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Since before man had taken up quill and parchment to record the history of his struggles, the Laikens had practiced their black arts. With great skill, they summoned beings from the Spirit Stream that should never have darkened the canvas of this dimension. Breaching the natural barrier that divided the worlds with their magic, the Laikens conjured demons they were barely able to control.
The temple of Amendeth was carved into the holy mountain and the Laiken Empire thrived within the misty forests of the north. All about them, humans warred and found new ways to slay one another. Meanwhile, within the haze of the Norvrost and Rikon forests, the Laikens firmly held their ancient homes with the aid of the summoning lore, of which men knew nothing.
And then, a man sought contact with the angels of the void, seeking to bend their wills to his own, just as did the Laikens. Dorgaiin was powerful, and soon he bound the demons that the shamans of Amendeth could never hope to master. A price was paid, however, as the forces that he channeled affected his mind. Power lust overcame him, and his ambitions grew more wicked as the days progressed. Only his servant, Baldarin, endowed with power from his master for a dark purpose, saw through his lord’s designs. Betraying him at a crucial time, Baldarin banished Dorgaiin to the Spirit Stream with the very stone from Amendeth through which he had hoped to realize his perverse aims.
The stone was set in Evindale by Baldarin. Afterwards he created the Khand to keep vigil over it as it strengthened the barrier that barred Dorgaiin from the world he had hoped to conquer. Over the years the art of summoning began to die, for now even the Laikens could retrieve only the most insignificant of spirits through the fabric of the barrier. As long as the Watchstone, the Surun-Tai, remained in Evindale, things would remain thus.
Rise of the Raven chronicles the efforts of the Mage of NorAmen as he struggles to free Dorgaiin from the demon haunted plains of the nether dimension where he has been exiled for over fourteen hundred years. Striving to prevent him are the five wizards of the Khand. The keepers of the stone, they have sworn to uphold the integrity of the barrier that separates the two worlds.
And thus the story begins . . .
He crept toward the small fire, visible ten yards distant through the trees, attempting stealth. The biting winds of the winter night pierced the furs he wore both above and below his weathered mail, driving the light snow into his face as it had for many hours now. Frost clung to his beard and he had to look to reassure himself that he still clasped the battle axe in his frozen hand. His joints ached from hours of exposure to the oppressive cold, but he paid little heed to the increasing discomfort. His purpose burned in his mind as brightly as the fire before him.
Forcing his numb limbs to carry him through the snow was difficult. The longbow on his back snagged in the heavy brush as he stumbled to the edge of the small clearing, fifteen feet from the fire. He silently prayed that the harsh wind had concealed the clamor of his unsteady progress.
He gazed into the clearing, cold fear welling up in his soul at the sight he had known he would behold. Burrowed beneath heavy furs at the fire side were the three men he had tracked for almost four days, their tethered mounts shivering at the opposite end of the clearing. Thirty feet to the right was the barely perceptible shadow, a wavering veil of dark mist. Suspended in the air, it was untouched by the flickering fire light that danced across the rest of the area.
It was here. The dark mist was its link to this world, anchoring it to this location as it waited in another plane. He seemed unable to focus his eyes upon the shadow as it shimmered before his confused vision. It appeared to be a patch of nothingness in the real world, an undefined rift in reality. Its very presence should have been impossible, and yet here it was. Instinctively he knew that this was what he sought.
He had overcome fear many times before, as was suggested by the scars that crisscrossed his face beneath the iron helm, but he had never felt its hand so heavily upon him. The possibility of death in battle had never disturbed him, and had possibly even appealed to him, but the demon in the mist had the power to destroy more than his body. The sight of the unnatural veil of darkness sparked revulsion and fascination. Although it was somehow nauseating, the thing had successfully captured his imagination in its unyielding grip.
The brisk night air was suddenly permeated by the stench of a decaying battlefield as he pondered the unholy shadow. The sound of the wind moaning through the pines seemed to form words, voices that beckoned his soul to the damnation of the mist. The world about him melted away and soon all his senses focused on the empty haze before him, his perception of time and awareness of self subtly distorted. He began to realize the futility of his hopeless quest, the idiocy of opposing this awesome, terrible power. Best to cast down his weapon and surrender his life to the great will in the mist, just as the entire race of man must ultimately do.
He tore his attention from the abomination. The sight of it had toyed with the very fabric of his reason. He was bitterly cold and feared he had stood there for a very long time. He had almost failed before the battle had even begun, but something had wrested his mind from the mesmerizing force before he could betray his purpose. He knew it to be the talisman that now burned warmly against his breast beneath his furs.
He put his hand to the stone dagger to reassure himself. At casual glance, the weapon was unremarkable. The gray stone blade was rough and unrefined, attached to a leather wrapped hilt studded with brass. Its warmth increased at the touch of his hand as if in answer to his growing doubts. The elder of the Khand had trusted its power to him, and he alone now bore the right to wield it. Within it slumbered a portion of the same power that existed within the original stone from which it was carved, a thought which made him glow with pride. But still, even as it burned against his flesh, the horror before him seemed to loom ever larger and the warmth was pierced by icy fingers.
Again his attention seemed drawn into the shadow and he violently jerked his gaze away from it, unslinging his bow in the same motion. His most promising hope lay in eliminating one or, if lucky, two of the men around the fire with the longbow, then relying on his axe to finish the conflict at even odds. He rested the axe against a tree, notched an arrow, and chose the sleeper with the most throat area exposed. He let loose the shaft to find its way into the hollow beneath the Adam’s apple, drawing a stifled grunt from the stricken man, immediately carried away by the wash of the relentless wind. Neither of his companions woke and the fearful shadow exhibited no outward change.
Surely the gods were with him. He drew another shaft and examined his remaining two targets. This would be more difficult, both of his intended prey were buried deeper beneath their furs than the first. One lay on his side, his back to the archer, his head completely covered by the heavy hides. The other lay on the far side of the first, his face to the archer but partially covered by the furs. An arrowhead could be buried in his forehead, but surely a cry would escape his lips before he died. There was no way for him to avoid it.
Even his numb hands could not impede the accuracy he had acquired as a child. The second missile drove into the skull of its victim, evoking a single cry of pain and shock. His remaining companion awoke with the honed reflexes of the warrior, leaping to his feet and shedding the furs, revealing the ugly horned helm he had worn even to sleep. The notched broadsword was already poised in his hands, the red jewel of his position gleaming brightly in the clawed pommel.
Damn the luck! He had killed two of the three with his bow only to find that the remaining was a Warmaster. As soon as he had loosed the second shaft, he had discarded the bow and picked up the axe. He charged into the clearing to engage the Warmaster, hoping to end the conflict before the demon in the mist awoke. The Warmaster had dropped the visor on his helm, leaving only portions of his mouth showing, leering above a necklace of human teeth. He wore black plate armor, and on his black shield was painted the purple raven that adorned all of Dorgaiin’s lieutenants.
In moments the axeman was on him, bearing down with the twenty pound axe head in a sweeping arc across his body. The Warmaster’s sword was of the finest tempered steel forged in the bowels of NorAmen, and in his hand it could parry the blow without risking the blade. Instead he chose to sidestep the axeman’s lunge. Turning in a blurring circle, he hammered the edge of the broadsword into the shoulder blade of his adversary with a vicious backhand slash. In a shower of sundered mail links and blood, the axeman was thrown to the ground.
He lay there for a few seconds in shock and pain, not understanding what delayed the down stroke that would end his quest and his life. He managed to roll over on his back in the crimson streaked slush. The Warmaster towered above him, glaring down and brandishing the blood-smeared weapon that had brought him down so quickly. Gods! No one could move that fast!
“So, you would assault soldiers of NorAmen, eh?” The man’s speech was surprisingly articulate. “What should I do with one such as you? Steal your manhood perhaps?” His hand brushed the dagger at his belt playfully, and the afflicted man’s eyes widened. This amused the Warmaster greatly. “No, no, that wouldn’t do,” he said mirthfully, “we must administer punishment to fit the crime.” His face hardened, and his voice dropped to a dangerous level as he glanced towards the wavering shadow. “Perhaps he can think of something appropriate. You have forced me to wake him prematurely. Let him pass his own judgment upon you.” The Warmaster turned and strode to within ten feet of the shadow, sword and shield raised to it.
The axeman cleared his head and reached for the stone dagger concealed beneath his furs with his left hand, his right arm hanging limp and useless. Lying flat on his back, he raised the stone blade heavenward and recited the short spell he had been taught. The Warmaster ignored him, his back turned and his voice rising and falling in the chant that would summon the being in the mist. The warmth of the upraised dagger again increased, rapidly this time. It attained an intense heat, emitting a dull blue glow contrasting with that of the fire. In moments the blade and his hand were enveloped in the ghostly blue flame, but he was not burned. The flame built in intensity and then leaped from the blade to cross the clearing in a white hot flash, smashing into the back of the unwary Warmaster. His gigantic frame crumpled to the ground, no cry to mark his passing. Steam rose densely from his back, which was now a mass of twisted metal and seared flesh.
The wounded man climbed to his feet with great difficulty, the dagger in his hand pulsating very weakly now. He regretted having to squander so much of its power so quickly, but hoped that it still held enough to accomplish his task. Thirty feet before him waited the shadow, still outwardly unchanged, a fact that he found very surprising. Surely the power unleashed from the blade had alerted the beast within. He crept closer, not daring to hope, averting his eyes from the thing when possible.
“I sense you, wicked child.” At twenty feet he was halted by the demonic, raspy voice that quietly addressed him from the mist in an unnerving whisper. “I am aware. I have watched you. I know that which you bear.”
The voice almost paralyzed him with fear and revulsion. It was so eerily quiet, but clearly audible even above the moaning of the wind. “You have followed for three days on your foolish mission, to bury the shard in my heart. Now you are here, child! What will you do?”
He had trouble thinking above the contemptuous, serpent-like whisper as it penetrated his brain and flooded him with a feeling close to panic. The beast had known all along, but it had still allowed him to steal into the camp and slay the keepers. It apparently did not regard the blade as an object of fear, and that thought caused its bearer to quail beneath sinking hopes.
Again, as if in answer to his doubts, the blade increased its heat and began to glow more brightly. The warmth traveled up his arm and seemed to dispel much of the sickening influence affected by the horrible voice. The pain that sapped his strength seemed far away. Without consciously making the decision, he heaved the stone knife towards the shadow with all the ebbing might in his left arm. The blade shot across the clearing, not tumbling end over end, but straight. Its tip bore down on the exact middle of the mist, moving with the speed of a crossbow bolt, a velocity that could not be attributed to the weakened man who followed its path with awe filled eyes.
A foot from the shadow, the blade splintered in a flash of scarlet fire, as if struck in midair by an unseen parry. The fragmented stone fell to the ground to steam in the snow beside the battered handle.
The harsh, deadly whisper issued forth from the mist once again, unmoved by what had just happened. “I have destroyed it, manthing, just as my lord will destroy the wretched stone from which it was carved. I am Gaereth, and in this world I serve Dorgaiin, and none other. Know my name, behold me, and fear me.” The voice fell silent and for a while the battered axeman heard nothing, save the constant droning of the wind and his labored breathing. Abruptly the campfire went out, plunging the clearing into total darkness.
The wounded man had slumped to his knees, weakened by the loss of blood, unable to do anything but watch and wait. Ahead in the darkness he could still detect the shrouding mist, a darker patch against the black of night.
Again the fear assailed him, and this time there was no aid in defending against it. His thoughts began to race as wildly as his weakened pulse, and a horrible sense of expectation settled upon him. He instinctively knew that the thing was about to emerge, and he was to face it weaponless and alone.
Flickers of light began erupting in the depths of the shadow, lightning streaks that lashed out from an untold distance, and he found himself gazing into the other world. Silhouetted against the wildly fluctuating glow of the lightning, he could make out a form moving to the fore from far, far away, but the distance diminished at a fearsome rate. Tongues of flame began to dance around the mouth of the opening, which was becoming better defined with every passing moment. A warm burst of wind touched his face, bearing an acrid stench. Through the gateway he could see stars in a distant sky, beneath the starless night of his own world. The flames rose and fell in spasms, and through them ran the human figure with a cloak billowing about him. Two lupine forms accompanied him on each side, and flashing teeth and eyes reached out from the darkness.
The axeman watched in horrific fascination, wanting so badly to drag himself from the clearing but unable to do so, paralyzed with a fearful dread he had never before encountered. A moment later the being called Gaereth emerged and stood before him.
“Gaereth walks in the world of man once more.” The demonic voice was the same, but now it was tinged with excitement. The nightmarish being stood well above the height of a man, crowned by a helm of inverted horns that shielded most of his dread visage from view. Even so, from deep within shone forth volcanic glimmers of red in harshly slanted sockets. His body was clad in the same deathly black plate armor of the Warmaster, studded and bound with leather. One difference was that the purple raven adorned his breastplate, for the shield that hung on his left arm was plain black, broken only with silver studs. A huge mace he held in his right hand, too enormous for any man to wield. At his side, the man-high wolves slobbered and danced, eyes intent on the frail creature before them.
