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CHAPTER 1

Primed and ready to cast the most magnificent spell of her career, Aetria strode confidently to the crest
of the hill overlooking the battle that raged below. To her right the 23rd Kelrossian Lancers cantered,
preparing to charge. On her |eft were the elite Royal Guard, ready to supply the crushing blow to the
Hermanian front lines. In front of her was the bespelled squadron of cavary she had previoudy conjured
for thismost grand diversion of hers. She turned and looked behind her at the smal group of
black-robed Magi watching her from anot too distant hill.

Raising her arms, she summoned the Power and cast the spell, pouring every ounce of energy she could
into theillusion. She felt the surge go through her as the Power shot out and the spell blossomed into
being. In horror, she watched the glamour fall from the bespelled squadron asit became the herd of cows
that it was. The glory and grandeur disappeared from the assembled armies, and the power of truth
exposed all for what it was. Shelooked down at her body and saw a sad, frightened little girl clutching a
stuffed toy dragon, and she began to cry.

The Hermanian army sent up awild cheer and attacked. The Kelrossan Lancers wheedled in anger and
ran. Their leader charged directly for her, hislance pointed at her heart. She hugged the dragon to her
and begged him, “ Save me, Rgjii, save me.” The thunder of the horse was upon her, the gleaming silver
of the lance point at her heart, and...

* * % %

Aetriasat up in bed, the nightmare diss pating back to whatever dark corner of her mind it had come
from. Her night robe was soaked, and she pulled it off over her head and threw it down on the floor. She
walked over to the washbasin and picked up the towe she had placed there earlier for the very purpose
of wiping off the swesat. She wastired of these nightly visitsand longed for a decent night's deep. For the
past week she had relived, in one strange form or another, her loss of control at the battle fought four
years ago. The dreams were never too near the redlity, but not absurdly far away ether.

She spoke acaming spdll to dow her hammering heart. She began alitany that helped to dow her mind
down and bring her back to normalcy while she dressed in her student robe and prepared for this
important day in her life, her rgoining the Sorcerer Corps of the Delmathian army.

"l am not achild, but awoman,” she said to hersdlf. “1 am not ahelplesswaif, but amagic user of the
Sorceress rank, one step away from Adept, and two steps away from Mage. | am askilled artisan in the
use of illuson spells, one of the best in the sorcerers' training lodge of Inhestia. | am not achild, but a
woman..."

* k k %

Aetriaglimpsed afigure dressed in the degp-purple robes of an Adept entering the Weapons Training
Hall main door. She called her recruit company to attention. Their |ess-than-precise response to her
command was embarrassng enough, but when she recognized the Adept Commander striding swiftly
towards her, she braced hersdf mentaly and physicaly for the acidic remarks she knew were coming.

By the Power, why, of all the officers that could have been sent from the Corps to accept this
company, did its commander, “ Crusher” Pleates, have to come himself?

Thevery tal Adept'sariva directly in front of her placed her in the position where her rigidly
locked-forward eyes were staring at his prominent Adam's gpple. Many a subordinate had watched in
fascination and horror asthe Adept's dow swallow before ddivering areprimand caused the large lump



in histhroat to rise dowly, then move downward sharply as hetoreinto hisvictim. The smilarity between
this movement and that of asmith's hammer stroke to an anvil had created the nickname“ Crusher."

"It seemsyour period of ‘retraining’ here at Inhestia has taken the edge off your military skills, Aetria.
This company bearslittle resemblance to any you and | have ever served with."

The utter lack of any warmth of recognition or welcomein hisfirst wordsto her in four years matched
the chill of the cold night air trgpped within the confines of the stone walls of thetraining hall. A colder line
of nervous swest did down her spine, leaving her thoroughly numb, ingde and ouit.

"Begging the commander's pardon, Sir, but this company has only been in existence for one week. It
does not mean to dishonor you, or our Order, by itslack of military training. | fully accept that dishonor
for my role asits commander.”

"Apology accepted, and the discrepancy noted. | am surein your future role as sub-commander of this
company that you will make up for your errors and have it well trained by the time we reach my
regiment's encampment. Y ou only have two weeks, Sub-Commander Aetria.”

"Two weeks, Sir? At mog, the army isaweek away by trangport. Will you be remaining here a Inhestia
for aweek? That would certainly be convenient for conducting the Novices' training.”

"We depart tomorrow after the morning meal, Sub-Commander. We will start out from Inhestia heading
due west towards the Hermanian border, instead of northwest to the army. | have promised the genera a
survey of the borderlands to the west. He isworried about their security and was going to dispaich a
cavary squadron to make the survey. We can do that smplejob for him, and it will only add aweek to
our trangit. Be thankful for the time, Sorceress Aetria. From the looks of these Novices you have thrown
together, you will need it. Why are there o many Provisioners? | need Aggressors, not more

commissaries.”

Thearriva of Headmaster Kdristo saved Aetriafrom having to answer Pleates question. The elderly

man, dressed in the flowing black robes of aMage sorcerer, had been visiting with his Heder students

among the recruit company while awaiting the arrival of the Sorcerer Corps officer. He reached up to
touch Crusher's shoulder with along, thin hand speckled with age spots.

"Commander, welcometo Inhestial What apleasureit is you have come to accept this year's company
into your regiment. Let meintroduce you to my students.”

Peates was ever mindful of hisstation in life and respectfully held back the retort he normally would
have made to someone interfering with his business. “I am very pleased to be able to make this journey
back to Inhestia, where | received the training and skillswith which | have humbly served the Order and
thearmy. | would be most honored, Mage Kdristo, to meet such apromising company.”

The headmaster guided the commander towards the awaiting students, glancing briefly at Aetriaasthey
passed, his eyesfilled with sympathy and understanding. She made no moveto follow.

Aetriawatched Crusher moving amongst her charges asthey eagerly awaited their introduction to the
commanding officer of the famous General Mythrian's First Sorcerer Regiment. The war had aged him
noticeably since she had seen him last. Hewas only thirty years old when he led Inhestias first volunteers

into Delmathias army.

Now, at thirty-five, aperfectionist who believed only he could do anything right, the stress of command



had lined hisface, and afrown of disapprova seemed etched into it. As he approached the Novices, he
made the effort to put adight smileto hislips. At least thistime her Novices would be spared hisacid
tongue. The next time would be entirely different, as she knew only too well. They would have to adjust,
even as she was making that adjustment now.

The company of twenty-four novice sorcerersdid not even begin to fill the main training arena of
Maknos Hall. The hdl was among the first buildings raised by the Mage sorcerers when they started the
training facility over two centuries ago and was named for Delmathia's most famous warrior sorcerer.
Maknos never had to fear attack from non-sorcerers because of his reputation as amaster of weaponry,
but few sorcerers had ever achieved his skills. Relying on one's skill with magic alone had proven through
the centuriesto result in ashort life.

Inhestia's founding Mage sorcerers had made it arequirement that students be proficient with someform
of self-defense before they graduated and |eft the training lodge. The choice of wegpon was |eft to the
individua. For Aetria, it had been an easy one. Adoptive daughter of a Tierian merchant, from her
earliest memories she had been trained in what the Delmathian people called the“ Tierian Thief” skills,
She mused over the hundreds of hours she had practiced those skills here at Inhestia, endless hours
swesting through flexing exercises and throwing countless numbers of daggersinto the targets that were
now stored away in the equipment rooms at the back of the hall.

She had chosen the hall for the siwearing in ceremony because, of dl thetraining facilities at Inhestia, it
had the closest tie to anything military. The hdl's stark interior with wegpon rackslining bare wdls, a
sand-covered stone floor, and the faint, but noticeable odor of exercised bodies reminded her most of life
inan army camp. She would have liked battle flags adorning the rafters, but the Sorcerer Corps was so
new that the only onesin existence remained within the regiments.

Aetria scanned the faces of her week-old command. The soon-to-be sworn in officerswere al well
known to her: some had been students of hers; most had shared housekeeping chores of one sort or the
other with her; afew she had shared degping quarters with. While not properly attired in the uniform of

the service they were about to be accepted into, they were dressed alike in the soft white robes worn by
all student sorcerers. Their newly achieved status of Novice sorcerer, awarded only last week after years
of training and study, was proudly worn by each as a pale blue sash running from shoulder to hip.

The twenty-four men and women represented over hdf of the graduating Novices of the Order's ol dest
training lodge. Thiswas double what Aetrias, the first class to enter the army, had put into the service
fiveyearsprior. The war had just started then. It had not been expected to last very long, but it till raged
on, caling for even more recruitsto swell the ranks of the king'sarmies.

The Novices had separated into groups by discipline. The Heders were dightly apart from the
Provisoners, the Provisoners gpart from the lllusionists, her own fidld; the Aggressors haughtily off by
themsalves. It was not something the Order had taught them, but rather the gathering of like mindsand

smilar persondities. It was 0, even before the students arrived at Inhestiato begin ther training. Likedl
children of Delmathia, they were tested for magic skills at the age when their bodies had stopped
changing rapidly from child to adult, but their mindswere gtill pliant and innocent. The loca sorcerer
culled out those whose minds proved capable of controlling the Power, the magical force that energized
their pells, and offered them the chance to become sorcerers. Only five out of ahundred children passed
the tests. No child had ever turned down the opportunity.

Upon their arrivd at Inhestia, the students were quartered with other new students of like minds because
their future fields of sorcerer expertise were very closdy matched to their personaities. Aetriasmiled at
the adage that flashed into her mind.l am, therefore | spell.



The two leaders moved swiftly through the ten novice Provisioners, making warm but short conversation

with each. The Novices responded with sincere smilesto the two and excitedly talked amongst
themsalves as Crusher and the headmaster moved on to the Hedlers.

There were only four Healersthis year, fewer than any other year. Perhaps the low number spoke of a
lack of candidates amongst the common people from which Inhestia drew its students. The war caused
the shortage of Hedlersto be even more strongly felt. Mage Kdristo, being aHedler, clearly wanted to

linger amongst hisfavorite sudents, but Crusher's polite impatience moved them on. He would have gone
directly to the Aggressors, but her Illusonistiswerein the way.

The sx Illusonigts received polite nods and painted smiles from the commander. They were about asfar
from the Aggressor's way of thinking as one could get. They were schemers, dreamers, humorists,
fanciers, far-seeing, playful tricksters. As Crusher and Kelristo moved on, Aetriawondered who was
most relieved, Crusher or thelllusonists.

The four Aggressors were more than happy to see the famous Adept Pleates. Hewas, in their eyes, a
hero who had been held up to them asthe standard all novices wereto try and emulate. They werelike
him—sullen, angry, hot-tempered, brooders, planners, capable of killing, and willing to do so. For the

Aggressors, their killing ingtincts were tempered by extensive training, infused with the strongest possible
belief in justice and right. They became the enforcers of the law, upholders of the righteous. At onetime,
nobody dared cross an Aggressor, for they could kill with Power. Now, crossing one invoked the law as

well asthe Power. Crusher was one of them; he remained in their presence, enjoying their company.
"Theman'san ass.”

Aetria garted at the woman's voice harshly whispered in her right ear. She turned to the source of the

rude comment and found herself looking at the top of aclosdly cropped head of black hair. Moving

downward, her eyeslocked with the bluest eyes she had ever seen, piercing and hard. The woman'sface
was middle-aged, tanned, with no trace of the plumpness common in women of that age. Squint lines
were etched into the corners of her eyes. It was aface that had seen too much of weather and harsh

conditions. A warrior's face. Breaking lock with those extraordinary eyes, Aetriaquickly looked over the

rest of the woman and had her first impression confirmed. The shorter woman's torso was covered with

fine chain mail, ashort sword hung from her narrow waist. Smal breasts barely made the chain malil rise

from the chest; the bare arms were muscled and lean. Well-worn cava ryman's boots protected the feet

and caves. Her inggniatoldit dl.

"For asergeant in the king's own Cavary Regiment you certainly have away with words,” Aetria
retorted.

"Don't have to mince words like an officer, Maam. | don't like that strutting cockatrice and am not afraid
to say s0. My officer isof adifferent opinion.”

"And who might that be, Sergeant?"
The hardened soldier's eyes stopped following the purple-robed Sorcerer and looked full into Aetrias.
"Generd Alenso Mythrian. | am one of his horse holders. Sonja Borlock's my name.”

Horse holders are normally officers, Aetriathought, remembering the common soldier's name for an
alde-de-camp. How unusud. “1 take it you are not part of Adept Pleates entourage.”



"Just traveled down with them. | stay asfar away from that womanizer as| can. I'm delivering amessage
to the headmaster from the general. Assoon as| can, I'm heading north away from this place. You
sorcerers give methe chills”

For someone who objected to sorcerers so much, the sergeant certainly looked relaxed, Aetria thought.
“Perhaps someday | can make you fed more comfortable with us, Sergeant. | will bejoining the generd'’s
amy soon."

"Perhaps, Maam. If you are traveling with him, watch your back. Goodnight, Maam."

Asthe sergeant dipped by her to the door, Aetria saw Mage Kdristo was guiding Pleates back to
where she sood. The Magefindly had to nudge him physicdly dong with aguiding hand. The students,
noting the movement of their seniors, stopped their conversations and turned their attention back to the
front of the room.

"My fellow sorcerers,” the headmaster began, “now you have had a chance to meet your new
commander, | know you share with me the confidence | havein his experience and knowledge. Y ou will
be serving in the finest regiment of the Sorcerer Corps. We, the Magi of Delmathia, acting through the
Council of Magi, now entrust your welfare, training, and development to Adept Pleates, arespongbility
that he is more than qudified to take on. We expect from you, our graduates, superior service to your
Order, and to your country, by continuing your performance to the highest slandards you have learned
here at Inhestia, the birthplace of your new lifein sorcery."

Pleates politely thanked the headmaster for his kind words and turned to face the company. “1 will now
accept your commissioning oath. Fingersto your brow.” Pleates waited until al had raised their handsto
their heads. “Repest after me, |, say your name, do hereby swear by the Power that gives me strength

and purpose—"

Although still amember of the Corps, Aetriarepested the words she so vividly remembered from years
ago. “—to obey the rules and regulations of the officers appointed over me, both sorcerer and
non-sorcerer, and to pledge my loyalty to the Order, to my regiment, and to my sovereign King. | will—"

Aetriafound she ill hesitated at the loydty line, wondering why she should be loyd first to her Order
ingtead of to her king and country. “—endeavor awaysto bring honor to my regiment, and to my training
lodge. Solet it be."

As she dropped her hands, she was startled to see Crusher watching her, asif he could sensethe
questionsin her mind. “Y ou are now members of the First Sorcerer Regiment. Sorceress A€tria, take
command of the company until we depart tomorrow morning.”

"Yes, Sir. Company, attention!"

The Commander Adept turned to leave, stepping quickly over to the aged heedmaster and offering his
armin assstance. Aetriawaited until they passed through the door of the weaponstraining hal before
addressing the company.

"Company, stand easy for now. Tomorrow your military training beginsin earnest and must be complete
by the time we reach the regiment. Here are your assignmentsfor tonight. All officerswill proceed to the
main hall and use the centra Power sourceto get fully energized beforeretiring. Y ou will beturningin
your training sources aong with your student gpparel. Y ou should each have an issue of gray novice



robes awaiting you in your rooms.”

The change she observed in her recruits was phenomend. They were actudly listening to her.
“Provisioners, before going to the main hall, check with Adept Pleates provisioner to ensure dl isready
for the march out. Assist in any way possible.

"Hedlers, Adept Pleates has submitted alist of herbal medicines and needed potionsto the Hedling
Mentor Mage. Since he has not brought a Healer with him, | am commissioning Novice Verdilan to take
charge of the novice Heders and ensure that list isfilled.

"Illusionists, think creative thoughts and stay out of trouble. Aggressors, teke careto get afull night'srest

and no nightmares. Being fully charged, the spells you throw will be deadly, so | don't want any novices

killed in the night. Any question?’ Her attempt at humor worked for al but the Aggressors who |ooked

chagrined she should think such athing possible. A whispered, “ She should talk,” drifted past her ears.
Sheignoredit.

"Onelast thing. | am no longer ateacher, asster, or aroommate. | am your superior officer. When |
givean order, | expect it to be obeyed ingtantly. Do you understand?”

The bobbing of heads and afew yeas brought arigor to her spine and afirm, loud response of her own.
“The proper reply is*Yes, Maam.” Do you understand?'

"Yes, Maam!"
"All a once, and louder!"

"Yes, Maam!"

* k% k %

Keristo looked at Pleates, asthey stood just outside the door of the Weapons Training Hall, where the
Commander Adept had hated them moments before. “I assure you, Adept Pleates, that Magess Trelana
hasfully certified Sorceress Aetriafor continued dutiesin the Corps. She has shown noiill effectsfrom
her grid burnout four years ago. Sheisavery gifted Illusonist and avery powerful one dso. Y ou look
likeyou gill have doubts.”

Pleates shook his head asthe chorus of responses from the Company reached his ears. “ Perhaps not,
Mage Kdristo, perhaps not. Before her incident, Aetriawas my most promising officer. | was afraid she
might have lost her interest in the army after her return here. | think her interest is now awaking again. But
rest assured, | will be watching her."

* * * %

The cool dawn air brought the smell of blossoming flowersinto Aetria's room, and she paused to draw a
deep breath. Spring was her favorite season at Inhestia, and she would miss the swest, fragrant mountain
air, so unlike the heavy, moigt air of the plains upon which the armies presently fought. She finished
folding her student's robe and laid it down on the corner of the bed, where afirst year student would
collect it for cleaning in afew hours. Sheremoved her dark red Sorceressrank sash from its peg on the
wall, and as she walked over to her small storage trunk to put it away, the tears began again. Shelet
hersaf collgpse down onto the trunk and felt the hot droplets stream down her face.

Now why am | crying? | had all of last night to get this out of my system. | amnot a failure! | just
have to prove | have control of myself one moretime.



The soft knock at her door startled her and she hastily wiped her eyes with the sash, shoving it quickly
into the trunk. “Enter."

Felora gently opened the door and stuck her head in. “Magess Trelana wants to see you right away,
Adria"

Aetriawaved her fellow ingtructor away with astifled groan. She did not want to visit her mentor with
reddened eyes and anger, or maybe it was sadness, in her heart. Feloraretreated from sight. Aetria
picked up her new dark red uniform robe of a Sorceress and donned it quickly. She ran her fingers

through her newly cropped hair, and without looking &t the mirror on thewall, walked quickly out of the
student women's quartersto the house of Magess Trelana

* * k* %

Trelana stood looking out her study window, watching for the arriva of her senior student. She spotted
Aetriaimmediately when she left the sudents’ quarters, her red uniform robe standing out from the other
students as they moved upon the commons. Aetria had taken on the persona of amilitary officer, and she

was now unconscioudly marching instead of walking with her normd, pensve stroll. The set look in her

face hinted at emotions the young woman was trying to hold at bay. Trelanas student page immediately
answered Aetrias knock at the front door and left the two women aone.

"How gtriking you are in uniform, Aetria. And so very proud. So proud you were going to leave without
onelast good-bye?!

"No, Mentor, | was putting off our last farewell, not avoiding it. | didn't want to leave with my eyesas
red as my robe, but | can't seem to stop the tears.”

Trelanafolded her oldest student into her arms and silently held her as the younger woman's tears flowed
again. She spoke no words of comfort; words were not what Aetrianeeded now. The Magess knew
Aetria had spent the night characteristically pacing her room, arguing with hersdlf. She had heard dl the
words she could stand. Only time and confidence would heal the mental wounds Aetriahad foolishly
inflicted upon herself when Trelana had told her she was not ready for candidacy to Adept. Aetria
ing sted she had failed her mentor and was unworthy. Trelana had tried to convince her that returning to
the army would increase her experience, build confidence, and restore her reputation. To no avall.

"Pleatestold the Mage Council that the war was going to end very soon. General Mythrian was getting
ready to execute hislatest campaign, and Pleates had complete confidence he would succeed. Y ou will
be returning at amost exciting time, Little Onel"

"Returning to what, Mentor? Do you redly beieve the army is going to entrust me with any duties
beyond the most mundane?’

Trelanagently pushed Aetriaaway to arm's length so she could look into the young woman's eyes. “I
have certified to the Mage Council that you are fully qualified to do Sorceressleve work. | also madethe
casethat, until you are subjected to the same pressures that caused your loss of control, we will never
know if you are fully recovered. Y ou know | have tested you far beyond what is normal for a Sorceress
and | have not been able to break your control once.”

