’t notice. While he looked in the direction of the commotion, their guard remained at his post.

Malec leaned in to Pavil and whispered, “I think you got the wrong one.”

Pavil’s left eye cracked open and observed the ruckus. “Ugh …” His eye snapped shut and his face scrunched up in deeper concentration.

Malec turned back as the fight abruptly died down. The female oroc jumped off the male and pointed a finger, shouting something. Raucous laughter broke out as she stormed away. Even their jailer chuckled to himself.

Pavil’s eyes reopened and locked on the amused oroc guard. “Not bored anymore are we?” he whispered.

The oroc’s laughter increased until it nearly doubled over. Malec fought to contain his smile. Not quite the plan, but it worked. The laughing oroc took a step toward the others, then another.

“Keep it up,” Sven whispered.

Pavil grimaced. “I can’t push too hard. If I do, he’ll know something is wrong.”

The oroc broke into a stride and joined the group. Malec heard Sven quietly moving on the opposite side of the cage.

“Malec, come help me!” Sven called softly.

Malec slipped away from the front of the cage and back where Sven worked with a section of vines and limbs they’d spent a week stretching loose.

“Pavil?” Malec asked.

“Almost ready.” A moment stretched passed, full of oroc laughter. “That should do it.” Pavil rose to his hands and knees and crawled around the mound of sleeping boys.

“Remember,” Sven said as he stretched the cage open, “don’t run or use magic until the moon is directly overhead. By then you should be far enough they can’t sense you with their spirit affinities … hopefully.”

Malec tipped his head to the sleeping boys. “Take care of them. And yourself.”

Sven gripped his shoulder. “You too. And find us help.”

Malec squeezed through the opening and turned to help Pavil out. Pavil stopped to clasp Sven’s forearm, lips working without words. Then he smiled and lightly smacked Sven on his cheek twice before turning and pushing through the hole. Malec rolled his eyes and flashed his best angry look at Pavil. Every second wasted meant another chance of getting caught.

He turned to start into the forest when Pavil’s hand locked on his arm in a death grip. He froze. Heavy footfalls crunched on leaves not more than ten feet to their left. The boys held their breaths until the newcomers continued on toward the still-laughing circle of orocs. Once assured they’d moved on, Pavil released his arm and they crept off into the darkness.

Slowly creeping through the oroc village, Malec fought the urge to use his magic to sense which direction they were going. Causeways stretched overhead, with orocs moving along them despite the late hour. Malec and Pavil carefully moved from shadow to shadow.

Both boys were careful with where they put their feet. Early winter frost coated the ground, doubling the chance that a misstep would be heard. Even the leaves on the forest floor crackled and snapped under their tread. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, they reached the edge of the oroc village. Fate had left them one final obstacle. Fifteen feet above them on an outer walkway, a sentry watched the forest.

The two boys stared. Malec started to creep forward, but felt Pavil’s hand on his arm. He stopped. Pavil was holding up a rock, motioning for Malec to wait. Could such a simple plan work? Pavil hefted the rock, the size of his fist, and hucked it as hard as he could. The guard turned toward the forest, trying to see what had made the noise. The two boys lit off into the foliage in the opposite direction.


Chapter 29

Kellian Mikkels

Only a month into his first winter in service to Lord Drayston, and Mikkels had decided he hated night watch. Especially winter night watch. Oh, he didn’t mind performing duties and would do so uncomplainingly; but these long, dark nights spent wrapped in his cloak, trying to stay awake, smelling snow on the wind … they wore on his mind and spirit. He couldn’t imagine months upon months of this.

He stamped his feet, the one part of himself he couldn’t keep warm, despite thick boots and wool socks. His southwestern home never had winters like these—and he preferred it that way. From his perch on the parapets, he could see down one of the main roads leading up to the castle. Behind him, he could see into several interconnected courtyards, including the training yard and nearby infirmary.

He sighed, scanning the emptiness. Having reached corporal just two months out of training, he now strove to find a way to prove himself worthy of being a sergeant. That’d mean he could make the rounds and check on the sentries, rather than endure being one. However, if the nights remained as dull as they had so far, good luck on his finding a way to distinguish himself. The only thing keeping him awake was the bitter cold. Every time his eyes started to droop, the chill would snap him awake.

A subtle noise came from behind him, to the right near the wide, stone stairs leading up from the base of the wall to the parapets. Another scuff of a foot on stone. Kellian drew his dagger but kept it hidden under his cloak.

Sergeant Reynolds appeared on his left. “You’re dead, Corporal.” His breath came out in white puffs.

Kellian grinned. “So are you, Sergeant.” He glanced down to where his dagger poked Reynolds's leather breastplate.

Reynolds glanced down. “Very good.” He turned to survey the cleared land around the castle. “Of course, if I were an oroc, I’d just need to get close enough to turn the castle’s stone against you. Or rip your spirit from your body.”

“That’s awfully close, sir. Severing a soul requires all but the most powerful Geists to touch their victims, if I recall correctly. And I’m sure I’d spot them long before they could impale me on the castle’s stone.” He nodded at the stairs, where the first noise had come from. “Plus, Sergeant Grahm isn’t nearly as quiet as you. If orocs are as loud as him, they’ll wake the whole regiment before I have a chance to raise the alarm.”

Reynolds chuckled as Sergeant Grahm’s head popped up from the top of the courtyard stairs. As he turned to head back down, the older sergeant’s words drifted up to them, “Damned whelps and their young ears …”

Kellian sheathed his dagger and checked to ensure no one else stood within earshot. “Any word yet on Jaegen, sir?”

Reynolds shook his head. “There haven’t been any more serious incursions reported or discovered. The scouts I sent into the Rocmire haven’t turned up a thing, and the treaties prevent us from sending in a larger force—not that Lord Drayston would ever risk it.” He spat. “Damn politics. With winter settling in, we’ll likely have to wait until spring to find answers.”

Mikkels studied his superior’s face. Rumor had it that Reynolds used to be a captain, but got busted down the ranks for insubordination. The way the sergeant played fast and loose with the rules, Mikkels thought there might be some truth to those rumors. It was the only reason he could think of that Reynolds would be the only sergeant in the world that allowed himself to be addressed as 'sir.' He believed in him, though. And spring would be too long. “By then, I doubt there’ll be anything more to spot. It doesn’t seem right, sir, doing nothing.”

Reynolds faced the courtyard, his cloak’s hood casting his features in shadow. The ramparts and parapets of the castle were lit only by the dimmest of volamps, to not ruin the sentries’ night vision. Mikkels didn’t have to see to know the sergeant’s left eye twitched in frustration.

“At this point, I’ve done all I can. If my misuse of the scouts is ever found out, I’d be lucky to just get knocked down to private—I could be executed for treason. Lord Drayston can’t take any action without sanctions from the King’s council. He knows we saw what we saw, but until he throws an oroc head on their table and can prove they intend to assault more human territory, they won’t let us violate the treaties.” Reynolds shook his head again. “Even then, there’d just be talk and more talk, with plenty of factions calling for peace up until the moment the orocs tear down their own homes. No one wants to be blamed for starting a war.”

Mikkels understood, though this hardly meant he agreed. Strict adherence to the treaties had bought them a hundred years of peace with the orocs, not something anyone wanted to jeopardize without definite evidence. He didn’t understand a lot of the kingdom’s politics, but that he got.

Mikkels sometimes wondered if the five they’d killed didn’t even have anything to do with the Jaegen attack. But the boy remained unwavering in claiming the orocs were responsible, even if he had a few blurry memories of the actual event and aftermath.

Thinking about Tetra brought a grin to his face. “How long do you think it will take tonight, sir?”

“Not sure. It’s later than usual. Maybe he doesn’t want to come out in the cold. But then again …”

Kellian glanced over his shoulder and spied the young man hobbling out of the infirmary door. Alma’s hound, Kafa, was watching him from a warmer spot in the doorway. The boy’s awkward gait spoke of deep injury, and even from this distance, his face could be seen as a mask of pain. He carried his father’s sword, as he had almost every night since he took it from the training racks. At least tonight he’d also remembered to wear a cloak.

Kellian remembered the first night he’d witnessed Tetra drag himself into the courtyard. Another dreary night watch for him, which had turned out to be a more remarkable night than he’d expected. They’d all heard the rumors round the castle—the boy would never walk again. Lucky, in fact, if he survived another week or two. Then he marveled at the spectacle of Tetra hauling himself along on his hands and elbows until he collapsed … followed by his workouts in the infirmary room and Sergeant Reynold’s order to put the sword in the training courtyard.

Seeing him now, sword in hand, on his own two feet, it lifted the chill from Kellian’s shoulders. If the boy could display such an indomitable spirit … there was no way Mikkels could call himself a soldier in the face of that if he let a cold night drag him down.

Both men watched the scene below. Tetra reached the courtyard and eased into a series of stretches, limbering up before he started hacking into one of the training dummies. Always the same dummy, too, Mikkels noticed. Each chop of the sword came slow, with a strained hitch of the boy’s shoulders; yet he struck the straw and wooden chips more often than not. The faint knocks of metal on wood drifted up from the courtyard.

Reynolds mumbled, “Give me a full squad with soldiers half as tough as him, and I’d face down an army of orocs.”

Kellian grunted in agreement. He’d broken his leg once and had refused to put any substantial weight on it for almost two months. A gust of wind ruffled his cloak, and he shivered.

“Not used to the cold yet, hm?” The sergeant flicked a bit of frost off the crenellation he leaned on.

“In Vuldaramere, the coldest things are the lakes we go swimming in year-round. Sir.” Kellian felt warmer just thinking about home.

“I’ve never been down that way. I hear it’s fine country.”

“Best land in Promencia,” Kellian straightened a bit with pride.

“Home always is.”

“Where’s home for y—”

“Oh, Aspects be merciful,” Reynolds leaned over the wall, staring into the courtyard. “The good healer must’ve been working late.”

Kellian frowned, wondering why the sergeant dodged the question. Then his gaze traveled to Healer Alma, who’d entered the training yard and stopped Tetra’s practice. To his surprise, the healer didn’t march the boy back to his room. Instead, he helped him sit down in the dirt and appeared to be having a calm conversation. Then he stood and massaged Tetra’s back, pressing here and there, helping him bend and stretch.

“Looks like they’ve reached some sort of agreement,” Mikkels was surprised. Last he had heard, Tetra was going to be tied to a bed if he tried to get up.

“You’d think so,” Reynolds said, tone going dark. “But Alma sent me a few requests just the other day. Seems he feels the boy is reckless and remains a danger to himself. He’s given him a few concessions, but these nightly sessions apparently aren’t part of the arrangement. He wants me to post a guard to keep the boy inside each evening. And I’m to confiscate his sword until permission is given for its return. His note didn’t say it outright, but I think that he’s willing to bring the matter up with Lord Drayston if I don’t comply.”

Mikkels scowled. He recognized the need to let injuries heal, but taking away the boy’s ability to train, especially in the face of his determination, would be even more crippling than the wounds he’d suffered. “What’re you going to do, sir?”

The sergeant sighed. “Healer Alma is right. The boy is a danger to himself.”

“Sir, really, can you be so—”

“Which is why I’m putting him under your supervision.”

“Sir?”

Reynolds pulled his hood back, revealing a sly grin. “How’d you like to get out of night watch for a while, Corporal?”

Mikkels held his breath, waiting for the sergeant to get to the point, not daring to guess.

The other man squared his shoulders. “First, I want you to confiscate his sword and return it to the training racks. He only gets to use it while in the yard and doesn’t get to wear it on his person until he learns to properly care for a weapon. I won’t have any men under my watch being sloppy with their equipment.”

A shade of a smile worked onto Mikkels’ lips. “Yes, sir.”

“Then I’m reassigning you from the walls to the infirmary until further notice. He wants to learn how to fight, but he’s going to get all sorts of bad habits and techniques stuck in his bones doing it on his own. Starting tomorrow, you’re going to start showing him how to fight properly.” Reynolds moved toward the stairs. “Night sessions only, for now. Start with hand to hand.”

“You’re trusting me with his training? I could break him if I push too hard.”

“Then break him. He hasn’t given himself any mercy. Why should we? Test him. See how deep his iron really goes.”

“And what about Healer Alma, sir?” Mikkels rubbed his hands together, warmed by the prospect of being inside and helping this boy

“Leave him to me. I’ve faced down worse.”

Kellian saluted. “Yes, sir.”


Chapter 30

Halli Bicks

The caves proved much warmer than Halli had expected. Small hollows carved into the walls had heat and light coming from them. Halli wondered how deep they went. The main cave opening led into a tunnel that stretched at least fifty feet back, before splitting up into a series of wide tunnels and side-rooms. Most of these appeared to be used for storage, at least those she had gone to for supplies with her guard. The air held a musty smell, mingled with the scent of wet vegetation.

An empty side-cave had been converted into another cage for the girls, slightly larger than the vine and tree prison. Insets in the walls became beds for the younger girls, while the rest slept on the smooth floor, creating mats and blankets out of the furred skins they’d been given. An oroc sealed the single opening to the room with earthen bars every time Halli came back in, leaving just enough space to let in fresh air.

Despite the welcome warmth and spaciousness, their new cage came with a significant drawback—a return to the tasteless mush they’d been fed at the beginning of their captivity. Halli played with the gray paste in her bowl, unable to bring herself to force it down. She looked around and noted the same malcontent on the other girls’ faces as they ate.

She wrestled with guilt, believing her attempt to talk to the boys had convinced the orocs to take away her privilege of making better meals. Either that, or the orocs had begun preserving their dried provisions for the winter months, and didn’t believe the humans deserved such treats. At least they were out of the frosts and light snows now.

Rising, Halli went over and scooped the gruel into Kat’s open mouth. She gently massaged the muscles in Kat’s throat, making her swallow the sustenance. At least she didn’t have to taste it, and perhaps the extra food would spur her recovery.

A burst of high-pitched coughs made her drop the bowl and whirl around. Leesa curled up in her stony inset, little body wracked by her hacking.

“No … no …” Halli rushed over and grabbed one of the girl’s trembling arms. A brush of her affinity confirmed her fears. Liquid in the lungs again. The other girl who’d developed this sickness had recovered after a week of Halli’s ministrations, but Leesa’s symptoms appeared more severe. As quickly as Halli forced the girl’s lungs to expel the fluid, it trickled back in.

Leesa’s coughs turned wet and she frothed at the mouth. Her eyes rolled back showing just the whites.

Laney appeared at Halli’s side, pale and wide-eyed. “What’s wrong? What’s happening to her?”

“Water or some sort of liquid in her lungs,” Halli said, closing her eyes to focus. “It’ll suffocate her if I can’t stop it.”

“What’s causing it?”

Halli sushed her friend, thinking desperately. “I don’t know. I … I don’t know. Something about the heat and cold and … I just don’t know.” Nor did she feel she possessed the strength to deal with this. Keeping the other girls from dying had taken almost her full strength. Now, with reduced rations again and her affinity remaining weakened, she didn’t know how far she could stretch their survival. But she couldn’t let Leesa die.

A thump startled her and made the two girls spin around. Gnarrl stood outside the cell. A pass of his hand dispersed enough of the earthen bars for someone to walk through, and the oroc pointed at her. “Come.”

Halli shook her head and patted the air above Leesa. “She’s dying. I have to stay here. Do you see?”

Gnarrl’s eyes narrowed. “You come. You obey. Or …” He spread hands to indicate all the girls. “No food. No water.”

Nails cutting into her palms, Halli fought not to attack their captor right then. What could be so important he’d let Leesa die and threaten the rest with starvation? How could she find a way out of this? She felt so trapped … so helpless. “Okay. One moment. Please. I have to get her stable.”

Laney sidled closer. “What can I do?”

Halli turned her to Leesa and traced the paths of the girl’s throat and lungs. “Use your Vorten affinity. Try to keep drawing air in and out of her chest. Keep her breathing until I get back. Get …” She scanned the girls present. “Maya to draw the water from her lungs, a little at a time. Make sure she doesn’t choke.”

Leaning in, she kissed Leesa’s forehead. Aspects, forgive me and keep her safe. Don’t let me break my promise. Then she got up and followed Gnarrl.

The oroc led her down the main cave and sat before a heat vent just inside the entrance. The vent was cut into the floor, and a warm glow rose from it. A light snowfall dusted the ground outside the cave, turning the orocs’ forest village into white mounds and columns, dotted by the occasional vibrant flowering plant they kept alive despite the freezing temperatures. As the orocs went about work, the snow piled on their shoulders and heads, but they didn’t seem to notice or care. Halli wondered how heavily it must be falling to come through the forest canopy this thickly.

Gnarrl tapped her head to get her attention back. As she sat opposite the vent to him, he rearranged the vines coiled around his arms and hands. “I need know. About you saplings.”

Halli frowned. “About us? What do you mean?”

“Ages. Skills.” He appeared to struggle for a word. “Your … affinities, yes? Your magics. Your training.”

“Why are you asking all this now?” Halli flung an arm out, letting her contained distress get the better of her now that the other girls couldn’t see. Months of frustrations bubbled to the surface. “You’ve had us for months. You’ve let us just sit in cages like animals, and now you care enough to ask? Why did you bring us here? Why did you attack our village? Why did you kill our families? Why even let us live?”

The oroc’s leathery face crinkled with what she took to be irritation. “I ask. You answer. Is important.”

Halli slumped back. “I get it. We’re just your prisoners. You don’t really care. You just want to use us for something, is that it?” When he remained flat-faced, she sighed. “What do you want to know?”

For several hours, Gnarrl interrogated her in his halting human speech. He asked about their upbringing, their methods of training, and what their Elders had taught them about their affinities. Halli rambled, letting herself get lost in happier memories when the village had bustled with life and hope. She found herself talking about the Jaegen Seven and their intended journey to the Academy. Four boys, three girls, all dreaming of serving the kingdom in their own ways.

For some reason, he perked up when they started talking about the boys. He asked her to describe them, what affinities they possessed, and how strong they were. She took pride in explaining the potential the Elders saw in them, and how the Academy scouts had invited them all to train and study in Aldamere … Even that someday she may be an Archmage.

At last, his questions waned and he stared into the glow rising from the thermal vent. Halli waited, feeling stuffed with all her own unanswered questions.

Then Gnarrl rose and pointed back to the cave prison. “You go.”

Halli stared up at him. “Please, can you just tell me why? Just that. Why did you attack us?”

Gnarrl crouched, his knees as high as her head as she sat. His wide eyes gleamed black in the firelight. A frown framed his features. “Humans betray orocs. Attack orocs. Kill orocs. Whole tribe gone. Burned. But not human saplings. Human …” He struggled for a word, “harvesters.”

Halli gaped. “We … we didn’t do it! Nobody from Jaegen ever attacked your people. I swear by the Aspects.”

He placed a large hand gently on her shoulder. “To human, oroc is oroc, yes? To orocs, human is human. You take our lives, we take yours. Balance comes, no?” He straightened and strode for the cave mouth.

“You call this balance?” Her voice rose. “This isn’t balance, it’s just murder!”

He paused as a guard strode past him to escort Halli. She bit the inside of her cheek, hoping he’d return and explain more. But, after a second, he left the cave, leaving the other club wielding oroc to watch over her. Halli rose, tempted to run after Gnarrl and tackle him, demanding answers even if the attempt got her killed.

Then a fresh burst of coughs echoed from the cave recesses. She rushed for the prison room, not needing any guard to spur her on. No more dying. Not while she still lived.


Chapter 31

Tetra Bicks

Tetra hated his bed. It was just a soft prison, holding him back. He hated how he knew every stone in the walls of his room. How he knew exactly the way he moon and starlight threw silvery patterns on the floor, and how they inched along ever so slowly until they marked the hour he felt it safe enough to emerge without the healer finding out.

Maybe he should’ve held to their agreement. Let himself heal a little longer until Alma was convinced he could withstand the stresses of training. But it took too long. Everything took too long, and now winter was in full blast, freezing the castle and coating everything with snow and ice.

As the nights chilled and the windows frosted, he easily imagined Halli and other Jaegen survivors lost in the forest, or in oroc cages, left exposed to the weather until they froze to death. It terrified him to think of spending all this effort to march into the Rocmire, only to at last discover their stiff, snow-covered corpses in some forgotten grove.

As he fought this fear, his door opened. A dark-haired soldier, with piercing blue eyes, tromped into the room. He went straight to Tetra’s sword and plucked it up.

“Leave that alone,” Tetra cried as he sat up. His stomach and back protested at the sudden motion, but he’d gotten better at shoving the pain aside. “That’s mine!”

The soldier flourished the blade. “Is it? I see a soldier’s weapon, not a boy’s. What’s your rank? Who’s your commander?” At Tetra’s confused silence, he grinned. “You want it? It’ll be in the training yard every night from now on. Come and get it if you think you’re man enough.”

As he moved to leave, Tetra reached out with his affinity and increased the sword’s weight. Reaching across the room with his magic didn’t even require an effort anymore. The guardsman staggered and fought to keep hold of the hilt as the blade clanked against the floor. He grunted, dragging it a few grinding inches. Then he flashed a grin at Tetra.

“Tricky,” he said. “But you’ll discover you aren’t the only one who knows how to pull a trick or two.”

Letting the sword fall, the guardsman grabbed up the water pitcher and tossed the contents into the air. To Tetra’s surprise, the gush of water formed into a ball that floated over to him. With no warning it dropped onto his head. He spluttered, losing focus and control over his affinity. When he wiped his eyes clear, the guardsman had disappeared along with the sword.

A Tidus? He squeezed his tunic, wringing out more water. The man’s affinity didn’t matter, only the fact that he’d taken Tetra’s sword. His father’s sword.