“You have seen what no man should see,” rasped the demon. “You are the first to behold me in this form. Now you will taste the mace of Gaereth, and Fonren and Freatha will feast on the carrion of your soul.”
The man beheld all this in dismayed disbelief, his mind almost unable to function. He saw the mace rise, and through the panic, remembrance shone through. More than your life is at stake. The word slipped past his lips even as the mace began its downward flight. It crushed his body with fearsome force, white sparks erupting on impact. The wolves tore into his remains with frightening avarice, shredding the chain mail links as well as his bones and flesh. After moments of hideously mutilating the corpse, they hesitated, somewhat confused. They sniffed the wind and pawed at the crimson earth, searching. His soul was gone, freed to a clean death by the spell the Khand had given him.
The wolves were confused, but understanding settled upon their demon master. Above the fierce winter wind, his wail rose into the night.
The Laiken hunting party moved quickly through the pass to gaze down at the forest of snow covered evergreens before them. The woods sprawled to the very edge of the horizon where frost capped treetops touched the leaden sky. The sight reconfirmed what they already knew, that they had ventured dangerously far from their own territory. The harsh winds had died down a day earlier and the snows had stopped, so men could be abroad. If discovered on the east side of the mountains, the party had little chance of making it back home. Heedless of the risk, they began the brisk descent into the Rikon, almost a mile below them. They would never quit a blood trail.
Their reputations and their pride were at stake. To a man they agreed it would be much better to be discovered by the humans and killed rather than to return home without their quarry.
A quarter of the way down the trail, the drops of blood began to appear again, spaced at even intervals of about fifty feet in frozen drops. The party leader bent to sniff the blood with his furred, canine-like snout. It smelled relatively fresh, but it was hard to say in the extremely low temperature; it could be ten hours old. He scanned the trees below, but saw nothing. The drops told him that their quarry had become careless, probably due to exhaustion. Instinct told him that they had to be close, that in a few hours the hunt would be over. He motioned to the others, and again they began their descent, six black shapes against the mountainside.
Dusk was approaching and each pulled his woolen cloak and cowl closer in defense against the steadily falling temperature. They remained silent for the most part, with the exception of an occasional guttural babbling at the sight of an overturned rock or broken branch. A longbow was slung on the back of each and they all bore hunting knives sheathed at their waists. Given the opportunity, the long ivory claws on their black hands could be used as highly effective weapons.
By the time they reached the edge of the forest, darkness was beginning to fall. They pressed on, nocturnal hunters, unhampered by the starless night, lighted by only a shrouded crescent moon. Their prey had become even more careless, leaving a trail of broken limbs and trampled brush and no longer bothering to conceal his tracks. On close examination, the Laiken became quite puzzled by its conspicuousness. Surely no single man would leave such a trail. As he studied the trail, he determined that mounted riders had passed here, judging by the height of the broken limbs and scraped bark.
At first this confused him, because the man they were tracking was alone and on foot. Then he noticed that there were no hoof prints in the snow, even though the man’s were clearly visible. Apparently the fool had stumbled across an older trail and stupidly followed it, giving an even greater advantage to his pursuers. Perhaps he believed that they had turned back and therefore had simply chosen the easiest path through the forest; a fatal mistake.
They walked on for another half hour or so before the leader brought them up short with an upraised hand, his nose testing the wind. A flash of hooked ivory teeth appeared in a twisted smile; the scent of an exhausted, perspiring man, only faint, but detectable. They were very close to their quarry.
They moved forward a few cautious steps, black wraiths moving through the darkness with incredible stealth before again being halted by their leader. A new smell assaulted his nostrils now, fainter than the first, but unmistakable. He knew there would be some sort of carrion ahead.
Again they started forward and fifty yards later the party stood over the hideously mutilated remains of a horse, the reigns still tethered to a tree. The throat was gone, torn open from the chest to the very base of the head, and the rear haunches had been dragged away. The party stared at each other in mute astonishment, incredulous at the sight before them. Surely no timber wolf had done this. There was no sign of the rider, and some of the party began making signs in the air before them to ward off evil spirits. The leader examined the horse and concluded that it had been dead for at least two days. Unwavering, he stood and urged his subordinates onward. They exchanged nervous glances, but none dared challenge his authority.
They moved another twenty yards and again the smell of death reached him, but the man’s scent was even stronger. Others in the party could discern it now and their fear was overshadowed by thoughts of vengeance and bloodlust. They moved even more quickly, excited at the prospect of finally ending the seventy-five mile chase and returning to the safety of the Norvrost. It had been extremely dangerous to come this far, but the man they followed could not be allowed to escape after dealing death and insult to the entire tribe. He had escaped from their pit three nights before, killed a sentry, and stolen the dragon pendant off the altar of Ramah himself. They would follow him to the Tanadorian border and even beyond before they would relinquish the dragon.
Another fifty yards farther and they were halted again by the leader, this time with a pointed finger. Just a few yards ahead, squatting at the base of a small glade, was the thief who had led them across the mountains and into the Rikon. A crude bandage covered his right shoulder where the sentry had driven his spear tip. The man was unaware of their presence as he knelt in mute concentration, unendowed with night vision, trying to survey the clearing by the weak moonlight.
The party leader silently unslung his bow and set an ugly barbed arrow. At first he intended to aim for the hip, disabling the man further and giving them an opportunity to work on him with their hunting knives. But fear had begun to take its toll on his mind also, even though the others couldn’t detect it. He had no desire to encounter whatever had slain the horse so raggedly, and the smell of death again wafted its way from ahead. He raised the bow a few degrees and released. The man crumpled to the ground with a muted grunt, the arrow quivering in his back between the shoulder blades, a sickly red stain appearing on the furs he wore.
The observing hunters exchanged quiet congratulations and moved towards the body with minimal excitement. What could have been a time for celebrating had been darkened by the appearance of the mutilated body of the horse. They continued to regard the trees with concern and were not overly disappointed at being cheated of the chance to flay this dog.
When they reached the clearing, their attention was ripped away from the man by what awaited within; three human bodies, all wearing the black armor of the south. Two had been slain in a natural fashion, arrows still buried in their corpses. The third, however, evoked panic in the group. He lay on his face, his back blasted open in a sickening orifice of blood, flesh, and metal, burned, as if struck by lightning. On the far side of the glade were three more horses, all with their entrails littering the ground about them.
All but the leader retreated a few feet from the clearing, noses sniffing and eyes glancing about wildly. He teetered on the verge of panic, but composed himself in a manner worthy of his rank. He bent to the corpse of the thief and searched his clothing, seeking the pendant. A moment later his hand withdrew, bearing the small silver dragon that safeguarded his people. Thankful for the quick location of the pendant, he rose and turned to leave the bewitched clearing, but then hesitated.
He glanced back at the blasted body. There was no mistaking the ornate shield on his left arm, a purple raven on a field of black. The body was that of a Warmaster of the south. What would such a shield be worth? Whatever had happened here was probably as old as the body of the first horse they had found on the trail.
Torn between terror and greed, he warily approached the dead Warmaster. Gingerly, he removed the huge shield, and his eyes fell upon the red jewel gleaming in the pommel of the monstrous broadsword. He had to pry the fingers loose from the grip, a task for which he found his hunting knife well suited. Discarding the fingers, he examined the blood-caked sword. It was far too heavy for use, but it would be a fine trophy. Barking orders, he tossed the sword and the shield toward the edge of the clearing where two of his frightened hunters gathered them. His avarice was whetted now, and with great effort he rolled the body onto its back. He cut the tooth necklace from about the neck, and was puzzled by the small golden key that hung there. He pocketed the booty and stripped the corpse further of five daggers concealed in various parts of its gear.
His nervousness was forgotten now, and he stripped the other two corpses in like fashion, although the yield was not as great. He studied the shafts that had slain them, but was unfamiliar with the color scheme. After satisfying himself that he had taken everything of value, he trotted to the edge of the clearing and led the party away, all relieved to be going home.
Behind him, he failed to notice the dwindling mist that rested just among the trees at the south edge of the glade. Somewhere from within its depths glared the malevolent will that enviously peered through the ever-decreasing rift into the world it was denied. In the other world, the shriek of Dorgaiin rose and drifted through the misty plains of that shadowed dimension, and the most terrible demons quailed at the sound.
***
The evening return of the Laiken hunting party was greeted by the clamor of a pre-ritualistic tribal celebration. The villagers that clustered about showered praises on the chieftain who held the silver dragon high above his head in triumph. They rejoiced at the sight of the infamous shield to an almost greater degree than they did for the return of their precious tribal talisman. All of them had learned to fear the dreaded slave raids from the south at an early age. The adoring throng parted reverently as the small band wound its way through the huts of the village to the stone altar in its center.
About the altar, the watch fires hissed in the cold as small particles of lightly falling snow spent their lives within the flames. Inside the broken ring of fire, two giant firs towered on either side of the ancient altar. Behind the altar stood the Laiken shaman known as Orluk-Sai, wearing the same thick, woolen cloak of the hunters. His hood was pulled back to provide room for a garish headdress of feathers and furs. His cloaks hung open a short way down from the neck to reveal a dull gray that had replaced the black of his body fur. His arms were raised in submission as he chanted an appeasement to the dragon god, Ramah, begging him to re-embrace the idol that had been desecrated by its blasphemous theft at the hands of an outsider.
As the chieftain approached the outer rim of the circle, the hunters that followed him dropped back into the crowd. He paused at its edge, eyes intent on the chanting priest whose strident voice rose piercingly above the hundred or so voices in the crowd. The Laiken villagers began to quieten, their attention following his own.
As if on cue, four Laikens dragged a writhing, screaming captive from a nearby hut across the open village grounds to the right of the throng and into the circle. There they calmly awaited the command of the still chanting shaman, while their bound prisoner pleaded and sobbed incessantly. He was of a delicate age, not yet having seen seventeen summers. Even so, he was an experienced woodsman of the Rikon, and he had heard of the abominations of a Laiken appeasement ceremony. He cursed the gods one moment for allowing him to be taken alive in a raid three weeks earlier, and prayed to those same gods for deliverance the next. This was the moment he had feared and dreaded during the eternal nights he had spent in the pit that had been his prison since his capture. Now the realization of his darkest nightmares was at hand, and the antipathy he felt was almost more than even his numbed mind could bear. He screamed until his voice left him, and still he gasped and moaned in effort. If those around him were aware of his torment, they gave no evidence of such.
Behind the shaman, two similarly adorned Laikens approached with a scaled, lizard-like cowl to replace the feathered bonnet atop his head. Without turning, he lowered his arms and stopped chanting. With practiced movements they quickly removed the gaudy headdress and replaced it with the sinister reptilian hood. Having done so, they quietly exited the sacred circle.
For long moments silence pervaded the scene, unbroken but for the babbling of the weakened captive and the usual sounds from the dense forest surrounding the village. The priest stood unmoving and eyes closed, concentrating on the grizzly task at hand. At last his hand snaked within his robe and was withdrawn grasping a foot long curved blade with ugly hooked serrations along half its length. With it he beckoned the four waiting Laikens to bring the wide-eyed prisoner forward.
The panic stricken boy struggled against his wrist and ankle bindings with renewed purpose, but his exertions weakened with every movement. His captors moved him by linking their arms with his at the elbows and dragging him. Of the four, two walked behind simply as a precaution, kicking and prodding him when they deemed it necessary. When they reached the altar, his bindings were cut, but he was far too weak to escape.
The chieftain outside the ring knelt in humble submission as the exhausted boy was strapped spread-eagle atop the altar, no clothing protecting his bare flesh from the harsh cold. The Laiken guards then exited the circle, leaving only the priest and the restrained captive within its bounds. At a sign from the shaman, the entire mob from children to elders duplicated the act of the chieftain, kneeling as comfortably as possible. They must maintain this position until the appeasement was over, and beneath the skilled hand of Orluk-Sai, it should take a very long time.
***
For two hours the hand of the shaman had wielded the knife with excruciating intricacy. The mind of the boy had been blasted by the relentless pain, reduced to a witless but highly sensitive pain detection instrument. His red washed body reflected the flame of the watch fire in a ghostly aura, and the shaman sensed his life-force slipping away.
Now was the crucial time. So far it had been a magnificent appeasement, Sai exhibiting skill that impressed even him. Pain was the catalyst, and it had been keen and plentiful. However, it could be all for naught if he faltered here, for now was the time of the actual summoning.
With a honed and disciplined mind, he turned his will to the path he must traverse through the Spirit Stream, his access having been granted through the torturing of the helpless victim below him. At first the passage of mind and spirit was easy, but as he neared his goal, resistance magnified. As he searched for Ramah, the tempest came, buffeting his concentration as a leaf in a maelstrom.