"I'll grant you that, Magess Trelana. Y ou've certainly put me under alot of pressure,” she said with awry
qmile



"It was for your own good that | did. Y ou know the stigmathat suffering agrid burnout puts on the
victim. For thosewho don't diefrom it it may cause insanity. That iswhy you have been so carefully
monitored to seeif you exhibit the least change in your spell-casting abilities. The Sorcerer War taught us
the bitter lesson that, |eft unabated, sorcerers who break the bounds of their abilities by practicing wild
meagic will cause greet suffering and pain.

"The Council's main reason for existence is to guarantee to the world that our sorcerers stay within the
bounds of their training. Know that Adept Pleates will be watching and reporting your progress. He has
assured me of that. | am not sureif his reason for doing soismoreto find away of embarrassng me
before the Council than it isthe efficient operation of hiscommand.”

"The commander's ddight in causing me unhappinessis not something he would do for duty. Heis
ruthless when it comes to executing a plan, counting no one's cost except hisown.”

Trelanalet Aetriago and waked to the study's window, looking out but not seeing anything, debating
telling Aetriawhat she had learned last night. Since Aetriawas the sub-commander, if only for the
journey back to the encamped army, she had the right to know.

"Adept Pleates pressured Headmaster Kelristo into letting him recruit more Aggressor Novices. He has
coerced three more into joining the company. | fear they did not volunteer, although they said they did.
Y ou are going to find members of your recruit company lesswilling to be soldiers than you had thought.”

Aetriadid not appear to be shocked at what Trelana had told her. “ Then the pressure begins
immediately, Mentor. Willing or not, once they face the enemy, they will fight or die. 1 will missyou,
Trelana. May the Power keep you well until we meet again.”

Trelana gave her favorite student onelast, long hug, and then let her go. “May the Power return you to
me very soon, my Aetria, dive and whole."

* * k* %

Aetrialeft Trelands cottage fedling alot better than when she had arrived. She had dreaded the final
farewd |l only so much asit represented aturning point past which she was committed to thisnew pathin
her life. Now that this journey had begun, her internal drive wasin place to move her past her fears of the

uncertain future.

The morning sun had burned the chill of the night away, and its warmth penetrated her body, providing a
lift to her spirits. As she retraced her path to her room, the lodge's students were making their way
towards the main hall where the morning meal awaited them with smells of honeyed bread. Aetriadid not
fed hungry; her energy was focused towards departing. As the company was scheduled to leave after the
morning meal, she hurried her pace to reach her room and pick up her campaign kit.

She ddliberately forced herself not to make one last check of the room; she had checked it too many
timesthe night before—each time interrupted by memories of her past four yearsliving here. Shefdta
little foolish whispering goodbye as she closed the door, but that act cleared avay any returning
heartache. With purposeful stride, she set out for the lodge's main entrance.

Pleates escort had set up his encampment outside the walls of the lodge. The tents that had been
erected were now broken down and stowed in their trangporting wagons. The Novice Provisioners had
taken to heart their new duties in the army, and under the supervison of Pleates Provisioner, Sorcerer
Meloses, were finishing up the last minute details as she approached the caravan. She noticed awork
party of Sorcerer Guards carrying bundles of what |ooked like spears to the back of the command



wagon. Crusher stood outside directing their storage.
Curious, shethought.

She walked to the vanguard of the column. The mounts belonging to the Sorcerer Guards, Crusher, and
herself were tethered at a picket line. Two trangport wagons led the caravan, and each Novice's personal
baggage was loaded onto four carts that would follow. The requested hedler's supplies and provisions for
the march occupied five more carts. Crusher's command wagon brought the total of whedled vehiclesto

twelve,

Aetriashook her head in wonder, knowing that afull company of one hundred infantry soldierstraveled
with half that number. An equivalent squadron of cavary used even less. Only the engineers and
sorcerers somehow managed to carry more baggage than the red fighting corps. It was no wonder the
common soldiers sneered in disdain at their own support troops.

Aetriasecured the one extra bag she alowed hersdlf in abaggage cart and tied her saddlebags onto her
horse. She stood for amoment stroking and talking with the horse, an ideaforming in her mind. She
looked up and scanned al of the sky she could see.

Not a cloud in sight, a warm spring sun above, just the perfect weather for a stroll. Best take
advantage of the clear weather; spring showerswill soon be upon us.

She made adecision, untied her horse, led her to the rear of the firgt transport and secured her in trail.
Having accomplished that, she set out to find Crusher.

She found the commander eating in his covered wagon. His curt wave of ahand to enter wasaswarm a
greeting as she had learned to expect from him. She began to brief him on her plansfor training the
company, but he cut her off before she had gotten very far.

"Sorceress Aetria, | don't care how you plan to accomplish thetask, | am only interested in results. If |
cometo believe you will fail, then | will relieve you and do it mysdlf. | warn you that | have provided for
more interesting endeavors to occupy my time, and | will not take being distracted from them lightly. The
only interference you can expect from meis my intention to use the Aggressor Novicesin my latest
project. Thiswill take up their evenings, and they will not be available for any other duties.

"That will create an air of favoritism in the command and hurt morae, Sir."

An angry frown flashed onto Crusher'sface, and he dammed his egting utensils down sharply on the
table. Aetriahad dready braced hersdlf for the expected tongue lashing, and was quite surprised when he
sat back in his chair, rubbing hisface for amoment before answering,

"l have no objectionsto you using them for norma camp duties, including guard detall. | want them free
from the end of the evening med until find formation. |, of course, don't want the morae of my sorcerers
to be anything but high. Onelast thing, Aetria. | will have daily riders coming from the regiment and
Inhestia. Alert your sentriesto their expected arrival and departure. | do not want them delayed in any
way. Youwill seeto that.”

"Y%, s‘ I'_"

"And Sub-commander, | will ridein my command wagon during the day. Have my horse tethered
behind."



"Yes, Sir. Anything else, Sr?'

Crusher waved ahand in dismissa. Aetriaturned and exited the command wagon viathe short flight of
seps at the back. A small and unexpected victory, but avictory dl the same. The Noviceswould learn
soon enough that, in Crusher's regiment, the Aggressors had aways enjoyed the better of any Stuation.
And Crusher was surely going to remind her. He would justify it by saying the Aggressor sorcerers paid a
high pricefor their privileges. The fact that their lives were shorter due to the way he used them was not
one shewould ever point out to him. Others had tried, and they no longer had any influencein the
regiment.

The Novices had gathered near the transport wagons, having said their last good-byesto friends and
teachers among those of Inhestiawho had gathered to see them off. When they saw Aetriacoming out
the back of the command wagon, the Novices arranged themselvesin the formation they had beenin the
previous evening and stood at attention. Aetriaordered the Sorcerer Guards to mount and assumetheir
escort pogitions. While they were doing this, she ordered the wagon driversinto their seets. Findly, she
marched to the front of the company and addressed them.

"Wewill begin our journey on foot. When you have learned to route march properly, then we will see
about riding in wagons. Company, left turn. March.”

* * k* %

The sun was settling on the horizon as Aetria watched, through the door flap of her tent, the company
assembling for the last formation of the day. Thefledgling officerslooked completely worn out with the
ten-mile hike she had just put them through. Aetria hersaf was exhausted, but she swallowed thelast sip
of winefrom her dinner cup and got wearily to her feet. After adeep cleansing breath, she squared her
shoulders and walked purposefully out of her tent to the awaiting officers.

"Good evening, Novices!"
"Good evening, Madam.”

"Starting tonight, you will participatein thetraditiond ritua of the evening light sdute. Thistradition
dtarted sSix years ago when sorcerersfirst joined the army. It was noted then that not everyone was
ensuring they had energized their grids prior to turning in, as ordered. The practice of trading time before
the Power source for deep isnot new. Everyone hold out their right hand.” Aetria demonstrated by
raising hers. “Now produce a candle Sze flame above your palm.”

Since every sorcerer knew the spell, teaching it to the Novices was not necessary. Predictably the
Aggressors flamesweretorch size, adl but blinding in the growing darkness. “I said, for those hard of
hearing, acandleflame!”

Smugly, the Aggressors damped down their lights to the proper size. * Now, without increasing the size
of theflame, makeit moreintense.

A few grew dightly. The Aggressors looked frusirated. “ At the conclusion of each and every evening's
Power meditation, dl junior sorcerers are required to seek out their superior and present their light. There
IS purpose to thisritual. Despite the fact that presenting alight isavery smple spdll, theintensity of the
flameisdirectly related to your persond energy level and your training.”

Aetriaintengfied her light, which flared out like atiny star in her hand. The gasps from the Noviceswere



satisfying, aswas the shidding of their eyesfrom the glare. She dampened her light. “ As some of you

can't see, the return of the salute by a superior isusudly given at the lowest levd. Y our light, until you
reach such agtatus, isto be at full strength. Thistellsyour superior without words that you are both
energized as expected, and doing the meditations necessary to increase the strength of your grids.”

Novice Recanlin blurted out, “ Thet is not alowed! Only Initiatesto higher training are taught those
meditations.”

Aetriasmiled at hisconfusion. “ At Inhestia, your statement would be correct, Novice. But thisisthe
army. The Council has alowed the army to stretch some of the rules. One of the benefits of putting your
lifein danger isthat we teach you skills useful in keeping yoursdlf dive. It isin our best interest that
sorcerers strive to increase the strength of their spells as quickly as possible. Tomorrow | will beginto
teach you those skills"

Aetriacould fed the excitement her words generated amidst the young officers, tired asthey were. She
remembered so well thethrill of the prospect of gaining forbidden knowledge, without the drudgery of
formd training.

Holendal, one of the Provisoner Novices, called out, “A question for the Sub-commander!”
"Yes, Novice Holendd ."

"I am very glad to be able to increase my grid strength, but why can't we stay under constant Power
charge, likewedid as students?"

"A fair question, but one that shows you are not yet thinking in terms of military strategy, as| have been
endeavoring to teach you al during our stroll today. As a student, you wore an exposed source dl the
time. That relatively weak source was given to you for two reasons; it provided you with a continuous

energy source for you to keep your magic grids energized, and it made it easy for ingtructors and mentors
to keep track of your presence.” Aetrialooked at her students.

"But the army sorcerer can't do this. Y ou do not want to give away the presence of your sorcerersto the
enemy until you have to. Once your sorcerers are encamped and properly protected by support troops,
they can use exposed sources. Thiswill still pinpoint their presence to the enemy, but by then they are not
as vulnerable to attack when surrounded by friendly troops. By avoiding the use of individual Power
sources and drawing our energy from one or two larger sources, the enemy can only guess at the number
of sorcerers present. Any further questions?”

There being none, she dismissed them with areminder to seek her out after meditation. She returned to
her tent and collapsed into her chair. A polite knock on her front tent pole brought her back from the
deep that was closing her eyes, and she called for the visitor to enter. It was Novice Heder Verdilan. He
looked very worried.

"Pardon the intrusion, Sorceress, but | am very concerned about teaching meditations to increase grid
Power. |—"

Aetriastopped him. “Let me remind you we have been given specid authorization to conduct this
training by the Mage Council. | am fully qualified to do thisingtruction. Isany of that an issue?"

The Novice Heder looked even more distressed. “Oh, no, Maam. | have the highest regards for your
teaching ability. It isjust, well—dangerous.”



"| share your concern, Novice. In ten days, | want you to be prepared to give us al alecture on the
dangers of expanding one's Power grid—specificaly, grid burnout.”

Verdilan sputtered, “Y ou demand too much, Sorceress! | am far and away not an expert on grid
burnout. Perhaps someone with more experience—"

Staring directly into hiseyes, Aetriasaid, “Areyou implying | should be the oneto talk about grid
burnout?*

Almost fainting, the Novice dlearly wanted to flee this unpleasantness. “No, I'm so sorry. | know you
have had problemswith it, but—"

"Relax, Verdilan. | will gladly help you with the lecture. These people need to fed they are hearing from
the Hedler community what they consider is accepted knowledge, and you are the Heder here. | am the
victim and can give that point of view. Wewill do this as ateam. Fair enough?'

"Yes, Maam!"

"Excdllent, now get on with your own meditations. Seeyou in afew hours.” The Hedler fled into the
night.

CHAPTER 2
Dropping off quickly into deep was never aproblem for Aetria, even under the lesstrying conditions
back at Inhestia. Combined with the past seven days foot marches and her constant lecturing on the
army'sculture, rules, and regulaions, amstraining in the evenings, and the mind-numbing myriad of
attention-to-detail s that she found herself subjected to, she had falen adeep the moment she had lain

down on the deeping pad. The dreamless deep that had claimed her was abruptly ended with arough
hand on her shoulder, shaking her awvake.

The low, gravelly voice of the Sorcerer Guard commander repeated her name for the third time.
“Sorceress Aetrial”

"I'm awake, Lieutenant Nemos. Give me amoment to collect my mind. What hour isit?
"Start of the second watch, Maam.”

Aetriagot up and splashed water onto her face from the basin on the camp table. Her senses began to
feed information to her numbed brain and she dowly became aware of her surroundings. Rain pattered
intermittently on the tent roof and a subdued rumble of thunder to the east warned of an gpproaching
gorm.

"I've been adeep for awhole hour? | must be getting soft, Lieutenant.”

"Not to listen to your charges, Maam."

"I didn't know the Novices were talking to the guard. Isn't it againgt your ordersfor guardsto converse
with sorcerers except in the line of duty?’



"That's dways true, Sorceress. But they are dso trained to observe and listen. Y oung sorcerers often
forget we are present and talk amongst themselves, sometimes quite animatedly. Y ou are afavorite
ubject.”

The lieutenant was difficult to seein the dim light of her night lamp. Dressed in auniform of black lesther
armor, under linens, and socks, the guards were virtudly invisble a night. To keep light from reflecting
off their skin, they donned aface scarf a night and wore black gloves. Invishility and sedth were the
halmark of the guard. Their ability to move noiselesdy equaled acat's, rivaling her own thief skills.

"I must be doing my job then."
"Well enough, Maam. Permission to make my report.”
"Of coursg, Lieutenant.”
"Novice Recanlinismissng from his pogt.”

"Missing? Meaning heis not sanding his duty. Did you check the berthing tent to ensure heis not adeep,
or thelatrines? Perhaps heis still studying with Adept Plestes. Or do you mean heis gone?’

The lieutenant's eyes displayed no emotions; the rest of his face she couldn't see. “Would not have
bothered you if | wasn't convinced he is gone, Maam. Heis supposed to be on guard duty by the
horses. Novice Fernonia, the sorceress he relieved, said she had turned over the watch to him on time.
She said hewas dert and prepared to stand his duty. Since thereisno sign of astruggle in the area of his
post, | assume he took off."

Aetria decided to take a chance with the guard commander. “1 know thisis not your concern, but what
do you think has happened?’

Lieutenant Nemos looked casually around, checking to ensure they were not being observed or
overheard. “ Commander Pleates has been very srict with Novice Recanlin. Asyou know, the young
Aggressor was not one of the origina volunteers, and to the guards, it was obvious his heart was not in
his studies. | think the Novice has quit the Sorcerer Corps. Where he thinks he can go and not suffer the
consequencesis beyond me. If heredly has deserted, then | will have to go after him. At that point, it
becomes my concern, Sorceress.”

"Thank you for your candor, Lieutenant. Before you make areport to the commander, | think | will take
agroll around to seeif | canlocate him."

Nemostilted his head questionably. “Y ou know something about scouting | don't, Maam? Perhapsa
sl ?'

"Perhaps. If | am not back by the start of the morning watch, report thisto Adept Pleates.”

"Yes, Maam."

* * % %

Aetriamade aquick tour of the other Novice guard posts noting, with some pleasure, the alertness of her

charges despite the misery of the damp, windy night. Each challenged her correctly with a sincere attempt

a professonalism. Shedid not query anyone about Recanlin, not wanting to get their curiosity or concern
aroused. After checking the last post, she made her way to Recanlin's abandoned post. The full moon's



light made navigation easy, but the gathering rain clouds blocked the light more often than not. Shedid
not bother to scout the area, knowing her tracking skills were far beneath the guard's. Nemos was
experienced enough with Sorcerersto know many of their spells, but he didn't know everything, so she
had room for doubt to make him believe she was using magic to find Recanlin.

She knew she could find the Novice, not because of a spell, but because she could sense his Power
essence. Thisability of hersto sense stored magical energy was unique, aresult of the grid burnout she
hed suffered earlier in her career. When she had returned to Inhestia after the incident, she had mentioned
it to Trelana. Her mentor thought it was atemporary effect that it would fade with time. Aetriawas so
frightened by the prospect of the Council stripping her of her rightsto practice magic she did not tell
Trelana, or anyone else, that it was permanent.

To sense stored energy, she had to expend her own stored energy first. She powered down carefully,
trying not to expend energy too quickly or chance being noticed by acamp full of sorcerers. All sorcerers
could sense energy once released since that was how they acquired it from the sources. She expended
her energy in cregting an eaborateilluson of an infantry platoon guarding the horses. She saved enough
energy to give hersdf the glamor of ahunting dog and then “loped” off into the dark, awvay from the
camp.

Aetria stopped severa hundred feet away from the horses and dropped into alight trance, returning to
her normal appearance. Ignoring the multiple sources of stored Power generated by the company of
sorcerersin the camp behind her, she scanned the surrounding areaand was rewarded with afairly

strong Power source directly north of the camp. Asthe company had been moving steadily west for the

past five days, the source was not heading back to Inhestia, located to the south. Perhaps Recanlin was
smart enough to know not to flee the army by running straight home. She dropped out of her trance and
looked around, vainly hoping that if Nemos had decided to follow her, she would be able to spot him.
Senging nothing with her normal senses, she strode off quickly in the direction of the Power source.

She spotted Recanlin within an hour of tarting out. During aperiod of clear sky and bright moon, she
saw him ahead of her abouit fifty feet out. It certainly didn't look asif hewasredly interested in putting
any significant distance between himself and the camp, as he was plodding dowly adong, completely
unaware of his surroundings, deep in thought.

"Novice Recanlin."
The young man legpt away from her voice and stifled ascream. His eyes flew wide open, and from the
panicked look on hisface, Aetriaregretted for amoment not knocking him down first. Recanlin was an
Aggressor who could blast her with afireball. She put up her left hand in awarding pose. “Easy, lad, |
am not going to hurt you."
"By the Power, Sorceress, you scared the life out of me."
The Novice's hands were shaking, but he did not make any threatening motions towards her. He didn't
look asif hewas going to flee either, so Aetrialowered her |eft hand, paming the unseen dagger in her
right hand behind her back and returning it to its throwing sheath dong her forearm.

"Do you have an explanation for leaving your guard post, Novice Recanlin?"

Helooked around asif to explain that he had not, then realized he was not where he thought he was.
“Why, |—I am obvioudy not where| should be. Wheream 17"



Astonished by histotd lack of avareness, Aetria struggled to keep her face stern and expressionless.
“About two hours due north of camp, Novice. Don't you have an idea of the trouble you're in? Desertion
from thearmy in atime of war is punishable by desth.”

Recanlin's legs collgpsed under him, and he sat down onto the wet ground with a heavy squishing sound.
“Desertion? By the Power, | wasn't deserting! Y ou haveto believe that.”

Aetriafelt astrong desire to shake the confused youth, but crossed her arms across her chest instead.
“Lucky for you that | was the one who found you. At least | bothered to talk to you first. If | werea
Sorcerer Guard, you would be a corpse draped across my horse right now. Adept Pleates wouldn't even
bother to ask mewhy | killed you, since | was sent out after a very dangerous Aggressor sorcerer who
had been declared a deserter. Finding you hours away from camp heading north certainly wouldn't
appear innocent. Now, why would anyone have reason to believe you?”

Recanlin's distress was genuine; he looked like atrapped rabbit. “Umm, because | didn't kill you?"

Heaving asigh of exasperation, Aetriaraised her voice another notch, “Novice, you were not even
awarethat | had found you.” With aflick of her right wrist, the dagger appeared in her hand. Recanlin's
eyes|ocked onto the deadly little knife, and he caught hisbreath. “And | certainly would not have given

you achanceto try casting aspell.

"Recanlin, you are no longer safein the shelter of Inhestia. Y ou are about to find yoursdlf face to face
with people whose entire purpose for existenceisto end yours. Haven't you been listening to me et al the
past week? | have been telling you what to expect when you go into battle. Y ou can't just wander off the
front lineswhenever you fed likeit. You'd be dead or captured by enemy skirmishers within minutes. |
believe you weren't trying to desert, but then why are you out here?

Standing uneasily, the young man brushed ineffectively at the wet dirt on his bottom and walked over to
afdlentreeto st before hefell down again. 1 started out doing the new meditation, then | begin thinking
about the mess I've gotten mysdlf into, and |, well, | tend to wander when | think."

Aetriacould identify with that Snce she had a habit of pacing when she was doing serious thinking.
“What mess?'