Teeth clenched his jaw and pushed himself off the bed onto shaky legs. After tucking feet into his thin leather boots, he grabbed the cloak from the chair and tied it around himself to ward off the night’s chill as he stumbled into the hall leading to the courtyard. He staggered across the main courtyard, almost tripping several times in his haste.

When he reached the training threshold, he spotted the sword back on the rack where he’d first found it. His breath plumed white as he firmed his back and headed that way, determined to retrieve his rightful property. As he stepped across, a fist snapped out from the side and caught him across the jaw. He sprawled onto his back, head rapping the stones. The stars swirled above him as he heaved for air.

When his vision righted, the guardsman leaned over him. “You see a goal and you bull straight for it. Some might call that dedication, but I think it’s the sort of stupidity that makes you ignore all the potential threats around you. Things that could get you killed if you aren’t more aware.”

By the time Tetra struggled back to his feet, the soldier stood, waiting over in the training court, stance wide, arms crossed. Tetra shuffled through the archway, keeping his distance; but whenever he moved for the weapons rack, the guardsman moved to stand in his way.

“Who are you? Why are you doing this?”

The man snapped a salute. “Corporal Kellian Mikkels, at your service. I’m the guard Healer Alma requested be posted to you at nights.”

Tetra’s legs locked and he froze. So Alma had betrayed his trust after all? His attitude had changed, yes, and he didn’t holler or threaten when he found Tetra succumbing to the temptation to train at odd hours. Alma had always just stopped him with excuses of trying out a new stretching or healing technique to strengthen his muscles.

“So you’re here to keep me from training.”

“Only if you let me.” The guardsman shrugged.

“What?”

Mikkels stepped aside and waved at the sword. “I’m hardly an oroc, but I can lay you flat without even trying. I saw you shatter an oroc-crafted club, boy. Those things are masterpieces, crafted by the race favored by Aspect Trocus itself. The composition of them is said to be harder than diamond, yet stronger than steel, and you shattered it with a swing of your sword. And I can lay you flat? No, I think you are letting me stop you from getting your sword.”

Tetra snorted. “I’m not letting you do anything. Get out of my way.”

Mikkels advanced slowly. “And how do you see the fight going? Think you’ll be standing on a wide, empty field with an oroc on one end and you on the other? That he’ll charge you slow and steady, club raised over his head so you can just hold your sword straight out and let him impale himself and slide off? Oh, and then of course, you’ll repeat this brilliant maneuver for the other dozen fighters with him.”

Tetra started to shift back as the soldier loomed over him, but his legs wobbled and he forced himself to stand strong. “I’ve beaten an oroc.”

“By luck alone, and you didn’t get the kill.” Mikkels said. “You almost killed yourself in the process, and it was a Tempest intervening that saved you. Battles aren’t won by luck. They’re won by skill. Skill you don’t have.”

Tetra swung a fist, which the corporal caught like a tossed pebble. The man's fingers clamped over his hand, locking down and holding him in place. He tried to pull free, but the man kept him there. Struggling against the iron grip was useless. “How are you doing that?”

Mikkels grinned. “I already showed you I was a Tidus. The human body is mostly water. You think I can’t control the water in my own body? Voids, boy, it’s what we’re best at. You need to learn to fight, or you don’t stand a chance at ever getting that sword back.”

Tetra stared at the other man, thinking carefully. “Then teach me.”

Mikkels chuckled. He planted fingertips on Tetra’s chest and shoved just as he released his hand. “What do you think I’m doing?” As Tetra lay recovering a second time, fire and ice writhing through him, the corporal walked over to the hallway.

“You don’t deserve your father’s sword. You’ll bleed yourself out on it before taking three steps toward a real enemy.”

The words stung and Tetra looked away. A wooden sword and shield clattered to the ground beside him. “You’ll use those during the day. At night, we will practice hand to hand in your room, that way Healer Alma won’t have my unmentionables on a platter, got it?”

Tetra nodded, still sitting on the ground, nursing his wounded pride.

“Get up, boy. You want to be a soldier? Your real training starts now.”


Chapter 32

Sven Malschev

Mashing the gruel for the other children, Sven watched the orocs. Since the escape, they had treated the children differently. Those that remained were paying a price for Pavil and Malec’s escape. It was a price Sven did his best draw onto himself, away from the other children.

This was the third day in a row the orocs had made him mash the gruel inside the cage. The previous two days, they had taken the bowl from him and kicked dirt into it, then forced him to feed it to the others. If he worked hard enough and fast enough, maybe they wouldn't do it again.

The younger saplings were the cruelest. The adults did very little to stop them from their predations. Gathering in a cluster, the older ones and their guard spoke with each other in their incomprehensible language. They gestured regularly toward the cage where the boys were kept.

Sven pounded the mash harder, trying to finish the task before the orocs could ruin their food again. His biggest fear was that their captors would take the furs away and leave them all to die of exposure. The other boys watched him as he worked, none of them speaking. He knew they shared the same hopes and fears about Pavil and Malec. Had they escaped? Would they succeed in telling others about what had happened to them? Would they bring rescue?

Refusing to think about the worst case scenario, Sven finished mashing the gruel and handed it to the youngest boy. “Eat quickly.”

Heavy footsteps made him look up and he saw one of the larger orocs near the cage. Sven readied himself for some new horror. Not for the first time did he wish he was something other than a Tecton. His minimal training, the training that would have sufficed at first had he been able to go to the Academy, would do nothing against these creatures born of stone and spirit.

Yanking him from the cage, the oroc dragged Sven to its companions. They spoke at him, demanding answers he was sure. It was obvious from their tone and their anger that they wanted something from him, but he had no words to tell them, nothing he could convey in their language. He couldn’t even lie to them.

When he simply shook his head, keeping his eyes to the ground in what he hoped was a sufficiently respectful manner, their voices grew louder.

The first blow came, smashing into his chest. Sven fell back as the air was forced from his lungs. Sven stared at the sky, barely visible between the giant leaves that composed the forest’s canopy. He knew his role. Rolling to his stomach, he pushed himself back to standing. He was careful to keep his eyes downcast the entire time.

The second blow smashed into his back, flinging him face first into the dirt. A stone gouged at his cheek and the warmth of blood covered the side of his face. The orocs were speaking again, asking him questions he couldn’t understand. He pushed himself up. Without even being given the time to regain his feet, a third blow hit him in the knee, knocking him sideways.

He fell, covering his head with his hands. Their feet caught him in the side and he cried out at the pain. He felt his ribs give under the impact. It was a familiar pain, something he could deal with. How many times had his father come home to beat him after one too many drinks at the alehouse? It was better to take the beating than to have his father beat his mother. Sven knew that he would spend his rage on him and then collapse in a drunken stupor.

He had allowed it to happen, had done nothing to stop it so that his mother could be spared. This was worse, but not by much. It was pointless to try to stop it, even if he could. What were a few bruises when compared to the safety of his friends, of the other children? He closed his eyes and tried not to cry out too much as the beating continued.

His ribs felt like they were broken and his head ached from clenching his teeth, but they finally stopped. Picking him up, they strode with him away from the cage. He knew they would do it. They would kill him and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He went limp, knowing resisting was useless. If he made himself nonthreatening enough, maybe it would stay their hands.

The orocs dropped him somewhere hard and he caught his breath as a new wave of pain shot through him. It would all be over soon enough.

Moments passed as he pondered what it meant to prepare oneself for death. Was he ready to die? Nothing seemed worth it anymore. Malec and Pavil probably wouldn’t survive, and he doubted anyone would believe them, even if they did get to civilization again. It was unlikely that anyone would rescue him, so why not fade into the darkness? Because there were other kids here counting on him. The thought rose, a sharp rock through the spun wool of his mind.

Time stretched and he heard other sounds, children crying and the rustling of human footsteps. With his eyes closed, his other senses stepped in to feed him information. His fingers touched the ground, softly pushing at the forest floor. Only it was rock, not dirt. The smells were different. More earthy than woody. Opening his eyes carefully, he saw the other boys standing around him. One of the younger ones reached out a hand to shake him.

He sat up carefully and looked around himself. Even moving slowly hurt his ribs. The other boys had joined him in a cave and there were bars of stone at the entrance to the cave. It came as a surprise to find that he wasn’t dead. Someone dropped a fur over his shoulders, while someone else pushed some gruel against his lips.

Sven blinked. He had thought he was caring for the other boys, but now, through the pain, he realized they were caring for him. He ate. Chewing the mashed gruel was exhausting, and Sven curled up. He knew it was only a matter of time before more beatings would come.


Chapter 33

Halli Bicks

Heavy snow crunched under Halli’s feet as she rose from the riverbank. Chunks of ice floated in the water she’d drawn, and the semicircle she’d managed to chip clear over the current had already started freezing back over. The hide wrap flopped around her as she lugged the bucket back up the short hill to the main settlement. A set of crude leather foot wraps kept her toes from going numb.

The orocs didn’t even bother setting a guard on her anymore. She knew their Geists could track her spirit a good distance away. Plus, with the forest in the grip of winter, any attempt to escape would certainly mean freezing to death before she got far. They knew her desperation to keep Leesa alive would keep her close, always. When Halli set to her chores, Laney and Maya remained behind, keeping the girl breathing. Then, when Laney went out, Halli remained, convincing her lungs to expel the unwanted liquid.

They’d even taken to taking shifts each night, which left both of them groggy during the daily chores. None of the other girls had manifested affinities yet, and couldn’t contribute to the effort. Fortunately, no others had fallen ill as well … yet.

Halli passed a pair of them, in fact, helping two orocs mash a paste they used for their flatbread. The orocs had decided the humans needed to work to repay the tender, loving care they’d been shown thus far. Nothing critical, of course, but they’d been set to odd jobs around the oroc camp, such as hauling water, preparing meals, mending hides, or dragging supplies here and there.

Occasionally, Halli spotted one of the Jaegen boys also helping their captors—though the younger, more aggressive orocs took a cruel delight in setting them to more pointless tasks for their amusement. She’d seen one boy forced to make a pile of dirt, digging up one handful at a time from under the snow. Then, when the boy wasn’t looking, the oroc watching him used earth magic to eradicate any evidence of the work done so far. The worst part was that they then thrashed the boy for laziness.

Fortunately, whenever an older oroc caught the younger ones at this, it often resulted in them receiving a thrashing of their own. With the onset of winter, such wasted labor did nothing but hurt the overall tribe. Halli caught snatches of their lectures, understanding more of their words with every passing week and month. Usually they were speaking about balance and preserving life. The hypocrisy of it disgusted her. How could they claim to care about life when they exhibited such brutality and destroyed whole villages?

Their language had opened up to her more, and the orocs spoke freely around her, not realizing she now understood every other sentence and added words to her vocabulary every day. Using context and repetition, she stitched together her basic comprehension of the alien tongue.

She also learned many of their insults as she passed through their midst—often variations on “rotten sapling” or “stupid fleshling.”

She dumped a portion of the water into one of the Tecton-shaped cisterns in the middle of the camp, and then carried the rest to the cave to distribute among the other humans. All throughout the caves, the system of vents fed into the cisterns, keeping the waters warm.

Laney sat by Leesa, the older girl’s eyes looking drawn. All of them were showing years now well beyond their youth. Halli avoided looking in their eyes so she didn’t have to see it—and because she was afraid of what they saw in hers. Despite months of care, Katerine still had yet to wake and needed her daily gruel. After sipping her water rations, Halli forced the pulpy sustenance down her throat.

As she moved from Kat to relieve Laney and drain Leesa’s lungs yet again, a small group of orocs moved into view just outside their little side cave and began talking in low tones. Gnarrl stood among them, the largest of their number. The rest still stood bigger than most orocs, and she took them to be warrior-hunters.

Halli gave Laney a quick hug and then shooed her off, as she had her own chores to attend. The other girl scooted past the orocs, hunched and frail-looking. They ignored her as they continued their conversation, and Halli listened in as best she could as she could while tending Leesa. The talking still sounded broken to her, but she knew it was because she had not fully mastered the oroc tongue.

Gnarrl stared at the girls in the cave briefly, then started talking to the other orocs, “One of Aspect Empirious made saplings to leave protection. He and one of Aspect Magethia left before dawn. We not know until sun high and sapling shake off one of Empirous’ touch. Human saplings leave clan earth before we catch.”

“How Gnarrl know?” another asked.

“I ask girl human sapling. She tell of their strength. I now know their ways. We ignore before. They smart. Almost as smart as oroc.”

Halli didn’t quite stifle her gasp. When she looked up, Gnarrl stared at her with an odd expression. That time he’d taken her aside, asked her many details about the humans and their training—it’d been a ploy. He didn’t care about their backgrounds or the village. He just wanted to know how two of the boys had managed to escape.

A Pathos and Magnus, if she understood correctly. Pavil and Malec. It had to be. No wonder she’d not seen them around, even as the boys joined in the settlement labor. She’d glimpsed Sven once, so he’d remained behind for some reason.

“They weak,” the second oroc scooped aside snow and rapped on the ground. Halli wasn’t sure what the gesture meant, but she tucked it away in her mind. The oroc language was very visual, the same words could take different meanings based on gestures. “See them shiver. Winter makes them fall as leaves.”

“Mrgle told to see human saplings with own eyes. Mrgle not see, Mrgle not know.”

The oroc named Mrgle scoffed, which sounded to Halli like a tree branch snapping. “I see. I know. I see soft. I see waste. Be finish and finish.”

“Gnarrl right. Mrgle like sapling.” Helli felt like she was losing the thread of the conversation. Perhaps it was just not understanding all of the contexts.

This last statement brought a growl from Mrgle. Gnarrl held a hand between the other two. “Mrgle say we need kill human saplings. Be finish with them. Leave them as words to betrayer humans who kill oroc saplings and ancients. Humans do great wrong to orocs, yes? But Aspect Trocus and Aspect Azaria not smile on killing human saplings. Killing more only make worse.” His sigh ruffled the leaves over his body. “Our attack of human camp might be bad. Think from dawn, yes.”

Halli’s own lungs felt like they filled with heavy liquid, making it harder to breathe. She shoved the sensation away, refusing to let fear ruin her concentration. She was already split, fighting to maintain Leesa’s condition while also listening to the oroc conversation. If she paid attention to herself, it would be too much. Beneath her hands, Leesa shuddered with another difficult intake.

Mrgle spat a wad of yellowish mucus into the cave, making one of the girls shy away. “Human saplings’ escape Mrgle’s bad think? No worry escape if kill. Easy.”

The third oroc said a phrase Halli couldn’t catch. Mrgle lunged for him and Gnarrl planted both hands between them, separating them by force. “Kunat!” he growled at the third oroc. Kunat backed away, glaring at Mrgle, who smiled.

“It matter not,” Mrgle said. “Free human saplings go deeper into Rocmire, not to human earth. Not so smart as Gnarrl say.”

A noise escaped Halli, somewhere between a whimper and a moan. Run, Pavil. Run, Malec. Aspects help them find the right path. The four orocs looked in her direction, and Gnarrl motioned for the others to depart.

He stepped into their cave, girls crawling away from his feet until he bent over to lock eyes with her. “You hear? You know, yes? Sapling Geist strong in how she is smart.”

Halli hesitated, staring at Gnarrl, and then nodded. How much worse could things get by admitting her understanding? She spoke quietly. “I can a little, yes.”

He patted the ground. “Humans smart, yes? Orocs strong, no? You see as this.”

She scowled up at him and tried out choppy words in his tongue. “All humans dead? Saplings dead? Orocs not care, more saplings dead soon.”

He pulled back, countenance set in a strange expression she’d never seen on him before. Gnarrl backed out of the cage, watching Halli intently.


Chapter 34

Tetra Bicks

They trained every night. Every other night or so, Corporal Mikkels warned of Healer Alma being about, and instead kept a post outside the main infirmary door. Even on those nights, he’d duck into Tetra’s room after a few hours and they’d work on his stances and forms until just before dawn. He didn’t lighten his wooden sword and shield during these practices, and his arms always felt like cords of wet rope by the end.

He learned defensive stances first, designed to let him brace against charging enemies or turn quickly to block attacks from any side. Reynolds made Tetra focus on his feet, ignoring what the upper body did. Just turning his ankle to the side as an attack came in, letting his leg and hip follow suit, Tetra found stability. These exercises also strengthened his legs so they didn’t quiver, and he stopped falling so much—at least, when left to his own devices.

Once Tetra’s reflexes were getting quick with the hip twist, Mikkels added a step to the stance, having Tetra drop his shoulder as he twisted. The full body motion threw him at first. Dropping his shoulders would make his back flare, sending agonizing needles of pain coursing through him. But he never gave in. Tetra got used to just gritting his teeth, ignoring the pain.

Once he took a stance, Mikkels always prowled around him, studying and correcting any flaws. Often, his correction came in the form of shoving or kicking Tetra in one direction or another. “Hit the weak spot, teach by example” seemed to be Mikkels training philosophy, Tetra figured. Whenever it happened, Tetra collapsed with joints clicking and muscles clenching in pain. Then Mikkels would lean against the nearest wall and tell him everything wrong with his stance while watching him fight to rise. He never offered a hand, but just looked bored, as if he expected Tetra to remain on the ground after every fall.

Tetra always proved him wrong, and would’ve slapped away any hand offered, anyways. He hated Mikkels. At least, he wanted to. But at his core, he was grateful, thankful, to this soldier. Finally he was learning. They hadn’t spoken of orocs again, but Tetra held it close to his heart. He was learning to fight them.

The other exercise the two focused on was slap fighting. Tetra had done this with the other boys in the village. They would gather round, slapping at each other while pretending to be great knights, fighting for the kingdom. What Mikkels did was nothing like those fond memories Tetra had. The soldier would square off and almost immediately throw out “test jabs,” lightning fast punches that would hit Tetra’s chest, neck, and face before he could even flinch.

He learned quickly to keep his elbows in, protecting his chest and face. A few kicks to his ankles helped Tetra stand with his knees bent slightly, ready to absorb incoming blows. After only a couple weeks of training, Tetra was blocking most of Kellian’s attacks, and even launching a few of his own.

Those days and evenings which they made it to the training court, Mikkels drilled him through offensive maneuvers, teaching him angles of attack that wouldn’t leave his sides or head exposed. He learned how to cut in and pull his sword back before his opponent could trap it, and to string together multiple attacks at a time instead of just getting in one knock and then withdrawing.

Of course, Mikkels slapped aside all his early attacks with ease. He didn’t even shift his own stance, but his sword diverted Tetra’s like a branch in a breeze. No matter how much strength he put behind his hits, he couldn’t make the corporal so much as flinch.

During one session, Mikkels sighed and stepped aside just as Tetra struck. The missed blow sent Tetra stumbling forward, but he caught himself and turned in time to block a cut at his face. Mikkels glared at him over their crossed swords.

“What’re you trying to do, boy? Pound a nail into me?” He shoved at Tetra’s sword, pushing him further off balance.

Tetra stepped back, chest heaving from the effort. “How else am I supposed to hit you?”

“I’m not a tree you’re trying to chop down. And even though orocs have plenty in common with trees, they’re not just going to stand there and let you whack away. An oroc is a lot stronger than you. Even with your Graviton magic, you won’t be able to force your way through that often.” He moved his sword through several positions.

“There are a few ways to get past your enemy’s guard. You try for brute force. A better way is to slip past it. That means outsmarting them, guessing where they’re going to be and when. Just like your earlier attempts to practice, the way you guessed where and when Healer Alma would be. Every defensive position has its openings, weaknesses. Instead of just relying on luck, you’ve got to be thinking during the fight, even if you don’t realize you are.”

“Thinking without thinking?” Tetra leaned on the practice sword, catching his breath. “I don’t—”

“Are you thinking about your breathing right now? Thinking about blinking? No? That’s because it comes naturally after you’ve been doing it for so long. I bet there are times you don’t even think about using your affinity. It just comes to you, doesn’t it?”

Tetra considered this and nodded. His grandfather had spoken of the same thing. How affinities could become a second nature with enough training. They might still require focus from time to time, under greater moments of stress, but their use could be as familiar as a heartbeat for some.

“Right. Give the training enough time, and it’ll be the same way. Thinking without thinking. Instinct.”

“What’re the other ways to get past the enemy’s guard?” Tetra asked.

Mikkels scratched a stubbled cheek. “Well, you could keep the fight going long enough for them to tire and drop their guard from exhaustion.” He eyed Tetra up and down. “Hate to say it, but that’s not likely in your case. With a stronger enemy, they’re going to wear you down first—and right now, I know a few stable boys stronger than you.”

“Or I could always just break through their guard,” Tetra said, thinking of his sword shattering a particular oroc club.

“What’d I just say?” Mikkels raised an arm across his chest. “Unless you come at them with a battering ram, you’ll just bounce off.” He lunged forward, thrusting an elbow at Tetra.

Tetra hopped back just out of each. One calf twitched, but he steadied himself. “I’d … I’d use my affinity then.”

Mikkels rolled his eyes. “Everything is just about power for you, isn’t it? You think once you’ve got enough weight, enough strength, everyone else will just fall in front of you? What if someone dampens you? Then you’re left on equal footing, and only skill and perception can make up the difference, see?”

He sighed. “I’m not saying don’t use your other talents. They can be weapons too, sure enough. But if you only ever rely on one trick or tactic, eventually it won’t work and then you’re left with nothing to keep yourself alive. That’s why you need these skills to give you another leg to stand on.” He glanced at Tetra’s legs, which had started shaking from the effort. “So to speak.”

With a quick sweep, Mikkels launched an attack on Tetra’s ankle. Despite the shaking, Tetra scooted back, twisting his ankles and turning to the side on reflex alone. The blow, which should have knocked him flat, glanced off his calf instead.

“Just like that. Reflex.” The corporal cocked his head, hearing something Tetra didn’t. Frowning, he pointed over to the nearby training dummy. “I’ll be right back. You go practice the eight main attacks until I return.”