This was a very difficult part of the endeavor, for he had only ventured this far once before. He had never been trained for this, for much of the knowledge of the deeper Spirit Stream had been lost in the last fifteen hundred years of relative darkness. The old gods were considered unattainable now. Even if successfully located and mastered, the chances for transport through the fortified dimension barrier were astronomically slim. Thus, the secrets of the deeper Spirit Stream were no longer of use or passed through the generations, because such a journey was now regarded as futile. The stream in which the elders had so freely traveled and worked had once again become a mystery. Despite the inherent obstacles, he steeled his mind and fought the howling, hellish forces that assailed him, continuing to close the distance between himself and Ramah.
As his earthly-bound body stood motionless above the slashed, convulsing form of the dying sacrifice, his mind writhed and screamed against the tempest within the Spirit Stream. The holocaust intensified with every progression forward, and tremors of pain caused his physical being to tremble in spasms, even though his spirit was not there. Still, he pressed on, his dream burning brightly, a point of reference for his agony wracked mind. Time was measured differently in this dimension and, while only scant seconds elapsed within the world of men and Laikens, his stellar trek seemed to take many hours. Anyone who had never experienced the elements of the Spirit Stream could not have appreciated the unique feeling of discomfort that accompanied his every step. He had an inside-out sensation of being where he did not belong. It was very acute, for his senses were wide open and vulnerable as he fought to be aware of any sign of Ramah.
He had known it would be difficult, for he had touched the dragon god once before in the most recent ceremony, but he was surprised all over again by the magnitude of it. He wanted so desperately to stop and turn back, to escape the oppressive forces of the stream, but his purpose drove him to continue. Just a little farther and perhaps he could realize his fantastic goal. Just a bit more and he could possibly be elevated to the plateau of the first high shaman in over fifteen hundred years. The dimension barrier would be strong, but maybe.
He felt the touch like fire! Immediately, it was followed by a heavy aura of evil that assaulted his senses with the stifling effect of a stench rising from a pit. The heat of malevolent hate magnified the barely tolerable fury of the astral storm, and he felt himself waver. He had reached Ramah at last.
Again he asserted his will, and with great effort he steadied his spirit within the devastating rush. Within himself he silently projected the restraining spells to bind the god. The beast resisted with power he would not have thought possible. Again and again the initial, critical first binding was shattered the moment it was applied by flashing talons of immeasurable strength. Sai was quite shaken by this development, for he had never considered the possibility of not even being able to subdue the creature.
The shamans of the golden age must have been mighty indeed to have mastered such beings. He had assumed the greatest difficulty would be to transport the awesome entity back through the rigid, formidable dimension barrier once bound, rather than the actual binding.
In his own world, the maimed body of the boy had ceased its convulsions and the breathing was very labored and shallow. A consuming anger swept over him as he grappled with the beast, the unseen complication igniting frustrated rage beyond his control. He blindly increased his determined efforts, falling upon the demon with the whole of his concentration, not sensing the danger to which he subjected himself. Only when he felt the slender thread that linked his spirit to his body in the other world slightly give did he fully realize his peril. The prospect of soul-rending death in the flood current of the Spirit Stream suddenly loomed wickedly above him. He quickly withdrew from the maddened spirit even as he felt the weakening tie slip further.
He hastily retraced his steps, the fear welling up inside him. Apparently he had misgauged the time in his struggle with the god. The battered life that bridged the gap and anchored him in his own world was fading dangerously.
If he could only just abandon the Spirit Stream in headlong flight, the danger would not be so great, for getting out was much faster than getting in. Unfortunately, this was not an option. Failure to complete the rite would mean the loss of his priesthood in the dragon tribe, a setback in his quest from which it would be hard to recover. For him, death would be no worse.
Knowing that the chances of success with Ramah in his first effort would be unfavorable, he had supplied himself with an alternative course of action, but time was running out. He maneuvered as quickly as possible to the point he had visited many times before in his earlier ceremonies as a younger shaman. It was the lair of a much lesser demon he had summoned before, less powerful and very easy to master.
He reached the desired location just as he felt the link weaken yet further, and in no time the impish Kee-Vy was bound to his will. Moving through the dream world with frenzied speed, he set about the task of creating a rift in the barrier for the demon to pass through. Although he had easily summoned demons of this caliber many times before and in fact this same one, he feared he may encounter difficulty. His strength had been sapped in his encounter with the powerful Ramah. In this case such a delay could be fatal.
To his surprise, the world-dividing curtain parted with almost no resistance, uncommonly easy for even this diminutive spirit. It was as if it had decayed since his last summoning. Having no time to contemplate the strange occurrence, he burst through into his own world.
His body shuddered heavily as his spirit reentered, and then immediately, clumsily sprang away from the rapidly expiring, bloody hulk that had once been a man. A slight murmur of excitement passed through the watching Laiken crowd, for this was the moment they had been anxiously awaiting.
Above the altar, a swirling black fog formed in the firelight and the winter wind increased by an almost unnoticeable margin. Aside from these, no other sign served to announce the demon’s arrival. A moment later, an unspectacular white flash erupted. In its place appeared a demon that would have made the forefathers who had wrought their mighty art before the creation of the Watchstone hang their heads in shame. A glistening, black, frog-like creature hovered unsteadily above the sacrifice on faltering, leathery wings. The squat, foot-tall being had bulging eyes and a comically wide mouth. It was every bit reminiscent of its amphibian counterpart, except for the ivory teeth that protruded from the entire width of the lower jaw. With a quick, fierce gesture, Orluk-Sai brought the ceremony to completion.
Emitting a maniacal, desperate cry, the demon executed an awkward but swift dive towards the barely breathing sacrifice five feet below. He tore into the throat of the already mangled human with gleeful spite, gore spattering like sawdust in an impossible spray. Five seconds later the life-force was gone, snuffed out by the teeth and talons of the summoned beast. Noting this, Sal gestured again, and with a mocking, hideous squeal, Kee-Vy vanished in an acrid swirl of black smoke.
The weary shaman leaned heavily upon one of the aged firs that stood within the circle, trying to conceal the trembling of his hands. The crowd was already beginning to dissipate, only half satisfied by what they had seen. Sai had certainly provided more climactic endings before, and because of his cold thoroughness with the knife in this particular ceremony, they had expected a truly monstrous summoning. Still, it was a valid appeasement ceremony beyond their reproach, and as someone later pointed out, perhaps they had simply become spoiled. At least they had gotten to see the prisoner from the Rikon die a horrible death.
Sai did not move for a long time. An acolyte came to see if his teacher needed assistance, but he was impatiently waved away as he entered the circle. The shaman was deep in thought. He had always known that the rites of summoning could be dangerous, but he had never experienced such danger as he just had. Ramah had almost become his bane rather than his path to glory.
The appeasement feast was just beginning as the smell of roasting venison wafted through the village. Amidst this, however, some eyed the shaman curiously, wondering why he lingered at the altar. He perceived this and deemed it unwise to let them think that anything was wrong. In a dignified manner, he exited the ring of fire that always burned and joined his chieftain in the shadows. After a few brief words, they retired to the chief’s hut, Sai not even pausing to remove his cowl.
Ailk-Surn had been waiting to discuss the booty from his just ended expedition. Although he bore the title of chieftain, he knew who wielded the real power in his village. He feared greatly that his shaman would covet the recovered Raven shield and sword for his own. If such was the case, he probably would be forced to submit to Sai’s wishes. Because of his previous record of incredible summonings, the people of the tribe were blindly loyal to him. Until he faltered in his rituals he would retain his lofty status. If there was a conflict between chieftain and shaman, there was no doubt in Surn’s mind just who would be ousted.
Even so, Surn had no intention of relinquishing the goods of the Warmaster. He had kept the tooth necklace hidden so as to guarantee him of something, but the shield was what he burned with desire to keep.
As the two sat and spoke over glasses of strong drink, it did not take Sai long to figure out the purpose for this conference. When the tired shaman realized the purpose of the meeting, he became slightly annoyed, for he had no desire to own such spiritually worthless items. Too exhausted to exercise much tact, he flatly stated this.
Ailk-Surn was at first taken aback, but once he was aware that he was going to be able to keep his precious prize, he became very amicable. The weary, impatient priest quietly excused himself. He was above worrying about offending his chieftain and made little effort to conceal his irritation at being disturbed over such a trivial matter. As he turned to leave the hut, he was stopped by a word from Surn. He realized that he had angered the shaman, and the thought made him uneasy. In a conciliatory gesture, he pulled a small golden object from his cloak and tossed it in Sai’s direction. A gift he termed it. Sai scarcely examined the object before shoving it into his own cloak and voicing insincere thanks. As he walked away from the hut of the relieved chieftain, he failed to realize that he bore the most potentially destructive weapon of the age.
Mendlebeth approached the cold, stone walls of Evindale with mixed feelings of anticipation and apprehension. It had been many years since the members of the Khand had been summoned together at Evindale. He warmed at the thought of renewing old acquaintances with the other wizards who were members of the council. The members of the Khand shared a common bond that could be traced back countless years. Though most had known a closer friendship with the others than most people could ever experience, it was quite rare that they should all be summoned together in one place.
Mendlebeth dismounted his horse after passing through the palace gates, relinquishing the care of his mount to a stable boy. Immediately he searched out a steward and requested that he be taken to the wizard Vasenar. He could have found his way to Vasenar’s chambers alone, but he thought it rude to approach the Highwatcher of the Khand alone or unannounced. Of course, this was a mere formality, for undoubtedly Vasenar had already detected his presence, just as Mendlebeth had ascertained that he was the first to arrive.
The steward led him through several corridors and up a countless number of steps, ever-winding towards the top. Mendlebeth followed closely behind, heedless of the rich tapestries adorning the walls or the trophies of the hunt proudly displayed throughout the castle.
Mendlebeth waited patiently in the corridor as the boy knocked three times on the heavy wooden door. The doorway seemed to overshadow the youth as he passed into the chamber and announced the presence of a visitor to the wizard who waited there.
The young steward stepped back into the hallway and extended his left arm, bowing graciously as he did so, saying, “You may enter, my lord. The Master, Vasenar, awaits you.” Then, as Mendlebeth entered the room, the boy quietly closed the door behind him, leaving him alone with the room’s sole occupant.
The room was an expansive chamber, dark and musty, with a cold chill that seemed to reach into the soul. A bitter, acrid smell seemed to linger on the air, assaulting the senses. To the left was a long table which ran the length of the wall, and it was covered with a number of vials and flasks, each filled with different liquids in many colors. Along the far wall directly before him were several chairs, all wooden and simply constructed. They obviously were not intended to impress, for they lacked the ornate carving that was normally found on most chairs within the palace. In the middle of the wall was a single large window, completely covered with heavy furs that tried, without great success, to prevent the chilled northern breezes from entering.
Along the wall behind him stood several towering bookcases extending the entire length of the room, each filled to capacity with a seemingly endless array of books. Many were in foreign tongues, and all betrayed their age and disuse with the layers of dust they had collected. The far wall to the right was completely encompassed by a dark drape. At first sight it appeared to be an uninterrupted expanse of material, but Mendlebeth knew that there was a doorway behind the drape which led to Vasenar’s private chambers.
As his gaze was cast about the room, recalling its appearance from his last visit, he finally settled upon the large, wooden table set exactly in the middle of the room. On each side of the table there were two chairs, each the same as the ones lining the wall, yet slightly larger. At the end of the table nearest him, there was another chair even larger than the others, slightly elevated above the rest. At the opposite end, there was no chair at all.
Instead, there was a large stone pedestal that was raised to the same height as the table. Upon that pedestal sat another stone, this one seemingly ablaze with the glowing red streaks that stretched web-like across its entire surface. Mendlebeth stared helplessly at the large, rough stone which had been disfigured by some unknown force.
“Yes, my friend, all things in this room are much the same as the last time you were here, with the most obvious exception being the damage to the Surun-Tai.” The voice echoed through the large room with a sense of despair and frustration.
Mendlebeth walked towards the voice that had issued forth from the largest of the chairs, his gaze clearly fixed on the red streaks that traced across the surface of the Watchstone. The one symbol of power he had come to accept as being constant had been damaged by another force from beyond his line of reasoning.
He approached Vasenar from the left, stopping as he reached his side. Only then did he take his eyes off the Watchstone to look upon the tired countenance of the leader of the Khand. He whom all accepted as being the wisest of them all now sat before him in a state of frustration, visibly worn and restless as he too stared hopelessly at the disfigured stone before him.
“My lord, what has befallen the Watchstone?” Mendlebeth questioned, clasping his hands together in futility.
“Sit down, my friend. It is a long story, and not a pleasant one, I am afraid,” Vasenar replied as he looked into the concerned eyes of his friend of many years. “Please, please, I know you must be weary from your travels. You have come many miles, and I fear we may all travel many more before we may truly rest again. So please, take your seat here at my side, and I will try to explain all things.”