"Y ou know | wasn't one of your original company, Sorceress. | was quite happy to let my fellow
Aggressors go off to war because | had bigger planswith my best friend, Belanar. We had quite
successfully avoided our fellow Aggressors pressure to join the Recruit Company. Ever Sncewewere
firgt introduced at Inhestia, we had the intention to go into the mining trade. We spent many happy hours
discussing mining with hisfather, Engineer Aristes. The engineer was very supportive of our plans. Along
with sponsoring his son to the Mine Guild, he offered to sponsor mewhen | graduated.”

Walking over to thefallen tree, Aetria sat down next to her confused Novice. “Mining isamuch needed
skill, Recanlin. 1t even exempts you from military service. Why did you change your mind?"*

A wry smiletugged at Recanlin'slips. “1 didn't. It was changed for me. Adept Pleates presented avery
persuasive argument, and when | wouldn't change my mind, he convinced Engineer Aristesthe army
needed my services more than the miners did. Engineer Aristes cameto me and told me my services

were needed elsewhere. | found mysdlf out of sponsorship which really upset my plans. Engineer Aristes
felt sorry for me and promised to sponsor me when | returned. Hetold me | had arare chanceto
improve mysdlf snce he had taught Adept Pleates alot of the mining lore, and | could benefit from his
tutelage. | would be hel ping the Order and mysdlf at the sametime.”



"Therefore, you volunteered. And so did Novices Belanar and Elina. Belanar changed his mind
because—"

The smile on Recanlin's face broadened. “Hisfather did not twist hisarm as much as he did mine, but
Belanar decided if | had to go, so would he. Heinsisted he wanted to have the same experiencesto talk
about at night over wine. That way he could stop me from bragging about my accomplishments and
hoarding the conversation.”

"Is Belanar having any problems?’ From her point of view, she had not seen any problemswith the
non-volunteersto date, except for thisincident with Recanlin.

Shaking his head, Recanlin said, “Nonethat | know of."

"What about Elina? She seems moderately shy for an Aggressor. | remember her only for her dance
performances during festival time."

Recanlin had started alittle when Aetria spoke Elinas name. She guessed he was romantically attached
to the young woman. Thiswas surprising as one of the Aggressor women who volunteered for the
Company, Fernonia, was, without question, the most beautiful of al the women at Inhestia. Perhgps he
had dready gone through the rgjection cycle with Fernonia, whose sights were fixed on amuch higher
level of Aggressor. Elinawas pretty in awinsomewaif kind of way.

And much more gpproachable, she thought.

"Oh, shewas going to take a postion with Lord Hestiron, eventualy replacing her aunt as Dominion
Protector. Adept Pleates convinced her army service would do her reputation alot of good and provide
more credibility to her position as a Protector. When she heard Belanar and | had ‘ volunteered,” she
decided to do so ds0. Sheisdoing just fine, dthough the marching makes her feet hurt and interferes
with her dancing.”

Aetria had seen Elina practicing her dance during the evening exercise sessions. Her defense wegpon
wasthe staff. Sheincorporated it into her dance; not only were her movements graceful, but Aetria
would not want to be the recipient of the flying end of the staff.

"Y ou spoke about being in amess? What problem do you have?'

Recanlin took amoment before replying. He had been looking at Aetria, but his eyes shifted off to her
|eft.

"l am having a hard time adjusting to Adept Pleates. He is not interested in teaching me anything about
mining. Heisonly interested in making uslearn thefine art of killing people. My reuctanceto usethe
Power to kill has put mein the position where I'm the focus of his displeasure. The other Aggressor
novices are beginning to follow hislead in making my life miserable—and these were my best friendsa
few weeks ago! | don't know what to do. Everything I've tried seemsto get me in more trouble with the
Adept. | just can't make my projector weapon work, and—"

"Projector wegpon? What isthat?'

A startled ook of fear sprang back into Recanlin's face. “Forget | said that, Sorceress! No oneis
supposed to know anything about it. Please, Sorceress, don't ask me any more questions about it."



His pleas heightened Aetrias curiosity, but she could see the young man wastterribly frightened of what
he had revedled. The bright moon's light was fading as aheavy cloud passed in front of it, moving rapidly
from theincreasing winds. A gust of wind brought a splash of rain with it, and Aetriastood, pulling
Recanlin to hisfeet. She adjusted her rain cloak around her, wishing that she did not have several hours
before she could deep once again.

"Cam down, Novice Recanlin, your secret is safe with me. If it eases your mind, no one | know gets
along well with Adept Pleates. Now it istime for usto get back to the camp before we get totally
soaked. In the morning, pull your fellow Aggressors aside and confide in them that | told you it will be
only amatter of time beforethey al fed hisdispleasure, and the surest way to surviveisto stick together.

"Do your best to please the Adept, but don't let him think you will fold under the pressure. He needs
every Aggressor he has and will back off if you stand up to him alittle. He respects strength when he
findsit. But don't misunderstand me, Novice! Don't ever defy him. Hewill crush you if you do. Now, you
do have your rain cloak with you, don't you, Novice?'

* * % %

Aetriastood in front of the Novice formation, breathing in the fresh air scented with wild flowersfrom the
surrounding trees dongside the road. The air also smelled of rain and was pregnant with the promise of a
wet trip ahead of them. She made adetailed visud ingpection of the Novicesin their now-precise and
correct ranks, a process she had ingtituted after thefirst day of their journey.

In one week her charges had changed remarkably. They were properly attired for the day's march, their
robes adjusted for maximum cooling and minimum interference with the light packsthey had learned to
carry. Intheir packs were water bottles, travel rations, and rain protection. The latter they would need

shortly for the storm that had passed over them the night before had left aremnant of rain-swollen clouds
behind it.

Their self-defense wegpons of choice were available for instant use, but comfortably dung for the long
day's hike ahead. The likelihood of their using them was remote with the Sorcerer Guard there to protect
them, and they were still well in Delmathia. But Aetriamade them carry the wegpons because they would

have to do so once they reached the army. They were learning to take care of themsalves and their
equipment.

Moreimportantly, she heard friendly banter between teammates instead of the whining and complaining
she had heard for three days straight. It was hard to judge accurately, but there was apring in their
movements. They didn't seem as exhausted and tired as she had seen them. Perhaps the conditioning was
taking effect.

"Good morning, Noviced™
"Good morning, Maam,” chorused the response.

"Today we are changing our routine. We are now on the border with Hermania, and will be turning north
at thispoint. Y ou will be glad to hear that this morning wewill beriding in the transport wagons instead of
marching."

The cheersthat greeted her announcement were loud and long. She let them carry on for afew more

moments, and then raised her arm in the silence gesture used by the reconnai ssance troops that she had
taught them. They quickly quieted.



"Y ou will not want to hear that, with no notice, we will make foot marchesday or night.”
The groans were equaly as heartfelt asthe cheers, but of shorter duration.

"The army moveswith little or no notice, so you must learn to beready at dl times. Y ou have
demonstrated your ability to route march, and it appears | have not damaged you physicaly by the
exercise.” Thelaughter was new; perhaps she was being too easy on them.

"We have been making better time on foot than we would have in transport wagons, and are dightly
ahead of schedule. For thisreason, | believe we can make better use of the time we have by conducting
classesin the transport as we move forward. | don't want you al to think | am fedling sorry for you and

amafradyouwill mdtinalittleran!

"To ensure your timeisfully occupied, | will be rotating between the two wagons. Sorcerer Meloses and
Novice Verdilan will dternate lecturesin the trangport | have vacated. We have alot of materia to cover,
S0 pay attention. Thisisnot thetimeto relax and let your mind wander.”

Aetrialooked directly at Novice Recanlin. He blushed and looked down, avoiding her eyes. She didn't
want to embarrass the young man, but she felt she had to make a point.

"Last night, Novice Recanlin wandered off his pogt. It is hiswont to move around when meditating. That
may be acceptable back at Inhestia, but no longer. There are two very serious thingswrong with his
behavior last night. Thefirgt isthat it could, and would, lead to his degth.

"The second and worst isthat it could lead to the destruction of hisfellow sorcerers and the army troops
they are supporting. If you think the guard duty you are doing now has no vaue, you are wrong. If it does
nothing ese, it should impress upon you the redization thet actions you are expresdy responsible for can
directly impact your fellow sorcerers, the Order, and the people you have been trained to serve with your
sorcerer talents.

"Y our attention must be on what you are doing on watch and not on anything else. It is not the time to
review your life or do meditations. Speaking of meditations, find a physica expression that worksin the
environment you find yoursdf in. Obvioudy, Novice Recanlin will haveto learn anew meditation
exercise, onethat saves him getting histhroat cut."

Someone shoved Recanlin from behind, and he stumbled out of formation. Numerous barbed comments
were made, but Aetria sensed the others were trying to be supportive and understanding of their
wayward fellow Novice. After amoment, his Aggressor mates pulled him back into their ranks asif
forgiving him histransgressons. The Novices' attention returned to Aetria.

"Novice Recanlin is being held accountable for hismistake. Thisis part of good discipline and order the
army must have. His punishment will be to stand double duty from now until we reach the regiment.”

A moan of sympathy whispered from within the company, but Aetria continued. “Y ou haven't heard the
worst yet. Because we are near the enemy, effective immediately, we are doubling up on the manning of
our watches. Y ou will now stand your post with another sorcerer. Furthermore, no one will exit the camp
unless accompanied by another sorcerer and with my express permission to do so."

Judging from the angry expressions on their faces, Aetriaknew she had gotten their attention.



"Get used toit, Novices. That isthe way of life on the front lines. Y ou may beloved in your villages, but
on the battlefield everyonefearsyou. Y ou are atarget to dl, friend and foe dlike. Y our existence
depends on your knowledge, skills, and the friend covering your back.

"Save your questions for now. They will be answered during the day'srolling classrooms, so listen up
and pay attention. Aggressors and Illusionistsload into the forward wagon, Hedlers and Provisionersin
the wagon behind. We are leaving in one hour. Dismissed.”

* * * %

Working her way forward through the maze of Novice legs, Aetriafound her lllusionists all seeted on the
right side bench and the Aggressors seated on the left side bench. The benches were built into the side of
the wagon, so the two different branches of sorcerers sat looking at each other.

She doubted they would ever mingle like Provisioners and Hedlers. It wasn't that they didiked each
other having lived together for four or five years at Inhestia, but because their philosophies of life were so
different. So it had always been.

Illusonists magic was disguise, camouflage, and mirage cregtion. Coming into itsown in thislong war,
their magic wasin great demand. In the centuries before, during atime when peace had been the norm,
their numbers had been smdll. They were artigts, providers of show and display, or hiding and
undergtating. If alord wanted a ceremony or festival to beimpressive, he hired an lllusonig. If he wanted
to beleft donein seclusion, he hired one aso. Merchants hired them to improve their wares, whilethe
village leaders hired them to expose the merchants' wiles. Although bound by rules of the Order,
[llusionistiswere not rigidly bound to obey the king's laws.

Aetriahad entered Inhestiaintending to be what her merchant father had wanted, an enhancer of his
trade. She soon discovered her interest lay in the true arts and wanted to be arenowned artist. But war
was dl she had known so far.

Aggressors magic wasfire, lightning, exploding flame, poisons, thunder, and crushing forces. Before the
Sorcerer War, their skills had been much in demand by feuding nobles. When the Aggressorstired of
working for ambitious warmongers and realized they had the strength to take on that mission themselves,
anew era had begun. Aggressors were the primary cause of the Sorcerer War two centuries earlier.

During the recovery of theworld from the aftermath of that war, it came to be understood Aggressor
sorcerers were not going to disappear and neither were any of the sorcerers who had used magic Power
to advance themselves. A new usefor their skills would have to be found.

Aetriasat on the front seat behind the driver and signaled Lieutenant Nemosto art the caravan moving
forward. The wagon's covers were up to protect them from the threatening rain, but they would also
block any cooling breeze. Drowsiness was going to be a problem. The wagon jerked forward and she
saved hersdf from tumbling back into the sea of legs.

Turning her attention to the Novices, she asked, “What isthe First Law of Spell Warfare?!

Holding onto the sides, the Novices chorused, with adecided lilt of boredom, “Don't use the Power to
kill."

"Wrong!” Aetrias rebuke shocked the Novices. Severa protested.

"l did not ask for the First Law of Power Use, which you answered correctly, abeit with no enthusiasm



| might add, but I'll excuse you since you are no longer students. What isthe First Law of Spell
Wafae?'

Jdista, one of the lllusionists, spoke out quickly. “The use of spellsinwar has been forbidden for the
past two hundred years since the Sorcerer War. We were not alowed to even talk about it, Sorceress.
Y ou yoursdlf told methat oncein class™

"Y ou are correct. The horrorsinflicted upon sorcerer and non-sorcerer aike by the War were
ddiberately suppressed by our Order. That included any reference to the use of spells. Our teaching was
focused on our code of honor, the ruleswe live by, and a determination not to repeat the mistakes of the

past.

"Unfortunately, this narrow focus has caused us to have to rediscover the lessons learned by the
sorcerers of that period. We don't know alot about these sorcerers, but we know they usualy acted
aone, or in very close family groups. There was no willingnessto share the spells learned by the
individua sorcerer asit meant they could be used againgt you.

"The very powerful magi who ruled the world were essentidly aone. They had no governing Council,
common training, or code of honor. Their spells often died with them since there was no sharing, no
writing down of thelore, no training of the young until just before deeth of the elder.”

"How could anyone livein aworld without trust?” Jalista asked.

Aetriagave her atight smile. “They couldn't livein the world trusting anyone, except for their own family,
and they had better watch them closdly. The magi removed themsalves from the non-sorcerers, setting
their clans gpart in the physical sense, and creating levels of satusin the world with the non-sorcerer
being the lowest.

"They married within their own families, fearful of the common people. Distrust turned to hatred. Hatred
caused fighting between sorcerer and non-sorcerer which led to more hatred and distrust in avicious
cycle. That iswhy the Order ingsts on drawing its people from the common people. The people are the
Order. Itisnot an adversaria relationship anymore. Y ou can hate and kill people who consider
themselves above you and believe you are to be used to serve them. It is hard to hate afather, brother,
Sister, or mother who also serves the Order and the people.”

Novice Tracilus, one of thetwo mae lllusionigts, had apenchant for putting everything into nest little
packages. “In other words, Sorceress, what we know about those who came before usisthe opposite
of what we know about oursalves.”

"Y ou are correct, Novice Tracilus. Where the forefathers once hungered after wealth, control, and

ultimately power, now the Order avoids influencing the world, accepts only enough money in payment for
our servicesto meet the needs of the Order, and exercises control only over ourselves. Up until now.

"Now we are dedling with aworld that has forced our Order to do what our first Law forbids us—to kill
with Power. Which leads us back to my origina question. Novice Recanlin, would you like to share what
Commander Pleates has taught you about spell warfare?!

Recanlin looked side-to-side amongst his peers and then sheepishly back at her. “The Adept has not
taught us anything about spell warfare. Umm, he said you could be trusted to teach usthat. He has been
busy teaching, well, how to do other things."



Determined not to show her annoyance, Aetriasaid camly, “I am honored he has entrusted that portion
of your training to me. | was afraid thiswould be repetition for you dl. Fine, Novice Fernonia, asan
Aggressor, how would you fight a battle using your skills?!

The young woman in question was the most beautiful of the dozen women Novicesin the Company,
probably in dl of Inhestiafor that matter. Even Aetriafelt atwinge of jealousy towards her. Fernoniawas
used to being the center of atention, and very forward.

If shewasn't such abitch, thought Aetria, she would be the heart breaker of Delmathia. Then again, she
wouldn't be much of an Aggressor ether.

"That'sasmple question, Maam, easy to answer. | would gather my friends here together, we would
walk up to the enemy troops, bury them under an avalanche of fireballs, and send in our troopsto clean
up theremains.”

Her “friends’ hooted around of cheersfor Fernonias answer.

Aetriagave her aamile of her own, dbeit alittletight-lipped. “Very interesting, Fernonia. Y ou have just
described thefirst battle sorcerers fought between Delmathiaand Hermania. The Hermanians werethe
first to use sorcerers. They hired severd dozen Aggressors, waited until the two armies were about to
engage, and moved their sorcerers forward through the front linesinto the face of our troops. They
proceeded as you described. The carnage was horrible.

"Qur troops broke and ran, having lost hundredsin the first few moments of the battle. Welost nearly a
thousand men by the day's end, a quarter of our southern lands, and the morale of our army wasin a
shambles

She was not surprised the Novices knew so little of the war. She redlized her description of the lossesto
their army had shaken both sets of Novices. The news of how the war was progressng came only in
battleslost or won. Very few veterans had returned from the war to tell what they had seen. Most of the
ones she knew, like her, did not want to talk about it. She continued.

"Our forcesfel back to the fortified town of Kramornon. A panicked call went out to our Lodgesto
send sorcerers, but help wastoo long in coming. Thelocal Lodge managed to bring five Aggressors
ingde the wals before the Hermanian army arrived outside.

"The Hermanians marched their Aggressors forward. They were now being used for the purpose of
invoking fear, and the Delmathiansin the town watched as the Hermanians sent agroup of six sorcerers
to cut off the southern entrance to the town. The remaining twenty or so marched to the northern
entrance and advanced on the town. They stopped outside of bow range and commenced afierce firebdl
attack on the barricades. Here they learned the basis of the Third Law of Spell Warfare, *Use of spells
agang fortificationsisof limited value.””

"What happened to the first two laws?’ Fernonia asked.

"I'm coming to that. The Delmathianstook casudlties, but not unlike what they had experienced under
segetactics. The Delmathian army, seeing their troops were holding, sent a squadron of the Kelrossian
Lancers out the back gate and into the forest to the east. The Hermanian sorcerers at the back gate
began to take them under fire. Our sorcerers rushed out and engaged them in return. Thefight wasrapid
and over very quickly. Each sde annihilated the other. They had just learned the Second Law of Spell
Warfare, ‘Engaging like spelsiscodtly.’



"While the non-sorcerers cheered the efforts of their sorcerers, the loser wasthe Order. The army may
think it isan acceptable tactic, but the Order does not. Fighting it out, faceto face, against smilar
sorcerers costslives.”

Therain that had been threatening chose this moment to fal in aheavy shower. The driver reached
behind him and dropped the front curtain. Out the rear of the wagon, Aetria saw the following wagonrig
their curtain aswell. Their driver cocooned himsdlf in hisrain cloak and stoicaly stared back at her
through the pouring rain. She continued her narration.

"While the two sorcerer groups were killing each other, the Delmathians sent acompany of infantry
pouring out the northern gate at the Hermanian main sorcerer group. How they managed to get them to
do that remains amystery since none of them survived. The Hermanians camly blasted them out of
existence and learned the Fourth Law of Spell Warfare, ‘ Thereisalimit to the Power that can be
expended.” When the Kdrossian Lancers charged out of the treesinto the Hermanian sorcerers, the
Aggressors were not able to mount much of an attack, asthey were depleted of energy. They diedto a
man, learning the First Law of Spell Warfare, ‘ Never, ever, leave your sorcerers unprotected.” Y ou will
never find aHermanian Sorcerer unit that isn't heavily protected, to thisday."

Tracilussaid, “1 think you are trying to tell usthat Spell Warfare has evolved over the bodies of our
people, and that it isto be taken serioudy.”

"Excdlent summation, Novice Tracilus. Both Sdeslearned very quickly from their mistakes. The
Demathian army could not take advantage of their defeat of the Hermanian Sorcerers, as our troops
were gtill decimated by the previous battle. Both sides withdrew from each other, but the Hermanians till
held our southern lands."

Jdistawaved for attention and Aetrianodded at her. “Why did Hermania attack usin the first place?|
know they arerelatively poor, and they have stricter beliefs than we do, but isthat areason for war?”

"Just why they wanted to conquer us, nobody | know has come up with asensible reason. Gold,
maybe?’ Aetriasaid. “Until the war broke out, | dwaysfelt the Hermanians were avery reasonable
peopleto ded with. My father isamerchant and said they were very fair in their businesses. They are
very grict inther laws.

"Whatever the reason, their attack created afar greater problem than ever experienced before because
they abandoned the First Law of Spell Use. Whatever prohibitions the Hermanian non-sorcerers had had
againg the use of sorcerersin warfare since the Sorcerer War seemed to be overturned by their desireto

conquer Demathia.

"Soon every army began to recruit sorcerers asfast asthey could. The Order had to make some very
hard decisons very fast. Without sorcerer help, the Delmathians would be defeated in very rapid order.
The Order would then fall under Hermanian rule, and our Orders do not agree on many things. They
decided to support the war and join the army. The Council met with the king and made the offer of
support—with certain restrictions.”