He headed off while Tetra did as ordered. Facing the training dummy, his mind turning the wood and straw construct into a seven-foot oroc, he shifted his feet and swung.

He went through the exercises Mikkels had drilled into him, going for the arms, then cutting low before slashing high. He didn’t let himself stop, even as his arms and back protested. Old complaints he’d long-ago learned to ignore. Using the momentum of his previous swings helped, but he still tired quickly. Despite the exhaustion, he didn’t let the pain or fatigue impair his technique. Whenever he missed his target or made a weak strike, he stopped, repositioned, and then attacked again until he got it right.

He pictured himself in his burning home, walls and ceiling streaked with flame and smoke as he faced Gnarrl in the hall. In the mental rematch, he drove the oroc back, away from his grandfather’s body. A blow left one of the oroc’s arms dangling. Another struck the monster to his knees. Gnarrl looked up in surrender, begging for mercy.

Tetra would show him none.

He aimed for the dummy’s chest and thrust. His affinity woke and the sword condensed for half a second—but something new happened. He felt his muscle get denser, stronger. Throughout his body, magic coursed, flowing within his blood, powering ever cell.

The wood practice sword slammed through the dummy’s wooden chest, burying itself to the hilt. Tetra didn’t stop. This surge of power, of strength, was addictive. He slammed a bare fist into the false Gnarrl’s shoulder and the dummy cracked. Like lightning, he spun, straightening his hand into a blade, like a dagger, and slashed the dummy’s neck. The wooden head cracked off the post and went tumbling.

Kill strike complete, Tetra felt the boost of energy vanish. The use of his talent piled exhaustion on top of his prior weariness. He sagged and trembled. It was too much. He leaned forward, palm against the dummy, using it as a support, and gasped for breath.

Footsteps sounded nearby. He raised his head, fearing Alma had discovered him again, but Corporal Mikkels marched back into the court instead.

“Voids, boy,” he said. “I leave you for a few minutes and a big stick drops you?” Then he frowned as his gaze traveled to the dummy. Wood sword still impaled it, and the remaining body was cracked and destroyed. His eye searched till he found its head, rocking a few feet away. He went over and picked it up, studying the splintered wood. After a moment, he tossed it back to the base of the post. “I think that’s enough for tonight. Can’t train if you aren’t rested. Let’s get you back to bed before you fall asleep out here.”

Mikkels didn’t help him along, but kept a slow pace by Tetra’s side as he shuffled back towards the infirmary. Before they left the training court, though, Tetra checked over his shoulder. A figure watched them go from one of the opposing archways. While the shadows hid his face, Tetra thought he recognized Sergeant Reynolds.


Chapter 35

Malthius Reynolds

You asked to see me, Sergeant?”

Reynolds looked up as Petrius entered the small conference room, Kafa at his side. He motioned for the healer to take a seat across the desk from him. The man complied and rested a hand on his hound’s head.

“How can I help you?”

Reynolds planted elbows on the table, hands clasped. “It’s about the boy.”

“Tetra? I did mean to thank you for assigning one of your men to guard him. The boy has shown remarkable progress now that he’s getting more rest.”

Reynolds smiled. “Yes, I think his training is progressing well, too.”

Alma’s brow pinched. “Training?”

“The man I’ve posted has been teaching Tetra the basics of combat. He reports it’s slow going, admittedly, but the boy shows promise. And where he lacks skill, he makes up for it in dedication.”

Alma shot up, shoving his chair back. Kafa came to all fours, wagging tail drooping.

“How dare you? How dare you go behind my back and commandeer my patient? Are you trying to kill the boy?”

Reynolds sat back, keeping his voice level. “How dare I? How dare you try to keep Tetra bedridden, wasting away? The boy has spirit. You won’t keep him from trying to learn to fight unless you tie him to a bed. Do you really think that will help him? I say that with the compulsion laid on him, restraint will crack his sanity. He needs activity! Healing his body will do no good if his mind and soul wither away.”

Alma scowled. “You’re a soldier, not a healer. You kill others, and know nothing of keeping them alive.”

“Exactly. I’m a soldier. And so I know a fighter, a soldier, when I see one, Healer. You’re so focused on the injury, on the weakness, you’ve let it define the boy in your mind. You can’t accept his potential, and you’d rather lie to him than admit you might be wrong.”

“I never lied. Tetra’s the one who broke our agreement and continued sneaking out at night. I took the steps I felt were necessary to protect him from himself.”

“They aren’t.” Reynolds stood to match Alma’s glare. “You asked me to help protect him, and I have. His training has continued under supervision, under safer conditions than he would’ve had by going at it alone—which we both know he would’ve done with or without my interference.”

Alma thought about it, then shook his head. “No. I’ll go to Lord Drayston. He understands the need to protect our resources. What will he think when he hears you’ve taken one of your men—his man, actually—and wasted his time on training a cripple?”

Reynolds came around the desk, forcing the healer to back up. Kafa interposed himself between them, not growling, but giving the sergeant a clear sign that he’d protect his master if it came to violence.

“What will you tell him, really?” Reynolds asked. “That you’d like to deprive the guardsmen of an inspiration that keeps their spirits and hopes high? That you want to remove someone who could prove a valuable resource? That you persist in calling a boy who can now walk again a cripple just because his legs don’t work as well?”

“Are you serious? His back is broken and his spine was partially severed. Why can’t you get it through your thick skull that if the bone breaks again, it could kill him? The limited mobility he has needs to be coaxed, carefully guided so the boy doesn’t end up dead.”

Reynolds took a deep breath. “I apologize, Healer Alma. I believe we are at each other for no reason. My weariness is making me, perhaps, too sharp with others.”

The old man nodded. “I understand Malthius, we’ve all been there.”

“Please don’t misunderstand me, though. I believe in my course of action. What I don’t believe is that we are at odds. We both care to see the boy healed and whole. And I think there are things about his condition you do not know.” The sergeant went to the window and gestured for Petrius to join him.

When he did, the healer’s eyes narrowed. Kafa came over as well and put paws up on the sill, tail wagging again. The sun had just set, and dusky light still cast shadows over the castle, but Corporal Mikkels and Tetra already stood in the training yard. Mikkels had been ordered to bring the boy out early and set him through his paces.

When one of Mikkels’ ripostes sent Tetra staggering, Alma gasped and moved to rush out. Reynolds grabbed his arm and forced him to stay put. “No. Just watch.”

The training court had been swept clear of snow, and the muddy squares had frozen into choppy clearings with a thin sheet of ice. Mikkels and Tetra traded blows as they tromped around the area. It was plain to see that the corporal held back, not taking obvious openings, and offering ones in his own guard for Tetra to take advantage of. Still, the boy struggled and took an ongoing beating.

It impressed Reynolds to see how he contained his obvious frustrations. Early on, Tetra often shoved all his energy into a few furious attacks and then would be worthless the rest of the session. He’d rise to Mikkels taunts, verbal or physical, and leave himself vulnerable for the easiest parries and strikes.

Now he had a more calculating air about him. He kept his distance from Mikkels more often, circling with hitching steps, studying. He tested the guardsman’s defense, rather than just throwing himself forward and hoping for the best. He also stayed in proper stances more often than not, and didn’t spend so much time trying to find the proper strike or block for the situation.

“Now look up.” Reynolds directed the healer’s attention to the guardsmen patrolling the walls. A number of them had turned inward to watch the sparring. Of the thousand men garrisoned at Drayston, more than half tried at least once a day to see the boy in action.

“I don’t understand,” Alma said. It was obvious that he didn’t approve, but on the heels of Reynolds’ apology, Petrius was attempting to be civil, to understand. “They’re being distracted from their duties.”

“No.” Reynolds motioned at the combat below. “They’re enjoying what they see here.”

“What sort of brutes are your men, Sergeant, that they’d enjoy watching a boy being battered to a pulp?”

“Men who were once boys themselves. Boys who trained and grew strong, just like this. They are reliving their youth, in a way. And that is only the beginning of it. They also see a young man with an unbreakable spirit. One who never gives up. That is why it inspires them.”

“I doubt any of them ever had a broken back. Though …” The healer leaned on the sill, examining his patient’s movements below. “He is far more capable than I have been led to believe. Why would he have hidden this from me?”

“Easy.” Reynolds leaned against the opposite side of the window, looking at the healer. “He fears you. He fears that exposing himself to you will result in him being tied to a bed. He doesn’t trust you. You are his healer. He should be able to trust you.”

Alma sighed, staring off at the horizon. “You are right, he should. I will consider this. Perhaps leniency is the right way. But must they do this out here? Can’t they practice in his room, somewhere where everyone isn’t watching the boy flaunt his doctor’s orders? You are doing me no favors here, Malthius.”

“Think about what they’re seeing. It has nothing to do with you, or your orders. They see a lad who was wounded near to death, who was told he’d never walk again, never have a chance to fight for what he cared about most … and now here he is, refusing to give up no matter how difficult it is. Refusing to surrender, no matter how much it hurts. That’s the kind of man we want guarding or fighting for this castle, Petrius. And if I can’t have him on active duty, then I want all thousand of the Drayston men to at least see him as an example.”

“Being an example could get him killed,” Alma said, frowning. “The cold, the ice, the motion—any of these things could kill him.”

“We all die sooner or later, no matter how well we’re healed. You talk of my being trained to kill, whereas you are trained to heal. I can tell you one thing. You worry day in and out about how people may die, but I know I will die, so I worry instead about how I live. Stop worrying about how the boy might die, and look at how he wants to live.”

Petrius stared at the sergeant. “You surprise me with your insight. … I find myself agreeing. He can train.”

Reynolds grinned. Not only had he succeeded in getting Alma’s agreement, but he felt as though he had started to get to know the man better. Perhaps they would be able to forge a friendship after all. “Thank you, Healer Alma.”

“But …” Alma straightened and shook a finger. “This doesn’t remain unconditional.”

The sergeant nodded. “Go on.”

“Let me at least make a back brace for him to lessen the chance of him being re-injured. In addition, I want to be present during his training sessions. That way I can monitor his condition and handle any serious wounds he takes.” He waved off Reynold’s dubious look. “I won’t coddle him, damn you. I’m not saying I’ll heal his every scratch and bruise, but if he starts bleeding internally because of a blow to the head, I will be there before the damage becomes permanent. He is an example to your men; let him be an example of my craft as well.”

“Very well,” said Reynolds. “Provide the brace and you can supervise whenever you want. But you don’t have the authority to stop the practice or drag him away just because you think my men are being too rough with him. He needs real opposition to toughen him up.”

As if to emphasize this, a harder blow sent Tetra tumbling. Alma winced, but the boy lurched back to his feet and resumed his defensive stance, though with one shoulder hunched as if he fought a stitch in his side.

“Agreed. And Sergeant?”

“Hm?”

“Aspects damn us both if he dies at our hands.”

“A risk I’m willing to take.” Reynolds turned back to his desk, more reports waiting to be signed off. “And one I believe he’s accepted as well.”


Chapter 36

Halli Bicks

A frosty gust of wind shot through the cave and the warmth from the vent wavered, withdrawing for a second before once more heating the cave. Halli huddled closer, head and body covered by a thick skin so just the tip of her nose poked out. Several orocs wandered by the entrance and their laughter cracked as they pointed elbows at the “thin-barked sapling.”

Halli ignored them, staring into the glow rising from the thermal vent, trying to imagine it as the hearth of her old home. On such a wintry night back in Jaegen, families would gather in their Heart rooms, enjoying warm dinners and warmer company. Tetra would complain about having to clean up from dinner, while their mother and father murmured to each other—words she rarely listened to, but had been comforted by the familiar background noise.

Another whip of wind pushed a pocket of hot air into her eyes. She hunched, squinting as she tried to scrub away the tears.

No more. Never again. Even if they somehow got rescued from this place, even if they went back and rebuilt the village, it’d never be the same. Halli didn’t even know if she’d want to return. With new homesteads and town halls replacing the ones that burnt down, it sounded horrible. The familiar curves of hills and steppes, the streets she knew, but with no one alive that was familiar. Too many echoes and ghosts wandering about, and she’d likely wake every night to listen in the dark for screams or sounds of an attack.

Instead, she thought of the Jaegen Seven, all of them training in the sun and making plans for Aldamere. Where would they be now if the attack hadn’t occurred? Gone their separate ways as they forged new lives of their own? Banded together within the Academy to take on all comers and challenges as a team? Astounding their teachers and fellow students with their feats of strength and mental prowess? Might they someday strive for that to be real again?

She let her thoughts drift, let herself have visions of rescue, hope, bright futures because … well … what else could she do? If she accepted her place here as a servant … as a slave … she’d stop looking for a way out. She might miss the opportunity they needed to escape as Malec and Pavil had, or even convince the orocs to let them go.

Over the past weeks, ever since the harvesters talked outside their prison, the tribe appeared increasingly divided about what to do with the human saplings. Some continued to incorporate the boys and girls in the daily chores, handing off more of the drudge work despite the children not being as strong, or enduring, as the youngest oroc sapling.

These orocs seemed to stand the human presence, while others made it a point to taunt and make their already miserable existences even more painful at every opportunity. Halli had been called over to the boys’ cave twice now to heal broken bones and deep cuts. Both times Sven had the worst injuries. He was getting beaten daily. Halli didn’t know what he had done to anger their oroc captors, but Sven was battered and broken.

Halli cast a look back into the cave recesses. She ought to rejoin the other girls, comfort them. She was the new “mother,” as both the eldest and the healer. But did they really care if she was there or not? Despite her best efforts, the hopeful light had quenched itself in many of their eyes. The hours they didn’t spend working for one oroc or another, they slept in the cave. They also had stopped talking. Even when they were first taken, they had talked during the mealtimes, reassuring each other, being friends. But no longer. They just ate in silence now. The silence weighed on her.

For a brief time, Halli had convinced some of them to play simple games or try to learn the oroc language along with her. Anything to keep their minds and spirits active.

When she offered to help Laney learn, though, the girl had blinked at her with dulled eyes. “Why would I want to know how these beasts speak?” she asked. “Why do you care what they say? They killed our families. That’s all we need to know about them.”

This, said in front of the rest as they bedded down one evening, had discouraged any of the other girls from joining the effort. Since then, a subtle distance had formed between the two. Halli and Laney still kept a constant watch over Leesa, doing what they could to stop her from slipping away, but they rarely spoke, never hugged, and sat in opposite corners of the cave with their bowls of mush.

The time neared to force Kat’s evening meal down her throat and give Laney a rest. Yet Halli hesitated, always hating returning to their chamber without answers or anything new to reignite hope among them. She wasn’t even sure if there was anything she could say, anymore. Would rescue even be enough, or would they be gone, hearts forever shattered by what they had been through?

She might be warmer back there too, but the relative coziness would just lull her to sleep. Here, the heat vent kept her bearably warm, while the nip of winter outside kept her focused enough to think. Every day, she tried to remain alert, despite the growing weariness. It never felt like she found any new answers, and often her mind just wandered from daydream to daydream.

Still, better than standing still and giving up, never finding the way out. Wasn’t it?

She jumped as a little hand pulled on the edge of her fur. One of the youngest girls had emerged and now shivered beside her, filthy black hair hanging in matted strings.

“Miss?”

“What’s wrong?” Halli asked.

“Laney fell asleep,” the girl said. “We can’t get her to wake up. Leesa is making bad noises and turning funny colors.”

Halli darted out from under the skin so fast she almost knocked the girl over. Her cheeks had flushed as she reached the room and took in the scene.

Laney lay slumped against a wall, thin cheeks pale. She breathed, though, praise the Aspects. Leesa lay in her little alcove, eyes still shut, jerking from side to side as she fought for breath. Her lips had gone blue and bloody froth foamed from her mouth.

Shrieking for Laney to wake up, Halli threw herself to Leesa’s side and placed her hands on the choking girl. Halli drew upon the deepest wellsprings of strength she had, channeling power from the depths of her soul.

Her mother had told her that the true power of a Geist was in the ability to manipulate the spirit of another. Any affinity could heal, but the Geist’s power lay in making a soul want to heal itself. A Geist could turn every ounce of energy in a body, in every cell, toward guiding the body to repair itself. But only to the limits of their power. And only if the spirit was connected to the body.

Leesa’s soul was almost gone. Every ounce of Halli’s power pushed towards holding that last connection in place, overcoming any natural resistance as she tried to force her to accept the healing. It was no longer a matter of guiding Leesa’s soul in repairing a damaged body. Every inch of ground gained had to be forced.

Halli anchored her own soul to Leesa’s, buying her a moment. It was risky. If Leesa died in this moment, she would take Halli with her. Halli stood frozen, aghast at everything she sensed. With their souls connected, she could feel the other’s body, not just sense it.

Her lungs had flooded, not just with water but also blood. The lungs themselves no longer pumped on their own. They were stretched taught, like overfull wineskins. Blood and water spilled over, draining into the breathing tubes and digestive areas. Something that didn’t belong was all over her lungs, some outside substance. It was attacking and killing everything in its path.

Halli jerked away, severing the bond between their souls. Leesa wasn’t dying … what Halli had just felt was a body and soul being held against its will. But she couldn’t just the girl die. The girl’s spirit flickered like the fire before a winter blast, and it took almost all of Halli’s focus just to keep it anchored to the body. Leesa’s heart no longer beat, and the twitching of her fingers and toes slowed with each instant.

“Laney! Help me!” Whatever had Laney under, this was no time for it. Halli hammered on the block to her power, shattering it with desperation. She threw her own soul at Laney, connecting instantly. Fumbling with more magic than she had ever used, Halli held Leesa’s life with one hand while fighting Laney’s unconsciousness with the other.

Halli felt her way instinctively. Laney’s soul was buried under layer of despair. Fusing the optimism of the daydreams she had been lost in earlier, Halli burned away Laney’s sorrow with raw hope.

Laney stirred and her eyes fluttered open. Then they snapped wide and she scurried over to Halli’s side. “What do we do? What do we do?”

Halli wrenched at Leesa’s core, searching for the center of the illness, seeking a way to drive it out … or even just hold it at bay a little longer. “Try to get her breathing again. Try to clear her throat and lungs.”

Laney held one of Leesa’s hands and focused. Leesa’s mouth gaped as she forced air down it, and her tiny chest swelled and dropped in a mockery of breathing. Halli grabbed the girl’s spirit, forcibly anchoring it to her body, refusing to let it leave. A fire burned beneath her clammy skin, one Halli couldn’t quench. She had become a burning building, and her spirit wanted to flee.

Nothing Halli tried worked. Leesa’s lungs and heart failed as quickly as she tried to bolster them. She tried adding more of her own spirit to the effort, but it felt like pouring water into a bottomless pit. Her stomach clenched, her muscles wavered, and her head swam, but still she fought for this one precious life.

Then Laney dropped the girl’s hand and fell back. She crawled away, shaking her head as tears coursed down her grimy face. “I can’t … I can’t … I can’t …”

“Don’t give up,” Halli cried. “Please don’t.”

Halli crammed her upper body into the alcove, pressing herself against the other girl as if more direct contact could change things. She would give over everything within her if only it meant Leesa would live.

Then a hand grabbed her shift and yanked her away. Halli sprawled, but clawed to get back to the dying girl. Laney stood in her way. When Halli stood to shove by, she grabbed her hair and slapped her. “She’s gone, Halli! Don’t you see?”

“No … no …”

Laney gripped her shoulders. Forced her to look back. “If you keep trying, you’ll die or become like Kat. I know it. Don’t you go too. Please. We’ll all die without you.”

Trembling, Halli stared into her friend’s eyes and then past her to Leesa’s now-still form. The first sob dropped her. Laney went to her knees too, arms wrapped around Halli. As the two wept, the rest of the girls edged closer until they all mourned together in the center of their prison.


Chapter 37

Tetra Bicks

Tetra added a new pain to his growing list—blood blisters. Once he started adapting to old injuries, his body found new ways to hurt. His back and sides never quite stopped aching, but he knew how to ignore them. He’d figured out how to stand so they faded into a dull throb, how to use those pangs and twitches as prods to stand taller, to fight harder.

The wood and leather brace Healer Alma had surprised him with helped. It fit Tetra like a glove. A series of wide belts buckled around him from his waist up to his armpits. These strapped a shaped steel rod against his spine, easing some of the pressure whenever he moved too fast. At first, it was awkward, restricting his mobility. But Tetra soon adjusted to it. Once used to it, he found that it firmed his stances and let him absorb blows—without triggering back spasms.

He’d expected the healer to be furious on learning about the deception, but the man remained subdued and spoke to him with quiet encouragement. He even attended many of Tetra’s training sessions, watching from the sidelines. Afterwards, he’d give Tetra a brief inspection and then wander off, muttering to himself. He left the blisters untended, saying they’d heal on their own and he’d be better for it.

So Tetra’s hands continued to sting like he’d grabbed hold of a hornet’s nest. Calluses formed after the first couple weeks of swordplay with Corporal Mikkels, but they also tore wide after hours of training, and blood mingled with seeping fluids to stain his palms and the hilt of the wooden training sword. The freezing air of late winter didn’t help the sting of the burst blisters.

Their training sessions shifted to daytime, often coinciding with those of other soldiers who took to the court to hone their fighting skills. Corporal Mikkels remained his primary partner, always finding new flaws in his stances, his guard, and his attacks. As Tetra integrated each new instruction, the young guardsman shed his initial gruffness and settled into a patient, progressive style of training. With his keen eyes, he pointed out the next weakness to overcome and then drilled it until Tetra demonstrated at least a basic proficiency. Then he built on it, adding another level of complexity, and fighting theory, for Tetra to struggle with.

Tetra’s arm vibrated as Mikkels’ practice sword glanced off his round shield. Tetra had gained a few inches during his rehabilitation, leaving him just a hand shorter than the corporal. If he turned out anything like his father, he’d wind up taller and broader in the chest. If he took more after his uncles, he’d end up a giant—the size of a small oroc.

