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		Port Glorious

		THEY WERE COMING out of the east.

		The dust of their line of march was made a brilliant orange-red by the rising sun on the horizon behind it.

		It’s an army, Qistan thought, and it’s coming right at me.

		Governor-general Qistan Sha-Barethin, elven commander, stood on the wall of Port Glorious above Emperor’s Gate sweating profusely beneath his armor. Perspiring was something that elves did only in intense heat or under extreme duress. This day accounted for both and so the gray-faced war-mage gazed out over the gently rolling landscape and reached up with increasing frequency to mop his brow with the hem of his cloak of office. It was a disgraceful act of disrespect for the symbol of his office but Qistan was as far from the Imperial Courts of Rhonas as it was possible to be and still be considered within the boundaries of the Empire. It was one of the places where the Imperial Grace sent his sons who were better off forgotten. Qistan’s previous offenses had earned him the longest road home possible. It was a road which he was certain now he would not have the opportunity to take.

		Qistan offered up a quick prayer in his mind to the god Anjei—the god of all seeing and hearing—in the hopes that the god might pass along knowledge of his plight to someone—anyone—who might give him some aid. He turned around, looking over the port city and realizing that it simply was not important enough for the Emperor to care what happened to it. The seaside village known as Port Glorious came nowhere near living up to its name. There was his own Governor’s House, which, despite being the largest structure in over a hundred leagues, proved to be the most modest of residences by elven standards. It was also the only building in the port town that followed the traditional elven design of a subatria foundation and the floating avatria above it. Clinging to the outer wall of the subatria were the hovels and ramshackle shops of the inner city, which appeared as though children had poured out toy buildings within the confines of the city wall and then dragged a narrow stick among them to create the alleys that passed for roads. The city wall itself was of elven construction and enclosed the city on three sides before projecting out into the waters of the bay and ending at a pair of towers surrounded by battlements. Proxis could mount the battlements to defend the city from an attack by sea while his own full Cohort of warriors—nearly seven hundred strong—could defend the city proper from atop the walls.

		Or they could defend the city, Qistan thought grimly, if so many things weren’t going wrong.

		From the wall of the inner city and his perch above the Emperor’s Gate, he searched the horizon. The wide expanse of Mistral Bay lay to the south, its waters lapping up gently along the long curve of the shoreline that ran eastward before turning south down the peninsula to the port town of Markrethold some twenty-five leagues away. There had been no word or ships from Markrethold in nearly a week and no communication with Glachold and the Willow Reaches for a week longer still. The elven supply ships out of Shellsea were also overdue and Qistan was beginning to feel truly isolated in his port.

		If that were all, he still would not be standing here sweating. Ships were often late and messages from Markrethold and Glachold were tenuous at best. There were two things that truly concerned him.

		The first was that the Aether Well was acting peculiarly. The Well had failed altogether two weeks ago. The avatria of his Governor’s House had settled onto the subatria and threatened to fall over altogether. The Aether had returned to the Well, fortunately, but the Aether output was greatly reduced. It was barely sufficient to keep the avatria above the foundations and left precious little more for defense of the port. The few slaves that were in Port Glorious fell out of their Devotions and most of them had to be put down. Qistan had yet to determine what might be causing such a terrible drain of Aether.

		He was still trying to coax the Aether to return when the second unnerving event had happened two days ago. The night watch had been drugged into sleep. The next morning, the Governor and all the elven warriors awoke to discover Port Glorious deserted except for themselves. The usual noisy bustle of the goblin shopkeepers, chimerian traders and gnome craftsmen as well as their brawling children and wailing infants had gone silent. The chimerian and gnomish ships in the harbor had all sailed during the night, leaving only the elven galleys tied up at the long docks. The smithy hammers were silent, the cooper’s mallets still and the streets deserted except for the warriors of the elven Cohort. No children ran or shouted in the streets. No carts moved. Indeed, there were no carts or conveyances left to be found anywhere in the port town, either inside the crowded alleyways within the city wall or among the sprawling buildings outside. The goods in the shops were missing. The tools of the craftsmen were gone. Not even a dog had been left behind.

		Qistan had sent out runners to discover where the townsfolk had gone with the idea of sending out a Centurai or two—no more than a hundred warriors or so—to round up the citizens of Port Glorious and shove them back into their homes. Most of the runners came back no wiser than when they left but two of the three sent eastward returned with news of an enormous army possibly four thousand strong marching toward Port Glorious. In the lead were the manticores, but there were also goblins, gnomes, and even a few humans and elves observed by the two runners who made it back. The third scout did not return.

		Qistan knew at once that they were about to be laid under siege. He commanded the Cohort to abandon the barracks outside of Centurai Gate and moved them all inside the city walls. He then ordered the shanties outside of the Emperor’s Gate and Satja’s Gate to be burned to the ground. The ruins still smoldered and smoked but Qistan now had a clear view of his enemy as they approached and knew that they would have to come at the wall exposed and in the open.

		Four thousand rabble against my seven hundred? We’re in a defensible position of strength and I’ve already had the Proxis engrave fold marks into the approaches. We’ve the Aether on our side—what there is of it—and the manticorian tactics are easily countered…

		Qistan mopped his elongated forehead once more with the edge of his robe. So why am I still sweating?

		“Are your warriors ready?” Qistan asked.

		“Yes, General!” It was Tribune Sha-Meihuen who answered him. Qistan trusted the Tribune implicitly. “There are two full Centurai on the walls with four Octia positioned behind each of the five gates. The rest remain reserved in the plaza adjacent to your home; each are organized in Octia with their Proxis awaiting deployment behind the siege lines at your command. We have a single Octia of war-mages but I’ve spread them as evenly as I could across the Centurai. Proxis are also in the sea-towers as a precaution against any attack by water.”