Novice Fernonialooked puzzled and chimed in with aquestion. “It didn't look like we had much of a
choiceinjoining, so why did the Order think we could set up any kind of restrictions?!

"While the use of sorcerers was not new to the army, the use of Aggressor spellswas. For many years,
the Council had approved the hiring of Hedlers and Provisioners to accompany regimenta units whose



commanderswere willing to pay the hiring fee. The army at that time was made up of regimenta units
rased by towns, noble families, or merchants wanting to move up in society by purchasing favor from the
king. Some regimental commanders wisdly took advantage of the gold available to them to purchase the

sarvices of sorcerersrather than expend it on fancy uniforms or expensive weaponry.

"The sorcerersworked for the commander of the unit, so their loyalty to him was foremost. Depending
on who hired you, you could be well taken care of or badly overworked. This created a problem for the
new army when it came to distributing the avail able sorcerers amongst the army units. All needed
support, but sorcerers would not serve with certain units.

"Furthermore, based on the lessons learned at Kramornon, our sorcerers could be expended like so
many arrows by the whim of acommander who did not carefor his sorcerers. The Council set up a
restriction that sorcerers would only be under the command of sorcerers. Of course, the generads did not
agree.”

"I don't understand why not; they have engineersin engineer companies. Why would they object to
sorcerers with their own units?” Recanlin asked.

Aetrialooked over her shoulder at the road ahead, looking for a place to stop the caravan for their noon
meal. Nonewasin sight. The congtant talking was making her throat dry, and she took adrink from her
water container. The Novicesfollowed her lead.

"Valid point, Novice Recanlin, but keep in mind that the engineers are support troops. The Aggressors
and lllusonists are viewed as amaor offensive weagpon like asquadron of heavy cavalry.”

Novice Fernoniaburst out laughing. She stifled her guffaws when sherecelved ahard glare from Aetria
“Sorry, Sorceress, but | don't see lllusionists asamajor offensive weapon.”

Jigaydled angrily at Fernonia, “Perhaps after | dap that stupid smile off your face, Fernonia, you will
think thislllusionist offensive.” Shejumped up to follow through with her threet, Fernoniarising to meet
her.

A melee between the two sorceresses was barely averted by their respective fellow Novices pulling
them back into their seats. Aetriasuppressed asmile, wishing she had said that. The interminable
arrogance of Aggressors had forever crested problemsin the Corps.

"I am not surprised you don't see us asamgjor offensve wegpon because you have not served in the
army long enough to have experienced what we can do,” Aetriasternly rebuked Fernonia. “ Imagination
isamuch flaunted ability of an Illusioni<t, but exercise yours and think about charging acavary squadron

over abridge acrossaravine, only to find thereisn't abridge.

"Or believing that infantry unitsin front of you are outhumbered by your own, and after you engage them,
you find the reverse to betrue. | am sure any of the Novice lllusionists would be only too happy to
provide other examples, but |et these suffice for the moment.”

Turning to look back and forth at the Aggressors and Illusionigts, Aetria spokein acold, command
voice. “I will not tolerate fighting amongst the disciplines. We dl serve the king; our country needs usdl.
We must be united before the non-sorcerer and not bring dishonor upon our Lodge or the Order.
Questionson this?'

Fernonias eyes showed defiance, but she said nothing. The rest would not meet their instructor's glare.



Aetria decided she would have to have a private talk with Fernonia, and soon.

"Very well. Back to mgor offensive weapons. The generds feared they would not have control of these
weapons. The Council feared the generals would misuse the wegpons, citing Kramornon as proof of their
concerns. The Council aso brought up the specter of the Sorcerer War. They made an issue of our
well-known prohibitions againgt taking life which are respected by the non-sorcerer. Also, the Council
wanted to control the limitsto which sorcerers would be asked to go.

"A non-sorcerer would not understand the way we operate, and given the limited time we had before
rgjoining the battle with the Hermanians, the cost of learning would be too high. Despite our effortsto
devel op amore open relationship with the people, we are fill avery closed society to them. They truly
don't know how we do the things we do; maybe they don't want to know and prefer to believewe do it
with ‘magic.’

"The results of the Council's arguments were the king's permission to create the Sorcerer Corpsto be
commanded by our own officers. Our commanders would serve on generds staffs as chief advisorson
spell warfare which was something neither the non-sorcerer nor sorcerer knew how to do, but the
sorcerers were not going to admit that and lose control. Kramornon had made us experts overnight.

"Unfortunately, we gill had alot to learn.”

Looking forward again, Aetriatill saw no likely stopping spot, so she sgnaed Lieutenant Nemosto

have histroops eat in the saddle, passing the orders back to the other wagons. The Novices dug into

their packsfor the rations they had learned to keep there, and within moments, al were busy egting.
Between bites of food and sips of water, Aetria continued her lesson.

"Adept Pleates and | were among the first company to leave Inhestiato join the war. When we first
arrived in the army, we wore uniform robes that displayed our discipline by color. Hedlerswore white,
Provisoners green, Illusionists blue, and Aggressors black. Our ranks were displayed the same as they

were at Inhestiawith colored sashes. Back then, asit till istoday, al sorcerers were considered to hold
officer rank in the army, but the likelihood of any of us ever giving ordersto non-sorcerer troopsis
remote. We set up our bivouac in the midst of the army, well-protected by their infantry, and settled in
while our commanders met with the generds.

"The next Six months were very interesting but trying timesfor us. We discovered that the Hermanians
had aso learned their lessons from Kramornon, and surprisingly or not, depending on your point of view,
had organized very much like oursalves. Battles between massed Aggressors almost never occurred.
Whenever they appeared on the field, opposing Aggressors were rushed to meet them, and both sides
frequently ended up in astand-off."

Jdigta, casting aquick glance at Fernonia, asked, “How werethe lllusionists used early in the war?"

"A quick answer is—poorly,” Aetriareplied with agrimace, remembering vividly the wasted time and
energy she had put into her work. “But we were also having to learn how to be effective. We were firgt
used to try to spread fear and terror among the troops. Every monster story you had ever heard in your

childhood became a source of illusions sent into the Hermanian camps, usudly at night, to harassthe
sentries and keep the troops awake.

"The Hermanians returned our horrorswith their own, and we spent considerable Power casting counter
spells. Thetroops caled them *bdieve and ‘not believe' battles. We had ignored the Second Law of

Spdl Warfare, *Engaging like spdisiscodtly,” and kept rlearningit.



"Thetrick inilluson warfareisto keep theilluson within the range of belief of the observer. Of course,
you can fool some of the peopledl of the..."

"So the armies sat around and watched the sorcerers make fools of each other?’ Fernoniacut in.

"No, war marches on, Novice Fernonia. Bloody battles were il fought, and soldiers were wounded
and died. The Hedlers and Provisoners were kept very busy. The sight of the Hedlersin their white
robes moving among the wounded and dying after askirmish wasdl too familiar.

"We had managed to return the conduct of warfare to where it had been before the introduction of Spell
Warfare; that isthe atrition of the enemy’s forces by sword and arrow. The winner of a battle wasthe
onewho lost fewest troops. Generds did this by exploiting mistakes, by maneuvering for position, and by
surprise. One such surprise caused amgjor change in conduct of the war and has severedly affected the
way sorcerers are viewed by both armies ever since.”

"Y ou must be referring to the Dishonor at Roland Pass,” Novice Belanar's bass voice interjected. He
had been aleader in the choir at Inhestia, hisdigtinctively strong, clear voice frequently taking the mae
lead in their song plays. He was the calmest Aggressor Aetriahad ever met. He did not fit the mold for

Aggressor behavior, but had successfully completed the training. Like Recanlin, he aso wanted to work
in the mine trade, and smilarly, was one of the three non-volunteers. “My uncle waskilled there. It was,
indeed, a sad day for sorcerers.”

"Perhaps you would like to relate what happened there, Novice Belanar?” Aetria asked.

The quiet Aggressor shook his head. “No, Maam. | only know he died in the battle there, and that it
was caled that name. The news of battle greatly disturbed my mother and father. Please tell uswhat

happened.”

Aetrianoticed how keenly the other Novices were watching Belanar. They were now moreinterested in
the story because one of their own had been directly influenced by it.

"There had been afierce attack by the Hermanians againgt the troops guarding the pass, which was
located on our army's western flank. It provided an excellent road down which they could strike deeply
into our supply lines. They broke off the attack several hours before dusk to allow Healersto find the
wounded and remove them from the field before darkness.

"The Delmathian commander became suspicious when he saw amuch larger than norma number of
Heders attending the casudties. He signaled his skirmishers, skilled archers sent ahead of the front lines
to warn of advancing enemy units and to take out targets of opportunity, to watch the Hedersclosdy. He
aerted histroopsto stand by to repd an attack and waited.”

Jdigacut in. “ Aren't Hedlers covered by atruce when they are tending injured soldiers?’

"Not formally, no. It has always been accepted they were not targets of battle. Y ou do not kill life-saving
support troops of any kind. The Delmathian commander was watching them carefully. About one hour
before dark, over haf of the Headlers turned toward our lines and commenced a bombardment of
firebdls.

"The skirmishers managed to shoot down anumber of the Aggressors before being killed. Severd
sguadrons of heavy cavdry burst through the Hermanian lines and charged into our troops. Had the



soldiers not been aerted, they would have broken and run, with the Hermanians raiding our supply lines
shortly theresfter.

"Asit was, the Ddmathians barely held on, keeping the cavary at bay while taking heavy spell firefrom
the Aggressors. Our reserve troops, dready hurrying to the scene at the request of the commander at
Roland Pass, arrived in time to repul se the Hermanians. When word of the deception got out, the troops
reacted angrily.

"Try to understand these troops had been under continuous spell attack for months, subjected to
continual deception. An Aggressor can kill with no visible wegpon. Now Aggressors were deceitfully
wearing the uniforms of sorcerers covered by a code of honor. What next—wearing the uniforms of our

own sorcerers?

"A belief gprang up overnight that the only safe sorcerer was adead one. It was the Hermanianswho
started the deception, but the backlash fell on dl sorcerers.”

"l now understand your comment this morning about us being targetsto al, friend and foe dike.”
Recanlin groaned, recalling the knife in Aetrias hand the night before.

"It was d 50 the reason the Council got permission to create the Sorcerer Guards. Before they arrived on
the scene, our guards were regular army unitsthat performed their guard duties somewhat lackadaisically.

"The generds viewed our protection as aform of soft duty for troops coming off the front lines, and our
protectors changed almost every day. We did not bother to develop any kind of relationship with the
units and they didn't either. Not knowing how each other operated set us up for suspicion and the
resulting friction between the units.

"Combined with the results of the Hermanians deception, we found ourselvestreated like prisoners of
war instead of avalued support unit. The Council proposed to the king and his generalsthat we bring in
our own protective forces from the Lodges. They sold the idea by pointing out that our guards were
familiar with sorcerers and their operations, knew most of us on sight, and would relieve badly needed
infantry units of atask they now found odious. The king agreed.”

"Why didn't the Hermanians do something Smilar?’ Tracilus asked.

Aetriafdt aburst of genuine liking for the young Aggressor. He was the only one who had shown
interest in the past of the Corps so far.

"In oneway, they did, Novice Tracilus. They shifted to their dark gray uniforms. They continued using
regular troops for protection, but shifted their Assassin forcesinto their sorcerer units. The Assassns
provide the same protective functions as our Guard, but they gtill carry on their norma nefarious

fidddwork for their army. Our Guard does not support other army units unless directly attacked.”

Tracilus broke in with one of his summations. “ So, the Hermanian sorcerers achieved thear isolation from
their troops by being considered the * dirty works' gang, and we do it by being protected by our own
Guards."

"Essentialy correct, Novice, but we like to believe we are more accepted by our army than their
sorcerers are. But perhaps we are more isolated from our army than we should be. Itiswhy | am
devoting badly needed training time to make you Novices understand the concerns our troops have
about us.” Aetriasignaled ahalt of the caravan for astretch break and to alow peopleto relieve



themsdves.

When al had been given the opportunity to take care of nature's business, she climbed aboard the
wagon with the Healers and Provisionersto repesat her lectures of the morning.

Provisonerstended to be people of strong parenting skills, nurturers, outgoing givers. Their magic
produced food, water, wine—all forms of sustaining magic. The local lords and those few wedthy
leaders of Guild towns hired them to run the wineries, supervise food and water production, serve as
commissaries to the trade caravans and now to the army.

Hederswere empathic, loving listeners, gentle, and most of al caring. Their magic consisted of curing,
soothing, tending, and healing. The oldest of the disciplines, their serviceswere under constant demand
from dl Delmathia's societies and guilds. Every village wanted aresident Hedler, but were lucky if they

could share one among a dozen other villages and towns.

Not surprisingly, Aetriafound less contentiousness among nurturers and caregivers. She welcomed the
chanceto rdlax whileit lasted.

* k *x %

After another day cooped up in a steamy wagon with rain dogging the caravan for most of the morning
and early afternoon, Aetriawas glad for sun that finally broke through the clouds and began to dry the
wet foliage of the forest lining the road north.

Keeping the Novices' attention in the rocking wagons with the hest building because of so many bodies
in close quarters had been difficult at best. Frequent stopsto stretch had only gotten the young people
wetter asthe day progressed. But, with the sun now out, everyone's spiritsimproved, and by thetime she
halted the caravan for the evening, their pent up energy was making the company restless. The evening's

exercise sesson waswell attended.

Aetriapreferred to exercise done but had to set the example for her Novices. At Inhestia she had
devoted aminimum of an hour aday to her flexing and stretching routines, followed by an hour of target
practice with knife and dart. Now, she was barely able to do more than half an hour a night. Between the
utter fatigue of the day's travel and the camp routines she had to supervise, she only managed thistime
because she had scheduled it and had ordered dl to participate. Pleates even alowed his Aggressorsto
attend, excepting himsalf, of course.

The encampment was on the crest of asmal hill set off the road as always with the tents under the trees
and the cooking firesin asmall clearing. Not far from where the horses were picketed was another
clearing where Aetria chose to have the company assemble and hold the scheduled pre-dusk
s f-defensetraining. Here, the ground was rdatively firm; the day'srains had drained rapidly off the hill.
It was covered with the tough grass of the foothills, shortened nearly to the dirt by grazing pack animals

and the horses of countlesstravelerswho used this site to rest overnight.

None of the Novicesweretrained in Tierian skills, so Aetriawas able to train unencumbered by a
sparring partner. Severd of the female Novices had asked about her stretching routines, and she had
taught them the basics. They complained later of the sorenessin the muscles, and she explained that
flexibility was not something one acquired in a short period of time. Aetriasmiled to hersdlf as she saw
severd gill trying to emulate her. Whether they were redlly interested or enjoyed the men's eyes on them
instead of her was debatable.

As shereleasad from a split maneuver and twisted erect, Aetriawas Startled to find Lieutenant Nemos



besde her.
"Yes, Lieutenant?’ she asked.

"Y ou have agrace and fluidity | find very interesting, Sorceress. | would be honored if you would show
me that particular movement.”

Hiseyesdid shinewith interest, Aetria noted, and not the usua sexua one. Shewondered if he could
ever bring himsdlf to share union with asorceress. The Guards devotion to the protection of her Order
was extreme, but they had lived close enough to sorcerersthat they could not possibly believethe
legends of what happened to a non-sorcerer man who made love to a sorceress. Aetriawas not looking
for lovemaking; the Power knew she didn't have the time or the energy.

"Show me how much of it you can do before | try to ask you to do too much. Thisis not abeginning

Nemos launched himsdlf into alunging movement, similar to the extension made by aswordsman's
sraightforward thrust. He than dowly did the non-extended leg outward, until he settled to the ground in
the splits. Hisflexibility was extremely good; she had seen other men injure themselves before completing
the split.

"Very good, Lieutenant! A bit lacking in the grace and fluidity you praised, but essentidly correct. The
movement is designed to alow you to drop quickly to thefloor...” Aetriaseemingly fell into the split, her
sandals barely whispering as they shifted her weight outward. She had executed her split so her body
faced hisonly afew feet away.

"Thus dodging a swung or thrust wegpon attack at the upper body, or the swinging lever arm of scythe
trap. Of course, to dodge that, you have to make yoursdlf very smal, so it completes the protective
portion of the move when you lower your torso flat to the ground.” Turning her head, she looked upward
a himwith her right eye, her |eft ear to ground.

"To recover, execute the beginning of ahand stand, but keep your feet below the horizonta plane asyou
bend upward. Twist erect, sweeping oneleg out for spin control before dropping it back into abounce
crouch.” A moment later she stood before him again.

He grinned and flattened himsdlf on the ground. With ashove of hisarms he sprang upward, but his feet
went above the horizonta and he ended up pushing himsdlf erect, hisfeet coming down away from his
center of gravity, and he toppled over backwards. The chorus of laughs that came from the Novices
caught Aetriaunawares, and she turned on them angrily.

"Thisisan advanced movement and very hard to learn. It is disrespectful to laugh at someones effort.”

An even heartier laugh exploded from behind her, and she whedled to find Nemos lying on his back,
laughing the loudest of al. He heaved himsdlf up.

"Disrespectful maybe, Maam, but funny anyway. | will practice thisby mysdf to save distracting your
Novices. Thank you for theingruction. May | talk with you in private, please?"

Aetrianodded. “ Shall we go to my tent?"

They left the Novices behind, walking past the picketed horses. Almost unconscioudy, the two officers



took a moment to check the horses, their feed, and the guards posted nearby. They then proceeded to
the billeting areaand to Aetriastent set off dightly to one sde. She entered the tent firdt, pulling afolding
chair clear from her field table, and sat down. She pointed to acompanion chair in the corner.

"Have asedt, Lieutenant.”

Nemos politely refused. “| prefer to stand, Sorceress. Thiswill only take amoment. The other night,
when Novice Recanlin wandered off, | was making my rounds of the guardswhen | saw you set up that
impressiveilluson around the horses. | must say, if | was an enemy infiltrator and had penetrated the
camp to sted our horses, | would have had no desire to accomplish my mission against those sentries.”

Nemoswas piling on praise for areason, Aetriathought. She doubted if anything would have stopped
him from getting the job done. “Thank you, Lieutenant, it is always nice to have your work gppreciated. |
thank you for allowing meto rescue one of my lost sheep.”

"It'smy job, Maam. | wasalittle surprised when you turned into a hunting dog and ran out of camp. |
know sorcerers don't actualy turn into the things they conjure up, but I'm curiousto know if you can use
the senses of the animals you put on the glamour of. Y ou sure made adirect line towards Novice
Recanlin, just like a scent dog on thetrail "

Aetriapicked up atowel from the table and mopped the sweat from her face, hiding the shock brought
on by his question. Nemaos had been spying on her! She had not headed toward Recanlin until she had
gotten out of Sight of the camp. Her fears of him following her were well founded.

What was he after anyway?

"There are sorcerers who can sense what animals can, but they are very rare. The smple explanation is
that al of us can sense the use of the Power. Novice Recanlin was practicing the skills Commander
Pleates had been teaching the Aggressors, and | sensed it. Who el se would be doing so near our camp?
No tricks, Lieutenant, redly.”

Nemos deadpan stare was hard to read. He smiled aghost of asmile and said, “Why, of course,
Maam. That explainsit. | guess | was hoping you had some new skills| could useto more effectively
guard the camp. I'll just have to do it the ol d-fashioned way, Sorceress. Thank you for your time."

Aetriawatched him disappear out of her tent and mentally added another worry to her ligt.

Did he suspect? Would he tell?

CHAPTER 3

Turning the“floor” over to Novice Verdilan, Aetriaresumed her segt at the front of the first wagon. The
cloudless skies and bright sun that had greeted the Novices this morning made it easy for Aetriato order
the covers removed from the wagons. The company now rode in comparative comfort, the cool spring
breeze supplemented by the movement of the wagons down the road. The caravan was still heading
north, parallel to the border with Hermania.

With less than two weeks | eft to go before they reached the army's encampment, Aetriawas beginning
to fed reasonably good about the progress of the Novices' training. If only she did not have to bring up
the next topic of her training lectures. It was going to put a strain back into her relationship with her small



company to discuss the subject of grid burnouts, but their safety required it.

Verdilan had taken a seet on the lllusionists' side of the wagon, as close to the front as he could get. He
cleared histhroat and began. “ Thereisadanger directly associated with increasing one's Power grid. Itis
caled grid burnout. Now, | know we have dl learned during our Novicetraining at Inhestia of the effects
of grid burnout, and | don't intend to retell the horror stories of what happened to those unfortunates who

experienced it and died. We have arare opportunity to talk with one of the few who suffered grid
burnout and lived."

Heglanced a Aetrig, and dl eyesfollowed his.
And 0 it begins, she thought.