Clumsily deflecting another blow, Tetra backed away. Carefully, he kept his thoughts wandering, teaching his body to work on its own.

When he was well enough to write, he had sent letters to all of his father’s siblings, but only Uncle Andros had replied so far. But this was not surprising, the others were all deployed to the far reaches of Promencia. Andros was a captain in the king’s army, rarely straying far from the capitol. His letter had expressed his desire to come to Drayston and help the Lord investigate the Jaegen atrocity. He especially wanted to search for the missing children. Andros had mentioned troubles in other parts of the kingdom and apologized that they kept him away, but gave no details. Tetra didn’t understand why the king hadn’t declared war. Why wouldn’t he just send a portion of his armies to Rocmire and deal with the orocs?

“Need a rest, Tetra?” Sergeant Reynolds asked from the courtyard’s edge.

“No, Sergeant,” Tetra called back. He grunted as Mikkels struck again. This time, Tetra reflexively moved the strike away with his blade. He relied on the shield less and less.

“Then stop drifting. Concentrate on where you are and what you’re doing.” Seemed like whenever Mikkels stopped talking, Reynolds jumped into the gap. “Lose focus like that in a real fight and you’ll have wasted all our time. None of us wants to attend your funeral.”

“Yes, sir.” Tetra locked away thoughts of family and devoted his attention to the sparring.

Reynolds got in one more dig to spur Tetra on. “You’re just lucky the corporal is taking it so easy on you. I would’ve given you a black eye for that.”

As if on cue, Mikkels increased the intensity of his attacks. Tetra couldn’t keep up with the flurry of blows and backed up to edge of the ring. He struck out in desperation. Mikkels responded with a twisting strike that sent Tetra spinning out of the circle. He hung his head, expecting a rebuke for the shoddy performance.

“Good.” He looked up in surprise to see Mikkels’ approving nod. “You switched to attack when your defense failed. Good instincts. If one thing isn’t working, try something else. If it doesn’t work either, at least you didn’t stay stuck in what you knew would fail for sure. That’s the way you grow.”

“Again,” Reynolds called from the courtyard’s edge.

Tetra stepped back into the training ring. He tried something new, taking up a neutral stance, shield forward but angled for him to strike from behind. The pair started circling, Mikkels testing his defense with a few middling blade taps. The corporal seemed intrigued with this new stance. Tetra hadn’t seen it used here at the Drayston garrison, but he had seen his father and Uncle Andros use it.

“You’ve done a good job of moving,” Reynolds continued. “Standing still is a sure way to die, but don’t wear yourself out jumping around. Parry and keep moving, don’t just stop whenever you block. Even defense can be aggressive.”

Reynolds kept speaking, not giving Tetra a moment to focus on the combat. “They attack, and you can disrupt them with a solid counter, or catch them off balance mid-strike. This isn’t a gentleman’s game, where you have to be polite. Just because they’re attacking doesn’t mean you have to let them finish. And use your whole body, not just the sword and shield. Punch. Kick. Knees, elbows, shoulders. Voids, boy, bite them if they get close enough.”

Mikkels attacked, launching the attack from his shoulder, right at Tetra’s head. Understanding dawned about why his father and uncle used this stance. The incoming blade was so far away, it was easy to counter. Punching his fist forward, Tetra caught the practice sword with the corner of his shield. Tilting his arm slightly, he brought the bottom of the shield up, exposing a clear line of sight on Mikkels’ stomach.

Without hesitation Tetra thrust, forcing the corporal to side-step and parry. He knocked the sword aside, but Tetra recovered, reversing the blade and coming up through the inside of his own guard. The sword went right for Mikkels head. The corporal leaned back and let the blade slice past. Tetra stumbled, not sure where to go next, and swung down, aiming for Mikkels’ shoulder. The corporal blocked this easily and rammed his shield into Tetra’s exposed chest.

As Tetra flailed for balance, Mikkels caught his arm and steadied him. “That was well done boy. Where the Voids did you learn that?”

Reynolds called a halt to the match, interrupting Tetra’s response. “Which if you wants to tell me what you both did wrong there?”

Tetra and Mikkels exchanged confused looks.

“It’s got something to do with your weapons, if that gives you any clue.”

Tetra frowned. “Doesn’t all fighting?” he noticed Mikkels grinning while he backed away.

The sergeant sighed. He turned and shouted across the practice court. “Bealdred!”

A blacksmith’s hut sat tucked into the corner of the work yard on the far side of the eastern wall. The hammering of metal on metal stopped, leaving a sudden silence to thicken the air. A broad-shouldered man with lanky, graying hair stepped into sight, wiping soot-covered hands on a filthier apron. “You called, Sergeant Reynolds?”

Reynolds went to a weapons rack and took up a pair of wooden clubs. “We could use your expertise, if you would? I’d like you to show Tetra here how to block your attack specialty.” He returned to the training circle and exchanged Tetra’s sword for a club. The other, he offered to Bealdred as the large man lumbered up.

The hulking blacksmith eyed Tetra. “I’m no wet nurse.”

Several nearby guardsmen laughed, but Reynolds just kept the club out for the man to take.

“There are no babes here,” Tetra said.

Bealdred chuckled and sauntered over to another rack, where he grabbed a massive wooden mace which he brought into the circle. He studied Tetra while probing his tongue between a gap in his upper teeth. Then, smacking his lips, he drew back the club and lazily swung it. Tetra stepped in and tried for an aggressive block, as Reynolds had spoken of.

The crack of impact echoed through the yard. The force hit like a horse’s kick, knocking the club from his hands and flinging him to the ground a few feet back. His shoulders and back screamed at him in agony, but the brace grounded him enough to keep him in alignment. His hands buzzed, fingers throbbing.

“There, he blocked it.” Bealdred dropped his club by Tetra’s head and started back towards his workshop. “Lesson over.”

Reynolds scowled. “Bealdred …”

The blacksmith growled low, but retrieved his club. “On yer feet, git.”

Tetra struggled up. Not even Mikkels had ever jarred him that hard. Every bone in his body hurt like the hells. Yet he knew despite the blacksmith’s size, such a slow swing could’ve only hit that hard for one reason. And Tetra knew that trick, too.

Bealdred drew back to swing again. Tetra shifted forward to meet him. At the same time, he embraced his affinity, even though it intensified the pain already thrumming through him. He increased the density of his club tenfold, which turned his swing sluggish just like Bealdred’s. Just as the weapons connected, he boosted his club’s density further, making it so heavy it would’ve been impossible to lift if it hadn’t been already moving.

The clubs met with a deafening crack and shattered. Wooden shards flew everywhere, and a number of trainees ducked on instinct.

Mikkels broke the silence first with a hushed, “Aspects take me …” He turned to the sergeant. “And you say I was going hard on him?”

Among the soldiers standing around, gaping, only Reynolds held a knowing smile. “That, men, is how you shatter an affinity crafted oroc club.”

Bealdred studied the wooden stump still in his hand, as did Tetra. Then the blacksmith’s jowls bunched up in a grin. “Alright, I’ll train ’im.”


Chapter 38

Halli Bicks

Halli stood at the edge of the frozen river as she had almost every morning for the past few months. Cracks were starting to appear in the ice as winter ran out of energy. It was still brutally cold, but the razor edge of the freeze faded with each day.

Her buckets, with their woven vine handles, sat beside her, waiting to be filled. She didn’t feel the cold much anymore, especially when compared to the fist of ice sitting in her chest. She didn’t feel warmth either. Hadn’t felt warm at all since Leesa’s death, a month back.

The days became driven by routine. Wake. Check the other girls for any signs of illness or injury. Give Kat her morning mash. Come to down to the river. Draw water. Distribute it to the oroc cisterns and then return for the humans’ share. Feed Kat again in the evening. Then do it again the next day. And the next.

To what end? Until she had to helplessly watch another of her charges die? Until she had to see one of the boys with a skull crushed by an oroc infuriated by some slight? Until their captors finally decided to just kill them all and bury them out in the middle of the forest? There were only about forty of Jaegaen’s children left alive out of the hundred and some that had been taken. The original six cages were reduced to two.

And that’s what the orocs wanted, she knew. To get rid of them. To remove the waste of resources in their midst. The humans were an unnecessary distraction. They offered no challenge. No real amusement. What good were they?

What good was she? The drain on her magic was back, stronger than before. More than anything, she had failed. All she was now was a healer who couldn’t heal. A breaker of promises.

Halli toed the edge of the hole in the ice. She’d become quite adept at cracking it open with one of the oroc clubs, and she’d made it a little bigger than usual today. Large enough for, say, a skinny human to fall through. If that happened, the person would no doubt be swept away by the frigid currents beneath, never to be seen again. Never to be a bother or a burden on anyone.

What would it feel like, to freeze to death? She knew from healing her own frostbitten fingers and toes how harshly the cold could scour the body. Yet it often numbed soon after, and the afflicted flesh sometimes even felt warmed. Would it be like that? A few long moments of wretched chills before numbing warmth seeped through and drew her down into darkness? Would she even have time to regret her decision before all thoughts fled?

Right then, only two things kept her from letting go and taking that last step. The rest of the girls remained back in the cave, waiting for her return. They too had fallen into their daily patterns, going through the motions just to survive. Despite her desires, she remained part of those patterns, and her sudden absence would unravel them. Who would feed Kat? Who would ensure Laney stayed to keep watch over the rest?

Alongside that, Tetra’s presence in her mind provided the slightest anchor, one she held onto with all her ebbing strength. Her brother was alive. She couldn’t guess what went on wherever he was, but what if he felt her in return and relied on their bond to sustain him in some way? What if she cut herself off and, in doing so, took away the one thing keeping him alive?

With a frosty sigh, Halli knelt on the snowy bank and filled each bucket in turn. Rising, she trudged back to the camp and made her way through the oroc masses. Their words slipped into her ears. She now understood the majority of the talk, but she paid it little heed. Insults, mostly, mingled with bored threats or grumbles about her not respecting the balance.

One group of orocs chatted about the mild winter and how, in just another month or two, spring would begin anew. Halli paused, hearing them speak gleefully about how it’d soon be time for the ancients and saplings to merge. It would be time to forage the forest more thoroughly, how fresh flowerings would blossom all around, turning the white expanse into a kaleidoscope of life. The cycle began fresh, and soon snowmelt would gorge the river and they’d celebrate with constant feasts and festivities.

She swayed in place, thinking of spring in Jaegen. Her eyes closed for a second as she recalled the village Heart pole decorated with painting and ribbons, Heart shard glowing atop it. Children darting around, laughing, wearing little more than cloth shifts in the sunlight. Men and women hard at work in their shops and fields, saving what coin they could to splurge on treats and prizes during the festival …

Opening her eyes didn’t stop the sudden flash of carnage and terror. Only hazy glimpses of that night surfaced in her memory, but the stories from the other captives filled in the blanks well enough.

Shaking free from the grip of terror, she started back to the cave, careful to avoid slipping on the packed snow and ice along the path. Halfway there, a hunting party tromped into view ahead of her, a large boar suspended from a pole between the shoulders of the younger harvesters. The smell of slow roasting hog would fill the area in a few hours, spitted above one of the heat vents, but she knew none of it would make its way to the prisoners. Snow crunched under her foot, mocking the warm phantom aromas.

Every time she returned to their prison, she half-expected to find the others slaughtered in her absence. It’d take a single command from the oroc ancients, and the weak pests would be gone for good. She didn’t know why they’d been kept alive this long. After proving themselves so murderous, it seemed ridiculous that the orocs would want to avoid more blood on their hands. She’d heard talk of letting the humans loose in the forest, knowing most, if not all, would die from exposure.

She slowed her pace so the hunting party stayed ahead of her. The older orocs teased the sapling harvesters, and it sounded like the hog was their first harvest, as they called them. Though the ancients noted they’d executed the harvest perfectly without needing any sort of help. She startled on realizing Gnarrl joked and jostled at the back of the group. One of the saplings must be his protégé … or even his child, though she’d never seen him with any of the females.

They reached one clan cave, where the harvesters entered to the praise and exclamations of the rest of the clan. Halli studied the orocs, trying to figure out if these were newcomers or had been there since the beginning.

So many came and went regularly, often being gone for weeks at a time, with little to distinguish them except a few crude skin paintings or the way they wove their vine-and-bark adornments. During the coldest winter months, she’d counted at least fifty glowing vents around the settlement, and there could be as many as two dozen orocs camped around the larger circles.

She waited while the rest of the party mingled and told stories of the harvest. They took up the whole path, and to push past would show immense disrespect on her part. Her arms strained to hold the heavy buckets, and the vine cords cut into her palms, but she couldn’t put them down. That would likely get her berated for laziness. Instead, she stood there, head bowed submissively.

One of the females peeled off from the group and stalked back down the path. Halli shifted to the side, but not fast enough. The oroc made no attempt to avoid her, ramming an elbow into her side as she passed. The buckets flew as she failed to keep her footing. Water splashed over another harvester who lounged nearby.

“Watch where you’re going,” the female chirped, smirking as she continued on.

The harvester lunged up with a roar. Easily seven feet tall, and as thick as an old oak tree, he towered over her. “Burn you, human! You think Surro needs a bath?”

The other orocs stopped to watch the spectacle, many of them pointing at Surro and laughing. This just deepened his fury.

“Surro thinks you need a bath, human.”

He grabbed her neck in an unforgiving hand and dragged her over to a nearby cistern—one she helped keep full each day. He shoved her head under the surface, smashing the thin ice that had formed with her face. She almost sucked in a lungful of icy water from the shock. Her hands scrabbled at the stony rim as she struggled to push free. Surro kept her pinned, his fingers an iron band around her neck. Her whimpers burbled away as her vision went red and gray around the edges.

Even as she continued her futile fight, the ice in her chest thawed, releasing a current of peace through her. The cold wasn’t a shock now. Warm flooded her body, and she felt like she was floating alongside her own body. This ended it, then? She’d turned away from this choice and now another made it for her. At least … at least she hadn’t given up on her own. If she went, let it be by their hands, not her own. Perhaps knowing this would give the other girls the determination to keep fighting in her memory.

Something yanked her from the water and flung her to the ground. Sweet, yet painfully cold air swelled her chest, while orocs argued around her.

“I’ll do as I wish with them,” Surro shouted.

She swept dripping hair from her eyes with numb fingers. There was little she could but lay there and shiver. None of her limbs wanted to work. Two orocs faced down Surro, Gnarrl and one of those he’d spoken with outside their prison a while back. Kunat, she thought his name was. Gnarrl eyed her warily, standing so he subtly shielded her from her attacker.

“You would want humans to treat our saplings the same way?” Kunat asked.

Surro blustered. “We all know how humans treat saplings. Fire and death.” Several orocs nodded. “Is that it, Kunat? You want to save humans so they can kill our own kind?”

Kunat’s eyes narrowed just before he lunged for Surro. The two hit the ground with a rumble, trading blows as they grappled. Halli had witnessed beatings and scuffles within the tribe before, but this show of brutality eclipsed all others. She still found it difficult to equate these displays she saw with the teachings of the orocs as a gentle and peaceful race.

Blows fell like sledgehammers. Rock crushed under their feet. The earth cracked around them, and the closer trees swayed. Then Kunat wrapped his arms around Surro’s waist. While the larger oroc pounded on his back, Kunat lifted him into the air and then slammed him to the ground. Halli braced, worried they would begin using their affinity to churn the very earth beneath them, that they would use the stone spikes to hurt each other.

Kunat pushed to his feet, chest heaving, hands still curled into fists. He stood over Surro, who lay groaning at his feet. Halli took a deep breath. Of course, they wouldn't use their magic against each other, not for something as trivial as a brawl. The gathering of orocs parted as a taller figure appeared. The antlers strapped to his head made him look even more tree-like as he strode along with a regal bearing. Halli had never seen the clan shaman before, though she’d heard many say his name. Argant.

Despite herself, she felt a rush of reverence. Many orocs bowed to the newcomer, while others knelt, hiding their faces. Instinctively, Halli fought her numb limbs, pushing herself up till she was kneeling respectfully, matching the pose of those around her. The ancient moved with remarkable grace, coming to a stop beside Kunat. As he surveyed the scene, his dark, recessed eyes rested on Halli for a moment before shifting to Kunat. The warrior met this gaze proudly, though he looked up to do so.

The shaman’s voice rumbled like grinding stone. “It has been a long time since I have seen Bearoak clan battle Bearoak clan. Why do you attack your brother, Kunat?”

Kunat looked down and backed away from Surro. “Forgive me, wise one. I acted out of anger.”

As Surro sat up, Kunat offered his hand. Surro slapped it away.

A low growl reverberated through the area, emanating from the shaman. He bent over, grabbed Surro’s right arm, and lifted him to his feet like a child. “Would you provoke Kunat to teach another lesson in manners, Surro?”

“Kunat protects the stupid human sapling from punishment—”

Another growl silenced Surro’s protest. “Argant sees harvesters behaving like saplings. Maybe they need to join ancients again and gather for several moons?”

The orocs’ strange barking laughter rolled about, and even Gnarrl joined in.

The shaman pointed a gnarled finger at Surro and Kunat. “No more battles for you for three moons, save for harvests. Not with each other, not with humans.”

The hunters nodded and the shaman disappeared back into the depths of the main cave. As the crowd dispersed, Gnarrl took Halli’s arm and led her into the cave where the girls languished. His face had gone hard with anger, but his grip remained gentle. When they approached the side hollow, Halli stopped him with a slight tug.

She worked her tongue, trying to whisper their rough language. “Thank you for saving my life.”

He studied her, anger easing into inscrutability. With a bump of one shoulder, he released her and pointed to the cell. She’d need to go back out later for more water, but for now she acquiesced.

The oroc sealed the entry with earthen bars, something they hadn’t done in weeks. To keep her in … or keep other orocs out? As he turned away, Kunat joined him and the two spoke in hushed tones. Gnarrl held the same shamed posture as Kunat, and for the first time she wondered which of them had pushed Surro off of her—and if they now regretted doing so.


Chapter 39

Tetra Bicks

Tetra shifted his feet and angled his shield to deflect the incoming blow. Bealdred’s Graviton enhanced strike glanced off and the older man stumbled. Taking advantage of the rare vulnerability, Tetra rushed in. His sword smacked into Bealdred’s leather jerkin, but bounced away as if he’d hit a brick wall. The impact jarred his arm and stung his hand, but he kept his grip.

Bealdred’s gave his usual ornery smile. “Density magic can save your life in a pinch, git. It’s not just for attackin’, y’know.” Holding up a hand to pause the match, he strolled over and plopped into a bench. “There’s somethin’ satisfying about turnin’ a cotton shirt into a breastplate. Doin’ it too much, though, will get yah tired quick.” He eyed Tetra. “Why’d you lighten the blade before you hit me?”

Tetra frowned. “It makes it faster, and … we’re sparring.” When Bealdred just cocked an eyebrow, he explained further. “Who’ll train me if I hurt you?”

Bealdred roared laughter, and it took him a minute to regain control. “Well, since you put it that way …”

Tetra shrugged, taking a seat beside the burly man. Maybe he exaggerated, but he really had no desire to hurt Bealdred, even if he could. No one else could show him the intricacies of Graviton combat.

“Self-control is a good thing, don’t get me wrong.” Bealdred coughed away another bout of chuckles. “But holdin’ back like that in a real fight is gonna get yah killed. Yer enemy will try to kill yah. Return the courtesy, yeah?”

A patrol thundered into the courtyard without slowing as they normally did after passing the portcullis. Kafa barked and raced alongside them.

“That’s enough for today.” Bealdred handed his practice mace to Tetra as the patrol came to a halt. He stood and headed for the patrol, most of the other guardsmen doing the same.

Tetra returned their equipment to the racks and then ran after, sensing something amiss. He stayed back a little, not wanting to get close enough to be noticed and sent away. Grabbing a shovel from a nearby tool shed, he pretended to work at the piles of icy gravel built up along the nearest walkway. He’d been assigned the chore anyways, a way to keep his strength up even when not training.

Several of the patrol horses had guardsmen draped and tied in place over their hindquarters. They must’ve taken losses in a skirmish—but with who? Bandits? Orocs? The soldiers dismounted and began laying the slain guardsmen in a line on the ground. Sergeant Reynolds joined the group. After glancing at the situation, he sent a runner for a lieutenant or the nearest officer to be found. Tetra edged closer to eavesdrop.

“Not any of our men, but they’re wearing our colors.”

“Yeah, but you call that armor? Looks like a buncha ragtags dressed up to fight and got more than they bargained.”

Tetra studied the dead. On closer inspection, they did appear to wear shoddier, mismatched armor, with patched leather and cloth forming most of it. Several even lacked mail undershirts. Not that Drayston’s troops were outfitted with anything special, but their green-and-gold uniforms were kept at a respectful orderliness.

“Could they be Cultrayne’s men, from the western outpost?” one soldier asked.

Reynolds shook his head. “I’ve met most of Captain Cultrayne’s men, and he hasn’t received any new recruits for months.”

“They’re not from Mirewatch,” another guardsman said. “Their standard is blue and black.”

The crowd continued to grow and Tetra worked his way closer, hiding among the numbers.

“What’s going on?” a woman’s voice called. Wiry and blonde, she marched through gathering, with soldiers going to attention and saluting.

Reynolds straightened and saluted as well. “Lieutenant Heiml, seems we’ve suffered casualties, but we can’t place them.”

“You’re kidding me. We have dead that no one knows?” The lieutenant glanced at the bodies. “Where did this happen?”

The patrol commander pointed north. “We found them just outside the northern edge of the Rocmire, five miles west of Mirewatch, sir.”