		Qistan looked down the line of the battlements. The elven warriors stood in their armor, black featureless eyes shining through the ports of their gleaming helmets. The morning breeze rustled their banners. The distant rhythmic sound of the approaching army rolled toward them across the landscape.

		“Who are they?” Sha-Meihuen asked, gazing out toward the approaching battle line.

		“The runners called them the ‘Army of the Prophet,’ ” Qistan answered. “Word reached me from Rhonas that two Legions had been dispatched to annihilate them weeks ago. We were to be the rear guard against their escape.”

		“Escape?” Sha-Meihuen chuckled. “Escape to where?”

		“The very problem I was contemplating,” Qistan said quietly.

		“It would seem that the Legions did not accomplish the Emperor’s Will,” Sha-Meihuen sniffed. “All the more glory for us, General.”

		“If we survive to claim it,” Qistan observed.

		The forward lines were moving quicker now. The general could make out the shapes of the manticores bent over, the lion-men starting their charge toward the port town.

		“Where is the House of your ancestors, Tribune Sha-Meihuen?” Qistan asked, his eyes fixed on the approaching battle line. The sun rose directly behind them, its rays obscured by the dust but the glare from its disk making it difficult to keep his eyes on his enemy.

		“The House of my Ancestors is in Zhadras, General,” the Tribune replied.

		“Mine was in Tyrania…my father was a Baron of the Aethergus Coast,” Qistan said with studied casualness. He could hear the manticores’ roaring battle cries more than see them in the glaring haze. “We are both far from the memory of our wives and children, Tribune.”

		The manticores had nearly reached the outskirts of the town. The elven warriors shifted nervously on the wall to either side of him.

		“Archers…READY!” the Tribune called out, raising his hand. The manticores were charging across the charred ruins of the outer city. Polished armor flashed on their backs in the rising dawn breaking behind them.

		“You don’t suppose they’ll stop on their own, do you?” Qistan said with dry amusement.

		“No, General,” Sha-Meihuen chuckled under his breath. The howl from the charging army was overwhelming. “I don’t suppose they will.”

		“Then we’ll have to stop them…now!” Qistan said.

		“FIRE!” the Tribune shouted.

		Instantly, a rain of arrows flashed from the city walls, driving down into the front lines of the manticores. Some deflected from the elegant armor of the lion-men but more found purchase in flesh. Yet the manticores drove on, far fewer falling than Qistan would have expected. The Tribune shouted again, loosing another volley against the roaring charge. Then the manticores reached the base of the wall, charging the main gate with a battering ram as the Tribune released the archers to fire at will.

		The Army of the Prophet continued its steady approach. Qistan could see from his position on the battlements that the army’s battle line extended well to the north and was wheeling rapidly around the northern side of the city, well outside of the range of his archers.

		“Keep firing,” Qistan shouted at the Tribune over the din. “They’re trying to flank us on the north and put us under siege but the brunt of the manticores seem to be here at the east gate. If we wait for the rest of their army to draw in toward the north gate, then we can fold in the reserves behind their lines on the north—devastate their flank and then pivot…”

		The Tribune was not looking at him, his face filled with awestruck terror.

		Qistan turned to follow the Tribune’s gaze to the east.

		Enormous, unspeakable winged monsters flew out of the sun. Leathery wings more than fifty feet in span glowed in the sunlight. Talons as tall as an elf, barbed tails and flashing scales all flew at him out of the sky with screeching cries so horrible that General Qistan thought he might lose his sanity. Though he had never seen one nor even believed in their existence, nevertheless their shape was familiar to him from the histories and legends he had long considered dead.

		“Dragons!” Qistan screamed. “They’ve got dragons!”

		One of the enormous shapes—a dragon with gray-blue markings—wheeled suddenly, raking its claws down the length of the battlements wall as it passed. Elves tried to escape but found no refuge. Most fell from the wall, some jumping outward in their terror, plunging into the battle-mad rage of the manticores below, while others were crushed or torn by the weight and edge of the dragon’s claws. Two more of the dragons shrieked overhead toward the center of the town.

		Qistan, in outraged wonder, saw figures riding on the backs of the dragons as they passed over his head. Humans! Humans and dragons together? That’s a legend we killed long ago!

		“Shift targets!” Qistan bellowed, pointing to the winged monstrosities filling the skies over Port Glorious. The creatures were plummeting down toward the plaza near the center of town. Qistan could see the massed numbers of his reserve Cohorts still filling the plaza in their prepared ranks. “Archers! Take them down! Take them down! Stop them now!”

		The archers swung their bows around but it was too late. The black-and-rust-colored dragon with multiple raiders on its back dipped its head and a storm of fire rained down on the plaza, engulfing the massed troops in a devastating conflagration. Fire roiled upward, catching among the surrounding buildings, its greasy smoke curling skyward around the avatria of his floating home. The yellow-green dragon with its own set of riders wheeled around the avatria, its claws extended as its wings opened wide, slowing the beast in the air. The wings folded against its body as the dragon alighted on the subatria wall, the raiders on its back slipping down the leathery membranes into the garden within the walls of his home and…

		The Aether Well! Qistan realized with a shock.

		The Aether Well that supplied all the magic of Port Glorious was located in the center of his garden. It had been secure behind not only the city wall but also behind the walls of his home’s subatria. The power of its magic could repel any assault from the ground…

		But until this moment, Qistan had not considered the possibility of an assault from the sky. The Governor-general of Port Glorious suddenly realized that this Army of the Prophet had done to his Cohort what he had intended to do to them; bypassed his frontal defense and struck at his heart behind his own lines.