Mendlebeth pulled out the chair nearest Vasenar on the Highwatcher’s left, then sat down, pulling off his traveling cloak as he did so. He looked again at the face of the old wizard before him, and he could not help wondering what he must have gone through to have been changed so. The long gray hair and matching beard which he had once worn so proudly was now visibly depleted. His hair was matted and unkempt and the beard thinning and haggard.
His eyes were sunken and forlorn, with deep creases of worry etched into the craggy lines of his face. His body was much thinner and paler, not at all like the vibrant, youthful body he had once bragged of. He appeared as if he had not eaten or slept for several days. He was obviously shaken and worried about what had happened to the Watchstone. As Mendlebeth sat there observing the old wizard, Vasenar began his explanation, and as he did, he returned his gaze to the Surun-Tai.
As he began his story, his voice seemed to drift aimlessly. His face became distorted as he grimaced at the recalling of the events which had led to the summoning of the Khand. “Many days ago I was working on my experiments, here in this very room, when I detected a strange glow cast over my shoulder. I set down my flasks and turned to investigate, not at all prepared for what I was to find. There before me sat the Watchstone, the most powerful constant known to exist, and coursing down the middle was a deep, red streak. It glowed and emanated a bright red glare, as if a fire raged within, determined to burst forth and consume the room.”
The old wizard stopped momentarily, clearing his throat and rubbing his eyes with his right hand, giving the impression of attempting to stifle a display of emotion, and then continued. “At once I realized that there was some strange, powerful force at work, and I believed that someone, or something, was attempting to destroy the Surun-Tai. I am certain that I need not explain to you what would happen in that instance,” he proclaimed, looking away from the stone to peer into Mendlebeth’s eyes. Mendlebeth sat stunned, realizing what Vasenar had meant. The Watchstone was being assaulted by some unknown assailant, and that indeed warranted the concern of the Khand.
Vasenar returned to his story, aware that Mendlebeth understood the implications of the problem with which they were now confronted. “Of course, I immediately thought of NorAmen. Perhaps the mage is moving again, or perhaps I should say that Dorgaiin is moving through him. I cannot be certain except to say that a summoning that should have been impossible has taken place.”
Mendlebeth nodded in agreement. “What has been done?” he questioned.
“I have summoned all of you, a fact of which you are already aware, of course. I have also decided that the summoning occurred at Amendeth.”
“That is logical,” replied Mendlebeth, “but how are you certain?”
Vasenar shook his head. “I have been Highwatcher for over sixty years. In that time, one grows close to such matters. I just know.” Mendlebeth accepted this without question as Vasenar continued. “On this premise, I dispatched an agent to go there and perhaps right the action before more harm could come of it.”
“A Khand member?”
“No, just a soldier who believes in our purpose and had served me before.”
“What can a mere soldier hope to do in such a situation? Steel may not be sufficient.”
“I gave him the shard,” flatly stated Vasenar as he sighed heavily.
Mendlebeth was slightly taken aback, but recovered quickly. The importance of the situation was fully impressing itself upon him, and his insides knotted with the stress. “When will you know of the outcome?”
Vasenar was silent a moment. “I know already.” He rose and approached the Watchstone, Mendlebeth following. With a gnarled, bony finger he pointed to a small, inch long mark across the surface of the Surun-Tai. It was inconspicuous in the way it was nestled among the harsher red lines. “The shard has been destroyed, and the disfigurement of the summoning remains. He has failed.” The Highwatcher gazed harshly into Mendlebeth’s eyes and held him there. “Dorgaiin is indeed moving again, and we may have already lost the first battle.”
Mendlebeth shivered at the thought.
***
“Surely you don’t believe that Dorgaiin has returned to this world?” The question arose from Greykin, one of the wizards assembled together and now seated before Vasenar, who had just completed the telling of his story, just as he had explained it to Mendlebeth four days earlier.
Now all the sorcerers of the Khand had arrived, with Graimshaw being the singular exception. A variety of explanations had arisen in an effort to account for his absence, mostly because none of them wished to believe that Graimshaw would have blatantly defied Vasenar’s summons.
“Of course not,” Vasenar began, explaining to the sandy haired wizard occupying the last chair to his left then casting his gaze upon the others in turn. “If that had happened, then there would be no doubt. A great summoning has taken place, but Dorgaiin remains exiled.”
The sorcerers all nodded in agreement, each concerned by the possibilities that now confronted them. Mendlebeth sat quietly in his seat and casually observed the others in the room. To his left sat Delphina, a fine sorceress and something of a scholar. She also happened to be the only female member of the Khand. Mendlebeth had known her for most of his adult life, and of all the guests assembled, he felt closer to her than any of the others. At one time in his youth he had even thought he might be in love with her, but they both realized that they had other desires that seemed to take priority.
Delphina was very slender and of average height. In spite of her years, she always gave the appearance of a woman much younger. Her hair still had the same chestnut color that Mendlebeth remembered from when they first met. She had a few wrinkles around her eyes that hinted at betraying her age, but she managed to carry herself with great stature and elegance. At times Mendlebeth still found himself in awe of her, and perhaps even attracted to her. Maybe they would have an opportunity to explore that more at a later time.
She was speaking with Greykin, who sat directly across from her. Greykin was the youngest of them all, measuring less than half a century as most men gauged time. Strangers would often assume he was considerably younger, but then that was common for each of them. Their magical powers helped them resist the normal ravages of time. It was not at all uncommon for the members of the Khand to live many, many years beyond normal men. Greykin’s light colored hair was just below his shoulders in length, and he bore a very muscular frame. He would often be confused as a nobleman, for he presented himself well. He wore the attire of a nobleman, rather than the shimmery grey robes which were generally favored by the rest of the Khand.
Mendlebeth knew them each well, and felt a deep companionship towards each, but as he looked about the room, he felt unsettled. He realized that all things were not as they should be. The most obvious difference was the stone at the opposite end of the table. Over the last few days, it had begun to lose some of its maddening red hue. Many of the streaks had visibly removed themselves, leaving no scar to remind one of the unfathomable disfigurement to which it had been subjected. Even so, there were still a few slight traces that emitted that eerie red glow, and their mere presence made him uncomfortable. Vasenar had explained to all of them that as long as the creature from beyond the dimension barrier remained free to walk in this world, the cracks would remain to remind them of its unearthly presence.
Another thing that disturbed him was the empty chair directly across from him, the one from which Graimshaw would normally observe all things that passed at a meeting of the Khand. He could not help wondering at the reasons for him not attending.
Aside from these two things, Mendlebeth could not avoid the feeling of discomfort he had felt because of another presence in the room. Without turning to look behind him, he could visualize the youth sitting in solitude against the wall, quietly observing all that happened before him. The boy was named Dainin and had arrived two days earlier with Delphina.
Delphina introduced the boy to the others as her apprentice, explaining that she had stopped to rest in a small village on her way to Evindale, and while there she had been drawn to the youth. Having recognized a strong potential within the boy, Delphina invited him to accompany the wizardess to Evindale as her apprentice. In that capacity, he was welcome to attend any council meetings. It was there that an apprentice could learn from many different minds, and yet the mere presence of the boy had made Mendlebeth feel ill at ease, and he could not say why.
When he first met the boy, he immediately recognized that there was indeed something about him, as did all the others, yet he had sensed something more. Delphina claimed that the boy had a vast amount of untapped potential, but Mendlebeth suspected that it was more than this. He would have liked to investigate further, but more pressing matters demanded his attention.
Mendlebeth was sitting quietly, making his observations while hardly taking notice of the conversation occurring around him, when the room was suddenly brought to complete silence by a soft tapping on the heavy door to the chamber. Vasenar lifted his right hand and gestured toward the door, causing it to open, permitting a young steward to enter.
“My lord, there is a gentleman here to see you, and he requests that he be permitted to join you and your companions. He asked me to inform you that his name is Graimshaw. He is here in response to your summons,” the boy courteously addressed Vasenar, bowing as he made the statement.
Vasenar turned slightly in his seat to respond to the boy, “Of course, lad, show the man in. He is an expected guest.” With that, the boy stepped back into the hallway, extending his left hand towards the room to indicate that the man in the corridor was now permitted to enter. Once he had, the steward pulled the door closed and left.
Graimshaw entered the room and bowed graciously, his solid frame enclosed in a black robe with a dark riding cloak draped across his shoulders. His face was shrouded in a dark mane of hair. His darkened face was completely void of expression. “My lords, and lady, please forgive me for disrupting this fine gathering with my late arrival. Unfortunately, I was detained by matters of grave importance.”
Each of the sorcerers nodded in acceptance without commenting, each uncertain as to how they should respond. Even so, they each wondered if perhaps Vasenar might attempt to reprimand Graimshaw as he approached the table and assumed his position to the right of the Highwatcher.
As Graimshaw seated himself, he glanced about the table at the rest of the wizards. As his eyes came into contact with Mendlebeth’s, he noticed a slight trace of a smile. Mendlebeth nodded only once towards Graimshaw as a form of greeting, and Graimshaw returned the same. Graimshaw felt as if he were being closely observed by Mendlebeth. He quickly passed it off as a sense of paranoia resulting from his own realization of the attention he had brought upon himself by arriving late.
Considering this, he directed his attention to Vasenar, addressing the Highwatcher. “My lord, again I ask that you forgive me for arriving late. Had it been possible to avoid the circumstances resulting in my untimely arrival, I assure you I would have done so.”
Vasenar returned the gaze of his colleague, concealing his annoyance as he replied, “It is quite all right Graimshaw. You have arrived, and that is the matter which most concerns us, outside of the reason for our being gathered together, of course.”
Graimshaw nodded in acceptance, comforted in the knowledge that Vasenar would disclose that reason in due time. He realized that it most likely involved the Watchstone, which he now observed as having been visibly distorted. The glowing red streaks which marred the surface surprised him. He realized that he would be out of order to question its condition, so he resigned himself to wait patiently for the explanation he sought.
Vasenar seemed deep in thought, as if he were attempting to gather in his mind all the possible effects this occurrence could have, and then find words suitable enough to relay those thoughts to those gathered around him. He felt reasonably certain that Mendlebeth understood a great deal already, but he decided to continue with his observations.
“My friends, it is time that we returned our attention to the situation at hand.” With those words, Vasenar drew the attention of the others as they awaited his coming statements. “At first, I believed that someone was attempting to destroy the Watchstone in order to provide Dorgaiin easy access to the world from which he was exiled so many hundreds of years ago. Then I realized that a task of that magnitude would require a great deal of force. I am certain that only Dorgaiin himself could even possibly possess that much strength. Since he has been exiled, that power is virtually useless to him.”
“Then what of the possibility of a group of wizards combining their powers in an effort to destroy the Watchstone?” Delphina interrupted. “Do you feel it is possible that this might account for what has happened here?”
“No, I do not believe that is the case,” Vasenar stated, momentarily casting his gaze upon each of the others before returning his concentration to the Surun-Tai. “No, I am certain that if that had happened, we would have been aware of it. Besides, what you suggest would require several wizards, and we all know that there are not that many of us in the land. Even if there were, their power would have been detected by one of the Khand. Each of us is sensitive to the forces that may lie dormant within the spirit of a man. If very many had come together, they would surely have been detected by one of us.”
“Then how would you explain the power responsible for doing this, my lord?” Greykin asked, gesturing towards the brightly glowing Watchstone at the opposite end of the room.
“I suspect that Dorgaiin had some part in the entire affair. I realize, as do we all, that it is quite impossible for Dorgaiin to use his powers in this plane. However, we cannot be so naive as to believe that he is not capable of at least making his presence be felt, and even of influencing the lives of certain people to the extent of subjecting them to his will!”
“That is true,” Mendlebeth imposed. “Let us not forget that Dorgaiin has the crystal at his disposal!” The room broke out in a slight murmur as the others began to discuss the magical crystal of Dorgaiin. An item that had gone unmentioned until now, it had been a subject of limited discussion over the past hundreds of years. Mendlebeth passively observed the sudden interest his statement had stirred within the room as he himself began to recall the story behind the crystal.
The cold, blue crystal had been a major tool of Dorgaiin that had enabled him to keep in touch with his assistant, Baldarin, as he traveled through the Spirit Stream. Once Dorgaiin’s spirit had been trapped beyond the dimension barrier, the crystal had become an unnecessary item. No one had any desire to communicate with the exiled wizard, and they certainly did not wish to see him returned to the world. After some time had passed, however, the Khand had decided that it might be better to keep the crystal intact. Through it they could keep themselves aware of what Dorgaiin might be doing. Unfortunately, they had no way of foreseeing what was to come.