"Before Novice Verdilan getstoo far into the medical explanation of grid burnout, let me share some
factswith you. Having lived through aburnout, | have been the focus of alot of attention over the last few
years and have learned alot about the problem.

"At the end of the Sorcerer War, our Mage Council ingtilled discipline and order into our Lodges, and
very tight controlswereimposed on thetraining of sorcerers. Since that time, there have been thirty-four
recorded cases of grid burnout in the last two hundred years. twenty-one Aggressors, ten Illusionigts, two
Hedlers, and one Provisoner. Novice Tracilus, based on thesefirst few facts, what assumptions can you
make dready?"

Caught by surprise, Tracilustook a moment before answering. “ Thirty-four casesin two hundred years
are not many, so | would say the Council's plan appearsto be working. If | were an Aggressor, | would
be bothered by the high percentage of casesin that specidty, and | am curiouswhy Provisioners are so

low."

"Novice Verdilan will explain why in afew moments. Up until the start of our war with Hermania, there
had only been ten cases of grid burnout. The other twenty-four have happened in the last Six years. Of
the origind ten, five were Aggressors. They al died. Mogt of those were scholars above the Novice level
who pushed the bounds of their training and lost. Only one practitioner hasdied in dl that time.

"Two of theten were Sorcerer levd Illusonists. One left the Lodge and gave up the Power forever; the
other returned to her Tierian people and practiced only minor spells until the end of her days.

"Of the remaining three cases that happened before the war, two were Adept Hedlers. Their remarkable
casetook place over forty years ago; again in ascholarly environment—an experiment gone wrong. One
of them went insane and was confined. The other isnow aMage. Thelast one you have dl heard of,
Provisoner Adept Trilistes, who died of wine abuse.”

"The Lush of Inhestiawas aburnout victim?' Jdista asked.

Aetrianodded. Shelooked at Fernonia. “Y ou Aggressors have a cause for concern. In the last six
years, Sxteen have died; fourteen of them were Novices, the other two were Sorcerers. In that same
period of time, eight Illusionists have suffered grid burnout. Six were Novices who died, not from the

burnout like Aggressors, but from losing consciousness in a battle and not being rescued. One Sorceress
quit the Order and went into seclusion. And one Novice is now a Sorceress, presently the
Sub-Commander of a Recruit Company headed for the army. What conclusions can you make now,
Novice Trecilus?'



Licking hislips, he said in ashaky voice, “ Twenty-four cases since the start of the war, the mgority of
which have happened to Novices, implies that something we are doing is causing the grid burnouts. That
points towards the meditation techniques you will be teaching us. Perhapsit isnot agood ideato learn
them.”

"Not your choice or mine, Novice Tracilus.” Aetrialooked carefully into the faces of her Novices. “You
will learn these techniques. It is not the techniques that cause the burnouts. These are the same techniques
that have been taught in our Training Lodgesfor centuries, and you have learned there have been dmost
no cases of grid burnout in normal use.

"The Council has weighed the advantages and disadvantages, and has decided to take the risk of
teaching them. What | am trying to accomplish today isto reinforce in each one of you the awareness that
what you do, and what we al do, with Power isvery risky dl the time—and even more so intime of war.

Now, Novice Verdilan, continue your lecture.”

Verdilan's uneasiness in discussing the topic was abundantly apparent in his posture. “The engineerstake
great delight in saying our work is done by smoke and mirrors, that there is no discipline to our use of
Power. They are uncomfortably close to the truth when they say we don't know ‘ how we do what we

do.” We don't know, for instance, where we store the Power. We believeit iswithin the sorcerer and not
in some strange plane of another existence. If the plane theory were true, then why would we need a
source to energize ourselves? We would just open atap to that energy whenever we needed to."

Aetriamentally supported the Novice Heder's point strongly because, with her strange ability to sense
stored Power, sheknew it wasin the sorcerer. What she was not able to pinpoint was wherein the
sorcerer it existed. It was just there. She wondered if she could find out by somehow training her sense
to detect stored Power with better resolution than she currently had. Intriguing idea, but probably awaste
of time. It was not asif she could work with aMage Hedler and ask for advice! If the Council found out
about her *“abnorma ability,” she could end up cashiered. She brought her wandering mind back to
Verdilan'slecture,

"Whereit exists within the sorcerer is unknown. In the early days before the Sorcerer War, a
non-sorcerer king, | believe his name was King Sepnotes, actually cut apart sorcerersapiece at atimeto
try to find out where they hid the Power. Cost quite afew sorcerer livesin the process. Removing any
body part usually means death, particularly when you cut out vita parts, like the heart or brain.

"Gridy as these experiments were, they provided some proof that the Power is not stored in any specific
organswithin the body, unless you believe like the common folks do, that it was stored in the brain. They
aso did not find any unique or specid organs within the butchered sorcerers that might explain why
sorcerers can store Power and non-sorcerers can't.”

Aetriawatched the expressions on the Novices faces during Verdilan's dissection story. It was clear
they had not heard it before. Perhaps in today's rush to produce more sorcerers to support the war, they
were not being taught al that she had been. Her Novice training had taken six years; theirswas four or
even less. What e se had they not been told?

"We aso don't know how the Power is stored. Our training has us envision it being stored in alattice
sructure, agrid. We do thisfor ease of focus. Using our training models, and artist conceptions
developed over the years, we are provided with something familiar to help usvisuaize anon-visble

concept.”

Bresking in rudely, Fernonia said, “Who cares about that? \We sorcerers know we can sense the Power;



we know we can capture it and store it someplace. We know we can blast into cinders the engineers
who doubt our professondism.”

Aetriarescued Verdilan, who was starting to sputter with indignation over the nasty remark of the
haughty Aggressor Novice. “ Show proper respect for alecturer, Novice Fernonial Novice Verdilan's
point isthat if we knew more about how we stored Power, we would be able to increase our abilities

and decrease our Aggressor death rate—something I'm sure you are interested in."

Fernoniagave Aetriaa“respectful” frown and sat down, looking unhappy. Aetriastared at her to ensure

shewas properly put into her place, and then turned to Verdilan. Something in his eyes made her look

back at Fernonia. She redlly was beautiful, even when pouting. Perhaps Verdilan's response to Fernonia
was hot indignation, but unrequited love.

Interesting, the play between our Novices, Aetriathought.

"Thank you, Sorceress. Aslong as| am making mysdlf look bad, | might aswell add to thelist of ‘we
don't knows' by saying that we do not know the capacity of one's grid. The Hedlers have a measure of
that capacity, which Sorceress Aetria demonstrated for you last night. | didn't know the army had
another usefor our Hedler diagnostic technique, but that technique may help me explain to you aprinciple
of Power use.

"Think back to last night. For the most part, our Novice flames' intengity were about the same. That is
true because Novices are generaly trained to the samelevel of Power use. Let us say for the sake of
discussion that the amount of Novice Power is—oh, say abucket'sworth."

A rude comment from amale voice came out the rear of the wagon, surprisingly on the lllusionist Side,
about the size of Verdilan's bucket. It caused ageneral outburst of laughter, but it also eased the tenson
alittle. Aetrialet that one passwithout retort.

"Given you have accepted my measure, which some of you haven't, then let us say a Sorcerer istwo
buckets worth, an Adept is three buckets, and aMageisfour or more."

"Can you have hdf-buckets?’ the same male voice asked. Aetriaidentified it now as Welendor, the
other maelllusonist Novice. “ Sorceress Aetria's flame was more than two buckets worth."

"Novice Welendor, flattering your Sub-Commander may gain you favors from her, but loses favor with
your peers,” Aetriasaid to the guilty Illusonit.

"| beg the pardon of my fellow Novicesif it lookslike | am doing so, Sorceress. | just thought your
flamewas alot moreintense than the suggested leve.”

Aetriathought about her response for amoment, deciding truth held more va ue than putting junior
officersinto their place. “I havetrained to the Adept level, Novice We endor. When my mentor has
decided | have shown proper control, she may advance mefor candidacy. Grid burnout, aswe will learn
today, isan issue of control. Continue, Novice Verdilan."

Thetdl Heder had been watching Aetria, obvioudy wondering himsdlf what her answer would be. She
was avery powerful Sorceress.

"Yes, Maam. Now it isaknown fact that it takes dl levals of sorcerers about the same amount of time
to chargether grids. Thisisavery interesting fact. It hasled some Healersto the conclusion that the



higher levels of sorcerer have bigger grids. Tracilus, you have something to add?

"Or, if everyone hasthe same size grid structure, higher levels can put higher amounts of Power into their
grid,” Tracilus offered.

Jalistawaved her hand in confusion and said, “I can see bigger grid capacity for different levels, but |
don't see pouring more water into a bucket than you can put a bucket's worth into."

Verdilan smiled, the first Aetria had seen on the serious young man in along time. “In essence, yoursis
the very argument used for decades. But that begs severa questionsto be answered. If the Power
residesin our bodies somewhere, does the size of the body affect the amount of stored Power? That
would imply Magi should be physicaly bigger than Novices, but we know theat is not true.

"Maybe the size of the Power bucket isfixed, and we Novicesjust don't fill our bucket full with our skill
level, where a Mage can. However, if the bucket size isfixed, then at some point the Mage could not
store any more Power. That point has never been reached. During the Sorcerer War, there were some
abnormally powerful Magi. Their buckets must have been overflowing. Admittedly many of those Magi
died violently. We believe the cause to be grid burnout, but can't prove it. So the concept of *buckets' of
Power has serious flaws."

"l have afeding you are going to say Tracilus suppositioniscorrect,” Jdistasaid. “Now if he could
explain it better, maybe | could begin to see how you put more than abucket of water into a bucket.”

Tracilusjoined in with the other Novices' laughter. When the commotion had died down to where he
could be heard, he said, “Which weighs more, Jaista, a bucket of steam or a bucket of water?”

Jdlistagave him apuzzled frown, “A bucket of water. | don't see your point.”

"lsn't steam just water turned into a vapor?”

"Y es, according to our engineer ‘friends.

"Well, suppose Novicesfill their bucketswith Power ‘steam,” and Magi fill theirs with Power ‘water.

The smplicity of the explanation stunned everyone. Even Aetriawasimpressed with theidea. Verdilan
was impressed mogt of al. “Very clever, Tracilus. | must passthat on to Mage Kdrigto. It works very
well with what we think may be the cause of grid burnout.”

"Well, fine, Verdi—now explainit to ud” Jaisasad in exasperation.

"Sorry, you'reright, I have not done well in providing an explanation. Remember | said it wasvery
interesting that a Mage and aNovice, using the same source, take about the same amount of timeto fully
chargethelr grids. If we use the flawed bucket theory for amoment, aNovice putsin abucket in aday;
the Mage putsin four bucketsin aday. Therefore, the Mage stores more Power in the same amount of
time, s0 the Mage has ahigher speed of transferring Power into the grid. Now there seemsto beavery
strong correlation between how fast you can put Power into the grid with how fast you can takeiit out.

"Think about our hand flames—the intensity of the flame, not the Sze. Sorceress Aetrias flame at the
level she displayed was very intense, because she could draw alot more Power out of her grid in the
same amount of time as we do. She can dso make her flame the same intensity as ours, so she can
control the speed at which she pulls Power from the grid. That isamgor difference between our skillsas



Novices and the skills of our seniors.”
"That and they can do alot more spells than we can!” Recanlin said.

Aetriafollowed Recanlin's point with one of her own. “Novice Verdilan isright, my illuminated Novices.
Weadl know that smple spells are smple because they are easy to conjure from Power. Complex spells
are hard because they require you to control alot more Power to make them work. If you can't control
Power quickly, the spell failsor gets away from you. The meditation technique you will learn will increase
your speed of transferring your Power into, and out of, your grids—therefore, abrighter flame. It will not
alow you to do spells you couldn't do before, having not learned how to control them. Y ou can only do
spellsyou dready know, just moreintensaly. In that liesthe danger.” Glancing a the Novice Hedler, she
said, “Now | seewhy you like Tracilus example, Novice Verdilan. Please continue.”

"Yes, please, Novice Verdilan,” said Fernoniawith asimper, but her eyes expressed the sarcasm amost
missing from her voice.

Looking at Fernonia, Aetria certainly did not missthe Aggressor beauty's redl intent. Fernoniaaways
wanted to be the center of attention, and by placing Verdilan in that position, the sorceresshad put himin
conflict with Fernonia. Verdilan looked asif he wanted to drop off the back of the wagon and run away,

but he continued.

"| think Sorceress Aetrias point isthis. Taking Power ‘steam’ out of the grid occurs at the same speed
asputting itin. If | take Power ‘water’ out, turning it into Power ‘steam’ in the process, then | canrun
into a serious problem. We al know even avery smal amount of water makes alot of steam. The speed
at which water changesinto water vapor is very dow under the condition we normaly seeit, like the dew
on flower petds, or the water level in acup dowly dropping. If you hest it up, it becomes steam. If you
throw water into boiling hot ail, it till turnsinto steam, but quite violently. The differenceisin the speed of
transformation. If we can't control the transformation because it happenstoo fast, then you set yourself
up for agrid burnout.”

Looking around, Verdilan could see hisfellow Novices understood the concept, but some were
frowning. He continued, “ All of uswill be able to move Power in and out faster after using the techniques
Sorceress Aetriawill teach us. These are sound techniques. But the technique opens usto increased
hazards, both in taking in Power and using it. There exists adanger of taking in Power too quickly. We
cdll it source sickness. A source supplies Power constantly. We all know if we stand too closeto a
source, it affects our minds; it makes us act strangely.

"The cause isthat the source can deliver Power to us at too high a speed if we stand too close, greater
than we can accept. Now, Magi can stand alot closer to a source than Novices can. By training we have
been taught to know where our distance should be. We rarely get source sickness anymore. Our training
should aso protect us from delivering power too quickly. It appearsto work that way at thetraining
lodges.

"But the environment is different away from the lodges. Most of the cases of grid burnout that have
occurred in the last few years are amongst Novice sorcerers who, athough they have learned to control
thelevd of their spells, may not have necessarily learned to control the intengity of them.”

"That explainswhy the mgority of the cases are within the Novice skill leve, Verdilan, but not why
Aggressorsdie” Belanar said to Verdilan. “Y ou have my undivided attention on this question.”

"And mine,” Fernoniaadded. A chorus of affirmative noises arose from the left bench full of Aggressors.



"Thisareaisnot my strongest subject. Hereishow | try to understand it,” offered Verdilan. “We are not
sure how we conjure spells exactly. We know we use our minds to envision the spell we want, then turn
that vison into redlity by infusing Power. What kind of path we follow from our mindsto the gridisnot
defined at dl.

"But think about someone deeping and having adream. That dream isred to the person adeep. What is
interesting isthat the person's senses are il sending information to the brain. A smell, or anoise, a
change in temperature get into the dream, guiding it sometimes, changing it. The pathway the brain usesto
communicate with the body's senses isdways there, never adeep. Heréswhere my illugtration getsa
litle murky."

"Murkier,” Jdigachided him.

"Aswe build the spell in our minds, we arerefining it by not only our imagination, but by our senses.
[llusionists do this more than any other. They put in sound, color, and smell—they make theilluson come
dive. Thiscongtant adjustment of the spell until it iscast, and during its release, has an unconscious part
we don't redly control.

"Since apath exigts, and information is being exchanged, then as the spell is cast, Power comes back
along that path. Under controlled conditions, we don't even senseit, except asafeding of release. But if
the spell isnot under control, atoo-rapid release of the spell sends a surge of Power back down the
path, creating a Power backlash. Here iswhere the intensity of the spell comesinto play.”

Welendor brokein. “We were having better luck with buckets, Hedler. | know my senses play into my
spdlls. But | control that input.”

"Y esand no, Welendor. In my example, the deeping brain may be directing the dream, but the dream
gtill respondsto the redl senses. Y our dreaming brain has to change the dream to account for the sensing.
If you are exposed to a cold draft, your skin feelsthat and tells your brain you are cold. The dream may

not be of a cold environment, but your brain changesit so the cold makes sense. Am | making sense?”’

"Not to me, but don't let me hold Tracilus back. He obvioudy has something intelligent to add,”
Weendor said, looking at his bench partner waving his hand to get Verdilan's attention.

"Not just the intengity, Verdilan, but aso the speed of theintensity. How fast you are trying to change the
speed of the Power transformation. Aggressors must change the Power to the most pure form of
energy—fire and lightning, for example. They haveto pull Power out quickly, and changeit very quickly
into adestructive pdl. Illusonists must dso change the speed of intengity to give maximum redlity to their
illusons, like having trees sway in abreeze ingtead of Stting there without moving, therefore making their
existence not very believablein astorm. Provisioners and Healers don't need to change the speed of
intengty that much, theirsisadower process.” Tracilus sat back, asmile of understanding on hisface.
His seatmates’ expressions did not exactly mirror his, but some did appear to understand what he had
just said.

"Very well stated, Tracilus,” the Novice Hedler said. “ Thisiswhy we believe Aggressorsand lllusionists
have been the most affected. The backlash of Power down the unconscious path takes the form of the
spell. For Aggressors, the results usualy take theform of being hit by their own firebal or lightning bolt.
For Illusionists, the effect seemsto be an overriding of their mind's control and they pass out. Sometimes
they go insane upon waking."



The Novicesall looked a Aetria. She smiled. “I passed out. Fortunately for me, my spell caused the
enemy to break and run, dlowing our Guard to rescue me. Asfor insanity, you can be the judge of that."

Perhaps surprisingly, no Novice took the opportunity to direct ajibe at her. “ Grid burnout is even more
complicated than we have heard,” Aetria continued. “ One characteristic of burnout isthetotdl draining of
Power from the sorcerer. It isasif the Power were sucked out too rapidly. The spell generated is of
much greater strength than possible under norma conditions. Thisleads usto conclude that the sorcerer
lost control of the process. Would anyone besides Tracilus like to hazard a guess why control islost?"

"Fear,” Belanar's bass voice said. The suddenness of the response caused most of the hearersto jerk
with reaction.

A few protests started, but died when Aetriasaid, “ Correct. And anger, and despair, and eation, and
any strong emotion you chooseto say. We are trained in an environment that stresses the need for
control, to evoke calmness, to center our minds on the spell. Our meditations are done to bring peace to
our minds, to void oursalves of confusion and distraction. In battle, you have every form of distraction we
aretrying to avoid, both from the outside world and from within. When the war cries sound, your heart
beatsfagter in regponse. Y ou are intensdly filled with whatever emotionisin you at thetime. It could be
excitement; it could be panic. Y ou want to charge, or to flee,

"It isunder these conditions you have to control aspell and make it work. Remember our saying, ‘| am,
therefore | spdll.” Which are the camest, most serene of our specidties? Jdista”

The young sorceress jumped once again at her name. Her answer was automeétic. “ Healers. Followed by
Provisoners”

"And the most volatile, Fernonia?” Aetriacut in, looking at the beautiful Aggressor who wore afierce
smileon her face.

"Aggressors, of course,” she said haotly, “and proud of it."

"My point ismade.” Aetriawaved off Verdilan, who started to say something. “Control, control, control.
Y ou will be casting spells under conditions that try the strongest of warriors, and you have to get them
right. Asyou gtrive to increase your intensity, know that your very existence works against you. Y our
emotions have much greater effect with your spell use on the battlefield than you could ever have possibly
guessed. Y ou will be under great stress, both physically and mentally. Aggressorsand Illusionists are very
susceptible because of the Power they have to quickly mold and wield. Be very careful, my Novices and
think control, control, control."

Glancing around at the somber faces, she decided to stop the wagon for arest break and give her
people achance to think about what they had just heard. She caught Lieutenant Nemos' attention with an
arm wave and signaded the rest stop. As the wagons braked to a stop, the Novices quickly offloaded and
stood around stretching, waiting while the Guard checked the immediate areafor lurking enemies, before

heading into the trees to take care of nature's call.

Aetriareturned to the wagon train and walked to the second transport, thinking about having to face one
more group of Novices. One more public exposure of her past failure to deal with. Shewould befacing a
much more sympathetic crowd, and one not so attuned to the dangers of grid burnout, but putting her
lack of control on display made her uncomfortable no matter who the audience was. Asif to increase her
own discomfiture, she began to worry about what would happen when the Recruit Company reached the

army encampment.



"Onething a atime, Sorceress,” she whispered.

* * * %

Listening to Verdilan's explanation a second time was difficult, as her mind tended to drift off the
conversation and back onto her own problems. The other Healers, Kendor, Carleena, and Dolma, had
joined in the lecture and made it more of agroup discussion. She had made her point early and pulled
back, but the Hedlers wanted to hear al of the details of her case. She distracted them by asking if they
knew the particulars of the two Adept Healerswho had suffered grid burnout.