		“Fall back!” the general yelled. “Fall back to the Aether Well! Protect the Well!”

		Qistan could not see the Tribune. Chaos had exploded among the ranks of the elven warriors. The gray-blue dragon relentlessly ravaged the warriors atop the city walls, driving them down into the tight streets below. The black-and-rust dragon continued to pass back and forth across the city, breathing flames of death from the skies onto the troops as they fled in panic through the narrow passageways below.

		“Captain…what is your name!” Qistan demanded.

		“Neirah, General!” the captain responded, his sharp teeth chattering despite the warmth of the morning.

		“Where are the Tribunes?” Qistan demanded.

		“I don’t know, General,” the elf replied. “My own Tribune is dead, dragged from the wall by one of those dragons and dropped outside. We are without a Tribune, General.”

		“You are now Tribune Neirah,” Qistan barked. “Rally your Octian and anyone else you can find. We have to…”

		A brilliant flash of light exploded from the subatria of his home near the center of the town. An expanding dome of energy radiated outward with terrible speed, passing over Qistan and dissipating across the hills and the waters to the south. The avatria rose upward with the wave, tumbling sideways before smashing down just to the north of Centurai Gate, falling sideways and collapsing the wall. The wave rushed outward, passing over the wall where the Governor-general stood. Qistan nearly fell, not from its impact for it passed over them like a sudden wind but from its absence.

		He nearly stumbled from the sudden lack of Aether.

		The magic was gone.

		How could this have happened? Qistan’s mind raced, trying to comprehend the incomprehensible. How could everything have fallen apart so quickly?

		“To the galleys,” Qistan said to the newly-minted Tribune Neirah. “We’ve got to get to the galleys and escape. Get word to everyone you can to converge on the galleys and set sail at once!”

		“We are…abandoning the city?” Neirah blinked.

		“Yes, if we can,” Qistan said. “Tell everyone to rendezvous at Point Erebus in three days’ time. Then we’ll plan what to do next!”

		“But, General, the Will of the Emperor is…”

		“Run, Tribune!” Qistan barked. “Or there will be none of us left to care about the Will of the Emperor!”

		The Emperor’s Gate of Port Glorious shattered beneath them. The manticores poured into the city.

		[image: ]

		Governor-general Qistan Sha-Barethin never made it to the harbor. His corpse was discovered beneath the blistered bodies of twelve elven warriors, including one agonized creature in charred captain’s robes and armor still struggling for breath. He kept referring to himself as a Tribune and shouting for everyone to get to the ships in the harbor.

		The manticores shook their heads and honored him by keeping their silence…never telling him while he breathed that the ships that had been his hope had all been burned at the docks by the dragons before any had managed to even cut their moorings.

	
		CHAPTER 2
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		Wary Travelers

		SOEN TJEN-REI STOOD on the city battlements, leaning on his Matei staff as he gazed down from above the Centurai Gate toward the sunset. The elf and former Inquisitor of the Iblisi had found his Drakis after all—but hardly in the manner that he had hoped and far from one that would help him return to the graces of his Order. Drakis’ spectacular return on the back of a dragon was the perfect staging of a fulfilled prophecy, cementing the human’s status as the chosen one of the gods to bring down the elven Empire.

		That’s how I would have done it, if I wanted to convince the rabble that I had a divine mandate, the elf thought, gazing down with contemplative contempt at the people below him. A big mythic show, a public miracle or two, and the crowd will follow you. How did I come to this?

		He knew well enough how he had found himself on the wrong side of this war. The truth. It was always getting him into trouble. Truth was his profession—the studious and selective hiding of which was essential to the continuation of the elven Empire. He and all his Order were tasked to find the truth wherever it might be, evaluate its value, and then bury it deeply whenever the truth got in the way of the Imperial Will.

		But then he had encountered Drakis and the Prophecy.

		It had proved to be a rather larger and more difficult truth than he had imagined. The Iblisi had known about the prophecy for centuries and kept the knowledge from reaching the citizen elves of the Empire although the tale was rampant among other races. Moreover, the Iblisi knew that the prophecy was not so much a destiny mandated by the gods as it was a prediction of the Empire’s fall. The seeds of the Empire’s destruction were found within the Empire itself; it really needed very little in the way of a catalyst to start the Empire toppling.

		Drakis, it seemed, had provided that catalyst.

		Now the frustrating question for Soen was how he could use that to his advantage and, more importantly, would he have time to do so? Events since Drakis’ heralded return argued against those odds. The Army of the Prophet and the Drakis Rebellion were already set to tear themselves apart long before the Legions of the Empire could arrive to do the job. Of course, anything could be changed with enough time. Mountains could be sundered by something as delicate as the rain given enough time. It all came down to how much leverage could be applied and just how far one had to move the mountain to get the desired result.

		The large storage houses below him had been located close to the docks. Now the large doors of the warehouses were open wide and an anthill of activity bustled in and out of them, emptying the grain stocks and other larders of Port Glorious and distributing them throughout the camp. The efficiency with which Belag and his council had organized the effort was impressive and they had even declared a feasting day in celebration of their, well, glorious victory. Such feasts were taking place in each Centurai of rebel warriors but the majority of the stores were being loaded onto large wagons for transport. The War Council—a smaller assembly selected from the Council of the Prophet—had recommended that the majority of the pilgrims remain in Willow Vale. Those capable of warfare then struck northeast to raid the towns along the sweeping arch of Mistral Bay, swelling the ranks of the warriors as they went with the disaffected citizens of both Glachold and Markrethold who were all too anxious to cast their lots in with the Army of the Prophet. There were a number of humans in these communities who were naturally inclined to join with the pilgrims’ cause. The goblins of these towns, by far the majority of citizenry, were sufficiently impressed by word that the Pajak of Krishu had allied himself with the Army of the Prophet that they surrendered their towns without complaint. These liberated families then set out to join the main encampment in Willow Vale while the more eager and idealistic of their young promptly took up arms and swelled the ranks of the army as it came at last to its objective of Port Glorious.