Not too far from Jaegen, Tetra remembered. Near Ulfast, one of the closest villages to his own home.

“Any sign of their attackers?” Lieutenant Heiml asked.

“No, sir. They were cold when we found them. No tracks or anything around to even indicate a battle. Like they was killed elsewhere, and then dumped there to be found.”

Grumbles ran through the crowd. Tetra frowned. No tracks? He knew exactly what that meant.

“Sergeant,” said the lieutenant. Several voices answered, including Reynolds’. She faced him. “I want the patrols doubled and I want them patrolling yesterday.”

“Yes sir,” Reynolds said.

“Concentrate them around the villages in Fallel Hills. We’ve noted an increase in highway banditry there lately.” She scowled at the bodies. “Give orders for all civilians and recruits to be questioned so we can find out where these men came from. And be doubly sure to warn of the consequences for those who masquerade as our own troops.”

She raised her voice to quell further mutterings. “We’ll bring their killers to justice, sure enough, but right now we have a responsibility to protect the settlements under our banners. Secure the territory, then we’ll investigate.”

“Right away, sir.” Reynolds barked orders to the men around him, the other sergeants joining in. Soldiers ran off to prep their gear and horses.

In the bedlam, Tetra abandoned his chore and went to examine the bodies. Whomever they’d run afoul of had been none too kind. Some of the slain had a dozen major wounds, any one of which would’ve been lethal. Gruesome, yes, but Tetra had seen such gore before. And their outfits, while torn and shredded by battle, looked even more slipshod up close. Nothing a real soldier would wear. These couldn’t be guardsmen, and especially not from Drayston.

He came to the last body in the line and stopped. Mud and blood covering the body made it hard to spot what had killed the man. Tetra bit back a gasp. The corpse had no visible wounds and the clothes, while sloppy, weren’t torn or cut. Locked open, the eyes stared into the sky as if revisiting the last seconds of death, the face rictus of horror. Tetra knew this look, too. He reexamined the other slain to reassure himself he saw true. One crushed skull, many broken limbs, and numerous gut punctures.

His back tensed as the memory of his father came back to him. The wounds he had sustained … Your Sister. You must get her back. Save her.

“Tetra, what are you doing?”

Tetra jumped and turned to see Corporal Mikkels watching him. The corporal thumbed over at the shovel the boy had dropped. “Shouldn’t you be working? Go on now. We’ll take care of all this.”

“Corporal, take a look at—”

“Leave them be. Healer Alma will examine them.”

“But sir, I know what killed them. At least, I think I do.”

Mikkels’ expression turned quizzical. “What’re you talking about?”

“Look, this man has no wounds. Isn’t that … odd?”

Mikkels seemed ready to wave him off, but stayed his hand. Walking closer, he ignored the others scrambling around the courtyard. He studied the body for a long moment, then the others, then back to the first. His gaze went distant, as if recalling his own memories for comparison.

Then he straightened and shouted, “Sergeant Reynolds!”

After a few seconds, the sergeant emerged from a cluster of guardsmen, looking for who had called him. Mikkels waved to get his attention.

“What is it, Corporal?” Reynolds frowned as he noticed Tetra. “What’re you doing here?”

“I think you should hear this, sir.” Mikkels put a hand on Tetra’s shoulder. Bealdred appeared beside them, beefy arms crossed.

“Well?” Reynolds said when Tetra didn’t speak up.

“This one, sir.” Tetra pointed at the particular body.

“What about him?”

“No wounds. Nothing more than a scratch.”

Reynolds exchanged glances with Bealdred and both men knelt to examine the body closer.

“He’s right,” Bealdred said after a moment.

“Bandits would’ve had a few swords or daggers, right?” Tetra asked. “A lot of the wounds here are crushing ones, like from clubs. The bigger wounds look more like they were impaled, not just stabbed. Really thick spears maybe, but …” Tetra said. “I … I think I know what did this. It’s just like everything I saw in Jaegen.”

After inspecting the others, Reynolds and Bealdred rose. The sergeant nodded at him. “I know where you are headed Tetra, but go on. Explain.”

“All of these wounds are the same as Jaegen. I think this was done by orocs, sir.” Tetra stared at the sergeant, willing him to believe with the conviction he felt.

“Tetra.” Reynolds drew in a ragged breath, frowning. “You have been hurt by the orocs. But you see them around every corner now. You even named your training dummy after one of them, isn’t that right? I don’t dispute that what you see could be correct, but that doesn’t mean it is. What reason would these men have to get into a fight with orocs?”

Tetra swallowed to wet his dry throat. He was going out on a limb, with no evidence to back up his idea, but … “I think villagers from Ulfast and maybe some of the other close settlements decided to take revenge for Jaegen. Because Lord Drayston didn’t do anything, they formed their own militia.”

Reynolds swore. “Wearing our colors. If your theory is right, this is going to end badly.”

“Yes sir. And they went out to hunt any orocs they could find.”

“How would they know to do that?”

Mikkels spoke up. “We haven’t sent out any official word about the attack, sir, seeing as it’s all unconfirmed. But there’s plenty of rumors and whispers. It’d be easy for anyone looking to place the blame to latch onto the orocs as the culprits.”

Tetra pointed at the slain. “These wounds are just like what you’d get if you fought orocs and lost.” He placed a hand over his stomach, where a faint puckered scar remained from his own impaling. “I’d know.”

The sergeant looked to Bealdred. “What do you think?”

“I think …” The blacksmith paused. “I think thirty seasoned guardsmen missed what the git saw right away. Doesn’t mean he’s right. But do we want to take the chance of ignorin’ him if he is?”

“Killed by orocs,” Mikkels shook his head. “Did they instigate the attack or did these poor fools?”

A first patrol, twenty-five strong, thundered out of the courtyard gate.

“If the git is right, I’m bettin’ they killed at least one defendin’ themselves.” Bealdred gnawed a thick lip. “But with the getups, they damned well instigated. They went lookin’ fer trouble and couldn’t handle what they found.”

Another patrol left the castle.

“If Tetra is right, we have a problem. I’m inclined to believe him, if only because disregarding him could invite disaster. The lack of tracks away from where the bodies were left points at a Tecton being involved. If it was orocs they will be telling others about being attacked by humans, men wearing Drayston colors.” Reynolds watched a third patrol gallop out of the castle’s southern gate. Sudden understanding flared in his eyes. He sprinted for the castle’s command wing, where the lieutenant had gone.

“Ah, Voids.” Bealdred shook his head. “If the Rocmire clans decide to retaliate, they’ll hit us here. The Rocmire clans outnumber us by at least five ta one already.”

“And we’re sending everyone out on patrol,” Mikkels finished.

Bealdred grabbed Tetra’s shoulder, turning him so they were facing. The blacksmith squinted, worry written across his features. “I hope to the Aspects that yer wrong, git.”


Chapter 40

Halli Bicks

For a week after the fight between Kunat and Surro, the girls remained contained, either in their cell or in the long cave just beyond. A guard had been re-posted outside the entrance, and once more, Halli wondered if this had been done to keep an eye on the humans, or ensure none of their captors came to strangle them in the middle of the night. She put her hand to her throat, still feeling Surro’s grip.

She hadn’t realized how much her limited freedom meant until they took it away. Locked away from the forest canopy, days reduced to shades of meaningless and sedentary boredom, stone walls on all sides. It ate at the mind, serving to remind them how little control she held over her own life.

The other girls felt it as well. During these months, they’d learned how to withstand whole weeks of uncertainty and tribulations, but now their patience frayed at the edges. Squabbles broke out among them, and Halli had to separate several of them before they hurt each other so badly she needed to apply healing. It disturbed her, seeing them fight one another like the orocs did, losing their unity to petty differences.

Halli kept herself sane by returning her focus to Katerine. She finished her morning meal and then started the ritual of forcing food down her friend’s throat.

By now, Kat’s body had atrophied to the point where, even if she woke, she wouldn’t likely move for a long while. Even if Halli figured out an escape plan like the boys had managed, and even if Kat regained awareness in time, she’d have to be left behind. Nor did Halli feel any closer to knowing what kept her asleep. Her spirit remained within her body, vibrant and strong, and her natural functions regulated themselves, except for eating and drinking. According to the girls, she took no injury the night of the raid.

Since the orocs had many powerful Geists, she tried to think through all the techniques she’d been taught and how they could cause this sort of condition. Tearing the spirit from the flesh would’ve caused instant death, not this lingering.

Just as she administered the last spoonful, a commotion rose off in the distance. It came from outside, in the main camp, and yet she heard it tucked all the way back in this cave. Laney stood and went to their barred entry, where several of the other girls joined her.

“What’s going on?” Halli asked as she continued with feeding Kat.

“No idea,” Laney said. “Can’t you make sense of it?”

Halli listened, but shook her head. Angry shouts, by the sound of it, alongside a rumbling that she thought might be many running feet. The voices she caught overlapped too much for her to understand.

As she rose, an oroc appeared at the entry, making Laney and the others jump back. Halli recognized Kunat, who dispersed a few bars with a pass of a hand, which he then held out to her.

“Follow. You. No others.”

Halli exchanged worried looks with the others, though they didn’t know what he said. She patted the air to indicate they should remain, while she edged out to join the oroc. He headed off towards the cave mouth, and she hastened to match his long strides.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Kunat looked at her sidelong. “We had balance, but it has been broken. Gnarrl says you should see.” He barred her with an arm before they came too close to the outside. Then he guided her to a hollow in one wall, where shadows hid her from easy observation by anyone out in the open. “Stay. Watch and listen, but be wise. And quiet. Take root, do not act as a sapling.”

A mob of orocs swarmed past the cave and joined a growing throng before the main cavern entrance. Kunat slipped off with them, but with a more measured pace than the rest. Halli pressed back against the stone wall, not wanting to be found without a protector with everyone so riled. Her heart stuttered in panic as she saw her breath escape her like puffs of cloud into the frigid morning air. Covering her mouth with her hand, she tried to take shallow breaths as she strained to hear and see what went on.

After another minute, as hush fell over the assembled orocs—though their agitated forms made them look like a forest shifting in a strong wind. Argant’s antlers glided through the silenced crowd and stopped when the shaman reached the center of the disturbance. Orocs pushed out of his way, and a chance gap opened up, letting Halli see what lay before the shaman’s feet. A body. A human body, dressed in bloodstained green-and-gold leathers.

Argant’s voice boomed. “What is purpose of this, Mossruc?” He addressed an oroc who displayed a distinctly different skin color and pattern than any Halli had seen. Golds and ambers wove through his living clothing, offsetting the mossy greens and yellows of his skin. He looked like fall incarnate.

Mossruc raised his voice for all to hear. “Harvesters from the Willowhawk clan found a group of human warriors attacking gatherers near one of their southern human dens. They started with ancients, making sure they could not protect saplings. They …” He wavered. “They then … burned the … defenseless saplings, slowly, one at a time.” Shrieks and shouts erupted from the crowd, but Mossruc shouted them down. “Our Willowhawk hunters chased the humans down and killed them for their crime. We bring this one as proof.”

The racket broke out again. Argant alone remained unswayed. Through the chaos, Halli spotted Kunat and Gnarrl behind him, arguing fiercely with others. The tumult continued until an oroc cried for the rest to listen.

Mrgle turned as he spoke, meeting the eyes of everyone around him. “Humans do not respect the balance. They took, so we took, and then they take again. So long as we allow them to live, so long as they are among us, we will never have balance.” He pointed at the cave containing the girls. “We should have killed them months ago, but at least now we have a proper message to send. This is an act by the ancient known as Drayston. Let us respond by flaying the human saplings and sending them back in pieces!”

A handful of orocs moved towards the cave. Halli cringed, wanting to flee, but with so many looking that way, any movement would be spotted.

Argant’s rumbling stopped the assembled clan. The ancient of ancients towered over Mrgle with a look of disgust. “Your message would be that Rocmire clans are as disrespectful and heartless as Drayston humans? Were these human saplings not here when Willowhawk hunters killed Drayston humans?”

“The Bearoak clan must make justice with the blood of Drayston,” Mrgle said.

The crowd loosed a roar of agreement.

Argant studied the Bearoak clan with sorrow. “First you speak of balance, and now of justice. Which is closer to your heartwood? Argant remembers a time when orocs and humans left one another alone, in peace.”

The cries lessened, and then died off. As one, the assembled orocs listened to Argant speak his case.

“Argant remembers a time when war was only memory for the Rocmire clans.” He sighed like a mournful gust through the treetops. “The human saplings will live, but Bearoak will make justice, yes. We will send a message written in human sap to Drayston that attacks on Rocmire clans are not tolerated.”

The orocs started to cheer, but Argant bellowed louder. “Know this! Quenching thirst with living sap only makes greater thirst.” With that, the shaman pushed his way back through the chanting crowd and disappeared.

Halli met Gnarrl’s unreadable look across the distance. Then he turned away.

Shivers turning to trembling, she ducked deeper into her hiding spot, her breath coming in short gasps that she tried to conceal behind her hand. Trapped as she was, she would have to wait for the cave to clear to tell the others the dire news. War was about to break out. There was no hope of rescue anymore.


Chapter 41

Malthius Reynolds

And I’m supposed to just take the word of this boy?” Lord Drayston shook his head in wonderment. “Commit what men I haven’t sent out to a conflict I’ve already told you I can’t get involved in?” He looked to Lieutenant Heiml, who stood at attention beside Sergeant Reynolds. “What do you have to say for this? You’re the one who sent these patrols out—and now you want to rescind the order?”

Reynolds caught the rueful press of her lips out of the corner of his eye. Drayston paced his meeting chamber, a cup of wine in hand. His sips had already stained the edges of his ruddy mustache violet.

“My lord,” Heiml said, “these are unusual circumstances. Initially it seemed clear these men had fallen foul of banditry or other unfortunate encounters. However, based on what the boy pointed out, I have reservations. He could be right in that they were slaughtered by orocs. I have no reason to doubt or favor his surmise any more than my own of banditry. The patrol commander reported no other bodies in the area, so it’s logical to assume enough of their attackers survived to drag off any dead and cover their tracks.”

“This boy … Tetra, is it?” Drayston’s focus shifted to Reynolds. “The one from Jaegen who says it was burned to the ground by orocs?”

Reynolds conceded this with a lift of his chin. “Yes, lord. The same.”

“Hm. And now he’s urging us to believe orocs are once more roving the countryside, attacking my men. Doesn’t that seem a little narrowly focused?”

The sergeant shifted in place. “To clarify, lord, we’re almost certain these weren’t actually our men. Tetra believes they come from Ulfast and were acting as a militia. Whether he is correct or not matters little. We are weakened with so much of our garrison on patrol, and someone has just killed many men that looked like they were Drayston men.”

“Even better. So not only is this boy getting my officers riled by his stories, these rumors are somehow spreading and causing otherwise innocent villagers to commit acts of war.”

“Lord Drayston, this attack wasn’t Tetra’s fault,” Heiml said. Reynolds glanced at her, surprised by her rise to the defense. “If Sergeant Reynolds hadn’t listened to him, we might’ve overlooked the evidence altogether.”

“About that …” Drayston lowered himself into a cushioned chair, setting his cup down on the armrest. “Have you considered there’s nothing to overlook? That he’s been addled by his injuries and is now consumed by fantasies of revenge? Fantasies you’re letting yourselves be sucked into? Couldn’t these men have died at the hand of bandits who’ve also heard tell of orocs attacking Jaegen and decided to start mocking up their victims to shift blame that way?”

“My lord,” Lieutenant Heiml gave a half bow. “Your pardon, but have you ever known Sergeant Reynolds or myself to be swept up in childish fantasies? Unless the bandits had a supremely powerful Geist with them, it’d be near impossible to mimic that body’s condition.”

“I suppose not. Still, this isn’t enough for me to act on.”

“What would be enough, milord?” Reynolds asked. “Short of an oroc chief to stand before our gates, calling for us to surrender?”

“Careful, Sergeant.” Drayston leveled a finger at him. “The only reason I’m even giving this any consideration is because two of my finer officers have presented me with it, and I respect their opinions—however much I’m doubting their perceptions at this point.”

“We’re not asking you to send troops into the Rocmire, milord.” Reynolds fought to contain a deep sigh. “Just to send stewards with orders for at least one or two of the patrols to return, and to prepare the castle defenses. We have twelve patrols out now. It’s the least we can do to keep performing our duty in protecting the land but also ourselves. If, if, this bandit attack is other than it seems, we cannot be caught entirely unprepared. If Castle Drayston falls, all other villages in our territory will be left wholly exposed.”

“My lord, we only have a thousand troops garrisoned here,” Heiml said. “The Rocmire clans number at least five times that. Can we risk not being at least on alert?”

“I’m well aware of this,” Drayston tightened his fingers into a fist.

“And I couldn’t agree more.”

Reynolds jerked his head to the side as a new voice echoed through the chamber. A man strode into view from the back of the chamber, where a short hall led towards a larger assembly room. He wore the finest armor of anyone in the castle, green leather and gold plate polished to a shine and a gleaming saber at his hip. Glossy black hair hung to his shoulders, and his brown eyes gleamed almost dark enough to match it.

Reynolds bowed. “Lord Major.”

Even though Lieutenant Heiml outranked Illamer, she bowed as well, in deference to his noble status. The Lord Major didn’t return the courtesy, and Reynolds’ back teeth ground together. Illamer’s intrusion meant he must’ve been just out of sight, listening to the whole conversation. Not the conduct of a military leader, in his opinion, but of one who timed his intrusion on matters for personal gain.

“What’s the worst that could happen, Calhein?” The sergeant coughed at Illamer’s casual use of Drayston’s name, but no one seemed to notice. “Say we ready the defenses and nothing happens. Why, it’d simply be a good training exercise for your men. I know mine could use the practice.”

“While you’re touring here, your men are under my command,” Drayston said. “You’d do well to remember that.”

“Of course. Of course.” Illamer went to the flagon of wine Drayston had set on a side table, and poured himself a measure. He raised the hammered silver goblet, saluting the other two soldiers. “But if maybe, just maybe, this boy you speak of is right and we do nothing? Well, that’d be absolutely disastrous, wouldn’t it?”

Drayston grumbled. “You’re arguing for an offensive defense, is that it?”

Illamer offered a conciliatory smile. “I know Lord Calhein Drayston to be a man of perception and foresight. One who is never caught off guard in times of battle.”

“There’s no assurance there will be any battle, Illamer. I’m also not one to waste the resources I have at hand.”

Despite his dislike of the man, Reynolds kept his mouth shut. The Lord Major argued his point and, notwithstanding the man's motives, he appeared to be getting through to Lord Drayston.

“Men wearing your colors lie dead in your courtyard.” Illamer paced to the room’s larger window and peered out, pose contemplative. “I took a stroll to see them myself. Whether or not they were actually Drayston soldiers is moot. Blood has been spilled, and once it begins to flow, it doesn’t easily dam up again. I believe battle is coming. Maybe it is orocs, as the poor boy suggests. Maybe one of your rivals seeks to undermine your authority in the region, and this is a ploy to overstretch your means. Either way, it would be foolhardy to ignore all the signs thus far, even if they turn out to be happenstance.”

Reynold’s eye twitched. Had Illamer just called Drayston a fool? Heiml frowned next to him, lips now pinched while fine lines cracked her otherwise fair features.

If Drayston registered the slight, he showed no sign. He stared at the one wall tapestries he kept in the room, opposite the bookshelves, which depicted a warrior kneeling to accept the blessings of the Aspects. At last he rose and nodded at Heiml. “Very well. See it done.”

She and Reynolds bowed. “At once, my lord,” she said. As they strode out into the hall, Illamer joined them. Reynolds sniffed, detecting a faint odor of rose water around the man. Had he bathed just this morning?

He forced himself to fall back on the sword of courtesy. “We appreciate your support, Lord Major. I’m not sure Lord Drayston would’ve agreed without your encouragement.”

The man fluttered a hand. “Tsk. Think nothing of it. After all, how often do soldiers like ourselves get the opportunity to see true action these days? Peace treaties are all well and good, but they do little to keep dreams of blood and glory alive among the troops.”

Reynolds exchanged a concerned look with Heiml, but Illamer shifted between them and chattered on.

“My own contingent remains in the barracks. I volunteer them to take position beyond the walls once the battle comes—and I do believe it is coming. I’ll lead them myself, of course, as I’ve a clever stratagem in mind.”

Lieutenant Heiml hemmed. “Dauntless of you to offer, Lord Major.”

“Not at all. Simply doing my duty, as we all are. Isn’t that right, Sergeant Reynolds?”

Reynolds managed to conceal another eye twitch with a shrug, which seemed to satisfy the Lord Major. Illamer and Heiml headed on, discussing possible plans, while he lagged behind, trying to subdue the worry writhing in his gut.

Bloody and glory? Should it come to a confrontation with the orocs, they’d likely see plenty of the former, there always was in every battle. But he had yet to see a soldier holding glory in their hands.

For now these thoughts were too abstract. He had troops to rally and prepare for the eventuality of battle. Reynolds strode into the courtyard, searching the soldiers there until he spotted the familiar face he was seeking. “Mikkels. To me!”

The corporal spotted him and ran over. “Yes, sir?”

“Send out riders. I want all six of our Prios' sweeping the areas around the castle. We are on alert.” Reynolds studied the men and women moving around the castle. How far to take this? He believed Tetra that Jaegen had been destroyed by the oroc clans. Too many resources thrown blindly were only muddying the waters.

For the first time, Reynolds felt he was beginning to understand the balance Lord Drayston had to keep.


Chapter 42

Gnarrl

Gazing upon the castle known as Drayston, Gnarrl considered the toppled balance in his mind and saw no way to right it. Argant, wisdom be to the ancient of ancient’s forever, had refused to reconsider his proclamation. Gnarrl had tried to persuade him to call off the attack, but the shaman remained unswayed.