The crystal had been entrusted to the care of an apprentice of the Khand, and for a period, all things appeared to be reasonably calm. After a time, however, some of them began to notice a change in the character of the one entrusted with it, until eventually he began to appear almost insane. All the others were called together to determine what should be done, when they were informed that the apprentice had disappeared, and with him, the crystal as well. They could only assume that Dorgaiin had managed to corrupt the keeper of the crystal, prompting him to flee Evindale with it. Since that time, little or no mention of the incident had been made. They could not help believing that by now the wizard would most certainly be completely enslaved by Dorgaiin. At last word, the keeper of the crystal had secreted himself away in the southern lands of NorAmen. No one could be certain of the dark magic he practiced there.
Mendlebeth recalled his mind from its deep reverie when he became aware that Greykin was speaking again. “Then what you are saying is that somehow Dorgaiin has managed to provide the keeper of the crystal with some knowledge that he could use to destroy the Watchstone, therefore making it possible for Dorgaiin to reenter the world!”
Vasenar rebuffed Greykin’s statement of disbelief by replying, “I am not necessarily saying that this is what has actually happened. I am merely presenting it as a possibility.”
Delphina leaned forward in her seat and spoke to the rest. “Since it seems rather likely, in fact most probable, that Dorgaiin is somehow indirectly involved, couldn’t we assume that Dorgaiin provided the keeper of the crystal with a series of incantations that he could use to disable the Watchstone?”
Vasenar turned his attention to Delphina and then responded to her statement. “There is no doubt that this has occurred, to some extent. However, a mere spell or incantation alone could not account for what has happened to the dimension barrier and, indeed, to the Surun-Tai itself. The extent of the markings leads me to believe that much more has occurred than merely the casting of a spell. Most certainly a great deal of sheer power was required to distort the surface of the Watchstone so vastly, and such power could not have been conjured by a spell alone! I am willing to concede that perhaps more than one wizard is involved, but certainly not more than two or perhaps three. Even more so,” Vasenar emphasized, beginning to lose patience, “I believe that this entire incident is most likely centered on the Mage of NorAmen!”
After permitting enough time for everyone to consider all the possibilities and then make their own evaluations, Vasenar began to speak again. “I believe we have to assume that the Mage of NorAmen is responsible, for who else would have access to the knowledge necessary to assault the Watchstone so effectively?”
“Forgive me, my lord, but in my opinion you are wrong in your suspicions.” The sudden comment was made very calmly and casually, but with a very real feeling of sincerity. The statement came from Graimshaw, who until this time had made no remarks at all regarding the topic of conversation. In fact, he had done nothing at all to signify that he was even aware of what was going on in the room as he sat quietly at the end of the table.
Everyone was at once surprised by his bold, direct remark, and no one knew how to react. Graimshaw had missed most of the meeting, yet here he was disrupting their discussion once they had nearly reached a point where they were virtually all prepared to come to an agreement.
“Surely you must have some reason for believing as you do, Graimshaw,” Vasenar said, attempting to overcome his surprise at this direct opposition which had obviously upset him to some degree. “If that is so, then perhaps you could enlighten the rest of us!”
The others remained quiet as they anticipated Graimshaw’s response. Mendlebeth stared directly at the darkly-clad wizard, trying to peer deeply into his black eyes in an effort to uncover the man’s innermost thoughts, himself uncertain of Graimshaw’s intentions.
“With all due respect, my lord,” Graimshaw began calmly, paying no attention to the others around him, “I realize that much thought and discussion has gone into this matter, yet I do not feel that all the possibilities have been properly explored. I concede that much of what we have heard here is quite true, and many valid points have been made. I quite agree that the Mage of NorAmen is in some way connected with all this. After all, as has already been pointed out, it is he who now possesses the crystal of Dorgaiin. However, I feel that we have overlooked something of grave importance.”
Graimshaw looked slowly about the room, glancing only briefly at each of his peers before continuing. “It is quite apparent, as you have so wisely presented, that someone has been provided with considerable power. We have all presumed that the intention of this person is to use this power in a direct assault on the Watchstone itself. I am sorry to disagree, but I believe that is not their purpose at all.”
The room remained silent as each of the wizards uneasily pondered Graimshaw’s indirect suggestions. Each of them was curious to learn just what it was that he was leading up to, when Greykin erupted with a tone of frustration. “Come now, Graimshaw, surely you are not so blind to all that has occurred here. You did not see to what extent the Watchstone had been subjected by this unseen attacker. Why, the entire surface blazed with deep, crimson traces. There was no doubt that the Surun-Tai, and the purpose that it serves, was being assaulted!”
Delphina mumbled something beneath her breath, an obvious comment intended to express her agreement with Greykin. Meanwhile, Mendlebeth sat quietly by, sitting back calmly in his seat with his arms crossed. He watched Vasenar as he sat motionless at the head of the table observing the reactions of the others. At the same time, Graimshaw seemed to be staring into space, gazing at a spot beyond the Watchstone at the far end of the table, seemingly heedless of the chatter of his peers.
Graimshaw then clasped his hands together in front of himself and leaned heavily against the table, staring directly at them. He began again, “If I may continue, I respect what you are trying to say, but if you will only hear me out then I believe you will more clearly understand my purpose and intent.”
Having said that, he looked up to see that the others were now listening quietly and patiently, waiting for him to continue. “As I have stated before, I concede that much of what has been discussed previously is true, and a number of valid points have been made. However, the one thing that troubles me most is the thought of someone making a direct attempt to destroy the Watchstone itself!”
Delphina interrupted by saying, “Well, at least he shares the same concern as the rest of us!” laughing nervously as she did so. No one else had the chance to comment. Graimshaw made certain of that.
With a sudden display of unmasked contempt, Graimshaw abruptly stood up, pushing his chair away from the table and casting a grim, dark shadow across the room. “You fools! You cannot sit quietly and listen to reason. You believe yourselves to have all the answers, but I tell you now that you are wrong!” he practically screamed, leaning forward to pound his fist against the table.
He continued to lean against the table, his fists firmly clenched. His arms supported his weight as he stood there ominously above the rest, glaring coldly at each of them in turn. Then he continued through clenched teeth. “Do you really believe it is possible that anyone could simply chant out a spell and destroy the Surun-Tai? Regardless of how powerful they may be, it would be an extremely difficult task, requiring a good many days. Once begun it could not be stopped. Surely Dorgaiin, of all people, would know this! Can you truly believe that if he were capable of providing a lackey with the means by which he could destroy the Watchstone that he would surely do so?”
With this, he stood erect and began to pace the room. Then he stopped and gestured towards the Surun-Tai. “Look you, now, at the condition of the Watchstone! See how the traces even now begin to fade! The assault of which you speak has ended, yet the Surun-Tai remains intact. If their purpose had been to destroy the stone, then surely this assault would continue even now, relentless and unabated until eventually the Surun-Tai was destroyed and useless!”
The room and all its occupants fell silent. Meanwhile the Watchstone continued to glow faintly with the few streaks of red that remained to mar its surface. Graimshaw shifted his weight and then proceeded once more. “You still don’t see it, do you? How can you be so blind to the obvious? Think, all of you! What purpose does the Watchstone serve? Is it not a means of observing the dimension barrier? It is, indeed!” he cried out, his voice rising in pitch. “When the Watchstone first began to register red streaks, it was attempting to warn us that someone was assaulting the dimension barrier, not the Watchstone! They were completely bypassing the Surun-Tai and attempting to weaken the barrier!”
“That’s preposterous!” exclaimed Vasenar. “It would be impossible to breach the dimension barrier without first weakening the Watchstone.”
“Would it really?” Graimshaw retorted. “All along we have presumed that the primary goal of this unseen assailant was to attack the Watchstone and weaken it enough to permit a summoning, presumably of Dorgaiin himself. I propose that instead they have garnered enough power to bypass the Watchstone and instead have weakened the dimension barrier sufficiently enough to allow them to summon some other being. As long as that being is permitted to exist in this world, it will cause the dimension barrier to be unstable, as we can witness by the existence of the marks upon the surface of the Watchstone. If they are permitted to conduct another summons, then it will cause the dimension barrier to become even more unstable. They could continue until the barrier is so unstable that even Dorgaiin could pass through. Their entire purpose is to weaken the barrier itself, for it is the barrier that imprisons Dorgaiin, not the Surun-Tai. We must prevent them from conducting any future summonings!” he finalized, again pounding his fist upon the table before him to add to his conviction.
The other members of the Khand sat quietly by, each tense with the realization of what laid ahead. Graimshaw’s statement had made them even more aware of the seriousness of the situation that had presented itself to them. There were many things to be done to correct the conditions of the Watchstone and restore it to its proper state. They were all less than anxious to confront them.
Mendlebeth looked up at the bold figure of Graimshaw as he stood before him and smiled slightly, nodding his head in recognition of Graimshaw’s efforts. Graimshaw returned the smile as he pulled his seat back alongside the table and sat back into it, attaining a position of composure as he awaited the final decision of Vasenar.
The room had again fallen silent, and Graimshaw was sure that everyone in the room had given his ideas much thought. There was no doubt in his mind that he was correct. The others had grown soft from lack of activity and he feared for the future of the Khand. If Dorgaiin had indeed provided his evil assistant in the south with enough power to assault the dimension barrier, then it would only be a matter of time before they would seek to destroy the Watchstone itself as well. Perhaps even now the dark mage conspired with whatever demon had been summoned to devise a plan of attack in order to confront the Khand directly and secure their dreaded nemesis, the Surun-Tai, for themselves. If that should happen, there would certainly be nothing they could do to stop Dorgaiin from returning from his long, yet deserved, exile.
“What you say is quite true, friend Graimshaw,” Vasenar started, intruding upon his thoughts. “I had believed that there was someone attempting to destroy the Watchstone in order to enable themselves to summon a being from the Spirit Stream, presumably Dorgaiin. It makes much more sense that they would attempt to weaken the dimension barrier instead. I had hoped that the man I sent to Amendeth might prevent an attempt at summoning before it occurred. Apparently he arrived after the actual summoning had occurred.” Vasenar paused momentarily, deep in thought, and then continued. “We must not only prevent any future summonings from being conducted, but we also must rid this world of its unwelcome visitor. I suspect that both will be difficult tasks, but for now we must rest. Most of you are still weary from your travels. I am certain that another day will not hamper us greatly, so I propose that we adjourn for now so that we may all obtain adequate quarters and nourishment, then we shall take this up on the morrow. Keep this fresh in your minds, though. What we are faced with now is a grave and serious matter. There is a chance that some of us may fall before it is completed, but if we fail in our task, those who remain may envy the dead!”
Vasenar rose from his seat at the head of the table and bowed slightly before leaving the others. He then disappeared through the curtained wall at the opposite end of the room. The rest of them sat pensively until he had gone, then Greykin and Delphina began a discussion while Graimshaw and Mendlebeth sat quietly.
Mendlebeth sat staring at his hands clasped together on the table before him, attempting to gather his thoughts collectively. Considering his own ideas and basing his opinions to himself, he was heedless to the actions of those around him.
Graimshaw sat disconcertedly in his seat, appraising each of the council members individually. He recalled certain characteristics of each and attempted to predict how each might play a deciding role in the days ahead and the events to come. As he glanced from one to the other, making his evaluations, he was distracted by a slight movement along the wall opposite him. Only then did he recall the presence of the young boy he had observed upon first entering the chamber. The boy shifted his weight in his seat, obviously restless and anxious to be done with this matter of which he had little or no concern.
Graimshaw shifted all his attention to the young lad, wondering from where he had come, and just who exactly had presented him before the council. The boy must surely be an apprentice to one of the council members, and must therefore possess some potential for wizardry himself. Otherwise, he would not have been permitted to witness a meeting of the Khand.
The boy made no effort to exert himself or to make his presence felt, and Graimshaw was curious as to how much power the boy might possess. Whatever it might be, for now it was obviously dormant. Graimshaw wondered if that was because the youth was intentionally masking his potential or if perhaps he was not at all aware of the energy within his spirit. Regardless of which it might be Graimshaw decided he should make an effort to determine just what it was the boy might possess. He could prove to be a worthy ally, or even a potential opponent.
Graimshaw sat and stared directly at the young man, directing all his concentration towards the figure sitting all alone against the wall. His mind focused plainly upon the boy, reaching into his spirit, seeking the dormant power that lay within. He could sense the presence of some raw talent, but the depth of the force there he could not determine. He became slightly frustrated as he realized that in spite of his best efforts, he was unable to measure the potential within the lad. The young man somehow, either knowingly or simply out of ignorance, was able to disguise his strengths, successfully preventing anyone from accurately determining his abilities. Nevertheless, Graimshaw knew there was something there, somewhere.
As he sat contemplating the events of the day, Mendlebeth was disturbed by a slight fluctuation of power he had detected from somewhere within the room. Without looking up, he was aware that someone was using a minor amount of power. As he focused his thoughts on the emanations, he realized that the energy was being directed towards the young man, Dainin, who had arrived with Delphina. As he concentrated more deeply, he was able to ascertain that this surge was coming from the wizard sitting directly across from him, Graimshaw. Mendlebeth looked up to observe that Graimshaw was staring intensely at the young man sitting alone, concentrating deeply on his subject, therefore unaware that he had been detected.