		But from the time he had landed and through all of the subsequent battles, Drakis had largely stuck to his tent. As much as his return had sparked an influx of pilgrims, his subsequent absence was straining their faith.

		Where, in the name of the Dark Gods, is Drakis, Soen seethed. Since his return, the Man of Prophecy had refused all Soen’s attempts to meet with him—when it was so obvious that Drakis was in desperate need of help.

		Fools! Soen shook his head, his arms folded across his chest as he watched the evidence parade back and forth below him. What have they achieved? They are like locusts crossing the land, feeding on whatever they can claim and moving on. All this northern raid has bought them is a momentary reprieve from their destruction. They cannot see beyond their next meal.

		Soen shifted the dead Matei staff in his hands as he sneered. It had all been for nothing so far as he was concerned. He had come along to Port Glorious in the hopes of recharging his staff at the Aether Well here but something had happened during the attack that made the Well utterly useless. He could draw no further magic from his staff but continued to carry it more out of habit than need. Even dead to the Aether it was still a considerable weapon in his hands.

		Like myself, in some ways, he mused.

		Soen heard the soft padding of feet approaching up the stairs behind the city wall. He already knew who it was before they spoke. “Good evening, Ethis.”

		“Is it?” the chimerian countered as he stepped onto the wall. “Greetings, then, Master Soen. I see the council has wasted no time in looting the spoils of their victory.”

		“They hardly had any choice,” Soen replied. “The Army of the Prophet was running low on supplies when we arrived. They will consume most of it just getting back to the main encampment in Willow Vale—and their position will not have improved much.”

		“They have another victory,” Ethis observed.

		“Victories all end when your army has nothing to eat,” Soen countered, shifting his Matei staff in his hands. “Every cause is only three meals away from revolution. But then, Ethis of Ephindria, I suspect you already know that.”

		“We haven’t known each other long enough for you to suspect anything,” Ethis said.

		“And yet we know one other so well,” Soen smiled with his sharp teeth. “I understand you do a rather remarkable impression of me.”

		Ethis’ face was, as common for his race, completely blank and showed no reaction to the words of the Inquisitor—but the hesitation in his response told Soen that he had an advantage.

		“I trust I have not offended you, Inquisitor,” the chimerian responded. “No slight was intended, I assure you.”

		“Not at all,” Soen continued. “But I think it is time that you and I came to an understanding with one another, Ethis of Ephindria. It is time there was some truth between us.”

		“It has been said that if an Iblisi speaks the truth, that’s when you know he is lying,” Ethis said in a neutral tone.

		“Spoken with confidence by one who changes his face as often as the Emperor changes his mind,” Soen answered, “but perhaps we could set all that aside and find a place of mutual benefit.”

		“My experience is that the elves take little interest in mutual benefit,” Ethis said, his arms tightening. “They simply take.”

		“And my experience is that dangerous roads are often more pleasant when shared with fellow travelers,” Soen countered. “Should our roads converge and our destination be the same, would it not prove better to aid one another in our journey? Besides I have such stories to tell that would be of great interest on our way.”

		Ethis considered for a few moments in silence before answering. “You have a story to tell me, Inquisitor?”

		“Oh, yes, one that I think you’ll find most entertaining,” Soen continued speaking, his gaze fixed out across the sea of warriors encamped about the town. “It starts with a Queen of Ephindria who once ruled the families of her great nation with equanimity and an eye to the future…”

		“Our nation is our family,” Ethis replied in cool tones.

		“Yes but in this story it is a troubled family indeed,” Soen continued. “The tale is told that Chythal—the heir and rightful ruler of all Ephindria—has become the Mistress of the High Council in Exile.”

		“Where would you hear such a story,” Ethis asked, shaking his head.

		“It is a story told by the Lady of Whylin and the Lady of Surthal of the southern families in Ephindria,” Soen replied with a slight nod of his head.

		“If it is told by such liars, then your story is a tragedy,” Ethis said quietly, “and a poor one at that.”

		“But a tragedy only in the beginning,” Soen continued. “It begins with the dreadful surety that Chythal no longer presides over the families from the Light-towers of Ephindria. The unity of the families becomes a fading shadow across the land—all because four chimerian families allied themselves secretly with the Rhonas Imperium who have supported their usurpation of the Ephindrian throne by supplying them with just enough Aether to force their queen from her rightful rule.”

		“I do not like your story,” Ethis said as he looked away.

		“But this is the part that interests me,” Soen continued. “Queen Chythal had a group of noble guardians in her service who were legendary in their powers. All chimerians are shapeshifters; their telescoping and flexible bone structure and malleable sinews allowing them considerable flexibility in the form they take. But there are only a few—a very select few—who have the training, talent and discipline to mimic other forms. They were suspect in their own society, outcasts in many ways as their own kind found the extent of their talents unnerving but Queen Chythal took them in and made them into a formidable weapon at her command. They were called the D’reth and vowed to serve her as her sons. They were charged with the most unpleasant of tasks—all in the cause of reinstating her rightful rule.”