The atrocities visited upon the Bearoak clan must be answered, but to do so hastily threatened to overstretch the clans. Too far on this path would send them all falling to their doom. Should they not consider other possibilities? What if humans could become rabid, as the beasts of the forest sometimes did? What if they’d not been in their right minds, and so couldn’t be blamed in full for their action? Yes, it might mean having to kill those so diseased, but it didn’t require eliminating an entire herd. Orocs and humans had lived peacefully together for over a century, building trade and understanding with one another—and Gnarrl would see such relations continue.

The tragedy last autumn had changed everything for most of the clans; there could be no confusing the vile intent in the destruction of the Foxleaf. He’d witnessed the burned bodies with his own eyes. Smelled the sickening aroma of their charred flesh. Wept at their mouths open wide in silent screams, unspeakable agony etched on their withered faces.

Despite that, he’d spoken against the first retaliation, too. An entire clan of ancients, mates, and saplings had been slaughtered, yes, he didn’t deny this. When the harvesters of the Foxleaf clan had returned to find their families destroyed, many of them disappeared into the forest, never to be seen again. A few came to Bearoak, pleading for justice to be made, for balance to be restored. Gnarrl had shared their fury, but doubt mingled in his heartwood.

Were there so many who controlled fire among the humans and so strongly? Yet who else could’ve been responsible? The unfortified camp called Jaegen stood as the only target within a night’s striking distance from the Rocmire. Whoever had slaughtered Foxleaf must’ve come from there.

Once the shaman decided, Gnarrl had surrendered to his fury, to hatred, and committed to the retaliation, the making of justice in the hopes of balance.

No balance came, and the flames from that night haunted him as much as the scene at Foxleaf’s camp. Fire, forever taboo, had been used that night on the humans. More troubling, all refused responsibility, saying it had not been them. Who then? The fires of Jaegen had killed humans, not oroc. Why would humans have used taboo to kill their own? No, it was someone who meant to kill humans. But Gnarrl could not share these thoughts. There was no balance in the tribe, and he already feared that others were questioning his loyalty to the clan. If they deemed him disloyal, he could be exiled, clanless, disconnected from the life trees. The worst fate other than burning an oroc could experience. But beyond that, his doubts could fracture the clan, make them heartless and lost from the balance.

Yet now they prepared to disrupt the balance all over again, and Gnarrl feared the results would splinter them beyond repair. Yes, this time the humans’ guilt appeared more evident. The slain murderers were clothed in the colored fabrics of the great camp known as Drayston. Impossible to argue against. Gnarrl studied the vines and moss covering his arms. Couldn’t humans’ false skins be changed more easily than his own could be regrown? He didn’t know why the thought occurred to him, but something didn’t feel right.

He shoved these doubts back deep into himself, burying them beneath the earth of his convictions. His roots didn’t dig into shamanic soil, but that of a warrior. He was a harvester. Decisions had been made, and he must now follow their course, no matter what channel they carved.

His priority lay in returning as many of the Rocmire clans’ harvesters safely back as possible. Many saplings numbered among them, eager to prove themselves. Gnarrl knew Argant as wise, but the ancient of ancient’s held limited experience with humans. Most of the shaman’s long life had been spent deep in the Rocmire, far from the encroaching settlements of the younger, weaker race. Argant spent more time talking to the rooted ancients that made up the Rocmire forest than the younger orocs, much less exploring beyond the borders of Rocmire into human lands.

A human rider galloped past the hiding orocs. Gnarrl froze, one hand placed on the ground, ready to craft the earth into a weapon against the human. Should they be spotted, killing the human would be the only option. The rider didn’t stop though, didn’t even look away from its course. Gnarrl heaved a sigh of relief.

The call of a blackbird to his left told him that Kunat’s harvesters were in place. Gnarrl thrummed to himself in satisfaction. Kunat had been his friend and partner since they’d both been plucked from the life tree on the same day. They’d gathered together, caused mischief together, fought together, even chosen companions from the same family. They had almost chosen each other. Only Maraco, Kunat’s younger offshoot, always managed to keep up with them, despite being several years greener. At least, until the night of the raid on Jaegen.

Gnarrl trilled a whistle through his teeth, signaling Kunat to hold. The rest of the clans needed time to get their harvesters in place. He settled back on his haunches and observed the field of cleared land before him. Ancient trees had been chopped down to make room for the false cave humans called a castle. The gloom of night concealed much of the construction’s details, even to his keen eyes.

The harvesters behind him shuffled, but held their positions. Many of them didn’t know what to expect. They’d all heard the stories, of course. Humans fought differently than orocs, and this went beyond their techniques or affinities. When the oroc clans battled, they did so as a show of strength or to settle a dispute. At the most, it was to toughen the bark of sapling harvesters. But unlike the humans, oroc battle included as much healing as it did wounding. One did not let a sister or brother die simply because they’d been defeated. A victor mended the wounds of their fallen foes so they might learn from their defeat and become a better warrior, for the good of all the clans.

No. Humans fought to kill, to destroy, to take without balance. Orocs had quickly learned that to prevail against humans meant fighting on their terms—leaving the wounded to die or finishing them off then and there. Once, only the savage ifrahn did such insult to their enemies.

Tonight’s strategy looked simple in design, but would be complex in execution. The hunting parties of the Bearoak, Willowhawk, and Fangblossom clans would attack the defenses atop the ridges of the Drayston Castle while the Stonewolf and Bullvine clans would bypass the defenses and assault the humans slumbering behind the rock walls before they could dampen the orocs’ magic. The humans wouldn’t even know they were coming until it warriors fought in their midst. Once the humans that could dampen were defeated, the clans would use their earth affinities, pulling down the walls of the castle, giving them back to the earth.

Gnarrl sensed movement to his right and turned his head. His main offshoot, Furl, had crept up beside him and leaned close to whisper.

“Our eyes see the human pathways clear in all directions.”

Gnarrl frowned at the young hunter. Despite his pride, part of him wished his daughter hadn’t brought down the boar recently. The successful first hunt served as a rite of passage for harvesters. Until they proved their skills, they remained saplings to the rest of the clan. Gnarrl admired his offshoot’s intelligence, her cunning in cornering the beast—but it also worried him.

The young warrior’s expression grew troubled as she picked up on Gnarrl’s mood. “Elder?” she asked. “Should I go check the pathways again?”

Gnarrl laid a hand on Furl’s shoulder. “No. Be here for the attack. Yet be ready to withdraw if anything goes bent or cracked.”

“We are ready,” Furl said. “We are hidden. All stones of the plan are laid in a row. What could go wrong?”

Everything, Gnarrl wanted to say. Ingenuity had its place in preparing for battle, and Furl put her elder to shame when it came to outwitting others. Yet traps and tricks often fell apart during battle and survival came down to experience.

Gnarrl turned back to study the castle and tried to quiet his mind in preparation for the battle. Doubts ate at him. He knew they would only grow worse, for there were still hours to wait before the human sleeping time would come. Hours until the clans would attack.


Chapter 43

Malthius Reynolds

Reynolds stood on the castle’s causeway, unconsciously gripping the hilt of his sheathed sword. Word had come to him that one of the scouts returned rapidly to the castle and he wanted to be waiting for the report. The cold invaded his lungs, making every breath ache with its ferocity. With spring so close, Reynolds wondered at the late cold snap.

The clatter of hooves on cobblestones approached. Reynolds’ grip tightened. The only reason a scout would be coming this fast and hard at night would be that he had spotted something. Which meant the boy may have been right.

He stood fast, patiently waiting. Years of experience had taught him control over impulse and needless activity. As the rider drew closer, Reynolds saw the quick flash of a volamp as the scout opened and then closed the shutter on the lantern.

“There’s activity, sir.” She didn’t bother dismounting.

“Voids.” Reynolds spat. “Oroc or human?”

“Oroc, sir. At least two clans. I couldn’t stretch my senses beyond that to see if there were more. Sorry, sir.”

Reynolds scanned the horizon. He could see no signs of activity. “Did they see you?”

The scout nodded. “They did, sir. But I kept my eyes forward and maintained my pace. They hid. I don’t think they know I saw them.”

“Were you able to get a count?”

The scout shook her head. “I wasn’t. I saw markings for two clans, but honestly sir, by the time I spotted them, I realized there were hundreds surrounding me. I didn’t want to risk getting caught and not being able to report back.”

If she had spotted hundreds, Reynolds didn’t doubt there were thousands amassing. Orocs were amongst the stealthiest of the races, at least in rural settings. If he hadn’t sent Prios’ to scouting, he had no doubt they would have remained undetected. “Good job soldier. Get inside and get something warm in you. It’s going to be a long night.” He slapped the horse’s flank, spurring it into the castle.

Turning around to follow her in, Reynolds signaled for the portcullis to be dropped. He faced the courtyard as the thick gridded wood of the portcullis slammed shut behind him. Eager faces watched him from everywhere. Soldiers lined the ramparts, filling the courtyard, leaning out of windows. He read nervousness and worry across all of their faces. Perhaps he was projecting.

Lieutenant Heiml strode out of the throng of was waiting infantry. She stopped in front of him, waiting. Sergeant Reynolds snapped to attention. “At ease, sergeant. Report.”

Reynolds relaxed his pose, clasping his hands behind his back. “Orocs, sir. A Prios scout saw a few hundred.”

Heiml processed this, frowning. Finally, she shook her head. “Voids. I had hoped the boy’s observations were wrong. Sergeant, take the men off alert. Prepare for an attack.” Orders delivered, she hurried away to report to Lord Drayston.

Reynolds looked at the assembled troops. Whispers were already spreading from those that had overheard the reports. Reynolds bellowed, making sure all could hear him. “All right, you miserable curs. You heard the lieutenant, get ready for an attack! There’s orocs coming. I want this castle sealed off from all earth magic and ready to suppress their Geists! Get your asses moving!”


Chapter 44

Tetra Bicks

Tetra’s flanged mace smashed against the training dummy. Wood cracked, chips fell away. Bealdred had given him the finely crafted weapon shortly after the patrols had been called back. Best be ready, just in case. The mace was of the blacksmith’s own make, carefully crafted. While not his father’s sword, Tetra felt honored to wield it, and hoped he got the chance to use it.

Blacksmiths were Tectons more often than not, but on rare occasion a Graviton would take up the craft. The goods they turned out by manipulating densities as they smelted were the stuff of legend. Tetra understood why, handling this mace. It was light. Lighter than his sword, actually, even though it was a much larger weapon. Bealdred had explained that a Graviton using a weapon such as this could strike harder and with no fear of breaking it due to the folds of density within it that could be expanded or contracted with the magic of the wielder.

He envisioned the dummy as an oroc falling before his blows, ignoring the men waiting against the walls of the training yard. It felt strange to go through the exercises with hundreds of silent guardsmen around him. The officers had encouraged Tetra to proceed with his drills even with the impending attack. It’d keep him warmed up despite the night’s chill. That was what they told him. But he was the only one exercising. His suspicion was that Reynolds and Mikkels were planning on keeping him from the fight. But their plan to tire him was having the opposite effect. Every swing of the mace just pumped more adrenaline through his system.

His movements kept the ground around him free of ice, while much of the rest of the castle lay slick and frozen, almost a foot thick in areas. Tidus guardsmen kept the main paths between buildings clear, using their affinities to crack and shift the frozen water area away. The speed with which the garrison’s Tidus corps had coated the entire castle had amazed Tetra. Long forgotten thoughts of what he would learn at the academy in Aldamere floated through his mind.

When he asked one of them why they were doing it, Tetra had learned that the Tidus corps had one job during the coming battle; keep the orocs from connecting with the earth. Neutralizing one of the two magics orocs could use with only a fraction of the human magic being diverted was their best hope for survival.

The second part of the defense was a lot harder to pull off. Heiml and Lord Drayston were relying on the fact that all but the most powerful Geists had to be touching another person to use their affinity. There were simply too few people to dampen thousands of oroc Geists. With some trepidation, Tetra remembered well the night of the attack on Jaegen. Gnarrl hadn’t been touching him when he used Geist magic.

Almost three hundred men stood ready, positioned through the main courtyards and over the gate facing the nearby woods to the south. Though the fields to the north, west, and east were cleared, making a stealthy approach difficult, command still had full units guarding each wall. Despite their increased numbers, most of the soldiers remained out of sight, with just the usual night guard contingent visible on the upper walls. Lord Drayston’s strategists didn’t know how much intelligence the orocs had on the castle, so they erred on the side of caution and attempted to make the night appear as routine as possible.

Tetra’s scowl deepened as he hammered the dummy harder. Save her … The words whispered through his mind. This close to the orocs. This close to his sister. Rage blazed within him, growing hotter every day he went without seeing Halli’s face. In his practice sessions, he’d killed the oroc, Gnarrl, a thousand times over.

Tonight, he might get to do so for real—even though he knew Sergeant Reynolds and the others intended to keep him as far from the real battle as possible. As soon as the battle began, he was to return to the infirmary and lock himself in, where Kafa would be the only one to keep him company as real soldiers did the real fighting outside.

Despite everything he’d done to prove himself so far, they obviously still thought of him as a child. His back flared in mild pain, a reminder that his age was not the only thing they saw as wrong with him. He had healed from a shattered back in less than six months. He had learned to fight in the same time. Couldn’t they see that he was so much more? Well, tonight gave him a chance to prove them wrong. He just had to spot his opportunity and seize it.

Tetra paused and stepped onto a nearby patch of ice to get a better view of the battlements. Increasing his weight to ground himself on the slippery surface, he drew on his power to stabilize his shaking legs. The effort pinged needles of flame along his back, the second flare up in as many minutes. He carefully controlled his expression, masking the pain. If anyone caught him in the throes of fighting his back injury, that would be it. Back to the room, no question about it.

He looked to the wall as Lord Calhein Drayston emerged from a tower, followed by an entourage of officers. They strolled the parapets with confidence, as if for a casual inspection of the guards. Orange volight reflected off the lord’s armor, making him look wrapped in flame. While not the hulking warrior Tetra had heard stories of, his reputation as a brilliant general made him look intimidating. Tetra, who knew nothing of battle, hoped that tonight he would learn from the best.

“Get them thoughts outta your head, Tetra.” Bealdred spoke up behind him, voice holding an odd, metallic echo.

Tetra looked over his shoulder and then spun to face Bealdred in astonishment. The blacksmith had doffed his apron in exchange for a full suit of ebony plate armor. A helm encased his head, the visor raised to reveal the man’s grizzled smirk as he tightened the buckles on his bracers. The outfit rivaled Lord Drayston’s in all but its gleam. A massive war hammer hung strapped to his back.

Graviton armor. No, it was more than that. The ebony sheen was Graviton. The armor was built with extra mass, allowing a Graviton wider use of their affinity. But what caught Tetra’s eye was the portion of the chest that wasn’t as dark. The king’s seal was etched there, in glowing lines of power.

Tetra had heard of such a thing, but never dreamt he’d see it. Rumors said the breastplates of such sets contained Heart shards to ward against a Volcon fire, a Magnus magnetics, Tecton earth, Archon kinetics … the armor was proof against all magic. The shards wouldn’t prevent the affinities from being used against the armor, but would stop them from affecting it directly, protecting the wearer from even an Archmage’s direct influence. If true, it meant the blacksmith wasn’t just a Graviton, but a Dreadknight.

There were only twelve Dreadknights in the kingdom, one for each affinity. Which meant that Bealdred, his teacher, was actually one of the hands of the king. Tetra gulped. His eyes went wide. Realizing he stared, Tetra collected himself and stammered, “w-what thoughts?”

“Thinkin’ ’bout how you can join the fight.” Bealdred, clad in a full suit of armor, walked as softly as a whisper as he strode closer. “Maybe cut a few orocs to even the score, eh? Battle ain’t glory, git. It’s bloody and scary. You see things through eyes of vengeance, and that’s a good way to be getting’ the people around you killed.”

The observation hit Tetra as hard as the revelation about the man’s true status.

Bealdred chuckled, seeing Tetra’s confusion. “It’s writ thick on your face. So clear I coulda wiped it off with a rag. And ’sides, it’s what I’d be thinkin’ in your spot.”

Tetra flushed and raised the mace. “If I’m not supposed to fight, why bother giving me a weapon? Especially this one. Why bother training me?”

“Never leave anyone without a weapon when a battle’s loomin’,” Bealdred said. “If worse comes to it, then everyone needs a way to fight back. Yer my git, no one else’s. That’s why the mace. The trainin’s so you don’t keel over dead the first time your enemy looks atcha funny. You’ve got plenty of fights in your future, but they don’t start today.”

He studied the walls and soldiers around them. “Speakin’ of which, if the orocs penetrate the castle’s defenses, I want you to go to the northeast tower. Find the stairs in the floor and take them down ’till you reach a door.” He pulled the double-ridged helm from his head. “The tunnel behind the door will take you to a field north of the castle. From there you can—”

“You want me to run. Like a coward.”

Bealdred sighed. “I want you to be smart, git. I want you to live.”

“I want to fight. I’m strong enough to stand in a real battle. I know it.” Tetra slung the mace in an arc, finishing with the weapon resting on his right shoulder.

“Maybe you are. Maybe you could. But does it mean you should? I’m telling you to run, if’n it comes to it. You shouldn’t fight yet, git.”

Tetra frowned back. “Why shouldn’t I?”

The Dreadknight grabbed Tetra’s shoulder and swung the boy to face him. “Listen and listen good. Battle’s an ugly thing, boy. If y’ aren’t careful, it can turn you ugly, too. You’re in a dangerous place, with that chip on yer shoulder.”

“I’m not afraid of a few more scars.”

The man snorted. “I mean your soul. Your spirit. Fightin’ can twist and mangle a man right ’round until not even those he holds dear recognize him anymore. It can take you so far off the path, you look back a long while later and don’t even remember where y’came from.”

Tetra gestured at the other soldiers. “How can you say that? You all fight and you’re good people. Why would it twist me and not you?”

“That’s ’cause we fight for a good reason.” Bealdred cocked an elbow to where Lord Drayston conversed with his officers. “Y’think it’s just his big ol’ namesake that keeps us loyal? No. We believe in what he represents, in what the kingdom’s all about. Protectin’ those weaker around us, keepin’ the land safe, drivin’ out all the wrong wherever we find it and tryin’ to fix what’s left behind. D’you get what I’m sayin’?”

Tetra listened carefully. He wanted to ignore the words, state his case to fight. But the connection with Halli sat in his mind, his heart, whispering to him, reminding him of his sister’s constant compassion. “You’re saying when I fight … aside from just fighting for my life … it should be with others in mind? That if it’s only for me, it’d be like leaving juice in a skin and never pouring it out. Eventually it’d go sour.”

“Knew you was smart, git!” Bealdred clapped him on the back. His gauntlet clacked against Tetra’s brace. Its support helped keep him from flying across the ice, though he still skidded a foot.

Tetra grinned weakly, still trying to understand all the man said. There was a struggle at his core, one he was becoming conscious of. His father’s words haunted him daily, hourly. He had to find a way to rescue Halli. Somehow. It drove him on, gave him the strength that was at his center.

But … what these men were teaching him was something completely different. They were showing him how to distance himself from that drive. How to fight for others without being overwhelmed by his own purpose. The Aspects truly did favor him to provide teachers and caregivers like Malthius Reynolds, Kellian Mikkels, Petrius Alma, and Bealdred … with a start, Tetra realized he had no clue what the Dreadknight’s last name was. It didn’t matter, he supposed. What was really important was what they fought for, and what they were teaching him to fight for.

“All those things you said. Protection and getting rid of everything wrong in the world? That’s what good people fight for, right?”

The blacksmith chortled. “The world? Y’hear me say anything about the whole world? That’s a whole lotta wrong to reckon with.” His smirk slipped. “And no. That’s part of it, but it ain’t all.”

“What else?”

Bealdred’s jolly attitude dropped away, along with his gaze. “Sometimes a man just has to hold onto his memories. Sometimes they’re all he’s got left, but they’re still worth fightin’ for. Paths that coulda been, paths that shoulda been …”

Tetra studied the mace head for a non-existent flaw, discomfited by such a raw admission from an otherwise unassailable man. The silence between them swelled like a soap bubble, straining to pop. As Tetra opened his mouth to release the tension, Bealdred’s nostrils flared and he looked to the walls again.

“They’re here. They’re comin’.”


Chapter 45

Malthius Reynolds

The orocs had arrived. Cloak tight around his shoulders, Reynolds eyed the nearest treeline, a bumpy mass just visible at the edge of night. From the heights of the castle walls, Reynolds wasn’t sure if could actually see the treeline, or if his eyes were just playing tricks on him, showing what he wanted to see. Beside him, Corporal Faulk had her eyes shut, but a telltale orange glow leaked out from behind her lids. One of their more talented Volcons, she manipulated her fire affinity to see the heat of their enemies’ bodies.

Orocs were warmer than most creatures, and stood out like guttering torchlight for those who knew where and how to look. Otherwise they could’ve crept up to the very castle walls, sight unseen.

“Report, Corporal. Can you give me a better sense of their numbers?”

Faulk shook her head. “Sorry, sir. I can detect their presence and general movements, but picking out individuals is a bit beyond me. They burn so hot, that it is just a mass of orange out there. I’m not sure how many, but it is a lot. In the thousands. They’re staying out of archery range though.”

But not out of range of the siege ballistas and catapults mounted on the castle’s upper towers, Reynolds thought. For a moment, he considered passing along the order to send a first volley soaring—but with this poor visibility and no real sense of the orocs’ positioning, it’d cause minimal damage and ruin the ambush on their end.