Carleena said she had some knowledge of the case, asthe mind was her area of hedling interest. Aetria
encouraged her to continue.

"The Adept Healer who continued on to become a Mage was our Mentor, Mage Kelristo. He and his
associate, Adept Ulana, had just been advanced to Adept and they were both eager to widen their study
of the *unconscious paths we have talked about. To do so, they set about trying to ddliberately start a
grid burnout, but get control of the backlash before it caused atotal Power release. They believed that if
they could do so, they would finally understand what it was and determine away to prevent it.

"It was decided Ulanawould induce the grid burnout, while Keristo monitored her and traced the
beginning backlash. Their rapport was particularly good because they were dso lovers and were
intensely into sharing. They were starting to make serious progressin their sudy. Alas, one day, Ulana
was unable to induce a gtart, and growing impatient, tried too hard. She suffered afull grid burnout,
knocking hersalf unconscious. Keristo experienced the same backlash and was a so knocked
unconscious.”

"Mage Kdrigto iswell known to usal,” Novice Holendd said. “I would never have thought he had
experienced agrid burnout. Heis not in any way mentally deficient. In fact, after forty years, and asold
asthat would make him now, heis il the brightest star in dl of Inhestia. Y et Sorceress Aetriasaid
Ulanawent insane. Why didn't he aso go insane? And what happened to Adept Ulana, Sorceress?’

"l don't know why he didn't go insane, Holendal. Maybe Novice Carleena does?’ Aetrialooked &t the
young Hedler.

Carleenaglanced at her fellow Hedlers. Aetriahad the impression Carleenawas requesting, with her
eyes, their permission to speak. Verdilan's dight nod confirmed her suspicion.

"We know Mage Kdristo did not release his Power, atrue sign of afull grid burnout. If he had, Ulana
and he would probably have been killed by his backlash—hers having knocked them both out and
leaving their minds brutally open. Perhaps, in his monitoring trance, he only received a portion of the
backlash and was spared the full effect that Ulanagot.

"To answer your last question, Adept Ulanawas locked away at Inhestiafor severa years. Mage
Kerigto tried to hel p restore her mind, and she seemed to be healing, but somehow she started to blame
Kelristo for the accident, and her love turned to hate. She became a different person. Mage Kdristo did

not know just how different until she escaped her confinement. While locked away, Ulana befriended a
young sorceress Aggressor trainee who was atending her, and through her, learned severa spellsa
Heder would never attempt—Xkilling spells, fire and lightning. When Ulanawas ready to escape, she put
thetrainee into ahealing trance and fled. The Guard was sent after her, and Ulanakilled a dozen of them
with firebals when they caught up with her. By the time the survivors got back for help and set off again
in pursuit, Ulana had escaped into the Hermanian mountains bordering our Lodge. She was never seen



agan.”

Aetriawatched the faces of her Novices during the telling of Ulanasfate. The shock and horror brought

back the memory of her own reaction when she had heard the story from Mage Kdristo. He had related
it to her during their first therapy session upon her return to Inhestia after her grid burnout incident. She

had dready told her mentor, Trelana, about being able to sense stored Power and had been severely
taken to task for what could be viewed as aberrant Power behavior. Aetria had convinced Trelanathat
the effect was fading with time, but she had lied, for fear she would be dismissed from the ranks of

sorcerers. She was very careful not to let Mage Kelristo know. Having heard the story from hisown lips,

aparticipant in the tale, she now understood why the Council was so sensitive to changesin behavior of
sufferersfrom grid burnout, and why she was being watched so carefully.

These thoughts always made her uneasy, but now there was an edge to that feding. With a shock, she
realized she was sensing a Power source. Aetria dropped into alight trance and concentrated on the
presence of the source. It wasfaint, off to the west of the caravan. Opening her eyes, she glanced quickly
at the Novices, trying to find any indication of their awareness of the source.

Seeing none, she whispered to Verdilan to continue on with the discussion without her and walked
carefully to the back of the wagon. She timed her legp from the moving wagon so she kept her footing
when she landed and waited for the command wagon to catch up to her. Climbing aboard, she
announced her presence to Crusher and entered the cabin.

CHAPTER 4
"Areyou certain, Sorceress? | sense nothing.”

Aetriaput as much confidence into her voice as she could. “Yes, Sir! Thereis an exposed source off to
thewest of the caravan, at least aday's march away."

The dishdlief in Crusher's eyes sparked anger in Aetrias. She clenched her teeth with frustration as
Pleates turned toward the west, closing his eyesto help his concentration. Aetriawanted to shake him as
hard she could and scream at him for not believing her. Instead, she stood quietly in front of him with her

arms crossed over her chest, and breathed deeply, letting her breath out dowly, making no sound to
disturb Crusher's sensing. When his eyes snapped open, she made an involuntary jump, just stifling the
sguesk that tried to escape through her lips.

"| gtill sense nothing. But | respect your abilities, Sorceress. Order aturn to the west.”
"Not to be disrespectful, Commander, but why head for trouble? We are less than five days from the
army's bivouac. We don't know what the source represents, but if it is Hermanian, then we could be
asking for trouble.”

"Thank you for your counsel. Turn the caravan to the west."

"Yes, Sr."

* k k %

Riding just ahead of the command wagon, Aetriafdt her anxiety grow by the minute asthe caravan
inched itsway westward through the hilly, heavily brush-covered terrain. The dispersed copses of trees
that had been their constant companion since leaving Inhestiawere joining together into dense patches of



impenetrable woods. It felt asif the trees were beginning to closein on them, and she started worrying
about the presence of enemy troopsin the forest. To her magical senses, the source had gone from afaint
trace of Power to an increasingly strong signdl. Ever present in her mind was the fact they had now

closed the source by severa miles more than necessary if Crusher had respected her skills. Every minute
was | ess distance between them and the source.

She restrained herself from turning in her saddle to look once again at her commander riding up front
with the driver. She had |ooked back so many timesin the last hour that al she got for her effortswasa
scowl from Crusher. When hefindly spoke, the rush of relief dmost made her faint.

"Stop the caravan, Sorceress. Start preparations to encamp for the night, then report back here with
Verdilan and Mdoses. Ask the Guard Commander to come see meimmediately.”

Aetriaturned to acknowledge his order and found hersalf staring at his driver, who glanced backward
into the command wagon and tilted his head in that direction. She wheeled about and rode to the van of
the column where Lieutenant Nemos sat waiting for her orders. When she had finished giving them to
him, he gall oped back to the command wagon, dismounted, and knocked loudly at the entrance door.
He disappeared insde amoment later.

The Novices had been watching this encounter with interest from their transports. As she rode up to
them, they clamored to know what was going on.

Aetriadismounted and tied her horse to the lead transport wagon's tailgate. “ Another lesson of war,
Novices. You'll betold what you need to know when you need to know it. Until then, we are setting up
camp early today. Novice Verdilan, Sorcerer Meoses, come with me to the command wagon.”

She started back toward the command wagon, repeating her instructions to the rearmost transport.
Sergeant Dramos, the senior Guard member remaining, rode over to get her ordersfor the Guard

detachment. When preparations for camping were complete, Aetria continued towards the command
wagon. M oses began to ask her what was going on. She cut him off with ahand motion and said ina
low voice, “ Commander Pleateswill explain hisordersto usin just afew minutes. Let's not second guess
him.” They proceeded into the wagon and joined Lieutenant Nemos aready there,

"Find a seat where you can. | plan to send Lieutenant Nemos to scout the source and report back. This
will take about three days. My range of detection for anormal Sorcerer Corpsissue source has
higtorically been about aday and a haf march. Asthe Guard can make faster time than awagon train,
they will need at most aday to reach the source, aday to reconnoiter around it, and aday to get back.”
Crusher was very animated, in high spirits. He obviousy was enjoying the prospect of some kind of
action.

That thought greetly disturbed Aetria. “ Sir, thiscloseto our army, isn't it likely that the sourceis one of
ours?'

"No, Sorceress, it isnot. | did not order the movement of any of our Sorcerer Corps units before | 1€eft,
and mineisthe only Recruit Company reporting to the army for the next month. Thisis not one of our
sources.”

"If it isn't one of ours, Commander, then it is probably Hermanian,” Aetriasaid, with amuch stronger
edge of concern in her voice than she wanted to project. “ Exposing a source during the day usually
indicatesit isin an established encampment, protected by regular fighting men who are dways dert to
attack by enemy forces. | have al the respect in the world for Lieutenant Nemos' ability to scout an



enemy camp, but if heisdiscovered, it might evoke areturn sortie againgt us. We are not an effective
sorcerer unit possessing fighting skills yet, and with the exception of the Sorcerer Guard and the three of
us, have no combat experiencel”

Pleatesjust stared at her. She stared back, thinking how foolish of him it wasto think they could defend
themsdves againgt an enemy force.

"| agree with your assessment that the company has no combat experience, Sorceress Aetria, but |
disagree that we are without skill. Since departing Inhestia, | have been training the Aggressorswith a
new technique | have developed, and | think it will provide the force we need to protect ourselves. But it
isnot my intention to defend our company from attack. It is my intention to use our force to take that
source!”

Crusher's voice projected the power of his position. Meloses and Verdilan looked thoroughly
intimidated. Aetriafound that she was not. She was angry. Perhaps the danger to her Noviceswas
bringing out thefight in her.

"Sir! You can't redly mean that. These arejust kids. They need to be taken in by experienced sorcerers
and dowly introduced to combat, not thrust into it before their training has been completed. Therisk of
grid burnout to the Aggressors doneistoo greet to alow this."

"1 will bethejudge of that risk, Sub-Commander. They are my Aggressors, as are the rest of the
sorcerers, be they Illusonists, Hedlers, or Provisioners. They are mine to command now, and they will
continue to be mine when they join the rest of the army. If they are untrained, you need only to look to

yoursdf for that lack!"

"Commander, | know who isin charge here and am not contesting that. | also know the Novices state
of training, for which | am responsible. Knowing that state, | am going on record that | don't think they
are ready to go into battle. That isyour decison to make, Sir. | am only offering you my best estimate of
their readiness. What | don't know isthis new technique you have talked about. We are basing alot of
lives on something we have no knowledge of "

Pleates smiled, agesture al too out of place with what was occurring. “ Asyou said, A€tria, you know
who isin command. | have knowledge of the wegpon, and | make the decisions. | dso hear your
concerns about my Novices' training and | tell you | think they are unwarranted. Any questions on my
judgment?*

I have always questioned your judgment, you super cilious ass. Swalowing the bitterness of her
sudden, intense hatred of the man, she answered. “No, Sir. However, | am concerned, Commander, that
we are placing oursalvesin danger for minimal gain. | think our best course of action isto proceed on to
the army, report the source, and let them handleit.”

"| acknowledge that recommendation, Aetria. And will go ahead with my projected plan. | don't think
the Hermanians expect an attack from anyone, becauseif they did, why would they be so foolish asto
expose asource a dl in an areawhere they think they might be attacked? That is our advantage over

them. They won't expect us."
Aetriabit her lipin frugtration. “Why not let the army handleit, Sir?"

Crusher looked in exasperation at Lieutenant Nemos. “By the time we get to the army and they return,
the source will belong gone. We arein aposition to do something about it now. | will grant you this,



Sorceress, if the source is protected as you fear, and too strong for us, then we will do asyou
recommend. The only way to determine that isto go there and look."

She knew from experience that any further discussion with Crusher would prove futile. She only nodded
her head in response.

"Good, then whilewe wait for Lieutenant Nemos' return, | have alist of preparations that need to be
made. Please see to them, Sub-Commander.”

He handed alist over to her and turned his back on them. She and the others had been dismissed
without an explanation of how fifteen Sorcerer Guards, eight Aggressors, seven lllusionists, four Hedlers,
and eleven Provisioners were going to attack a probable Hermanian sorcerers encampment. She had to
admit shewasintrigued by how he was going to do that. Asthey filed sllently out, Aetriaturned to make

onelast request.

"| request permission to go with the lieutenant. | can find the source for them faster, and can judge their
sorcerers strength better. Sorcerer Mel oses can supervise the preparations.”

He turned back to look at her, hislips pursed with displeasure for amoment, and then he smiled at her,
waving her off. “Permission denied. Y ou would only hold back the scouts. Their mission isto reconnoiter
the surrounding area, not py on the encampment. They would feel bound to protect you while you were

‘gpying,’ thusleaving them undermanned to do their redl job. No, Aetria, carry out your assigned tasks

and let mefight the battle."

* * * %

Aetriawatched with concern as the Guard Commander and two of his men galloped off to thewest in
the direction of the unknown source. Their departure left her with adozen Guardsto protect the camp. If
Nemos' probe brought aforce down on them, she would need as much reaction time as she could get.
Thiswas going to force her to position the Guard out as pickets and leave the Novicesto guard the
camp. To make mattersworse, Crusher had ordered that all Aggressors be removed from the guard duty
roster. He intended to increase their mysterious training. Thisleft her with aNovice guard force having no
offensive capability other than persona wesgpons.

She could have made up for that losswith Illusionist spells, but Crusher had denied her that also. Hewas
concerned the expenditure of Power would be sensed, and if they tried to replenish the Power expended,
that surely would be sensed. She had amost retorted that would not have been the caseif they had
stopped when she had sensed the source, but knew that would only make Crusher angry and spiteful.
She continued on her rounds in supervising the set-up of the camp.

She made her way over to the Provisioners' tents. Sorcerer Meloses saw her coming and snatched up a
sample of the gray robes they had been working on at Pleates request. He hurried over to her, moving
with surprising speed for aman as overweight as he was.

"We have had to use dyesto darken the norma Novice gray to the Hermanian color. It would have

been easier to spell new robes, but you know the Adept's orders. | am concerned we won't have dl

fifteen done by tomorrow. Thisis pure hands-on work, and | don't have enough hands! Y ou know,
Aetria, if you could spare me severa of my Provisioners, | can ensure the robes will be done on time.”

"Médoses, | have atotd of eighteen Novices available to guard the camp, with half of them on watch at
any time. Y our Provisoners make up over half of my guard force. | can't spare them!”



The Sorcerer Provisioner looked crestfalen. “ Commander Pleatesis not going to be pleased when | tell
him I'll need moretime. Themost | can hope for isthat the Lieutenant and his men take longer than

expected.”

"Look, | can't release any more Provisoners, but I'll have Novice Verdilan assign severd Hedersto
you. They have herbd skills and should be able to assst in the production of your dye baths. That should

speed things up for you."

A look of purerdief flooded Meoses ample face, and heimpulsively hugged Aetria. “ Oh, thank you
Aetria, you have saved mel"

She bore his enthusiastic hug with atired smile, then moved off, telling him shewas going to arrange his
Heder help now. He hurried back to hisworkers, exhorting them to higher efforts.

Aetriafound the Novice Hedersin their tent, holding aworried meeting. Upon her entrance, they all
jumped to their feet, Verdilan moving forward to meet her.

"Sorceress Aetria, we were just going to come over to see you. Can we talk with you now?"

"Certainly, please be seated. | cameto tell you to send two Healers over to Sorcerer Melosesto help
with the dyeing of the robes. They can assist in gathering the berries he usesto make hisdye. That can
wait until wefinish our conversation. What troublesyou?”

When she had entered, the Healers had been Sitting in acircle, heads together. Now, three of them had
positioned themselves behind Verdilan, moving their chairs so one remained opposite the Novice Hedler
leader. It looked asif they were afraid she was going to take out her anger on them after they had told
her their problem. She was redlly curious now to know what would dlicit this behavior.

"We, umm, we were coming to talk with you because we...” Verdilan's hesitation to state what he
wanted to so badly was cut through by Novice Carleena.

"Médam, we don't think we can take on the respong bility for any wounded people resulting from the fight
that is about to occur.”

Verdilan cast an angry scowl at Carleena, but that ook was tinged with relief for getting the problem ouit.
“I know that soundswrong,” he said to Aetria, “but what we are trying to say iswe do not have the skills
needed to heal severdly wounded soldiers. Our training alows us to mend ssmple broken bones, cuts,
fevers, and the like. We can attend to al manner of typica farm life health needs, including husbandry on
most animals. Birthing babies we can do. Massive traumais beyond us. Our role as Novicesisto assst
the Sorcerer and Adept healers, and to learn to do those intense healing spells.

"This... thisisbeyond our skills™"

Thehurt indl of their eyeswas, initsdf, evidence enough that they felt deeply what Verdilan had
painfully revealed. She was tempted to reflect her sympathy for their concern, but to do so might give
them cause not to try. They were expecting areprimand; giving them onewould only justify their fears.

"Y ou are the only Healers we have. Y ou have no choice but to prepare yourself for the coming battle
and do the best you can for the injured or dying. No more can be asked of you, but not caring for the
wounded is aso not expected of you. Y ou can ease their pain, provide enough healing to keep them dive
until we can get more highly trained help, and train othersto assist you in these endeavors. The



respongbility for their care restswith al of us, not just you Hedlers.

"1 can guarantee you will not be hauled before a Healer Tribunal because of awrong healing decison on
your part. But | can aso guarantee you will face atria by an army court for dereliction of duty if you
don't try. Y our choice, Novices."

"Sorceress, you misunderstood us,” Novice Dolma stammered. “We could no more not care for ailing
peopl e than we could stop breathing. We arejust afraid we will not meet the expectations of our soldiers
and our friends.”

"Y ou can do what you can do. Any other problems| can solvefor you?'

"One, and | don't know how, Sorceress,” Verdilan said. “I know you told the Commander of the danger
of grid burnout to Novices. But there couldn't be aworse time to put any of our people under pressure to
perform. Please find away to lessen thisthreat.”

"We are not committed to a battle yet, Novice Verdilan. Perhaps your worries are for naught, but if a
battle does come about, plans must be made, and | will do everything in my power to make suretherisks
are minimized. Now, assign two healersto Sorcerer Meloses and continue your preparations. Seeyou al
at evening formation.” Aetrialeft the four unhappy Hedlers and headed in the direction of her tent. Asshe

approached it, she saw Recanlin standing by the door, waiting for her. He aso was not a happy soldier.
Now what?

"| am reporting my availability for guard duty, Sub-Commander.”
"The commander has exempted al Aggressors from guard duty. | have not been told otherwise."

L ooking thoroughly rejected, Recanlin said in amorose voice, “ The commander told meto report to
you. My services are no longer required by him."

Aetriaentered her tent, beckoning the young man to follow. She sat down by her table and pointed to
the only other chair in the tent. He sat down on the edge of the chair, hisback rigid, handsfolded in his

lap.
"Do you want to tell mewhat isgoing on, Novice Recanlin?"
"Commander Pleates ordered dl of the Aggressors to meet him at the command wagon. When |

reported in with the rest, he told us we were going to ride by horseback several hours back down our
trail and continue our training in matters| am not dlowed to relate.”

"] assume that means he intends to use Power, hopefully at very low levels. So what happened?!

"He released usto get ready, and as | started to leave, he called me back and told me to report to you. |
asked why, and he told meit was none of my business, just do what | was ordered.”

Aetriafet sad for the young man. Thiswas so typical of the abruptness that made Crusher such a poor
leader. His penchant for secrecy in everything he did made working with, and for, him impossible. Being
rejected was hard enough to bear, but not knowing why madeit worse.

"l am sure hisreasons for not needing you are sound, and he knows | need help in guarding the camp.
Having an Aggressor availableto provide an offensive punch is sorely needed. | will assgn youtothe



evening shift. You will be up dl night, so you better get what rest you can now. Y ou are excused from
evening formation."

Being needed was a cure for being not wanted, but Recanlin'sface did not mirror achange from his
dg ection. She made the decision to bring this up with Crusher, even though she would probably get the
same answer he gave to Recanlin. “It'snone of your business.”

"Anything more, Novice?'
"No, Maam,” he said, standing up to leave.
"Then get somerest. You are dismissed.”
Shewatched him dump out of the tent, his head drooping, his eyes fixed on the ground.

"Yes, heisone unhappy soldier,” Aetriasaid to hersalf.

* * % %

The expectation that the Guard commander and his men would be gone at least three days turned out to
be correct. On the evening of their third day of absence, Aetriawas notified the westernmost sentries had
spotted Lieutenant Nemos and Sergeant Manelesriding hard for the camp. She signded to the sentriesto

wave them into camp, and as she made her way to the command wagon, she had to step quickly out of

the way as Lieutenant Nemos rode by at a galop. Hauling back on the reins, he jJumped from his horse
after adramatic, diding stop behind the command wagon's back entrance. He bounded up the steps and
disappeared through the door being held open by an impatient Adept Pleates.