		“They do not exist,” Ethis said, turning his blank face back toward the former Inquisitor. “They are only a myth.”

		“But a good myth,” Soen said, turning to face the chimerian standing now a full head taller than the elf. “I wonder what one of their number would say to me if they knew what is known to the Iblisi Keeper in Rhonas—what every Iblisi who has studied the prophecy knows—about the Rhonas Empire and the Drakis Prophecy? What would one of the D’reth say if they knew that the Rhonas Empire was going to fall—that it was entirely rotten from within—and that the question was not so much if the Imperium would fall as it was when and how it would fall? What would such an honorable and legendary chimerian say on behalf of his queen, knowing that the means of choking her enemies was within her reach…that an army was at hand just looking for an excuse to bring down the empire whose Aether was keeping her from reuniting the families of Ephindria once more? What would such a trusted servant of Her Majesty say? Would they purchase their Queen’s rightful destiny by lending her support in food and goods to an army, say, like this one?”

		Ethis stared blankly back at Soen. Chimerians normally exhibited few features on their faces and those they did maintain often changed. They had no expressions except those they chose to convey through conscious effort. It was the silence and its length that told Soen what he needed to know.

		“You tell very strange tales, indeed, Soen. But I had nearly forgotten why I had come for you,” Ethis said without preamble. “The War Council is to convene this evening. Belag has requested that you attend.”

		“Belag?” A wry smile flashed across Soen’s face. “Not Drakis?”

		“Belag remains head of the War Council,” Ethis said, unfolding the upper pair of his four arms and gesturing toward the stairs descending behind the city wall. “It is only right that he should determine who should attend.”

		“And will Drakis be in attendance?” Soen asked as he stepped down the stairs.

		The chimerian followed him down. “Drakis is occupied with other matters.”

		“As always.”

		“He sent his regrets to the council,” Ethis replied as they reached the bottom of the stairs and began moving through the twisting streets. The wreck of the avatria lay shattered on their left as they circumnavigated the subatria toward the plaza. “He also says that Belag will know what to do.”

		“Of course he will,” Soen observed. “As always. And where is this council to be convened?”

		“In the temple north of the bazaar,” Ethis replied.

		“Of course,” Soen nodded as he walked. “A holy place for the Army of the Prophet to plan its next conquest.”

		They walked along in silence then, moving past the charred plaza and through the streets. They came to the market square. The tents of the commanders were aglow in the deepening evening. Flickering light spilled from the doorway into the temple. Soen was about to cross to the temple steps when Ethis spoke.

		“You tell good stories,” Ethis said carefully.

		“Thank you, Ethis,” Soen bowed slightly.

		“I must wonder,” the chimerian said without inflection, “why an elf of the Imperium would tell such a tale?”

		“Because I have come to believe that the Imperial tree is going to fall,” Soen replied. “And I want to insure the direction it falls…so that it does not fall on me.”

		Ethis stared back at the Inquisitor with his expressionless face for another moment before he spoke. “Perhaps you would like to accompany me. We seem to be going in the same direction.”

	
		CHAPTER 3
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		Spoils of War

		“SILENCE! SILENCE!” BELLOWED BELAG, his massive, hoary form straining forward on the throne of the Grahn Aur, his massive hands gripping the armrests so tightly that he thought the wood might snap.

		Even the roaring voice of the manticore was having difficulty cutting through the tumultuous cacophony that filled the torch-lit hall. Belag had originally chosen the elven temple as the location for the council meeting partly because it was one of the few undamaged buildings large enough for the council to meet in but mostly because its thick walls would keep the sights and sounds of these proceedings hidden from the Army of the Prophet encamped outside the walls of the town. As it was the commanders of the various warrior groups had pitched their tents in the plaza just south of the temple and, no doubt, could not help but overhear the heated words of the Army’s general leadership council as not even the stone walls could contain the rising sound of argument.

		Jugar, red-faced, was standing on his chair, his fist striking at the air as though propelling additional force into his every word. Doroganda, the gnome representative, was literally jumping up and down on her own chair, her voice a shrill squeal above the discordant chorus of shouting. Hegral and Gradek—the warrior manticores in charge of the two Legion divisions of the armies—were gesturing wildly while shouting in demonstration of their displeasure. Neblik, the mud gnome, was trying desperately to get everyone’s positions straight for his narrative and, in the process, only adding confusion to the argument. Urulani, Air Master, sat with her arms folded tightly across her chest as she tried to restrain herself from knocking several council members’ heads together. Ethis sat next to Belag’s throne, his face twitching occasionally although otherwise studiously blank. Soen sat on the ground between the arguing manticores in grim contemplation.

		All eyes were focused on Braun, who stood in the center of the circle of chairs holding a scroll of parchment in his hand, attempting to read it aloud to the assembly while a human messenger stood next to him, growing more pale and sickly in appearance by the moment. This was the tenth such communication from Tsojai Acheran since the elf had been appointed Pilgrim Master of the council in the absence of the Grahn Aur; the last four of these scrolls had arrived within the space of the previous week. Each was dutifully read before the War Council that commanded the Army of the Prophet and each epistle had increasingly enflamed the rage of the council members both over the distant elf’s governance of the pilgrim camp and due to the differences between the council members themselves.

		Even the manticore’s voice was having difficulty cutting through the din. Belag rose to his feet, roaring. “There will be silence in this hall at once! All of you! You will close your mouths this instant…or I shall be forced to close them for you!”

		The general arguing died down enough for a few voices to be distinguished from the noise.