He paced behind the line of soldiers crouched behind the parapet, doing his best to keep from slipping on the ice separating them from the earth. The tactic would only hide them while the orocs remained distant. Once they closed and exposed themselves in the open field, Reynolds' Tectons and Geists would begin dampening enemy earth and spirit affinities; but they had to wait as long as possible. Their unit had some strong affinities, but not enough. Dampening not only exhausted the body twice as fast as any other technique, the range of effectiveness also remained severely limited. Drayston’s plan was built on a string of perfectly timed surprises. To Reynolds that was risky at best.

He had his Tectons and Geists spaced apart to cover as many of the other guardsmen as possible. He churned his thoughts, trying to determine anything else they could’ve done, any contingency they might’ve overlooked. But with their spare forces and minimal prep time, they’d made as strong a showing as he could figure.

And now they waited. Top on the list of things he despised.

Faulk gasped.

“What do you see, Faulk?”

“Their main mass is heading this way. Two smaller groups splitting off on the sides, looks like they’re aiming for the western and eastern walls. By Volterus, they’re fast! You should be able to see them any second …”

“Be at the ready!” Reynolds whispered to commander on his left. The order traveled down the line of crouched figures.

Then Faulk stiffened. “Sir, Lord Major Illamer’s line is moving to engage.” She opened her eyes, fiery light pouring from them.

“What? It’s too early!” Reynolds swore. Stick to the damn battle plan, Illamer! You’re the one who convinced Drayston to make this happen. But why had he? To actually defend the lives in Castle Drayston or to give himself a chance to sate his lust for action and glory?

“A portion of the assault has turned their way. The rest are—” Faulk cut short in a scream.

Reynolds turned to see a spear-thin earthen spike protruding through the ice and up through the guardsman’s thigh. She sagged, and a Geist already raced her way. Her eyes had given her position away. Reynolds cussed under his breath.

No more time for pretense. Reynolds shouted, “Nullify!” as dozens more of the deadly spikes punched through the ice. The orocs had to be casting blind, but some of their guesses proved fatal to the Drayston soldiers. Guardsmen screamed as spikes pierced feet, legs, and straight through one man’s skull. Blood spilled over the ice, too quickly.

The upper portion of the wall rippled like a flag in the wind before several stone blocks exploded, scattering a handful of soldiers off and down into the court behind them. Their bodies tumbled like the straw dummies they’d used for target practice.

Reynolds reacted instantly, fearing another instability that might breach the whole wall. “Tectons! Reinforce the wall. Ignore dampening the orocs, let the Tiduses deal with the ice wall. Keep the castle standing!”

As suddenly as they had started, the initial attacks died off as the castle’s Tectons fought the surge of magic. Earth struggled against earth, and the walls shook beneath their feet. Reynolds drew his sword. Faulk held hers in one hand, while her other gripped the spike still embedded in her leg. With a cry, she yanked it free and then let the Geist place hands on her. As her flesh sealed over, she straightened. She raised the spike and her eyes flared red. The stone turned to molten slag and dripped to sizzle on the ice at her feet.

Her voice came out as a growl. “Corporal Mikkels, on my mark.”

Mikkels waved from down the line. “Aye, Corporal.”

“Sir, there’s a lot of them,” she said under her breath to Reynolds. “I’d wager at least a thousand.”

Reynolds nodded to acknowledge the information, but it didn’t change anything. They stood committed. The signal finally came. Whumps sounded from above him as catapults launched balls of ice over their heads. Reynolds pulled on the power of his own affinity, speeding up his personal time and watching the scene below unfold in slow motion. The castle’s Archons and Vortens hammered the balls of ice with raw force and directed blasts of air, exploding them over the oroc army below.

Deadly shards of ice fell, undetectable by the Tecton orocs. Orocs died, cut through by the glass-sharp spikes. Midnight blue blood, black in this light, covered everything below. Hundreds of their attackers had fallen in the first counterattack. But it wasn’t enough; thousands of lumbering forms kept coming, swarming over and around their fallen comrades.

Almost time, Reynolds thought. One more trick to go before he was up. Inside the ice, scattered randomly across the battlefield, were small steel balls all connected to each other and the castle by thin steel wire. It would take a year to recraft the munitions being used tonight, but that was the point of them. To defend the castle.

The Magnus contingent was up. They had been spilt, half on the upper reaches of the castle, half on ground along the walls. Though sparse in number, unlike the common material affinities, a Magnus could have a devastating impact upon a battle.

The Magnus soldiers above grabbed the lead wires connecting the castle to the giant net. Those below touched the castle wall in special spots the Tiduses had cleared for them. Metal loves metal … Every soldier on the ramparts fell to their knees as the castle walls drew everything metal to themselves. On the battlefield below, the metal net sped towards the walls. orocs fell by the scores. Legs were sliced from bodies, torsos were cleaved in two as the net rushed to the wall. The metal nets slammed into the castle walls and the Magnuses released their magic, freeing the Drayston soldiers.

The sounds of the charging orocs started as a steady vibration that rose to a rolling thunder, to the roar of an unstoppable flood. A battle chorus keened from the darkness, filling the air with inhuman rage. A third of their army was dead before the castle walls, but they still outnumbered the humans by two to one, maybe more. Reynolds released his hold on time and nodded to Faulk.

“Now, Mikkels,” Faulk cried as she raised her left hand. Torches all along the wall flared to life with golden brilliance, accompanied by volamps that had been placed in a grid in the ground, extending a quarter mile out from the walls. Light flooded the area, as bright as dawn, illuminating the horde of orocs charging over the blood and limbs of their fallen clan-mates. It looked like a dead forest had come to life, with bare, gnarled trees uprooting themselves, forming a tide of wooden limbs.

Mikkels and the other Tiduses shoved their hands into cisterns along the wall. Each held a pool of water, fed by gutters running throughout the castle’s stonework. Connected directly to the waters in the grounds, they summoned jets of water, directing the eruptions towards the assaulting forces. Faulk shouted as she and several other Volcons shoved their hands into the cisterns alongside the Sirenes and leached the heat from the water, hardening the spray into razor shards of ice.

A forest of spikes erupted in the midst of the charging horde, a trick learned from the oroc hunters, though applied differently. The front line of attackers went down, taking the defenses with them. As orocs were impaled, their weight shattered the spikes. The rest charged on, almost to the walls. The few remaining walls of ice were sundered as the earth below them boiled then swallowed them whole.

“Sir!”

Reynolds looked to where Faulk pointed. Illamer’s forces had engaged a straggling line of orocs and now rode hard through their numbers, chopping them down one by one. An impressive, if minimally effective, display. Then another hundred orocs loped from the trees beyond them. Reynolds groaned. Not only had the Lord Major failed to box the attackers in, but now they stood poised to be trapped themselves.

He spun and grabbed the nearest private, shouting over the cacophony, “Get to the siege captains. Tell them there’s been a change of orders. Keep two catapults in reserve, but use the others to target the orocs hemming in Lord Major Illamer’s troops!”

Reynolds calmly stepped to the side as a portion of the castle wall beneath him heaved, throwing more of his line into the courtyard. With his peripheral vision, he spotted the same thing happening all along the walls. “Do what they can to hit the outlying orocs and give the soldiers space to maneuver and break free. Tell them not to balk at firing near their own. They knew the risks being out on the field, but if we don’t take action, those men are lost, understand?”

The private nodded and raced off as fast as he could on the ice. Reynolds clutched his sword hilt tighter, aching to strike something. Anything. Aspects damn that man. Their first offensive had worked brilliantly, killing a third of the orocs below, but Drayston had already lost at least a hundred soldiers, at a quick count, and couldn’t afford to lose more. The siege weapons had been a reserve tactic, intended to rout the enemy once they were entrenched before the wall. Now their efforts would be wasted just keeping that fool Illamer alive.

A volley of ice boulders arced over them, launched from the smaller trebuchets down in the courts. Made of Tecton-fused gravel frozen into the ice, the giant projectiles exploded just before they hit the ground, pelting orocs with shrapnel. Each explosion devastated handfuls of the beasts, but they weren't as effective as Reynolds had hoped. Even dampened, the oroc Tectons were doing something to those weapons. If only he had more Archons. His were experienced, but their low-magnitude affinities wore out fast and the ammunition piles dwindled just as quickly.

The orocs reached the wall, but brought no ladders. Reynolds peered over the edge to see orocs bashing the iced wall with clubs and fists. Cracks raced up through the ice, while other orocs turned their stone clubs into axes, which they jammed into the newly formed gaps. With these handholds, they hauled themselves aloft, one chop at a time. Some just jammed fingers into the cracks and dragged themselves upward, arm over arm. A final contingent of the attackers ripped the ice off the walls and placed their massive hands on the stone, battling the Drayston Tectons to control the castle walls. If the humans were overwhelmed, those walls would become graves of rubble in mere seconds.

“Sir,” Mikkels appeared at his side. “Permission to shatter the front early?”

Reynolds considered this for half a second, but shook his head. “Let them come. Its Heiml’s decision to change our orders, not mine. Besides, if we expose too much stone and lose our dampening, they’ll be able to tear the whole wall down from under us. Save it for last measures as planned.”

Mikkels frowned and looked ready to argue. Then he paled and yanked at the sergeant’s shoulder.

“Down!”

Reynolds yanked free from Mikkels as he and Faulk dropped to hands and knees. Reflexively, Reynolds altered his time flow, digging into his affinity. An instant later, stone shards rained over them. With Reynolds’s altered time, they floated casually through the air, gently bobbing towards the line on the walls. Without giving himself time to think, he pushed his affinity to the edges of his endurance.

Gripping his hilt in both hands, Reynolds swatted at the rocks, sending them flying back at the orocs. He sprinted up and down the line, feeling like he was a child playing stickball. In truth, the effort he expended was beyond his limits. Seconds later he was ripped from slow time and collapsed on the rampart floor, gasping. Dizzy, his vision blurred and he tried to shake his head to clear it.

The rest of the stones landed. They ricocheted off helms and breastplates. They knifed into eyes, throats, and skewered leather and the flesh beneath. The assault only lasted a few seconds, but by the time Reynolds dared to rise, he’d lost another dozen men. Their dampening couldn’t be wavering already, could it? Unless the orocs had Tectons several magnitudes higher than their own. Humans were weaker than the other races, true, but this assault of theirs was too much. Did the orocs have an Archmage in their midst?

He shoved these details aside, still gasping for air and unsteady, readying his sword as the first oroc leapt over the battlements. Its club swept a soldier over the edge, and it bellowed in fury at the line of spears and swords leveled its way. Ten more vaulted the ledge. The smallest easily stood seven feet tall, with arms as thick as a man’s waist and a chest the width of a horse. Their bark-like skin looked equal to the thickest studded-leather armor, and turned aside all but the straightest thrusts and strongest slashes.

Soldiers engaged the creatures three or four to one along the wide walkway. Orocs were met with magic. Fire, gusts of air, stones flung with force, all weapons alongside the swords and spears. The ground beneath them rippled and shimmered, throwing up spikes and gouts of stone.

Guardsmen went down with snapped limbs and crushed skulls. Orocs staggered as blades skewered them from all sides, and midnight blue blood mingled with crimson. One burst into flames, courtesy of Faulks. Then she and the other Volcons conjured balls and sheets of fire, which they launched at any oroc who poked their head over the wall. This stalled the climbers for a minute, and the guardsmen began to reassemble in a semblance of order. There were so few left. Reynolds shook his head, clearing the last of the dizziness away.

Then the most massive oroc he’d ever seen clambered into view. Nine feet tall and wielding a club the size of Reynolds’ leg, it knocked away two men in a single blow. On its return swing, the club shot out into a scythe blade that cut three more guardsmen in half. Flames from the Volcons washed over the juggernaut attacker, but it didn’t seem to even notice. The closer guardsmen scrambled away from the carnage, opening a hole in the defense as more orocs scrambled up.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Reynolds said.

The creature seemed to hear him through the chaos. It turned and loosed a savage roar his way. The sergeant stepped forward and snagged the flow of time as he did so. He would pay for doing this again so soon, but it was a price he was willing to accept.

Everything around him slowed for an instant—one crucial moment. The oroc froze, gaping in what Reynolds might’ve thought a comical expression if it hadn’t just killed five of his men. He lunged and thrust his sword into its maw and out the top of its skull.

He allowed time to shift back to true, accepting the temporary backlash without moving to safety. Time and exhaustion slammed into his body as hard as the oroc would have. He was only able to keep his feet by hanging onto the hilt of his sword for dear life. The warriors of Drayston needed to see this giant fall to his blade … and so did the orocs.

He tugged his blade free and side-stepped as the oroc collapsed to its knees. One more thing to do. If he could rally the morale of his troops, the day might yet be theirs. He hacked at the oroc’s neck with all his strength, freezing time right as his blade connected. Closing his eyes, the dizziness was too great, he trusted his body to guide itself. The blade sank in a few inches. He yanked the blade out and chopped again. And again.

Never letting go of his grip on time, fighting the nausea welling in his stomach, he chopped until a last fleshy strand connected the giant’s thick neck to its body. He swung one final time, releasing time as the sword arced through the orocs mostly severed neck. To any watching, only a second or two went by before he made a final, grand slash that severed the oroc’s head and sent it flying back over the rampart. Oroc and human alike froze, while a greater cry rose from the attackers beyond the wall.

Reynolds stepped into the breach and guardsmen fell in on both sides. Vomit and blood dripped down his chest, the price of his overuse of his magic. But no one of the soldiers noticed. They simply saw their sergeant, triumphant. A cheer coursed down the human lines and reinforcements began to beat down the remaining orocs, while fewer appeared over the ledge. Then a horn rang out in the crisp night air, and a lull fell over the fray.

Geists were already at work, pulling the wounded from the lines and healing them enough to keep them fighting. They carried the worst cases off on stretchers towards the infirmary, where Healer Alma and his team would be at work all night, saving what lives they could.

Reynolds peered about for Illamer’s group and spotted them closer to the western corner. The earth around them had been pockmarked by boulders and a number of orocs lay impaled by ballista bolts. Most of the Lord Major’s men appeared to have survived thus far, though a good number had lost their horses and now fought on foot.

A noise caught his ear, and he realized Faulks muttered to herself, counting off on her fingers. Then she exchanged looks with the grouped Volcons and raised a fist high overhead, a signal to prepare.

An officer cried, “Release!” and several ranks of archers loosed waves of arrows into the sky. They sped up as they fell, faster than gravity should’ve accounted for. The Volcons tracked their flight and then spread their arms in unison. Their eyes blazed orange as each arrow burst into flames before thudding into the oroc horde.

The forest dwellers hooted in dismay, but then the earth around them churned and splashed over those who’d caught fire. Soon, mud smothered any lingering flames and few of the orocs fell from the attempt.

A tremor shook the ground, followed by several more. Reynolds glimpsed a large, dark shape fly over the castle wall, out above the orocs.

“Light the night!”

Lieutenant Heiml’s command came from her post atop the eastern tower. Reynolds echoed the order weakly. Mikkels appeared at his side and shouted the order. Two pitch-soaked bundles of hay flew into the sky at the center of twin air vortexes. The balls ignited with a burst of yellow light and illuminated the orocs still swarming the field. They’d eliminated almost half their number now. Drayston’s numbers were far too low. Reynolds didn’t even want to guess at how many had died so far.

“What …” Mikkels’ grabbed Reynolds’s arm, steadying him. “What’re those for?”

Reynolds spotted what Mikkels was pointing at. Great swaths of earth had disappeared, and over a dozen smooth boulders sat in the center of the oroc army. Just as he spotted this, one of the spheres rose, propelled into the air by an earthen pillar that bent toward the castle as it grew. Five more boulders launched in turn, but none struck the walls. Instead, they soared into the courtyards with eerie accuracy. The wall shuddered beneath Reynold’s feet at their impact.

Then his blood stilled as he saw more of the giant spheres manifest. Hollow. They made them hollow so several orocs could cram inside one at a time. The oroc army had found a way past the ice.

“Voids.” Faulk’s voice held a perfect balance of awe and fear. “I didn’t know they could do that.”


Chapter 46

Tetra Bicks

The sounds of battle rose outside the walls. Tetra hunched in the archway between the training yard and infirmary, trying to envision what went on beyond his sight. From here, he could see out into the front court, crowded with guardsmen. Torches lit in rapid succession, and Sergeant Reynolds’ shout echoed above those of the other officers. With over eight hundred soldiers guarding the castle, it was hard to make heads or tails of what was happening. A massive glow from outside the castle walls lit the night.

He gasped as orocs strove into view along the battlements of the front wall, and skirmishes broke out all along the line. The sight of the creatures and the flames lighting the night pulled him back to Jaegen for a moment, thrusting him into a vivid memory of burning homes with the corpses of friends and family lying all about. He shook the vision away, refusing to be distracted at such a critical time.

Bealdred stood in the middle of the training yard, a lone, dark figure among the green and gold guardsmen. He had his war hammer out, but held back, watching as men and women above fought and died.

“Shouldn’t you help?” Tetra called.

Bealdred glanced back. “I am helpin’, y’git. I’m the reinforcements. Now shut it and stay put.” 

Archers aimed pitch-soaked, broad head arrows at the stars. “Release!” an officer shouted and the volley hissed into the sky. They soared up over the wall, where Volcons ignited them mid-flight. Then they accelerated down out of sight as Archons pushed them along with their kinetic magic.

An inhuman howl arose from outside the wall and a more intense light flared, but died out almost as quickly as it began. Lord Drayston’s cursing echoed from his perch at the tower command post overlooking the battle.

Then, less than five minutes into the battle, a huge ball of earth soared over the wall. It was followed by four more before it could impact in the courtyard. Guardsmen scrambled out of the way as they struck the ground, crushing the ice. The one closest to Tetra stopped exactly where it landed, as though stuck in place. Shouts rose from the main line as more of the boulders crested the battlements. A guardsman screamed, and then the pitch of his cry changed as he flew from the wall. More cracking booms resounded as spheres landed throughout the area, several striking inside the training yard itself.

Tetra stepped towards one, eyeing its smooth exterior. “They’re missing the walls …”

“Tetra, no!”

In unison with Bealdred’s shout, the spheres bristled with earthen spikes, which exploded out in every direction. Tetra didn’t have time to drop. His affinity took over, hardening his leather training armor. He crossed his arms in front of his face, a meager effort to protect his head. An invisible claw gripped his spine as spike ricocheted off him. One spike embedded in the wall just above him and Tetra redoubled his efforts to keep his armor impenetrable.

Drayston soldiers cried out as the missiles knocked them back or whirled them to the ground in bloody sprays. Three struck Bealdred, bouncing off his armor. The spikes crumbled to dust along with the boulders, revealing orocs contained within. The beasts charged forth, shrieking battle cries.

One of the orocs headed straight for Tetra, who still struggled to recover his wits from the shock of the attack. As the creature charged, he raised his mace in what he knew to be a futile defense. Bealdred barreled into the beast’s side. Whatever the Dreadknight had done was beyond Tetra’s ken. The oroc exploded in a mist of blood and falling limbs as Bealdred ran through him.

Another oroc came in, swinging a club that sprouted stone spikes. Tetra gaped, but his training took over. He whirled the mace past Bealdred’s back, scything the spikes off as mace impacted club. The Dreadknight spun, using his momentum to lash out with his war hammer. The club shattered against his armor while Bealdred’s two-handed blow shattered the oroc’s body in return. It flew through the air and slammed into another intruder, sending both to the ground.

Bealdred shouted at Tetra, “The tower! Go!” right before another stone club broke over his back. Without looking, he swung, bashing the oroc’s head from its shoulders. Tetra froze. It had been seconds and he was covered in blood. Feeling like he was fighting his way through mud, Tetra moved towards the infirmary while garrison soldiers engaged the invaders.

Six more oroc spheres crested the wall and crashed, disintegrating and unleashing more enemies. Bealdred waded into them, devastating sweeps of his mace annihilating everything in his path. He was doing more damage than any score of soldiers combined. All of the childhood legends of the Dreadknights floated through Tetra’s mind. They weren’t just stories.

Tetra couldn’t take his eyes off the Dreadknight as he backed up towards the infirmary wing. Bealdred’s raw power went beyond anything he’d imagined. He’d only begun to teach Tetra how to combine his affinity with combat, and manipulating density still hurt his spine. It’d be a long while before he could charge fearlessly into the heart of an enemy force, if ever. For the first time he was seeing beyond his vengeance, doubting himself.

Tetra bumped into a wall behind him—but he’d just come through an archway. There shouldn’t be a wall behind him. He turned just as the oroc did. The beast loosed a ferocious growl and attacked.

He leapt aside as the club smashed the ice where he’d stood. His neck throbbed as he increased the weight of his feet, steadying himself. A handful of orocs lumbered through the yard outside the infirmary, but they had a wild, even panicked air. Guardsman harried them from all sides, but many of the beasts ignored the soldiers and bashed away at the icy ground. Of course. They fought to reach the earth and stone to empower themselves once more. Tetra ducked another swing of the club, backing up.

The oroc facing Tetra reared for another attack, but a guardsman attacked from its side. Ice shards rose and spun into a whirlwind around the beast, slicing all over its exposed skin. Initially it had little effect, other than confusing the oroc, but after a couple seconds, the ice started to slice through the living clothes of the beast, rending the bark like flesh.

The Siren guardsman kept out of reach, concentrating to maintain the conjuration. The oroc’s club lengthened into a spear, which shot through the man’s hip and pinned him to the ground. Blood dripped down the spear and the guard screamed in pain. The icy vortex fell to the ground, shattering on the icy courtyard. Reshaping the spear back into a club, the oroc staggered over to the guard, now collapsed. Save her … the words soared through Tetra’s heart.

Stepping forward, Tetra swung the mace at the oroc’s exposed back. As the crafted hunk of metal landed, he drew weight and density out of everything he could, shoving it into the mace’s flanged head. Weighted metal ripped through the oroc’s shoulder, separating the arm holding the club from its body. The mace sailed free and Tetra rocked with the motion, swinging it over his head in a second arc. This time it connected with the back of the oroc’s skull. Head crushed, the beast collapsed. Dark fluid pooled across the ice.