Moments later shejoined them insde. Nemoswas just saying, “—enemy encampment, dl right. From
the number of supply and transport wagons, and by counting the number of tents, there are probably two
companies of regular army infantry, no more than ten sorcerers. Highest ranking one | saw was awoman

Aggressor, Sorcerer level. It'shard to tell since al Hermanian sorcerers wear dark gray robes, but her
sash insigniawasn't gaudy enough to be anything higher than that. The rest of the sorcererslooked like

Novicerank. Infact, | believe they are arecruit company like us. They are more heavily guarded, but

that's only because Hermanians don't have a Sorcerer Guard force like we do."

Aetriafelt Crusher's eyes on her as Lieutenant Nemos made his report. She made astrong effort not to
display any emotion about what she had just heard.

"Not entirely correct, Lieutenant,” Crusher said, shifting his eyes back to the lieutenant. “They have
Assassin units normally assgned to them. What of them?"

"Sergeant Manelesand | |eft Trooper Garles behind to watch the camp as we scouted the surrounding
areafor severd hours' ride away from the encampment. We did not find any other Hermanian troops,
Assassin or otherwise. If they are using the sorcerers as bait for atrap, then they have sacrificed their bait
since there are no support troops close enough to mount a counterattack.”

"Excdlent! Don't you agree, Sub-Commander?

Careful, Aetriatold hersdlf. “Two companies of regular infantry isa pretty heavy escort force, Sir. They
are more than a match for adozen Sorcerer Guard.”

Slapping the swesting lieutenant on the back, Crusher laughed. “Normally | would agree with you,



Aetria—not taking anything away from the lieutenant here. However, | think we have the edge with my
wegpon. Why, | think we could even handle more troops, if they have them.”

Folding her arms across her chest, Aetrialooked Crusher in the eyes, and spoke dowly, emphasizing
each word. “ At Kramornon, twenty Hermanian Sorcerer Aggressors wiped out acompany of
Demathian infantry, then died under the lances of a squadron of cavary. Y ou would have six Novice
Aggressors armed with untried wegpons do better than the Hermanians?"

Crusher folded histall body into his padded chair and put his hands behind his head, a smile spreading
across hisface. “Those untried weapons make six Novices ook like five times that many Sorcerers, and
they don't run out of Power asfast. Thisisthe perfect opportunity to test my wegpon. The sourceisthere

for thetaking, and the honor and glory in doing so belongsto us."

"Sir, if your wegpon failsfor any reason, you will have lost whoever those fifteen robes are being made
for, aswell asthe Sorcerer Guards. Even if your weapon works perfectly, it ismore likely than not that
those six Noviceswill fail. These are dso untried kids. The Power only knows how many will diefrom
grid burnout!” Looking down at Crusher, with that smirk on hisface, Aetriawanted to throttle
him—assuming Nemos didn't get to her before she could.

Using the same tone on her that she had on him, Crusher said, “I know these Novices,
Sub-Commander. | have been training them for over aweek. The amount of Power needed to initiate the
wespon is hardly more than the Power required for the hand torches the Novices make for you every
night. Thereisno risk here, Sorceress."

Aetriaremained unconvinced. Her expression or posture must have relayed that to Crusher, ashe
stopped trying to change her mind. “L ook, Aetria, | appreciate your concern for our welfare, but we are
in the army, and the army takes advantage of every chanceit can to take that fight to the enemy.”

Crusher reached out his hand, beckoning for the map Nemos held. He unrolled it on the table in front of
him, weighing down the corners with eating implements. Nemos used hisknife asa pointer ashe
explained.

"Thisisamap of the encampment and the terrain around it. They are herein aclearing among dense
brush. To their northeast and southeast are these hills. Not very tal, maybefifty feet, but you can see
their encampment very clearly from both of them. The brush iseverywhere, redly thick, but at most chest
high, except on the tops of the hillswhere there are small clearings. Here to the east iswhere the brush
ends and the forest takes over."

Drawing aline with hisfinger from the treesto the hills, Crusher asked, “How far isthis?"

Nemos closed his eyes, the better to remember the scene he had scouted a day before. Opening them,
he said, “ The distance from the trees to the hillsis maybe a hundred yards. From the hills to the edge of
the encampment clearing, maybe twenty yards. The camp sitsin asquare open field about a hundred and
fifty yards on aside. Must have been asmadl farm once. Remains of ahouse, here, on the western side of
the square. A creek runs north and south behind the house. The road they were traveling up ison the
other sde of the creek from the house. They have |eft their wagons on the road.

"It appears they had been there for aweek or more before we showed up, and it doesn't look like they
are moving any time soon. They may be waiting for another caravan to join up with them. They have
sentries up the road to the north at two to three times the normal distance of their other sentries.”



"And the source—whereisit?’ Crusher asked, staring at the map.

"] think in the house. That iswhere the sorcerers go every evening. They covered the roof with atent, so
| could not seeinto the house. These tents here next to the house are the sorcerers. The troop tents are
these to the north, east, and south of the house."

"What is your assessment of their security force?” Crusher asked the Lieutenant, till staring at the map.
“Alert or not? Veteran or recruits?

"They have no cavdry; only the officers are mounted. From the foot patrol activity we saw, they look
professiond but relaxed. Their sentries are dert and are frequently changed to keep them from becoming
bored. The soldiers spend alot of their time taking care of their equipment and resting. About half of
them have uniforms and weapons that ook very new, so overal 1'd say they are fresh troops run by
veterans. Having that many new people makes me think these are two infantry companies that have been
in abattle recently, were beat up, and have been refitted and rewarded with this guard detail .”

Aetriahad seen Crusher sareintensely at amap before. It wasn't afascination with the map; he was
making aplanin hismind. He was definitely going to make an attack on that encampment.

Crusher looked up at Nemos. “ So, if we take out the leaders, the troops might break and run if we hit
them hard enough. Do we agree, Lieutenant?"

"That isaposshbility, Sir."

Crusher pointed at the northernmost hill with hisfinger. “1 will position three Aggressor Novicesand
mysdf here. On this southern hill, the three other Aggressorswill be with Lieutenant Nemos. We will
attack the camp with firebdls, going after the officersfirst. Sorceress Aetriawill position hersdf and the
[llusionists here on the eastern edge of the clearing, between the two hills. Novice Recanlin will go with
them and attack the eastern tentswith fireballs.

"The lllusonigswill magnify the effects of hisfirebals and aso magicaly increase the apparent numbers
of the mounted Guard Platoon led by Sergeant Mandles asthey chargein from Aetrias position.”

Crusher pointed to the house. “Y our guard's objective, Lieutenant, isto get to the house, take the
source, and come back out the way they entered. Wewill cover you. Asthey try to form up, we will
continue to take out their leaders. Eventudly they will lose heart and run. Simple, but effective. What do
you think, Aetria?"

She studied the map for amoment, pretending to be thinking over the plan, but redlly to keep from
saying what abad ideait dl was. It wasasimple plan, but executing it was going to be difficult because
Crusher had placed hisleadership dl wrong. If she couldn't Stop it, she could at least make it executable.

"As| have sad, the Aggressor Novices need dl the leadership they can take. Splitting them up leaves
half without sorcerer supervision. | suggest you keep dl but two of them on the northern hill. This serves
two purposes, the first isthat you can more closaly watch them and prevent burnouts, and the second is

you can direct their fire more effectively.

"If Lieutenant Nemos and you are directing fire from separate hills, you risk attacking the same targets.
Also, Lieutenant Nemos needs to be with his men asthey charge. Once they reach the tent line, they will
be out of our sight. If the plan goes awry, Lieutenant Nemos can salvage something out of it if heisthere
to evaluate the Stuation. Recanlin, plus another Aggressor, the lllusionists, and | will take the southern hill.



With two Illusionistis working with the Aggressors, they can throw minimal fireballs at ahigher rate of fire
and dill look like animpressiveforce.

"Our firebalswill be mixed in with yours, so it will be hard not to believe they're the redl things. The
remaining lllusonistswill spell support Lieutenant Nemaos and his men. From the hill, they will be ableto
support the Guard al the way in because they will be able to see them the whole time.”

The expression on Nemos' face showed how much he preferred her plan to Crusher's. He did not want
to be left out of the fight. Crusher's expression was not so positive, but he was nodding ever so dowly.

"| agree, except you may only have Recanlin. Y our point about directing fireiswell taken and obviates
splitting the firepower. Now, we will take our transport asfar as we can go before going afoot.
Lieutenant, about how far will we have to march to get there?'

"The forest line on our side starts about four hours from here. To get through the trees will take another
sx. When do we make our attack, Sir?"'

"That depends on how well you can guide us through the trees. Can you do that at night?”
Aetriaknew that answer before Nemos said it.
"The Sorcerer Guard live for the night, Sir,” the lieutenant proudly stated.

"Then we attack at dawn. Our return path will be the same as our entry. We must be very quick to leave
the scene once we have the source. The sorcererswill be on foot, so the mounted Guard must delay any
pursuit, then follow on horseback. We will break camp at dawn tomorrow. | will hold abriefing before

we gart our marchiin. If you think of any other details, | will be here firming up the plan. Good night.”

The lieutenant quickly marched out the door. Aetriaremained standing in front of Crusher. He looked up
at her. “ Something else on your mind, Sorceress?

"l know thisis none of my business, but why was Novice Recanlin rgjected from your new wespon's
training? The young man isthoroughly discouraged and unhappy.”

Looking back down at the map, Crusher started making notes on the margin. Aetriawondered how long
shewould have to stand there before he answered. Without looking up, Crusher said, “You areright, itis
none of your business. But Snce heis now assigned to you, you inherit the problem. The young man is
unmotivated, passive, and unrdiable. His attention span is short, and he lacks the killing spirit. | cannot
have such a person controlling my weapon. When we reach the regiment, he will be assigned to specia
training to get him motivated to follow his profession. Unitil then, heisyoursto do with asyou seefit. You

aredismissed.”

Aetriawaked siffly through the door, thinking he had been unusualy civil with her, and she should be
happy. She wasn't.
CHAPTER5
Walking stooped over, Aetriaused the cover of the chest-high brush to move her squad of Novicesup

the smdl hill. She was unconcerned about discovery by Hermanian guards, as Lieutenant Nemos and his
men had aready taken them out. She had been very impressed with the speed and skill she had seen



displayed by their Guard, moving through the Hermanian guard pickets with fluid ease, leaving death in
their wake.

Nearing the crest of the hill, she hitched up both sets of robes she was wearing—the dark gray
Hermanian robe over her red Sorceress robe—and dropped to her knees, crawling out of the brush
toward the summit, keeping as low as she could. She was soon able to see over the hill and spotted the
Hermanian camp ahead and off to her right. Crusher and his Aggressors should be in position on the
small hill to her immediate right. She could seethe hill, but not them. Assuming they werethere, Crusher's
plan was now in place. Their two Sorcerer groups now flanked the Hermanian camp. The Guard assault
force, mounted on horsesin the trees behind and to her right, was poised for afrontal assaullt.

Aetriadid aquick visud check of the camp below her. The sun was still down behind the treesto her
back but was reflecting its light into the camp, making the clearing visible. Troops were moving about
dowly, most gathering around the kitchen tentsto get their ration of the morning meal. The ground
beneath her was cold from the chill of the night, and she looked down at the plethora of tiny wild flowers
that covered the hill.

What a shame! Here | amin such a beautiful spot on a gorgeous day to kill people | don't even
know or understand why.

Her somach growled alittle from the fragrant smells wafting from the Hermanian cook-fires. She turned
and motioned Recanlintojoin her.

After he had crawled up beside her, she spoketo himin alow voice. “Now, remember, keep your
firebals small and spell them at about one per thirty seconds. We are adiversion, not the main assaullt.
Jdigaand | will duplicate you to make uslook like alarger force, but thiswill only work initially because
of itsshock value. After afew moments, the Hermanianswill notice dl the Aggressorsin our group move
and spell together. We will also enhance your firebal's effects, but unfortunately, we can only makeit
look worsethanit actudly is"

The excitement in his eyeswas evident. Recanlin was keyed up, ready for hisfird fight. “Mere puffs of
flame. | understand, Sorceress.”

"Fine, now take some dow, deep breaths and calm down. Y ou must exercise alot of control, Novice.
Don't lose control and burn out. It isfatal for Aggressors!”

"Y es, Madam. Please stop fretting, Sub-Commander. | won't let the company down.”

"Fretting? | am speaking from experience, Recanlin. Y ou may be wdl taught, but | am sure your
teachers have never stood on the battle line and faced the rush of emotions you are about to fed. You
know how to control—just don't forget it in the heat of bettle.”

Movement on the hill to her right drew her attention away from Recanlin. Crusher and his Aggressors,
a so dressed in Hermanian robes, had stood up. He raised his staff in the signdl for attack. Aetriasprang
to her feet and ordered the Illusionist to her side. Recanlin stood dowly, dropping into concentration in
preparation for casting.

"It begins now, Novices. For the Order and the king!"

* * % %

The guard silently rode out of the trees and moved as quickly asthey could force their horses through the



brush toward the camp. Tracilus and the other three Illusionists supporting them doubled their numbers.

When the Guard's line broke out of the brush, they spurred their horsesinto acharge, raisng achilling

war cry. The Hermanian troops sitting around the morning cook fires jumped up, dropped their plates,
and rushed to grab their spears stacked nearby.

Crusher pointed his s&ff at the milling mass of soldiers, and the Aggressorsfollowed hisdirection. The
fireballsthat shot forth from their staffs dammed into the men and dozens fell screaming to the ground,
their bodies aflame from the intense heet of thefirebdls.

Aetriawas shocked by the destruction. She now knew why Recanlin was so horrified by the mysterious
daffs. The Hermanian troops wavered, many faling back in fear. Recanlin'sfirgt fireball shot forth toward
their right flank, and Aetrialost track of the battle for afew moments as she directed an enhancement
spdll. Hisfirebal exploded amongst the panicking men, killing no one but adding greetly to the confusion
of the battle. The Hermanian officersfrantically urged their troopsinto formation, and it cost the officers
their liveswhen Crusher'sfirebal fell upon them. Lieutenant Nemos' platoon was hdfway acrossthe
clearing when the second company of Hermanians rushed onto the scene. With their fellow troopers at

their backs, the first company gained courage and surged back toward the oncoming Guards.

Aetria ordered Recanlin to dow down hisfiring rate. He was sweeting profusdly, and hiseyes were
shockingly wide open. Whether it was from fear or horror of hisactions, or excitement she didn't know.
She returned her attention to the battle. In her direct vision she saw a platoon of Hermanians, apparently

part of their rear reserve troops, rush towardstheir hill.

"That'sit,” sheyelled to her troops. She ordered Tracilusand hislllusoniststo cast their final
spell—creating an imaginary Guard platoon that stood up from the brush at the base of their hill and
charged at the oncoming reserve. When they had done so, she told him to retreat down the hill and

withdraw to the assembly area.

Aetrialooked back at the rea Guard asthey closed on the Hermanians, and from the corner of her
eyes, she caught the brilliant flash of an explosion amongst the Aggressors. Three more explosions
quickly followed, and the Aggressors holding the exploding staffs were vaporized. In ablink of an eye,
four Aggressor Novices had died horribly. The remaining two were dowly picking themsalves up, badly
shaken by the nearby blasts. Crusher hand waved them to retreat behind him. He signaled to hisbugler to
sound recall, ordering Lieutenant Nemosto break off the attack.

The Hermanians sensed victory. They mounted a countercharge after the retreating guard. Crusher
spdled ahugefirebdl, nearly depleting his Adept level Power. It met the main body of the Hermanians
and they gave up pursuit, no longer sure of what they werefacing.

Appalled by the turn of events, Aetriasuddenly became conscious of Novice Recanlin's warning shout.
Sheturned quickly to find the Hermanian reserve, encouraged by the reversas of the battle, charging up
the hill towards them. Theimaginary Guard had had no effect on them at al. She shouted for him to flee

and gtarted athick smoke spell in her mind to cover their retreat. Before she could deliver it, ahuge
firebal exploded amongst the reserve, hdting their charge. Shelost her spell thought and turned in horror
to look at the source of the blast—Recanlin, now lying flat on his back.

Aetriarushed over to Recanlin, her heart sinking with the image her eyes were feeding her mind. She
knelt next to the fallen Novice and felt gently for a pulse she knew was not there. Recanlin'sforehead
was gone. The back-blast of the grid burnout had exploded in his mind and exited in the direction his

firebal had been sent.



"Oh, Recanlin, how foolish and brave."

Behind her, the hiss of asword being drawn from its scabbard made her turn quickly. Lieutenant Nemos
stood severa paces away, his eyesfixed on her. He beckoned with the sword, motioning her to move
towards him. As she stood to comply, she was startled by acry from behind her.

"Coleni, brachdadias!"
She doveto her right, and dropped with aroll, jumping to her feet. The dagger blurred from her hand.

The crash of alightning bolt roaring past her dmost spoiled her aim, but the deadly missile dammed into
the chest of the Hermanian Novice Aggressor, killing him ingtantly. Aetriawhirled to look at Nemos,
shocked to see the man down on his knees, his head lowered to the ground. His attempt to jump clear of
the bolt had not completely succeeded. She rushed to him.

"Can you walk, Lieutenant? The Hermanian reserveis attacking.”

Nemos shook his head, trying to clear hismind. He looked up at Aetriaand swept her feet out from
under her with akick. She crashed to the ground in front of him. He picked up his sword, and stood up.
“Kill you!"

Aetriagasped out, “No! Nemos, it'sme, Aetrial”

The Guard Commander stepped over her and raised his sword. Aetriawatched in disbelief. How stupid
for Crusher to insist they wear Hermanian robes! Was sheto die, mistaken for aHermanian
sorcerer?

"Kill you!” he croaked and stabbed downward. Sherolled to her left, bardly evading the sword's point
that rammed into the dirt beside her. As hejerked the sword back, preparing to swing at her instead of
stabbing, she heard the hiss of an arrow fly past her head and watched it blossom from Nemos' throat.
Assherolled moreto her Ieft, down the hill, she caught glimpses of a score more shafts bouncing off his
leather armor, but many burying themsalvesin his exposed flesh. As he turned to face the Hermanian
sguad of soldiers rushing him, he looked like a practice target doll, festooned with arrows. He staggered
towards the soldiers. Aetriaturned and fled into the brush.

Assheran, Aetriaripped her dark gray Hermanian robe off. She thanked the Power she had had the
forethought to order her group of Novicesto wear their actual robes undernesth the Hermanian disguise.
Thered of her robes did not blend well in the darker greens of the woods, but she preferred the risk of
being seen over that of dying by mistaken identity, as she had just narrowly avoided doing.

Aetria paused her flight for amoment, listening to the sounds of the forest. She did not hear anything
behind her. Either the Hermanians had given up the chase, or they were as skilled as the Sorcerer Guard
was. Fromin front of her, she heard twigs snapping and muffled curses—some female. She moved
cautioudy in that direction. In afew minutes, she found the remnants of her Novices. Her gppearancein
the midst of the Novices brought yells of joy and shrieks of fear.

"Power, Sorceress, you scared the life out of me!™

"Jdista, and the rest of you, keep your voices down! | could hear you a hundred paces away. Now,
cam down. | don't think our pursuers are that close, but you can be sure they are after us."



Tracilus |ooked back down their trail which wasfairly obvious despite their effortsto avoid leaving one.
He came over to Aetriaand put hisarm on hers, tugging her away from the othersfor amoment. “1 can't
tell you how much your return meansto me, Sorceress. I'm afraid an ordered retrest turned into arout,
despite my leadership. Thank the Power you are back."

Aetriaput her arms on his shoulders and gave him alittle shake. “Y ou did fine, Tracilus. Y ou kept them
together and moving away from the enemy. If it had been arout, my lllusionistswould be scattered in al
directions and probably captured or killed by now."

Turning back to the rest of the Novices who now stood quietly as ordered, watching the two of them,
Aetriaissued orders. “ Take off the Hermanian robes. Quickly! Hide them as best you can in the bushes.
When we run into the Guard pickets securing the return path to the Company, | don't want us killed,
mistaken for the enemy.”

The Novices did as bade, grateful to be doing something other than fleeing, glad to be under orders
agan.

"Sorceress Adtria,” Jalista asked in asubdued voice, “Novice Recanlin, ishe—"

"Dead? Y es. He gave hislife throwing that fireball, and thus saved ours. Honor his memory, Novices,
and the memories of the other Aggressorswho died. Inhestia has paid dearly today."

Aetriadid not speak her next thought. Her heart ached for the loss of so many young sorcerers—and for
what purpose? Crusher's vaunted wespon was flawed. Before they exploded, he may have been proving
they could work, but something must have gone wrong. What had he gained from their losses? No
enemy source. No victory to clam over the enemy. Nothing to give back to the Order, or the army, for

theliveslog.

"All ready to go? Good. Does anyone know which way to go?"