		Jugar’s remained indignant. “But, this is an absolute outrage to suggest that…”

		Doroganda’s rush of words continued. “The very idea is an affront to the glorious rule of…”

		Hegral shouted. “He has no right to…”

		Belag leaped up from his throne with a great roar. He turned and picked up the massive chair, pressing it over his head. Then, with all his considerable strength, he slammed it downward, driving it against the stone floor. The chair broke with a resounding crash, shocking the assembly into quiet. Belag snatched up a now broken armrest and wheeled to face the council, holding it like a club.

		“I will personally push this down the throat of the next council member that speaks without my permission,” Belag seethed. “Everyone will be heard…but each in their own time.”

		Belag’s words hung in the sudden silence within the long, rectangular hall. The only sound in that moment was the fluttering of the torches and his own ragged breath.

		“Continue, Braun,” Belag pointed at the human wizard with the broken arm of the chair.

		Braun cleared his throat before continuing. “And, therefore, we require direction in the form of a written missive from the War Council explaining that the use of occupied lands and the establishment of permanent settlements is contrary to the council’s intention to move the camp in order to more effectively pursue the downfall of the elven Empire. We require this correspondence at once.”

		“Require? Demand is more like it!” Jugar snapped.

		Belag shook the chair’s arm menacingly in the dwarf’s direction.

		“Merely commenting,” the dwarf grumbled.

		Braun continued his recitation, “Seventh: In addition to these issues come the problems of support for the members of the encampment itself. News of our success has spread from Manticus Bay all along the Shadow Coast and across both Vestasia and Nordesia. This has brought a burgeoning increase in the number of pilgrims seeking the returned Man of Prophecy and the hope for a better life that his return offers them in accordance with his legend. At the time of our victory in Willow Vale, the encampment numbered nearly seventy-three thousand including the Army of the Prophet, their families, and those pilgrims unable to participate in the army directly. Our best count as of the date of my writing puts the number of pilgrims in Willow Vale to have swollen to nearly twice that number with almost a thousand more arriving daily. Those who arrive all ask the question, ‘Where is Drakis? When might we see him? When might we hear his voice…’ ”

		When, indeed, thought Belag as he rubbed his forehead with his free hand. When will any of us see or hear from him?

		“Because of his absence, many of the encampment are even beginning to question his existence and the majority are threatening either abandonment or, in some cases, the overthrow of the council. Many of these issues can be traced directly to problems of supply and the difficulty of obtaining food and proper shelter for nearly one hundred and fifty thousand pilgrim souls. With burgeoning numbers of pilgrims arriving at the main encampment each day, the People of the Prophet require additional resources in order to sustain the Cause and to maintain the faithful in their support of the army and its goals. Therefore we require that the army turn over to the Council of the Prophet in Willow Vale all material goods, especially food, seized during operations by the Army of the Prophet. Furthermore…”

		“Furthermore?” Gradek sneered. “That’s not enough? What more does he want?

		“Furthermore,” Braun read on, “we require an increase in material assistance from the Pajak of Krishu and the allied tribes of Nordesia, especially in the form of edible goods…”

		“More?” screeched Doroganda. “The Pajak of Krishu is beginning to wonder if his alliance with the Army of the Prophet is worth the risks he is taking on behalf of his tribe!”

		“The Pajak has nothing to complain about!” Gradek snarled. “You goblins take the first spoils of our conquests and you’ve been more than compensated for what you’ve delivered to the encampment so far!”

		“The Pajak does not make war for profit,” Doroganda asserted.

		“No, he only complains when his profit isn’t big enough when he chooses to go to war,” Gradek countered.

		“It’s your war that we are supporting,” Doroganda replied with an edge of disdain in her voice. “Your great prophecy-war against the Elven Tyranny…and how have you waged this so-called war? By boldly marching in the opposite direction from the Empire you claim you want to destroy! In the meantime, you expect us to feed this increasingly burdensome rabble of your encampment while you boldly continue to conquer outposts that are even farther from your enemy’s armies than before.”

		“We have won every battle,” Hegral boasted. “Conquered every stronghold.”

		“Well, hurrah for the Army of the Prophet,” Doroganda mocked. “Hail its victorious retreat at the Pajak’s expense.”

		Ethis shook his head. “With little help from you or your Pajak. The manticores charge against the enemy walls while the goblin troops hold back.”

		“And where is the great Queen of the chimerians and her ever-changeable nation?” Doroganda said, raising her chin in defiance. “At least our warriors stand on the field of battle. What honor is there in Ephindria when they lie silent and quivering behind their borders lending neither strength nor aid?”

		“Our nation…”

		“Is your family, we’ve all heard it before,” Doroganda finished in disgust. “You all hide behind that easy answer. Well, my family is with me here among honest warriors pitting our blood against elven swords. Where is the blood of Ephindria on the battlefield? Where are their caravans of aid? What do they offer beyond empty words?”

		“And for once I would like to hear the answer to the goblin’s question!” Gradek asserted, turning toward Ethis.

		“There is more still,” Braun interjected, pointing at the long scroll parchment that draped over his hand.

		“Of course there is,” Gradek growled.

		Braun nodded and continued. “Eight: The pressures of maintaining order over the rapidly increasing population of the gathering believers has caused the rise of a number of factions within the encampment—several of which demand immediate attention…”

		“Everything is immediate in the eyes of an elf!” Gradek snarled.

		Soen’s eyes shifted but he remained otherwise still.