Mendlebeth looked about the room to see if perhaps any of the others had observed Graimshaw. They were engaged in conversation, therefore ignorant of the situation around them. Mendlebeth was not surprised, for none of them was as sensitive to the essence of power as he himself. Obviously Graimshaw had either forgotten that fact or else was not concerned by it.
Mendlebeth sat back, thinking for a moment before deciding upon his course of action. “Excuse me, Graimshaw,” he began, intruding upon and destroying Graimshaw’s concentration, “but it has occurred to me that you have yet to be introduced to our young visitor.”
Graimshaw stared into the passive eyes of Mendlebeth, and wondered briefly if the fool had detected his probing. It should have occurred to him that Mendlebeth would pick up his emanations, but it was now of no consequence. At least Mendlebeth had saved him the need for explaining himself.
Before either of them could say anything, Delphina began speaking. “I am indeed sorry, my friend. Let me tell you the story of how I came across my young apprentice. A few days ago I journeyed forth from my home along the edge of the Rikon to attend this meeting. After all,” she added, smiling warmly at her companions, “it is not every day that the shard of stone upon my staff glows brightly to indicate that I am being summoned to Evindale.” She looked about the room at the sturdy staffs which each of them bore with the cold stone fragment from the Watchstone adorning each, a symbol of the power they possessed.
“As I approached within a day’s ride from here, I grew weary of the travel. Though it is only two days ride to Evindale from my home,” she laughed, “for one of my age it is an arduous task to travel so far, and I’m certain my mule welcomed the opportunity to rest as much as I!” she commented with a smile.
“But, to continue,” Delphina began again, “I could smell the cooking fires of a village not far away,” she remarked. “I ventured forth to determine how worthy the meals might be in this village and perhaps to take advantage of the country hospitality one can usually expect in such villages.” She paused momentarily, as if in fond remembrance.
“The villagers there were quite kind and offered a fine meal, which I of course accepted with warm gratitude. When all was done, they invited me to spend the evening in their village before continuing my journey. Naturally I felt compelled to accept their open generosity.” She smiled humbly before continuing. “Of course, I told them I had no money to offer in exchange for their kindness. Even so, they were quite content instead with the stories I told to entertain the children as they sat beside the firelight in the evening. It was then that I realized that someone within the village possessed a hidden power, and immeasurable talent.” Delphina concluded her remarks, and then turned to smile at the young man sitting nervously behind her, directing the attention of the others to the youth.
“Stand up, my boy, don’t be shy!” Delphina instructed, waving her hand in an upward motion to encourage him. “Come forward, lad, so that all may see you better. You have met most of us, yet you are still a stranger to one. Dainin, I would have you meet the wizard Graimshaw, perhaps the most skillful of us all. Certainly he is one of the most respected, in spite of his black moods!” Delphina stated, smiling at Graimshaw as he did so.
Dainin had risen from his seat and walked forward to stand beside Delphina. As Delphina completed her statement, the boy bowed fully at the waist. As he rose he remarked, “I am very pleased to meet you, my lord, and I am honored to be welcomed into the midst of such kind and respected gentlemen as yourselves!”
“Indeed, the honor is mine, Dainin,” Graimshaw replied, evaluating the youth who stood nervously before the council. Graimshaw judged him to have seen no more than nineteen summers. He was a tall young man, with the sound frame one would expect to find on a peasant villager accustomed to hard work. He had blond hair that was bleached from too many hours laboring in the sun, and the bronzed skin to confirm that fact. His blue eyes betrayed a glint of submissive intelligence, contradicting the image of an ignorant laborer one might at first judge him to be. Lastly, there was the undeniable presence of the power within the boy, easily detected, yet impossible to measure. Graimshaw found that to be somewhat annoying.
“I trust that you have not been unnecessarily bored by all the events you have witnessed today,” Graimshaw began again as he rose from his chair, “and I do hope the rest of you will excuse my abruptness, but I believe I will retire for the evening.” Gathering his dark cloak about him, he proceeded to the door where he stopped to make a final comment. “Until tomorrow, my friends, and again, a warm welcome to you, Dainin,” he said, bowing slightly as he finished, then turned to leave.
As if on cue, the others began to rise, making final remarks and commenting on the evening ahead and even more so on the day to follow. One by one they left to seek out their respective quarters so that they might rest and prepare for the events which still lay before them.
Mendlebeth was the last one to leave, being left alone in the council room. He sat back into his seat to reflect momentarily on the events that had happened during the day. As he pondered all the potential situations that might yet be presented, he began to grow tired, then decided it would be better if he, too, should attempt to get some rest. Many important matters would be decided upon the morrow.
***
After having left the council chambers, Graimshaw decided to make his way to the chambers he had been assigned. He knew the way well, for on each occasion that the Khand had been summoned to Evindale, their quarters had always been the same. He made his way down the darkened corridors that were brightened only periodically by torches set into the wall. Heedless of his surroundings, his mind was beset by a flurry of thoughts and ideas. When he reached his chambers, he entered hurriedly.
Graimshaw angrily removed his garments, piece by piece, tossing each into a pile in the corner of the room, making unheard comments to himself. “Those foolish simpletons, sitting there listening to the meaningless reveries of a wise yet careless fool. They lack direction or conviction, and most terribly, they lack the desire to improve on their talents and thrust their abilities upon the world, making all of mankind respect the power they have been blessed to possess. Instead, they sit mindlessly in seclusion, becoming weak under the guidance of this fool, Vasenar. Mark my words, Vasenar, I am not weak, and I will not subject myself to your whims and fancies. I have my own destiny to fulfill, and nothing you can do will stop me. Your days are numbered old man, and soon it will be I who decides for the Khand!”
The tired sentry shifted his weight upon his pike in an effort to achieve a more comfortable position as he sleepily surveyed the fields to the north. On either side of the watchtower in which he stood, the ancient wall of Arasteen stretched endlessly away into the night. The wall had been built long ago during the border wars of the Arasteen Empire. It had remained unmanned for millennia until the erection of NorAmen and the rise of Dorgaiin’s sect. The black mage had reclaimed it and had restored its most deteriorated sections. Now it stood in tacit defiance of the lands in the north, isolating NorAmen from prying eyes. The mage had accomplished much in that privacy.
The sentry gazed longingly into the sprawling camp below on the inside of the wall. He much preferred the comfort of his bedroll beside a warm fire to this cold, stone chamber whose small blaze did nothing to fight the winter chill. The tents of this particular contingent of the Raven army spread across the field all the way to the woods that lay three hundred yards from the wall.
Two miles beyond the line of trees, the citadel of NorAmen rose into skies fiery with the flames of a thousand forges. The sight of the distant fortress made his guard post seem much less inhospitable. Even guard duty was better than service in the towers.
It was a cloudless, starry night. The slim crescent of the moon and the glowing blue pinpoints of light reflected in silver rays from the thin blanket of snow that covered the plains. From his vantage point he had a commanding view of the fields. As usual he had seen nothing of importance. The urge to sleep was great, but the fear of the punishment incurred by such transgressors was much greater. He tried to occupy himself by imagining the glory and wealth that all followers of the mage would receive when the north was overrun. The sentry had no real loyalty to Dorgaiin, but he had faith in the promises of the mage who called himself the Prince of NorAmen. Already some of the southern kingdoms were paying tribute to turn his wrath. It was not difficult to understand which way the winds were blowing. The sentry, like many who had flocked to the banner of the Raven, had joined the ranks as an opportunist rather than a zealot.
He had no doubt that the wizard of the black citadel would succeed in his plans. The sentry was astounded at the size of the army to which he was in service. He figured its number to hover near 100,000 and he knew of no single nation that could hope to stand against such a force. In the forests and plains surrounding NorAmen, thousands of campfires burned. Every day new mercenaries from the south joined the massive movement to seek glory in service to the Purple Raven. The Raven grew strong, and restless.
The wave of conversion to the service of Dorgaiin had reached its peak the previous summer and the long winter had begun to weigh heavily upon them. The desire for immediate conquest was loudly voiced and bandied about the swollen camps. They knew that no attack could be launched before the snows were gone, but their reasoning was affected by the eagerness to move.
Every day the mage addressed his armies on the virtue of patience and how that waiting would only let the purse grow fatter. First they would move on Tanador, then Ralten, and then finally to the far west and the last remnants of the Arasteen empire. Even the Norvrost would be overrun and the Laiken blight would be forever removed from the world. But they must wait. The time was near at hand but had not yet arrived. Just a bit more patience and then the world would fall beneath their marching feet. So spoke the Prince of NorAmen with persuasive conviction.
As the sentry pondered these things, a strange foreboding fell upon him, just a slight feeling of anxiety where none had existed before. He was puzzled by it, but even as he sought to quell it, it rose up further within him. He scanned the snow swept plains before him but saw no furtive flit or glimmer of pale moonlight from armor. Along the ten foot wide top of the wall on either side, he saw nothing but the flames within the watchtowers and the slouching profiled silhouettes against their light. He called the security signal to each in turn and both replied with the appropriate reply. Satisfied that nothing was amiss, he turned his attention again to the fields, wondering what caused his nervousness. Unable to find an answer, he supplied his own; attributing his feeling to the long hours he had spent with no company but that of the cold stone. It was beginning to affect his mind.
For a moment, the shadow upon his spirit seemed to pass, but then it returned with heightened intensity. He walked out upon the wall to his right and, looking over the edge, studied the gate that was lodged within it midway between him and the next tower. The keepers on the ground conversed in quiet tones beside the winch, giving no evidence of any problem. Shaking his head, he reentered the tower. He cursed his frayed nerves and vowed to ignore the foreboding that hung upon him. Then the voice reached his ears. At first it seemed a subliminal hiss, but when he recognized its sounds as words, a harsh shiver traversed his frame.
“Open the gates, manthing. I have come!”
He wheeled to the interior of the tower with a leveled pike but was greeted only by the flickering light and dancing shadows of the fire. His eyes leapt to the opening in the ceiling that allowed the smoke to exit, but he saw nothing.
“Open the gates, child. I am here to lead you!”
Through the window, the fields remained still. On the verge of panic, he scrambled up the ladder in the rear of the chamber and through the trap door to the upper deck for a better view. He leaned over the battlements to see the base of the wall but he could detect nothing moving in its shadows. He looked again to the towers that flanked him, but saw no activity there.
“Who’s there?” he cried into the darkness, the dismay building in his voice. He was answered immediately.
“I am here, you fool,” came the hiss, and he was finally able to detect its source. There at the base of the wall to his left, a shadow within the shadows.
“Step out into the moonlight so I can see you,” spoke the sentry. His order was met with seconds of silence.
“Do not toy with me, manthing,” the hissing voice finally warned, “else I will tear out your very soul. Open the gates!” Through the darkness a pair of fiery red eyes appeared. The fear that had held the sentry was so powerful that he found himself calling to the gatekeepers to open the gates. They wanted to know why and he could not find the words to tell them. The sentry from the tower on the far side of the gate came over.
“What the blazes is going on?” he asked the first man.
“He wants entrance,” he replied, pointing to the thing in the shadows. The second man looked down but could see nothing.
“Step away from the wall and show yourself,” he shouted.
Again they were confronted with a short span of silence before an answer came. “Very well,” was the low reply, and the second man cringed at its sound, for he had not heard it previously.
As they watched the shadows for something to emerge, a red flash blazed forth. At first they were blinded by it, and then as it partially subsided they shuddered at what they saw. Bathed in the angry red light that emanated from his upraised mace stood a gigantic man with horned helm and billowing cloak. Upon his chest they saw the emblem of the Raven by the rapidly ebbing light and they knew him to be a servant of Dorgaiin.
With a quaking voice, the second man corroborated the order of the first and the gates were winched open. The mailed figure strode to the opening, his mace no longer glowing. As the wide-eyed gatekeepers contemplated him through the ten foot tunnel, he turned his attention to the plains. A demonically strident howl broke from his lips and sped across the fields. As the sentries on the wall above him watched in terrified fascination, two shadows bounded across the fields toward them. As they drew nearer, the sentries recognized them as two great wolves.
The sentries’ attention was torn away by a harsh voice as it approached the wall from behind them. “Who gave the order to open the gates without my leave?” It was the commanding officer, wrapping his cloak tightly about him, having come from an evening of entertainment in his tent. Neither sentry ventured an explanation, for it was unnecessary. The giant strode through the gate, the wolves flanking him on either side. He stood two feet taller than the frightened gatekeepers and the wolves, who easily matched their height. He looked at the cloaked officer with coal-like eyes from within the darkened recesses of his black helm. The moonlight was absorbed rather than reflected by his armor, and even covered in its wash, the details of his figure were vague. A mass of shadow, the sentry could not fathom how the being could possibly have reached the wall undetected, moving through the silver plain.