The guardsman stared at Tetra in astonishment. Tetra stared back. Oddly, the puckered gash in the man's leg didn’t bleed. Tetra realized the man used his water magic to keep his vital fluids contained. He reached his free hand out to the downed man, and they locked grips. Tetra heaved him up, boosting his overall weight to anchor both of them.

The main infirmary door stood twenty paces away, across a smaller side yard filled with fighting men and orocs. The pain in Tetra’s back screamed at him as he kept a hold on the limping guardsman. They staggered along, trying to get around the skirmish. His back hadn’t hurt this much since he’d woken after Jaegen, but surrendering to it now would put a man’s life at risk—a man who’d almost sacrificed himself for Tetra. He concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to imagine he was back in his bedroom, just going for one more lap from bed to chair to side table.

As they reached the far side of the courtyard, an oroc mashed another soldier to pulp and then turned on them. Tetra thrust his mace out, but his hold on the guardsman hampered his attack.

The infirmary door flung wide. Tetra glimpsed Alma’s long face peering out in shock. Then a furry figure streaked low across the ground, and the oroc roared as Kafa sank his fangs into its leg. The oroc kicked, flinging the hound away. Tetra didn’t wait for the oroc to notice him again. Pulling free of his companion, he got in front of the wounded guardsman.

He lightened his body to dodge a blow with unnatural alacrity. His ankle turned to the side, his body followed. Just like Mikkels had taught him. Stone club smashed into the ground right where he had been standing. Then he darted in, ducked another club swing, and weighted the mace as it rammed into the oroc’s knee. The joint crumpled, and he suddenly stood eye-level with the beast. Its breath huffed over him. Tetra was shocked to discover that its breath smelled like spring blooms. Ignoring the flowery smell, Tetra sealed its mouth with an upward swing that shattered its jaw and sent huge, off-white teeth flying.

His back spasmed and he almost fell alongside the monster—but the guardsman caught him under the arm. Together, supporting each other, they reeled into the infirmary and collapsed. Kafa hobbled in after, keeping weight off his front right paw, and Alma slammed the door, shutting out the chaos.

Tetra writhed against the pain knotting along his spine, or at least tried to as much as his back brace allowed. His stomach turned. He had just taken lives. Seen lives lost. He won the fight with his back, but lost the fight with heart. Tears trickled down his cheeks. Firm hands pressed him down.

“Stay still, you fool,” the healer said. “You’ll bruise your thick skull thrashing about like this.”

For some reason, Tetra found this hilarious, even through the agony and tears. His strained laughs filled the room, the only mirth among the moans of the wounded and dying.


Chapter 47

Gnarrl

The gates should’ve opened by now, but Gnarrl suspected they never would the moment the humans sprang their ambush. Instead, he watched his brethren slaughtered like boars in a harvest. Most of his own harvesters had been spared so far, as they were tasked to protect the Stonewolf and Bullvine clans rather than join the assault on the walls. The Bearoak had also joined in healing the wounded being dragged to the rear of the oroc forces.

If the gates hadn’t opened yet, it meant humans waited inside to kill the orocs as they landed. What other traps did the humans prepare? The flaming arrows had done little good, but after the ice and metal tricks, that was a small favor of the Aspects. Unexpected, yes, but the forest dwellers had become accustomed to dealing with ground fires. No, the humans had something more growing for the orocs to harvest. Gnarrl felt in his roots that none of them would survive this night.

“Gnarrl!” Morag, a young harvester of the Bearoak, ran his way. “Uargan of the Bullvine has called the retreat.”

Gnarrl’s lips dipped. “Where is the Battle-Chief? Why does Uargan call to flee?”

“The Battle-Chief fell to a human warrior as he led the charge up the wall.” Morag looked away in shameful fear.

“No.” Gnarrl shook his head. “It cannot be.”

“He was … they say a human warrior harvested his head with a single strike.”

Gnarrl tamped down on his shock. Any display of fear on his part would infect the other young harvesters, like beetles in diseased tree bark. Humans were not that strong. How could this have happened? Then understanding shone through the tangled branches of his mind. Humans were dangerous, but by the grace of Trocus and Azaria, they rarely came to the outer territories of Promencia. It had been over a century since battle had been joined, and the tribes had forgotten. Many life trees and shamans that would have been were lost this night, to relearn this lesson.

“Uargan is Battle-Chief now,” Morag said. “We retreat before more are uprooted forever.”

A horn sounded in short, quick bursts, making the order official. Gnarrl faced his harvesters. “Back to the forest! Back to the clan.”

Others echoed the command, and Bearoak harvesters lifted the wounded and headed for the treeline, Furl among them. The young harvester carried an injured warrior over each shoulder. Gnarrl scanned the left flank, searching for any sign of Kunat’s party, which had been sent to reinforce those climbing the wall.

A boom sounded from the castle. Gnarrl looked to one of the towers, where the arm of a massive siege weapon slammed against its frame. A glittering cloud flew through the air. Chunks of ice? No. Metal, Gnarrl realized.

Another boom echoed over the battlefield and another glinting cloud formed. A human in gleaming armor stood at the center of the wall, arms raised. Figures flanked it on either side. Screams rose as the metal scraps shot down at the orocs. The human on the wall had to be a Magnus, a master of metal, and the catapults had launched heavy loads of what must have been tens of thousands of small metal shards. The humans on either side of the Magnus were using air and raw force to amplify the attack.

Walls of earth rose to protect the fleeing orocs, but the tiny projectiles tore through them like hail through leaves. Orocs fell by the hundreds. Had the clans not suffered enough tonight? They had already lost over half their number, why must the humans uproot so ruthlessly? The retreat dissolved into a stampede for survival as those helping the wounded became injured themselves.

Gnarrl pounded forward, frantically searching for Kunat. Now he understood the full human deception. Draw the main oroc force into range and slow them with their own wounded before unleashing the Archmage’s power. A brilliant and deadly strategy.

Kunat appeared from the darkness, aiding another of the wounded.

“Kunat!” Gnarrl waved his club. His friend saw him and headed his direction. Then two more catapults boomed over the battlefield.

Gnarrl’s stomach chilled. He hastily pulled at the earth behind them, raising a wall of dirt as thick as possible. Midnight blue blood sprayed over him as the injured oroc’s chest dissolved into mist. Pain blossomed in Gnarrl’s shoulder, back, and arms. He cried out and sprawled beside the dead harvester Kunat had just been helping. Countless orocs were felled as the second volley ripped into them. The humans weren’t just killing them, they were exterminating the clans.

“Kunat!” Gnarrl crawled along to his friend. He took his arm and tried to help him to his feet. The other oroc fell away, and horror gnawed at Gnarrl’s heartwood as he realized Kunat’s arm still hung around his own shoulders. His friend laid face-down in the churned earth, right arm socket seeping blood into the soil.

“Kunat?” he whispered.

He rolled Kunat over. The metal shards had ripped a massive hole through Kunat’s head, taking most of his face. A single, lifeless eye stared back at Gnarrl. He knelt beside the body of his lifelong friend and almost lifemate, unable to move. First Maraco, now Kunat. Why must he bury them both? Why had the clans invited this disaster upon themselves?

The pain in his shoulder flared as someone gripped him. He struggled against the hands pulling him to his feet.

“No! He must be buried!”

Furl shouted in his ear, “We must flee!”

His daughter propelled him toward the trees. Instinct took control, and his clumsy legs carried him to the safety of the grove.


Chapter 48

Malthius Reynolds

Soldiers cheered all around Reynolds as the last of the orocs disappeared into the trees. Over two thirds of his eight hundred guardsmen had been killed, and at least half of the survivors were being tended to by the healers. He said a silent prayer of thanks to the Aspects even as he leaned on Mikkels for support. Without the corporal, Reynolds wouldn’t have been standing.

With the casualties this bad on his side, he could only guess how badly Illamer fared. He scanned the area for Lieutenant Heiml. Her voice penetrated the cries of victory and of the wounded, still shouting orders. He started across the field toward her and Faulk fell in at his side, pushing her way under the opposite arm from Mikkels. A fresh wound glistened on her shoulder.

“Get yourself to the infirmary, Faulk.”

“I’m fine, sir,” she said. “You need me more than I need to be waiting for the healer to get to me.”

“I know you can handle it, but I don’t want you getting an infection, Corporal. Mikkels has me just fine. Besides, I’ll need your help if they return to try again.”

“Yes, sir.” She headed off, leaden footsteps showing her exhaustion.

Heiml’s words sharpened as he neared. “… they’re going to need help with this many wounded.”

A soldier hurried off to fulfill her orders. The lieutenant turned to him, a hand resting on her blood-stained sword hilt. Her grimace said she knew exactly what he wanted. “Illamer.”

He looked to the main castle gates, where the first of the Lord Major’s troops trickled back in.

“You ready?” she asked.

“Yes sir.”

“Just try to stay calm, Sergeant. I saw it, too. The Lord Major better have a good explanation. Lead the way.”

Heiml, Reynolds, and Mikkels made their way out of the gates and onto the field of death. The truth of the destruction they’d wrought on the orocs staggered Reynolds as they crossed the battlefield. The last attack had reduced many of the creatures to piles of mangled flesh and bone, and little clear earth offered itself to walk on between the bodies.

Distant cheering grew louder as they approached Illamer’s position. Several dozen soldiers surrounded the lord and raised him to their shoulders. Scores of Drayston wounded and dead still lay on the ground behind them. Lieutenant Heiml stalked ahead of Reynolds.

“What’s going on here?” she shouted.

The cheers died off, except for Illamer’s snap of laughter.

“Victory, Lieutenant! Surely you can see—”

“We’ve hundreds of wounded to be tended to while you’re wasting time out here holding a parade, is that it?”

The lord traded looks with certain soldiers, most likely his personal guard. They lowered him to the ground.

“There are always casualties in battle, Lieutenant,” he said. “Forgive my men and I for celebrating that we are not among them.”

Reynolds came up beside the Lieutenant, keeping his voice level with enormous effort. “You broke ranks and attacked before the entire oroc force was in motion. You exposed our ambush and forced your line to confront the enemy off the protection of the ice. Some of these deaths lay squarely at your feet. Sir.” He spat out the last word.

“I engaged the enemy when I thought it most timely, Sergeant.” Reynolds' rank rolled off Illamer’s tongue like an insult. “I don’t answer to you on these matters.”

Reynolds quaked with barely contained rage. “There was a plan and you cost the lives of my men, Voids take you, and of your own men when you abandoned the plan for your own glory.”

“Sergeant,” Heiml cautioned.

Illamer’s eyes widened at first, but then a grin cut between his cheeks. “Would you like me to take your rank for this insult, or would you prefer banishment? I’m merciful enough, but only suffer fools such as you so far.”

Reynolds stepped towards Illamer, and Heiml laid a hand on his arm. “Only fools order their own men into certain death.”

Illamer spat at his feet. “You’ll be tried for this insolence. Hanged. I’ll be there to watch.”

“Push it,” Heilm said, “and I’ll see you stand accused next to him, Lord Major.”

Shock flashed across on Illamer’s face, replaced by a mask of calm. “Very well, Lieutenant. Why should we argue on such a day of victory?” He waved a gloved hand to his men as he stalked off. “Tend to the wounded.”

She scowled at Reynolds. “That wasn’t wise, Sergeant.”

“Was I wrong?”

She sighed and shook her head. “No, but you overplayed your part, Malthius. You should’ve let me handle him. And you know why.”

Her use of his first name surprised him, implying she knew more about his past than she let on. But how much? “I’m not afraid of him, or any other lord for that matter.”

“I know. And that’s why you’re here saluting me instead of the other way around. Lord Illamer is a dangerous man, Sergeant. Maybe more so to his own men on the battlefield, but in the king’s court he’s feared for a good reason.”

“Then why did you stand up for me?”

“Because you’re my responsibility, Sergeant, and I don’t take such things lightly.”

She spun on a heel and headed off, leaving him to ponder all she’d said—and left unsaid.


Chapter 49

Tetra Bicks

Tetra woke, groaning and struggling to place himself. For a moment, he thought he’d been fighting orocs through smoke and fire, listening to people die around him while the earth itself came alive with murderous intent. When his vision cleared, he recognized his usual infirmary room, with weak blue sunlight streaming through the window. Right before dawn, he guessed. Had it all been another nightmare then? Another fever dream? The memory of screams and moans still wavered around him. Would these tortured memories of Jaegen plague him the rest of his life?

Then he realized the sounds didn’t come from any dream. He jerked upright, ignoring the twinge in his lower back. Sounds of suffering came from the infirmary wing beyond the room. He strained to listen, but heard no noises indicating an ongoing battle. Had it ended? Had they won?

The door opened, admitting Healer Alma, who wiped blood off his hands with a white cloth. “Up then? Good. I feared I’d be changing your bed sheets and loincloths for another four weeks.” He stepped aside. “You’ve a visitor.”

As the healer left, Sergeant Reynolds took his place. Oroc blood, and other fluids, splattered the sergeant’s uniform, enough to hide the gold in the design. He smoothed down his mustache with one hand, the other tucked behind his back. Reynolds looked like he had aged a decade overnight.

“So you fought,” he said.

Tetra sighed and slumped against the wall. “Going to yell at me for disobeying orders, sir?”

The sergeant’s lips quirked. “They say you killed two orocs on your own and directly saved the life of at least one man. No, Tetra. I’m not going to yell at you. I came to give you a commendation.”

“What’s that mean?”

Reynolds drew his other arm out and revealed the sword he held. Tetra’s sword. His father’s sword. Walking stiffly, the sergeant came over and placed it in Tetra’s shaky hands.

“It’s yours now. You’ve earned it, and no one will ever take it from you again. Not without a fight, at least.” He clasped hands behind his back, shoulders straight.

Tetra ran fingers along the blade, re-familiarizing himself with the weapon. He tried to imagine his father’s hands on the same hilt, guiding the blade in battle. After accepting this was real and no dream, he leaned it against the side of the bed, alongside the mace Bealdred gave him. He’d need another loop on his belt for an extra sheath.

“How long has it been?” he asked.

“You only slept a night,” Reynolds smirked. “We’ve only just begun tallying our losses.”

“What happens now?”

Reynolds grimaced. “We deal with the dead and then keep on living. It’s the most we can ever do after a battle.”

“What about Halli? My sister?”

The sergeant frowned. “What about her?”

“I’m still sure the orocs have her. I’m still sure she’s alive, and maybe others from Jaegen. I’ve got to after her and at least find out.”

Reynolds cleared his throat. “You’ve seen how savage orocs can be twice over now, and you really think they’ve kept a bunch of children alive all this time?” He held up hands at Tetra’s pained expression. “I don’t mean to be overly blunt, but you have to at least consider the possibility.”

“What about the possibility that I’m right? I mean, I was right about the orocs attacking, wasn’t I? Doesn’t that mean something?”

The sergeant studied the floor for a long moment before meeting his gaze again. “It means a lot, yes. And I think you might find Lord Drayston a bit more amenable to the idea of going after orocs after all this. But give us time to recover. We’ve got to get the castle back into a defensible condition and wait until those patrols we sent out return. Otherwise, if we launch a counterattack right away and the orocs come back while we’re gone, we could easily return to a smoking ruin.”

Tetra winced, reprimanding himself for not having thought of that. Still, the idea of holding back, of leaving her fate unknown galled him to no end. He reached out, trying to sense her as he always had. She was still there, but she seemed so far away, so lost.

Reynolds must’ve understood his expression, for he held a hand up. “Patience, Tetra. You’ve waited this long. What’s another few days or a week?”

Tetra clutched fistfuls of the sheet. “I’ve been here all this time because I had to be. Do you have any idea what it’s like to just leave your family and friends with the enemy, wondering if they’re being tortured every minute of every day?”

The sergeant eyed him until Tetra looked away uncomfortably. “You’d be surprised.”

Tetra puzzled at the unexpected answer, but the sergeant didn’t seem eager to share any other details. Instead, Reynolds’ hard sigh puffed his cheeks out.

“Wait until things settle here and I can at least give you a proper introduction to Lord Drayston,” he said. “Hear him out on what he chooses to do next.”

Tetra lay back, knowing full well that after last night, he needed to rest his back anyway. “Fine. But if he still refuses to do anything about Jaegen, then I’m going into the Rocmire by myself.”

Reynold’s laughter startled him, but the sergeant refused to explain what he found so funny. He left Tetra, chuckling to himself.

Healer Alma returned in his wake, frowning. “What are you still doing here?”

Tetra looked around. “Isn’t this my room?”

Alma hustled in and stripped the sheets off his legs. “Are you mad? I’ve got near a hundred wounded and dying and I need as much space as I can get to tend them all. Now get out and see if anyone else can put a brave fool like yourself to work.”

Tetra gathered his things as the healer rushed around him, prepping a number of cots and clean linens. There were still so many questions to answer, so many things he had to do to rescue his sister. But for the first time, there was a way forward. A way to achieve his goals.

Strapping on his belt, Tetra hung the mace from its loop and then slid the sword in opposite. He tightened a few buckles on his back brace, and then firmed himself to head back out into the castle grounds, where death still ruled. Despite the extra weight on his hips and in his soul, his feet felt steadier and his head felt clearer than ever. With the weapons secured, it gave him a sense of being centered. It felt right. It felt balanced.

It felt like hope.


Codex

The Places

Academy – training center in Aldamere for the instruction of young humans in use of their affinities.

Aldamere – capital city of Promencia

Castle Drayston – center of governance for Jaegen and surrounding villages

Jaegen – small village on the border of the Rocmire in Promencia

Kestalt – neighboring village to Jaegen

Promencia – country with the capital of Aldamere

Rocmire Forest – immense forest, home of orocs, bandits and ravagers.

Ulfast – neighboring village to Jaegen

The Humans

Bealdred – Graviton, Dreadknight at Castle Drayston

Calhein Drayston – Magnus, lord of Castle Drayston

Cathereen Heiml – Psion, lieutenant in the Castle Drayston garrison

Draden Greenwald – retired Drayston guard who helps search Jaegen

Dreadknights – twelve near-mythical soldiers, each represents an Aspect

Alleen Faulk – Volcon, corporal in the Castle Drayston garrison

Halli Bicks – Geist, member of the Jaegen Seven

Katerine Svelt – Volcon, member of the Jaegen Seven

Kellian Mikkels – Tidus, corporal of the Drayston garrison

Laney Corlin– Vorten, member of the Jaegen Seven

Leesa Svelt – Katerine's little sister

Leta Bicks – Geist, lead healer for the village of Jaegen, mother of Tetra and Halli Bicks

Malec Haldenfeld - Magnus, member of the Jaegen Seven

Malthius Reynolds – Tempest, sergeant in the Drayston garrison

Pavil Serevin – Pathos, member of the Jaegen Seven

Petrius Alma – Geist, Healer for Castle Drayston

Proumin Bicks – Prios, Jaegen elder, grandfather of Halli and Tetra

Rein Glause – Tidus, Alma's assistant

Saimun Illamer – Pathos, Lord Major in the King's service

Sven Malschev – Tecton, member of the Jaegen Seven

Tetra Bicks – Graviton, member of the Jaegen Seven

Viktor Bicks – Prios, patriarch of the Bicks clan, father of Tetra and Halli

The Orocs

Argant – oroc shaman for the clan Bearoak

Bearoak Clan – clan of orocs in Rocmire

Bullvine Clan – clan of orocs in Rocmire

Furl – Gnarrl's offshoot

Gnarrl – harvester of the clan Bearoak

Kunat – harvester of the clan Bearoak, Gnarrl's friend

Maraco – harvester of the Bearoak, Gnarrl's friend

Morag – harvester of the Bearoak

Mrgle – harvester of the Bearoak

Orocs – living plant clans formed by Trocus and Azaria in the creation of all things, live in forests

Stonewolf – clan of orocs

Surro – harvester for the clan Bearoak

Uargan – Battle-Chief to the Bearoak

Other Species

Dracus – reptilian creatures formed by Vox and Opion in the creation of all things; fly the skies.

Ifrahn – dervish creatures formed by Volterus and Agleiopan in the creation of all things; live in the deserts.

Kafa – dog

Lelwyn – watergoing creatures formed by Emascodeus and Empirious in the creation of all things; dwell upon islands and sail the waters of the world.

Shikara – shadowy creatures formed by Tachondrus and Megathia in the creation of all things.

Velnites – subterranean creatures formed by Emascodeus and Empirious in the creation of all things; live in the mountains and caverns of the world.

The Aspects and their Magic

Agleiopan – Aspect of raw force (Energy).

Archmage – highly powerful human magicians

Archons – people with affinity for the raw force of motion

Aspects – creators of the world, gods and parents of the seven races

Azaria – conscience aspect of spirit

Emascodeus – energy aspect of density

Europina – material aspect of water

Empirious – conscience aspect of emotion

Geists – healers and spirit workers, able to feel life around them

Gravitons – people who can affect the mass of objects

Heart of the World – the gem comprising the twelve aspects that formed at the beginning of the universe.

Magnuses – people able to manipulate and influence metal

Magethia – energy aspect for love of metal

Mentak – conscience aspect of will

Opion – conscience aspect of perception

Pathos – people able to influence another’s emotions

Psions – people able to influence another’s will

Prios – people able to amplify their perceptions

Tachondrus – energy aspect of passing of ages.

Tectons – people with affinity for earth

Tempests – people with affinity to manipulate time

Tidus – people who manipulate water

Trocus – material aspect for earth

Volcons – people with affinity for fire

Volterus – material aspect of fire

Vortens – people with affinity for air

Vox – material aspect of air
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