		Braun pressed on. “The self-proclaimed ‘Brothers of Drakis’ are a human faction which has been growing steadily in strength over the last month and recently has become openly defiant of the Council of the Prophet, claiming that Drakis is being deliberately kept away from the camp. There have been several incidents between the ‘Brothers of Drakis’ and the Grahn Aur Guard—a faction of manticores who believe in their right to stand in the Grahn Aur’s place to rule over the pilgrims in his stead. The Pajak has also decreed Willow Vale to now be within the boundaries of his domain as his just spoils for his assistance in the battle against the elven Legions. His warriors on wyvernback patrol through the camp side by side with the council’s constabulary with tensions running high on both sides. The constabulary force is inadequate to oppose the goblin warriors and a number of incidents have been reported of goblins intimidating pilgrims—largely Hak’kaarin gnomes and humans as well as a number of chimerians—into surrendering their goods under threat of reprisal. These thefts…”

		“That is a lie!” Doroganda shouted, her small brick-red fist thrust defiantly at Braun with her thumb and first finger extended. “The warriors of the Pajak are no thieves!”

		Belag saw Soen smile. The manticore also knew from his negotiations with the Pajak that the gesture was a supreme insult among the goblins although apparently among those present only Doroganda, Soen, and himself were aware of it.

		“Which part?” asked Neblik, trying desperately to keep the narrative straight in his head.

		“Which part what?” demanded the goblin.

		“Which part was the lie,” Neblik asked. “The part about the ‘inadequate force’ or the part about ‘goblin theft by intimidation’?”

		“Both of them, you idiot!” Doroganda snarled.

		Ethis shook his head impatiently. “Braun! Can we get on with this?”

		“He lists a great number of other grievances,” Braun said, unrolling the scroll further as his eyes scanned down the page.

		“Pass over them!” Ethis threw all four of his hands up at once in frustration. “What does the councillor want us to DO?”

		Braun continued scanning down the page, pulling more parchment from the roll twice before stopping. “Ah! Therefore, we require that the War Council return the Army of the Prophet, led by the prophesied Drakis, at once to Willow Vale with the intention…”

		“Shades of Hchai!” Hegral swore. “Who is this elf to order our armies at his will? Let him move the encampment to us here! Then we can gather our strength, build our clans, and prepare properly to take on the Empire!”

		“You meet and you talk and then you talk about meeting!” Doroganda spat. “The Pajak will not stand for it! We stand with warriors not with cats who sleep when the sun is shining and only hiss when danger is upon them!”

		“You will swallow those words, goblin-whelp,” Gradek growled, “or I’ll tear them out of your throat myself!”

		“And what will that profit you, cat-man?” Doroganda sneered. “I know you and your kind! You would count yourself happy to be rid of the Pajak of Krishu and his goblin warriors. The warriors of the Pajak will walk with their spoils, take their mighty wyverns with them and you would not care—until your belly was hollow and your mewling whelps were without suck. If our warriors walk from your army, big cat-man, we walk with our grain and our meat and our stores. We walk with your lives. How long will the pilgrims remain? How long before this great army of yours starts eating itself?”

		“It is late,” Belag said. “We will convene again tomorrow at dusk to consider our response.”

		A silence descended on the hall.

		Belag stepped forward, turning around as he spoke to the now silent council.

		“We have forgotten,” he said, his deep voice resonating through the hall. “We have forgotten our destiny. We have forgotten that we are the Children of the Prophecy.”

		Doroganda leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “As I understand this fairy-tale prophecy, you’re supposed to be led by some great human who will bring down the elf oppressors and avenge the fall of his people. He shows up on the big, nasty dragon and everyone is impressed but where is he now? No one seems to have seen him since he arrived and the Pajak of Krishu is becoming concerned that he does not exist at all.”

		Belag eyed the goblin then turned to look at where his throne lay smashed and in pieces.

		Where are you, Drakis? Belag thought. Where are you?

	
		CHAPTER 4

		[image: ]

		Upside Down

		URULANI STRODE THROUGH THE SOUTHEAST Goblin Gate of Port Glorious as the morning sun rose behind her with salmon hues. Her appearance was acknowledged by the manticorian and chimerian warriors working to clear the gate marketplace of the dead and debris with bows and silent salutes. Urulani was grateful for this change. When they had first returned with the dragons to find the Army of the Prophet and the pilgrim refugees on the shores of Willow Vale any sight of Drakis or any of those who had returned with him was enough to elicit wild cheers and thunderous acclamations. She had managed with considerable difficulty and the assistance of the Council of the Prophet to dissuade the warriors in the army from the practice of dropping everything to honor any of the “Drakis Chosen” as they had come to be called in favor of the quieter and subtler salute.

		Yet they still looked at her with those same eyes. She could see the adoration and the hope behind them. It was a look the raider captain could not tolerate for any long period of time.

		Now this dark-skinned captain of the Sondau Clan had been reduced to an all-too-glorified messenger. Ethis had come to her after the council disbanded the previous evening, begging her to present a message to Drakis on his behalf. He had rebuffed her suggestion that he run his own errands, claiming that Drakis would not see him but that he might see Urulani. She had tried that night to approach Drakis in his tent, believing it the best time to find him there but the manticorian guards had established a perimeter around his lodgings and had orders to let no one pass. She had attempted again at first light this morning and had been admitted—only to find not Drakis but a messenger with an urgent request from the Aether Master Braun that Drakis be brought to him at once. Urulani had dismissed the messenger, promising to fulfill the charge of the grateful man. She had been engaged in an increasingly frustrating search for Drakis ever since, discovering a number of warriors who claimed to have seen him but somehow their directions never seemed to get her any closer to finding him. The last had brought her through the southeastern gate of the town wall and into the carnage that lay before her.

		It occurred to her to try another tactic. If Braun was looking for Drakis then perhaps all she really needed to do was to find Braun.