The commander cautiously walked to meet the newcomer, wondering what manner of creature stood before him. He carried the markings of a Warmaster, but his shadowed countenance, broken only by the two red coals, refuted the possibility that he might be human. “How may I serve you, my lord?” he respectfully queried. The wolves slobbered and growled at his approach, but he held firm.
“I am Gaereth,” the demon said, his dry, death-like tone repelling the man. “I am First Lieutenant to Dorgaiin himself, and I have come to see your human master. He is expecting me.”
The commander knew nothing of what he spoke, but he tried to cast the illusion that he did. He had no desire to see such a being upset. The purple raven emblazoned on the creature’s breastplate told all he needed to know.
“Of course, I am sure he is waiting for you. You do wish to go to NorAmen then, am I correct?” he asked, masking his nervousness well.
“I do,” replied Gaereth. Behind the cloaked commander, other officers had arrived, curious to see what the commotion was about. To one of these he turned and whispered an order, and the man turned and ran to the tethered mounts on the far side of the camp.
“We will have an escort to take you there within half an hour,” the commander said. The demon said nothing, but continued to stand impassively.
It seemed like a very long time to the gatekeeper, but finally the escort arrived; a Warmaster from the tower, riding at the head of a troop of ten mounted and heavily armed soldiers. They reined their horses within ten feet of the spot where the demon and his beasts stood silently awaiting their arrival. The Warmaster leapt from his horse and greeted the demon with a bow.
“Master, we have been expecting you. If you will follow me, the Prince will see you.” The Warmaster, clad very similarly to the demon before him, and a massive man himself, was the only one there who exuded confidence concerning the beast. Fear was an unacceptable reaction to any situation for a Warmaster.
A horse was led over to Gaereth, but the animal bucked and faltered uncontrollably as he was drawn nearer. Gaereth waved him away. “I do not need the beast. I have walked far and can go this last distance without aid.” Although he did not show it, even the Warmaster was taken aback by the demon’s voice. It was a cold breath seemingly in his ear, colder than the frigid winds that whipped about them all. The Warmaster hastily consented, and within minutes the little band moved down the crooked road through the trees and on to the tower of NorAmen.
The mage paced back and forth in anguish as he awaited the arrival of the demon that the Warmaster had gone to retrieve. He had sensed the demon’s nearing presence over two hours ago, but the other power to which he was attuned he had not yet detected. And now, just moments ago, he had received word of the demon’s arrival at the gate alone. What had befallen the escort? What of the Warmaster that had journeyed to Amendeth and invoked the actual summoning? And most importantly, what had become of the key? He knew the demon did not have it for he would have felt its presence. But where was it? The very fact that the demon had already bodily entered the world told him that something had happened. He had expected only the portal that would make passage possible, not Gaereth himself. The time passed slowly as he wrestled with his fears, but a priest finally came to notify him that the Warmaster had returned with his charge. The mage quickly brushed past him and hurried to meet and question Gaereth.
The two met in the front hall and the mage immediately dismissed everyone so that he could speak privately with his minion. The bent, aged form of the mage contrasted sharply with the tall, powerful form worn by Gaereth. Long white hair spilled over the black robe of the wizard, and the nails on his hands had grown long. His beard covered much of his wizened face, but his green eyes shone with intelligence and alertness.
“I have come to lead your army and aid you in further summonings,” the demon rasped. “Together we will free him!”
“Where are those who summoned you? What of the Warmaster I sent?” the mage asked urgently.
“They are no more,” replied Gaereth indifferently.
“What do you mean? What has happened?” The wizard pressed.
“They were followed from Amendeth by an agent of the Khand. I know this for he bore a shard of the Watchstone. Your Warmaster had only created the portal. He had not yet pulled me through it. I knew they were followed, but I saw no threat from a single man, so I saw no need to come through unbidden. After they had crossed the mountains, they were assailed in the forest you call the Rikon. I did not think he could dispose of all three, but he was aided by the shard. He then tried to close the portal with the stone, but of course I did not let him accomplish this. I destroyed him and the shard and journeyed the remaining distance on foot.”
“Leaving the bodies of the three behind,” interjected the wizard.
“Of course! What troubles you Prince of NorAmen?”
“There was a very important item with the Warmaster. Its loss would be disastrous!”
“What kind of item?” Gaereth inquired.
“A small golden key,” the mage replied. “An object of power.”
“And what kind of power does this key possess?” he asked.
“Its uses are many, but it primarily serves in the rites of summoning. Surely you did not think that the three warriors at Amendeth summoned you by their own power, when I have been unable to do so myself? It was the key that supplied the necessary power. There were no storms to signal that a summoning was being conducted, and a stable portal was created, readily transportable with the key. Such is its power!”
“Why did our master not tell me of this thing? I would never have left it behind!”
The mage hung his head. “It was my counsel. I saw no reason for you to know the means by which I called you, or not yet, anyway. I did not foresee the death of the Warmaster.”
Gaereth said nothing, but even the mage shivered beneath the glare from within the helm. As the eyes of the demon regarded him, he could feel the frozen flame of his wrath envelope him. The beast could do nothing to the prince, though, as long as he held such favor with the master, Dorgaiin. He can be eliminated later thought Gaereth.
The wizard spoke again. “But all is not lost. You can show us where the Warmaster fell, can you not?”
The offended demon seemed loathe to answer.
“Can you not?” pressed the wizard.
After a time Gaereth answered, “Yes.”
“Very good! We can still recover it. I do not think you fully understand its significance. It may well be the device with which we set our master free!”
The demon looked hard at him, but still said nothing. He wanted Dorgaiin released, but he had no desire to see his liberation come at the hands of this manthing. That would be bitter indeed, unless he himself aided greatly.
“You will leave with a band tomorrow and take them to the spot. If he fell within the dense Rikon, then he should not have been found and looted before you return.” He wished he could see the creature’s countenance for a reaction, but he could not. He could, however, still feel the almost tangible hate.
“Where has this talisman come from?” Gaereth asked harshly.
“It was forged within . . . Wait!” The mage stopped in mid-sentence and cocked his head as if listening to something far away. “He calls! Wait here, and I will tell you all you would know when I come back!”
With lame but quick steps the wizard flew to his own chamber, leaving the demon to wait alone. The steps of the stairwell leading downwards were worn and chipped, but he navigated them with practiced ease. In moments he stood before the iron bound door that guarded his chamber in the depths of the fortress.
With a series of complicated gestures he removed the warding spells that protected the room. With the sizzle of released energy, the door swung open. The mage moved quickly into the chamber. Upon the table in its center rested the blue crystal that was Dorgaiin’s only permanent link to the world of men. Through this stone he communicated with his most trusted servant and made his will known.
The mage took his place, sitting before the table, and turned his mind to his master. Within the crystal, shadows and streamers of light danced about in untold depths and their movements captured his imagination as they always did. For the next quarter hour he exchanged thoughts in the most direct manner, mind to mind, with his dark lord in the other world.
Gaereth was growing very impatient by the time the wizard returned. The mage’s mien had changed from one of hopeful exuberance to despair. He approached the demon again and solemnly addressed him. “The key is no longer in the Rikon. It has moved into the Norvrost in the hand of a Laiken. Beyond this I know nothing. It is all our lord could tell me.”
“Our lord? But how could he know? He has no vision in this world beyond that allowed by the crystal.”
The mage shook his head. “I do not know, but he said the key is in the Norvrost, so it must be so. Unless you choose to refute the word of our master,” he added with a hard look.
“I do not,” Gaereth quickly said, for while he had no respect for the mage, he feared Dorgaiin greatly. “And so this means the key is out of our grasp. That is fine. My presence in this dimension will be enough. We will rend the dimension barrier like cheap cloth, and bring our master to his throne.”
“No,” the mage replied. “We cannot without the key. I had planned on summoning others such as you to aid us, but I cannot without the key. It is the only reason you stand here with me, my friend. If not for its powers, I could not have caused a large enough rift for one of your might to traverse. The key was to be the element that affected the release of Dorgaiin himself, with our help and others of course, but now that is impossible. There is still yet another way. You will lead the army into the north and crush the Khand and their Watchstone.”
The demon spoke ominously low. “Aye, I will crush the Khand. I will grind the wretched stone to dust, and the flesh of the thieves who unworthily wield a portion of the master’s true power I will tear and feed to my wolves. Forget the Key. Dorgaiin will return to behold me holding fragments of the Surun-Tai before me, heralding his arrival with the anguished cries of his enemies beneath my feet. Much bloodfire will burn before the mace of Gaereth is stilled again.”
The mage was uncertain how to respond to this dark prophecy, He was the greatest of all earthly men in the lore of the Spirit Stream, but even he could not fathom the complexities of the being that stood before him. A magnificent and frightening creature, a spirit of the flame incarnate in the body of a warrior beyond the stature and prowess of any that this world had ever known. The wizard was cold and hard, and little in the world could surprise or move him. When he looked at Gaereth, however, he was forced to suppress a shudder.
“Very well,” he finally said. “I will take you now to your quarters in the east tower. I have prepared it for you myself with many supportive spells so that your awesome spirit can find greater rest. In this world, your spirit is like that of a man who has lived all his life by the sea and then journeys high into the mountains. His body must adjust to the thin air, and your spirit must likewise adjust. The spells within will aid you in this.”
The demon understood this, and was glad for the mage’s foresight, but said nothing. He had indeed felt the wearying differences of this world upon him and he was anxious to become used to and a part of them. Hopefully, the mage’s spells would speed the transition. His power was tremendous now, but in time it would become truly unspeakable. “Take me there.”
The Prince of NorAmen nodded, and led Dorgaiin’s own champion away down the darkened corridor to the eastern tower.
Vasenar stood up from his seat and started for the door to his chamber, anticipating the arrival of the servant who would come to announce that all the members of the Khand had arrived. He opened the door almost immediately after the youth knocked.
The boy bowed humbly, announcing that all was ready for the meeting to resume. Vasenar smiled slightly at the bent figure and then followed him back into the meeting room. He looked about the room before him, making note of the appearance of each one present. He tried to read any thoughts that might appear on their faces, hoping to assay their opinions.
He approached his position at the head of the table, refusing to acknowledge that all attention was focused on his presence. He sat down in his seat and stared directly ahead at the angry red glow of the Watchstone as it glared before him.
Before anyone had time to question him, or to comment on their opinions, Vasenar began speaking, successfully hushing the room and marking the beginning of the meeting. “Good day everyone, I trust you have rested well. I am aware that these last few days have been trying on all of us, but I fear there is yet much to do. There are many decisions to be made, and with luck, we may be able to conclude these proceedings soon.”
“After each of you retired to your chambers last night, I returned to this room to ponder the fate of the Watchstone, and in turn our responsibilities within the Khand. It is my opinion that we must act soon to prevent any further disruption of the dimension barrier. Since we are virtually all in agreement that this disturbance originated at Amendeth, I propose that we send a party of our own to prevent any future disturbances.”
A slight murmur of approval went around the table, accompanied by a nodding of heads as each member in turn agreed with this decision. Vasenar warmed slightly at the acceptance of his proposition, and then continued. “Last night, as I attempted to rest in my chambers, I received a completely unexpected visit from an informant of mine. This person is placed very highly within the fortress of the Prince of NorAmen to the south. He had come to warn me that the Dark Prince had been raising an army about himself, promising that they would be blessed with victory, and that their efforts would be rewarded greatly when the master of evil, Dorgaiin, returned to claim this world.”
A cold, eerie silence fell over the room as Vasenar spoke these words. None had reason to doubt they were true, for Vasenar had an extensive network of spies who were quite loyal and dependable. “After learning this,” Vasenar continued, “I feel we must assume that NorAmen is somehow responsible for what has befallen the Surun-Tai.”
Mendlebeth watched Vasenar closely, feeling the subdued anger within his leader, and interrupted him to make an inquiry. “My lord, has King Ansaxa been informed of this information?”
Vasenar turned to his wise friend and replied, “Yes, to some degree. I spoke with the king last night, but before I had heard this news myself. Unfortunately, I fear the king does not fully comprehend the potential for danger that this forebodes. He was unreceptive to the thought that the Prince of NorAmen would dare to assault his kingdom. Nonetheless, I believe that there is a very real danger of this occurring with the first sign of spring.”
Greykin and Delphina both exchanged glances, after which Delphina turned to Vasenar and addressed him, and the rest of the Khand. “My lord, having come from the south, both Greykin and I have good reason to concur with your reports. At first, we thought nothing of it, but it seems that shortly before we were summoned to Evindale, we were both made aware of a steadily increasing amount of activity to the south. Since there is always a considerable amount of unrest near NorAmen, we both tended to overlook the signs, but I’m quite certain that there is a force being gathered. Even more important, I suspect that King Ansaxa’s troops in the south may be over-confident, even boldly so, and it could prove to be their downfall. Perhaps if Greykin and I were to address the king about what we have witnessed, it may help to sway his opinions.”