		The destruction here near the former docks was bad enough but she knew that the plaza beyond the wreckage was much worse. There, the manticores had been working throughout much of the day to clear the slaughtered elven warriors from the charred square. That had been the place of greatest carnage, the dragon’s breath descending like a deadly avalanche of flame on the tightly packed ranks of elven Octia. These warriors had been destroyed utterly before they had a chance to be deployed. The forward elements of the Army of the Prophet had breached three of the five city gates quickly which had allowed them opportunity to get the fires in the center of the town under control before the entire village—and its precious food stores—had been utterly destroyed.

		The town and its buildings were unimportant. The food stores were everything in this raid.

		However, Urulani found it difficult to think of food’s importance at this moment. She had been a Captain of the Forgotten and as such had been a seasoned participant of many raids along the shores of Thetis Bay. Death had always been a part of her world but the stench from the still smoldering corpses in the plaza was almost overwhelming, even for her.

		She spotted a human male hovering at the edge of the charred ruins, reluctant to help with the dreadful work at hand. His face seemed unusually pale even in the evening light.

		Urulani approached him. “Pardon my question…”

		The man turned, his scowl shifting at once into surprise. He fell to the ground in front of her, his arms stretched out before him as his face pressed toward the ground. “My Great Lady of the Dragon! Speak that I may serve you!”

		“Oh, get up,” Urulani urged, gripping the man by his arms and dragging him to his feet.

		“Yes, My Great Lady of the Dragon,” the man sputtered.

		“What is your name?” she asked.

		“Bartolem, my Lady,” the man blurted out.

		“I’m looking for Braun.” Urulani dispensed with pleasantries. She knew diplomacy was not entirely her strong suit and when confronted with anything that made her feel awkward, she often reverted to being the commanding captain.

		The man stared blankly at her.

		“The Aether Master,” Urulani insisted.

		“The human wizard?” Bartolem asked.

		“Yes! He asked to see me.” That part was not entirely true. Braun had asked for Drakis but he was nowhere to be found so she had come in his stead. “Where is he?”

		Bartolem gestured to his left. “This way, my Lady. I saw him on the fold platform by the eastern gate.”

		“The fold platform?” Urulani said with surprise as she eyed the narrow street to the north the man had indicated. “I thought Port Glorious had no folds.”

		“It doesn’t,” Bartolem confirmed, gesturing again to the narrow street. “Here, let me show you.”

		Urulani followed Bartolem as he made his way up the narrow, winding street, lined with watchful troops. Each saluted as she passed, their expressions conveying their pride and their support for her.

		It’s embarrassing, she thought grimly.

		She followed the man between the buildings and across a small courtyard with a broken, dry fountain in its center. There were several exiting alleyways and Urulani hesitated for a moment but Bartolem urged her quietly to follow him into an alley on the opposite side. Within less than a dozen steps the narrow, winding canyon between the buildings on either hand opened onto the corner of what had been the main market square. The stalls were gone, replaced by a number of tents occupied by the field commanders of the army. There was a constant bustling through this area of manticores, humans, gnomes, and goblins relaying commands and results from the various units now operating throughout the occupied town. On her right hand rose what remained of the Emperor’s Gate, its shattered doors laid askew. Gnome workmen were already busy rebuilding and shoring up the gates despite Belag’s admonition not to bother with it. The army would not be here long enough to complete the job, let alone make use of the completed gates.

		On the northern side rose a rectangular temple, which ran the length of the marketplace from east to west. Rows of statues stood along the outer temple wall.

		“Elven gods?” Urulani asked.

		“Yes, dedicated originally to Kiris,” Bartolem mused aloud.

		Urulani raised her eyebrows at the human.

		“My former master in Blackbay was most devout and insisted everyone in his household learn and worship the Rhonas pantheon,” Bartolem explained in haste. “See that row of statues lining the side of the building. Each of the statues depicted another aspect of the eye of the sun traversing the sky and the trickster moon dancing in chase. Kiris is the goddess of light and dark—she who sees the seen and the unseen.”

		“Let’s hope she isn’t watching now,” Urulani muttered. “So where is Braun?”

		“I saw the wizard down on the left, toward the Governor’s old home.”

		Urulani nodded and started through the tents, leaving Bartolem in her wake. Creatures and humans stumbled over themselves to get out of the way and honor Urulani all at the same time. Ahead of her, to the west, she could see the subatria that had supported the Governor’s House. The avatria no longer pierced the sky, but lay in a heap at the far side of its foundation.

		Then, through the tents on her left, she saw it.

		It was a low stone platform of the same design which, according to Braun, commonly supported nearly every elven fold throughout the Rhonas Empire and well into its provinces. In this case, however, it was incomplete as there was no fold established above it for the platform to support.

		It was, however, supporting Braun and a rather agitated Jugar.

		Urulani frowned. Having the dwarf and human wizards in any kind of proximity had become increasingly volatile and even dangerous over the weeks since the two had met.

		Braun was still as insane as Drakis had described him but somehow knew more about Aether magic than even the mysterious dwarf Jugar. He had proved himself invaluable so far in the campaign and, if Belag were to be believed, had even proved adept at opening gateway folds more spectacularly than anyone—elf or human—of whom she had ever heard. Braun had even begun teaching some of the humans among the warriors the arts of drawing on the Aether and putting it to use in warfare. Yet despite these considerable skills to his credit, he still made Urulani uneasy.

		“Air Mistress!” shouted Braun, waving from atop the platform. Fortunately, no one began a chanting chorus at the sound of her title.

		Braun’s face broke into a wide smile.
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