Vasenar nodded briefly. “That may well be, Delphina. We shall wait and see if the king reacts at all, and if necessary we may seek counsel with him. It is my hope that his own sources will confirm what I have stated already. Then it will not be necessary for us to intervene further.”
Delphina nodded in acceptance as Vasenar continued with his remarks. “I have given much thought to what lies ahead. After much consideration, I have decided that Greykin shall lead the expedition, for he has youth and strength in his favor. Then to lend wisdom and guidance upon their arrival at Amendeth, I have selected Mendlebeth to round out the group.”
Everyone was startled and caught unprepared by the violent reaction of Graimshaw as he thrust himself up from his seat. Leaning across the table towards Vasenar, he pounded his fist on its surface as he shouted, “No! I will not stand by and allow you to do this! I should be among those chosen to venture forth to Amendeth. There is none here who could raise the power I have at my command. I will not be slighted in this you old fool!”
All were surprised by Graimshaw’s absolute lack of respect as he addressed Vasenar. Each remained seated quietly, uncertain of how they should respond, when Vasenar stared directly back at Graimshaw and stated, “I am sorry if my selection displeases you Graimshaw, but I will not tolerate such open hostility. If you feel that you would be better suited for this mission, you may make arguments in your favor in my chambers upon the conclusion of this meeting. Until then, you would be well advised to control yourself and sit back down so that we may continue. I will accept no more disruptions from you!”
Graimshaw seated himself quietly, glaring angrily at Vasenar as he did so. The others stirred momentarily, attempting to regain their composure as the meeting resumed.
“It is my belief that we must act quickly, therefore I propose that our expedition get under way within the week.” Vasenar continued, “It will take many days to cover such a great distance, and already we have lost a great deal of time. It is quite possible that another summoning may be occurring even as we speak, so speed is essential. I will speak to King Ansaxa and ask him to provide you with an escort to protect you and provide for you during your journey.”
“I might suggest that you travel lightly,” Vasenar said, looking at Mendlebeth as he did so. “I will leave it to each of you to decide on what you will need. I believe I do not need to tell you that you should take caution as you approach Amendeth, for no doubt it will be guarded well.”
Mendlebeth reflected to himself for a moment, recalling the stories of the guardian to the gates of Amendeth, which had long been a place of high worship for the Laikens. The Laikens had felt the need to protect their temple from meddlesome looters. Since the Watchstone had been created and put to use, the Laikens had been forced to abandon their temple. It had become impossible for them to use their ancient rites to conduct summonings, but even so, the guardian had remained.
Though Mendlebeth himself had never seen the demon that protected Amendeth, he knew it to be fearsome and forbidding. He only knew that the creature was an actual demon which had been summoned by the Laikens before the Watchstone had been used to strengthen the dimension barrier. Though countless years had passed, the guardian remained. To this day it was considered a frightening threat to any who dared to enter the aged temple.
As Mendlebeth made his observations to himself, Vasenar continued with his comments. “It might do well for each of you to begin making preparations this evening and tomorrow so that perhaps you may begin your journey on the following day. The urgency of this mission demands haste on our part. We simply cannot put this off, for too much is at risk. As for those of us who will remain, I wish to assure you that we will not stand idly by while our comrades venture forth to handle this matter. Indeed, there are many preparations to be made for the weeks ahead. I have little doubt that there will be a great deal of trouble dealt to all. We must be prepared to offer assistance in any way and at any place that we may. So please, do not feel that you have been slighted in your exclusion from this journey. Each of you will have an important, responsible part to play in the days to come; I can assure you of that.”
Dainin sat anxiously against the wall, uncertain of all that was happening before him. Even so, he was excited by the very fact that he was being permitted to witness the making of decisions of such major importance. However, there was one thing which made him feel ill at ease, and that was the wizard Graimshaw. He was scarcely attempting to hide his anger and obvious frustration as he sat brooding beside Vasenar. His features were little more than a shadow as he appeared to withdraw inside himself.
“Well, my friends,” Vasenar started again, “if there are no questions or further comments to be made, then I propose we conclude our meeting to begin the necessary preparations for the journey to Amendeth.”
A muttered sound of approval went through the room, and Vasenar rose quietly from his seat, turning immediately to the darkly clad wizard to his right. “Now then, Graimshaw, if you have some item you wish to discuss with me, I suggest you follow me to my chambers.” Vasenar spoke quietly, casting a cold glare as he walked past the seated wizard, heading towards his private chambers at the opposite end of the room.
Graimshaw rose hastily from his seat, causing it to fall backwards, making a crashing sound as it impacted the floor. He stood momentarily above the others, glaring at them with open contempt and anger. Then his eyes fell upon the boy sitting alone against the wall, that mysterious youth of unknown abilities who sat there so timidly. Abruptly he turned away and followed Vasenar through the door at the end of the room.
As the door closed behind Graimshaw, the rest of the Khand immediately observed the muffled sounds of voices raised in anger and dispute from the other side. They were all surprised by such an open display of hostility from one of their own. Never before had any of them witnessed such actions, and they were uncertain as to how they should respond.
As the voices in the other room continued to change in pitch with the flow of the argument, the other wizards remained at the request of Mendlebeth. He had decided that he should wait to speak to Vasenar upon the conclusion of his meeting with Graimshaw to work out a plan for himself and Greykin in preparing to journey to Amendeth. Delphina also waited for she had wanted to speak with Vasenar to obtain permission to teach Dainin the principle fundamentals concerned with the Khand to prepare him for inclusion someday to that elite group. With measured patience they all waited, unable to discern the remarks being made beyond the room. They were certain all the same of the anger expressed in the tone of the voices of the two wizards as they debated their differences in opinion.
***
“I cannot believe what you have told me!” Vasenar cried in shock. “To think that one of the most respected members of the Khand would dare to violate our sacred trust and attempt to summon beings from beyond this world! Is this how you have come to be so powerful and knowledgeable, Graimshaw, by delving into the black arts?”
“You make it sound as if it were a vile, disgusting act!”
“It is!” Vasenar shouted angrily. “Don’t you realize that this is exactly what led to the total destruction of Dorgaiin? You are proceeding along the same path he chose, and it very nearly destroyed the world! We are all sworn to prevent such a thing from occurring ever again. Yet you openly abuse your abilities and violate the trust of the Khand to conduct your own summonings, however petty, to increase your own power. You’re becoming possessed by the same greed that led to the exile of Dorgaiin!”
“You weak, simple-minded fool!” Graimshaw replied with anger and frustration. “I am not like Dorgaiin; I have a stronger mind than he had, and I can control the demons within me. The rest of you are foolish for not using your powers as they were intended. I have learned much in my summonings, and I have a finer understanding of the world beyond the dimension barrier! With my knowledge, I could be of great assistance at Amendeth!”
“No!” yelled Vasenar. “No! Never will I permit you to join the expedition to Amendeth. You have defiled yourself by conducting these summonings, and you have violated our sacred trust. I cannot, I will not permit you to leave my sight! For all I know, you may be possessed of a demon even now! If you were granted access to Amendeth, there would be nothing to prevent you from opening a portal through which Dorgaiin and an entire army could pass! I no longer trust you, Graimshaw. You have become everything I despise, and once we have overcome our present ordeal, you will be dealt with accordingly!”
With that, Vasenar turned his back on Graimshaw and prepared to leave the room. He was immediately frozen in his tracks by an unseen force which completely enclosed his body, forcing him to turn about to face the maddened wizard across the room.
“You crazy old fool! You think that merely because you are the recognized leader of the Khand that you can control the lives and actions of us all. You cannot condemn me for seeking to achieve my full potential! I could destroy you all!” he yelled. Then, with a mad flourishing of his hands, he tightened his invisible grasp on the Highwatcher.
Vasenar fell to his knees, instantly aware that Graimshaw was struggling with insanity and that if he could not break free of his spell, he might well perish. Vasenar struggled to draw forth his own power to loosen the grip which had begun to drain his life, concentrating his efforts on getting free. As Vasenar fought within himself, he could feel his life force slipping away. His only hope was to release all his energy in a single surge to disrupt Graimshaw’s hold. As he did so, he was racked by a tremendous explosion as his energy force came into direct conflict with that of Graimshaw.
Mendlebeth was the first to react to the sound of the explosion as he hastily rose from his seat and ran to the door, closely followed by Dainin, then Delphina. Greykin remained seated, surprised and shocked by the sudden noise. Mendlebeth threw the door open and Dainin pressed closely behind him. They entered the room to observe Vasenar on the floor, clutching frantically at an unseen attacker, his body twisted in a deformed manner. Across the room, Graimshaw was deep in concentration as he assaulted Vasenar with his powers, grimacing with the insane power lust which had overcome him.
“Stop this!” Mendlebeth screamed, running to the fallen Vasenar and attempting to throw up a shield with his own power to protect the leader of the Khand. “Can’t you see you’re killing him you fool? Stop it, or he’ll die!” he cried in frustration. Unable to aid the old wizard, his efforts only served to cause Graimshaw to laugh aloud.
Dainin stood in awe of what he saw. He wanted to help in some way, yet he felt incompetent and frustrated at his inability to react. Vasenar was obviously in great pain, and Dainin could not accept what was happening. Without thinking about his actions, he ran forward and grabbed Graimshaw’s extended arms, shouting “No!” as he did so.
The assault on Vasenar stopped abruptly. Almost simultaneously the room was engulfed in smoke, accompanied by a loud, resounding explosion even louder than the previous one. When the smoke had cleared, they observed Dainin lying unconscious on the floor. Beside him were the burned, charred remains of Graimshaw.
Delphina ran to the youth, who almost immediately came to, somewhat dazed, but otherwise in good condition. He rose clumsily with the aid of Delphina and Greykin, who had come into the room as well. They escorted him to the side of Vasenar, who was now being tended to by Mendlebeth.
The foul stench of charred flesh accompanied them as they tried to discern the condition of Vasenar, who lay quietly on the floor. His head was now resting in Mendlebeth’s lap, his disfigured body still trembling with pain.
Dainin felt weak and dizzy as he struggled to regain control of himself, feeling as if he had suddenly come into conflict with some inner part of himself that he felt unable to understand. He stood supported between Delphina and Greykin as they all strained to hear what the stricken Highwatcher was now attempting to say.
“My friends,” he started feebly, barely audible enough to be heard, “do not judge Graimshaw too harshly. His immense powers came to be too much for him to control. He is not to blame for his actions; there is something . . .” he abruptly stopped. His voice faded away as his body was suddenly overcome with convulsions of pain.
Mendlebeth clutched tightly at the robes of his fallen leader and friend, saying “Speak not, my lord. Allow your strength to build. There will be time enough later for all you wish to say.”
“No!” the old wizard cried, his eyes opened wide in fear. “There is little enough time. There is some power at work here that we cannot discern, and it is this presence which has led to these events. Mendlebeth, do not hesitate any further. You must take my place and see to it that our plans are carried out. The desecration of the Watchstone must be halted! Promise me! Promise . . .” but he never finished. He grabbed Mendlebeth’s hand, clutching at it fiercely as he looked into the eyes of the young boy who stood above him. Then, with a final exhalation of breath, he closed his eyes and released his grip.
Mendlebeth looked up to see the confused look on Dainin’s face, who now realized that everyone in the room was watching him, almost as if they blamed him for the death of their friend. “Please, I don’t understand any of this!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t do this! I don’t know what happened or what my part in it is, but surely you don’t blame me!”
Mendlebeth lowered his gaze and moved to raise himself from the floor, gently lowering Vasenar as he did so. Once he had stood upright, he walked to stand in front of Dainin, placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder reassuringly. Then, smiling slightly as he spoke, he attempted to ease the boy’s mind by revealing his own thoughts.
“No, Dainin, no one blames you for what has come to pass. However, I do believe that Vasenar saw something in you that the rest of us had overlooked until now. You have a great deal of power within yourself, Dainin, but even you were unaware of it until now. Indeed, you are no wizard, so how could you know? We all suspected something within you, but I fear we all underestimated what you represented. You see, you are the sixth power, and with your presence, you have jeopardized our very existence!”
Dainin glanced furtively about at the wizards standing near him, feeling as if each in turn was accusing him of all that had happened. The youth became defensive, seeking to rid himself of the accusing glances of these people he had come to respect. “But, my lord, how can this be? I have no power! Even if I did, I would not use it to harm anyone present. You have been kind to me, and I would not seek to repay that kindness in this way!”
Mendlebeth smiled slightly, then again placed his hand upon the boy’s shoulder. “Do not fear, Dainin. We do not hold you responsible for these deaths. There are many factors involved here, and what happened was beyond our control. Indeed, it was foretold by our predecessors. If any are to be blamed, it is we who failed to recognize the strength that lies hidden within you.”
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