The Novices looked sheepishly at each other. They had been fleeing away from the enemy, but not
necessarily towards anything. Aetriawas glad they had ingtinctively fled in the right direction.

"Poor assumption on my part, Novices. | thought you knew you were going in the right direction. Next
time you go into battle, pay attention to theway in. Asyou have learned today, you may haveto go out in
ahurry. Follow me, and try not to make so much noise.”

* * k* %

Sliding down an embankment, Aetriaand her Novices burst through a hedge and abruptly came faceto
face with a squad of four Sorcerer Guard, arrows notched into bow strings and pointed at the sorcerers.
Aetriacaled out the password to the squad's leader. “Inhestia, Sergeant.”

The sergeant’s response was to pull back hisarrow and aim at Aetrias heart. His men followed hislead.
“Inhestia, Sergeant Maneles. It'sme, Sorceress Aetrial™

Aetriafet completely helplessfor the second time that day. There was no possibility of spelling them out
of danger. She would be dead before she could toss a spell. She awaited the arrow, knowing that even
with her Tierian Thief training, she might dodge it, but would die by the sword that followed. Sergeant
Manees dowly lowered his bow, gently releasing the tension on the bowstring. Aetrias tension seemed
to flow out of her body at the same speed the feathers of the arrow gpproached the handgrip of the bow.
Her knees wanted to buckle, and she tightened her musclesto keep herself from collgpsing in front of the



Guard.
"Any pursuit, Sub-Commander?"
"Nonethat | can detect, Sergeant.”

"Guard Bdtes, you and Garles remain to make sure. We will leave the horses for you to follow us and
will proceed to the wagons on foot.” Sergeant Maneles gestured for the sorcerersto follow the point
Guard, who was moving off quickly towards the east. The sergeant moved up beside Aetria, touching her
arm and dowing his pace so the others moved ahead. In alow, quiet voice he spoke to her.

"l wastold the Hermanians would attempt to penetrate our rear guard by impersonating you and the
Novices. | was aso told to expect they would know the password, asit was very likely you had been
captured and tortured to reved it. My orders were to shoot first.”

Shaken, Aetriaamost stopped to stare at the sergeant, but his urging hand on her elbow kept her
moving. “ So, why didn't you, Sergeant?"

Maneles had been scanning the area continuoudy asthey walked. He fixed his eyes on her facefor a
moment, adight smile on hisface. “ Three reasons, Sorceress. Thefirg isthat | wastold you would bein
Hermanian robes. The fact you weren't sopped me for a second. How would the Hermanians know to
get Demathian uniforms and clothe their impostors with them? The second is that you knew my name.
That isapiece of information the Hermanians would probably not try to torture out of you. Who would
think to ask for the name of arear guard leader? Lastly, Novice Jdistaisfrom my village and was
unconscioudy making our warding gesture. | could not make mysdlf kill you—despite my orders. You
had to be our sorcerers.”

"l am most glad you went against your orders, Sergeant. Who gave you those orders?
"Adept Pleates, Maam.”

Aetriadid stop thistime. The sergeant stopped beside her, his anxiety building with the delay. “When did
he give you these orders, Sergeant?’

Maneles paused in his scanning and looked directly at her. “ As he and the surviving Aggressors passed
through my squad. The commander wasriding Lieutenant Nemos' horse. He told me he had sent
Lieutenant Nemos after you, and if the lieutenant was not with your squad when you showed up, then |
wasto kill al. Hetook two of our horsesfor the wounded Novices, and they rode off for the wagons.”

"Lieutenant Nemas died defending me from an attacking Hermanian force. That leaves you in charge of
the Guard, Sergeant.”

Hisface momentarily showed hisdismay a hearing the news. He quickly regained his composure.
“Perhaps not for long, Maam, when the commander sees | have disobeyed his orders. | am sorry to hear
about the lieutenant, Maam. He was one of the best commanders| have ever had.”

They started after the others who had moved on out of sight.

Dreading the answer, Aetriamanaged to ask the sergeant in acalm voice, “Who were the Novices that
Commander Plestes had with him?"



The sergeant pressed her to walk faster. “ The commander said Novices Grivel, Idona, Moldos, and

Elina had died under the counter assault by the Hermanian sorcerers. Novices Fernoniaand Belanar

were burned, but able to move on their own. They looked badly shaken. It must have been aterrible
bombardment they took."

Aetrias heart sank. She thought about never seeing Elinas graceful dance again and mourned the loss.
Five Aggressors dead—and for what? And what was this counterattack by the Hermanian sorcerers?
The only one she had seen was dead with her knifein his heart.

"It was terrible, Sergeant. Do not worry about being replaced. | will ensure Commander Pleates does
not punish you or your men for disobeying those orders. His caution was well taken, for we certainly
were wearing Hermanian robes erlier, and spells of imitation arewd |l within any Illusonigt's skills. | can
only thank the Power for Novice Jalista's country girl beliefs.

"Y es, who could know when one's belief can save alife, Sorceress?"

The two quickened their pace to catch up with the rest of the party.

* k *x %

The Guards Beltes and Garles rode up behind Aetriaand her squad at amost the same time they reached
the assembly point. The point Guard, Prostos, had aerted the four-man squad of Guards left behind at
the clearing of their coming, and they were aready on horses when the footsore Illusionists | eft the trees.
Aetrialooked around and saw only the tracks of their wagons leading away from the edge of the forest.
Crusher had |eft the horses he had borrowed behind. He must have decided that, if the lllusionists did
make it back to the assembly area, they would have to ride double with their escort. At least she gave
him credit for that thought.

Asthe Novices were assisted up behind the Guards, she asked what Beltes and Garles had seen.

Garles|ooked at Beltes, who motioned with his head to tell hisfellow Guard to make the report. “No
movement of any kind in our direction, Sub-Commander. If | had been the enemy, | would be swarming
all over us by now. We even rode to the edge of the trees near the hills. We could see movement on the

top of the hills clearings—looked like sorcerers, but we did not try to get any closer. Only movement we
saw in the encampment was striking of tents. | bet the commander'slast firebal convinced them we were
too powerful."

"We till should leave here as soon aswe can, Sorceress,” Sergeant Mandes urged. He had brought
over Lieutenant Nemos' horse as the two Guards were briefing her. “We should caich thewagonsin a
couple of hours, even riding double. Can't say | am sorry about the lack of pursuit, but | still think itis
very odd thereisn't any. Maybe Garlesis correct.”

After she had mounted, he sgnded with hisarm, sending the Guard moving away from the assembly
areaat atrot. The Novice lllusionists hung on as best they could.

* k% k %

Thearriva of thelllusonists at the wagon caravan was heralded by the rear Guard element asthe nine
mounts of the riders cantered into sight. Pleates must have been so concerned about a counterattack that
he refused to stop the wagons until Aetriarode up alongside his command wagon and yelled to him that
there was no pursuit. As the wagons braked to a stop, the Novices poured out of their transport and
rushed to meet their [llusonist brethren. Their reunion was much more emotiond than the public one
between Aetriaand Crusher. He pointed into his command wagon with ajerk of his head and



disappeared into itsinterior. Aetriarode to the back of the command wagon and dismounted. Shetook a
moment to smooth her robe, collecting her thoughts before walking up the rear steps of the wagon. She
didn't bother to announce her presence.

He douched back in his chair, his eyesfixed on her as soon as she entered. Hisface was blank, devoid
of any expression. If he had any welcomefor her, it didn't show.

"Lieutenant Nemos was not among your group.”

"No, Sir. Heis dead—xkilled while | made my escape from the hill. He took alightning bolt from an
enemy Aggressor, and while able to get to hisfeet, was badly disoriented. | attempted to help him flee,
but he mistook me for aHermanian and attacked me. Before he could shake off the confusion, he was hit
multiple times by arrows. As| escaped, | saw him turn to face an oncoming squad of infantry. | assumed
he waskilled by them, if he wasn't dead aready from the arrows.” Her report of Nemos' degth elicited
only afrown from Crusher.

"l sent him to get you and the Novices back safely. That was hismission. Thefact you did so without his
help does not override hisfailure in that mission. How did you makeit through the Guards without his
presence? | know | ordered them to kill anyone following us who was not escorted by Nemos. His
appearance could have been imitated as well, but the Guards have silent recognition sgnasonly they
know and would never divulge under torture.

The lack of compassion for hislieutenant's death, and any concern for possibly causing theirs, did not
surprise Aetriaat dl. Shefdt only disgust that his main concern was the disobedience of hisorders by the
rear Guard. But she had foreseen that.

"Ironicaly, there are other sgnal's Sergeant Maneles understood. Novice Jdlista unconscioudy made
warding signs as she faced the Guard's arrow, and he recognized them. Only afellow villager would
have. Otherwise, we dl would have been killed. Y our caution is understandable, Sir, but it could have
cost you seven more lives.”

"Wewill discussthat topic later, Sub-Commander. Thisis not the time or the place. Get your company
back into their transport and the Guard organized to protect us from the rear. Just because you don't
think thereisany pursuit does not mean there won't be. We will drive through the night to get asfar as
possible away from the Hermanians. After that, | will determine whether we need to take further
precautions.”

Aetriaturned to leave. Crusher stopped her before she had a chance.

"And Sub-Commander, | do not want you to talk to anyone, including the staff and Novices, about the
new weapons or the battle. Thisisaforbidden topic of conversation until 1 release you to speak of it.
Understood?’

"Yes, Sr.” Aetrialeft the command wagon.

* * k* %

Crusher's plan for the evening did not come about. They had just reached the original road they had been
traveling north on, when one of the forward pickets rode back to inform Aetriathat a squadron of
Demathian cavary was coming down the road towards them. She had him report the same to Crusher,
while she rode forward to meet them. Asthey came into sight, she could see the red robe of a Sorcerer
beside their commander. Asthey came closer, she could seeit was awoman, Haista, her former



Company commander.

The shock of seeing afriendly face dmost made Aetriacry in rdlief. She settled for afrantic arm wave of
recognition and rode at agallop to greet her. The squadron commander, awide grin on hisface, hated
his troops while the two women dismounted and rushed to hug each other. Asthe lead transport reached
their position, the commander sighted Pleates in the aft-most command wagon and rode to meet him.

Thearriva of afull squadron of cavalry changed Crusher's mind abouit riding through the night. The
commander of the squadron, Gantnos, offered to escort the wagons north until they had reached the
sguadron's base. From there to the army's encampment was another two days.

The squadron even escorted the wagons north for several more miles until they reached a crossroads
with alarge field besideit. Aetria asked the handsome cavary commander where theroad led, asit
appeared to head into Hermania. Hetold her it did indeed, but was no longer traveled because of the
war. Aetriathanked him and ordered Sergeant Maneles to secure the areawhile she set in motion the
now-normal routine of camping for the night.

* * % %

"You're pregnant!”
"Aetria, you makeit sound like | have adisease.”
"But, but—"

"But why am | till in the army? The Corps desperately needs sorcerers. | cannot use the Power, but |
can still command those who can.”

Aetriaushered Hdista over to one of thetwo chairsin her tent and al but pushed the older woman into
it. She waslooking around for a cushion to put behind her when Halistawaved her away and told her to
st down hersdlf. Aetria poured two wines and brought one over to her friend before sitting down as
ordered. Aetriahad canceled al evening classes and study to give thetired and battle-shocked Novices
alonger night's rest. She was spending the precious time with Halista, her first and only commander, and
friend.

"Y ou answered aquestion | was going to ask, Halista, but not the one | wastrying to. Let metry again.
Who isyour life-mate, and when did you make the decison?”’

Halistalaughed heartily; she always had had a happy disposition. “Why, excuse me, Sorceress Aetria. |
assumed you were gill the serious professiona who saw al thingsin relation to thearmy. | didn't think
you would focus on such minor matters as life-mates. But since you asked, he is Commander
Gantnos—you know the grinning fool | was riding with. Such awonderful man, and so easily led. Don't
tel hismen that!"

Aetriasipped her wine and felt more relaxed than she could remember. The things she missed most were
pleasant conversations with caring people.

"Heis very handsome, and young to be acommander. How did you meet him? We weren't allowed to
associate with the real troopswhen | last served under your command.”

"That was the old days. My, you have been out of touch, Aetria. Right after you left, the sorcerer
companies were broken up into smaller support units. Each support group was assigned to an infantry



regiment. Theideawas to provide the regiments with a cadre of Aggressors, Illusionists, Provisioners,
and Healers till under sorcerer command, that would respond to the needs of the regiment in their area
of the battle. Rushing companies of sorcerers back and forth to meet thrests was proving to be too hard.

"l was assigned to the 5th Support Company asits commander. The regiment | supported, the Albetlor
Loyals, named after the Gem Guildtown that raised the regiment, was the same one Gantnos' cavary
sguadron belonged to. After three years of fighting side by side, and with each other, we decided to
combine our efforts and took the vow."

Aetriawas astounded by the news. “Y ou mean we are under the command of non-sorcerers and
subject to their whims?'Y ou live with non-sorcerersin ther units?”

Shaking her head, Halistawagged afinger at Aetria. “Y ou were not listening, Sorceress. | said we were
il under sorcerer command. The commander of the support company advises the regimental
commander on dl things magica and participatesin planning the defense and offense of the regiment. We
are till bound to take orders from the sorcerer regiment in the event the Hermanians try a concentrated
attack by sorcerers which they haven't yet.

"Theregimental commander, Adept Pleates, still reviewsal plans concerning sorcerers and gpproves
them, but he has | eft the daily offices of Hedler, Provisioner, and lllusionist pretty much done. He hasan
iron hand on the Aggressors, though. That is histrue power base, and we al know that. And no, we
don't live with the units we support. We still are encamped by oursalves becauseit isalot easier to
protect one group of sorcerersthan it is over ten companies.”

"I anglad | learned thisnow, s0 | can re-educate the Novices. What brought about the change?"

"After the Saphradean campaign, the regimental commanders began to agitate for more control of the
entire battle. Onein particular, Alenso Mythrian, held alot of sway in thewar councils.”

"Y ou meanthe Generd Mythrian?'
"Y es. He became aforce to consider four years ago, and of course, now heisthe commanding genera..”
"Doen't sound like he likes the sorcerer regiment if heistrying to break it gpart.”

Halista thought about her response for amoment. “No, | don't think that iswhat heistrying to do. It
drikes methat heis not comfortable with the way spdl warfareisfought and istrying to figure out a
better way to do it. He and Adept Pleates are in constant opposition to each other over that issue.
Otherwise, heleaves us done and takes our counsdl, abeit reluctantly.”

"Which doesn't explain why you are Sitting in my tent, pregnant, with alife-mate who is probably
anxioudy awaiting your return to histent.”

"Oh, you are s0 right about anxious. Heis more of aworrier than you are, Aetria, and that issaying a
lot. Well, thereason | am hereistwo monthsago | concelved. Thiswas perfect timing on my part as
Gantnos' unit was posted to the border for guard duty. | was transferred out of the 5th to the 10th
Support Company, which takes care of al the army units protecting the Delmathian western border with
Hermania. Oursisone of the few units not encamped with the Sorcerer Regiment. We arebilleted ina
fortress on the border about aday's march north of here.”

"Along with Gantnos.”



"Yes, very cozy. Anyway, aweek ago | detected source use on the Hermanian side of the border, south
of our pogition. | sent word to the regiment who gave ordersto keep track of it, but do nothing. They
would send out apatrol to investigate. Gantnos doubled his patrols, but as the source wasin Hermania,
we were not about to cross the border and upset the balance of things. Our armies are fighting the war;
we don't need to worry the populace with raids. That'sajoke, Aetria.”

"Sorry | didn't laugh; it makes too much senseto me.”

Hdistasighed. “One of my earliest concerns for you was that you were too serious for one so young.
Y ou need to laugh more, Aetria. But we will talk about changing you later. Two days ago, another
cavalry squadron arrived and relieved the Sth of garrison duty. We intended to ride south this morning to
ensure nothing was happening on our side of the border. Around morning medl, | detected alot of Power
use. Weimmediately saddled up and started south. And found you, the cause of the commotion. Careto
tell me about it?'

"l can't. Crusher has me under avow of silence until we reach thearmy.” Aetriagot up and began
pacing.

"Still pacing when you worry, | see. Y ou must be under alot of tension, my girl. If it has something to do
with what happened back there, then | understand. The commander will make hisreport, and | will not
have to do one myself. Someday, when you can talk about it, we shdl talk. In the meantime—" Haista

got up and intercepted Aetriain her pacing, giving the young Sorceress afirm hug. “Have | told you how

big you have grown?'

Returning the hug tentatively, afraid to disturb the growing child in her old commander'swomb, Aetria
laughed. “1 have not, Sorceress.”

"Oh, yes, you have. Y ou weretdl when | first knew you, but weighed next to nothing when | carried you
off the battlefield a Saphradea dung over my shoulder. Now, you have such big musclesfor a
woman—you must have worked out very hard at your Tierian exercises. And look at you. My, you have
filled out very nicdly. | am surprised Crusher is not hanging around your tent al thetime.”

"Crusher has shown no interest in meever.”

"Not true. When you firgt joined the regiment, | remember him giving you alot of attention. | suppose
you aretoo old for him now. Helikes young girls, so | have heard. Y our main competition is probably his
focus of attention.”

"l remember his attention as astrong desire on his part to make me fedl degraded and stupid dl thetime.
And what do you mean by ‘my competition,” Halista?'

"Theyoung Aggressor Novice, the one with the burns.”

Aetriafdt atwinge of guilt about Fernonia. When she had visited with the two Novice Aggressorsin the
Hesdling tent shortly after calling ahdt for the day, Fernoniawas fussing at Verdilan's treetment of her
burns. Belanar only looked away, uncomfortable at the display. The verba abuse Fernoniawas piling on
the heartsick Hedler was caused more by her unhappiness with the loss of her hair than by her wounds
which were minor.

The nearness of the exploding staff's blast had singed dl the hair from her head, and she waswailing



about her marred beauty. All the assurances to the contrary were lost on her. Aetriatook adifferent
tack; shetold Fernoniathat at least she was dive to complain. Fernoniacoldly told her shewas dive
because she had not been stupid like her friends. The tongue-lashing Aetriahad given her for her lack of
outward grief did nothing to change the Aggressor's mind, but at least it made Aetriafed better at the
time. As Aetriahad stormed out of the Healing tent, she reminded Fernonia and Belanar not to talk to
anyone about the mission.

"Y ou mean, Fernonia."

"Y es, such abeautiful young woman, and what an exciting figure she has. But you have onething she
doesn't, Aetria”

"And what isthat, Haiga?"

Laughing, Halista gave her acoy amile. “Hair. Goodnight, Aetria, we will have along chat during our
ride north together."

* * % %

Taking advantage of the senior Sorceress experience, and maybe trying to ease her ride on the way
back, Aetriataked Haigtainto riding in the trangport wagons and giving the Novices an update on what
army life waslike nowadays. The day passed pleasantly enough, and their arriva at the fortress brought
with it the blessings of red facilities, ahearty medl, and the security of four walls around them. It would

have been an idyllic timefor Aetria, if she had not received asummons from Crusher after the evening
medl. She gpproached his quarters with dread.

Guard Garleswas at his post by the door to Crusher's room when Aetriaarrived. He announced her
presence, and a muffled command to enter greeted her as she walked through the door. Pleates was
standing by the narrow window looking out over the battlements of the fortress toward the south. Aetria
stopped mid-room, waiting for himin respectful slence.

The lighting in the room was poor enough she had a difficult time seeing Crusher. Hisdark purple Adept
robe hid his body from the light of the flickering candles on his desk, hisface amost a disembodied white
blur floating six feet off the ground. When he turned to look at her, she thought for amoment that she saw

sadnessin his eyes—then nothing. His voice coming out of the darknesswasflat, expressionless.

"When | left Inhestial had seven Aggressors, now | have two. | am sorry | did not adequately judge the
strength of the Hermanians' sorcerers, relying on the advice of my Guard officer instead of determining it
myself. This mistake has cost me dearly. But the lives of my Aggressors were not wasted, Aetria. We
may not have achieved our objective of securing the source, but we gained afar greater victory over the
enemy by proving the value of my wegpons. Y es, we al should be proud of what we accomplished.”

Aetriaadmost wanted to make abland comment in agreement with him, just to be out of his presence.
She had not come to argue with him, but he just didn't seem to understand what had really occurred.

"Sir, | was not looking directly at your position when the explosions hit you, but from the corner of my
eyel did not see any traces of firetrailsfrom fireballs coming from the Hermanian camp. | think those
explosions came from the affs the Noviceswere holding.”

Expecting ragein return, Aetriawas surprised by the camness of his response. “Y ou saw what you
could see, Aetria. Asyou said, you weren't looking directly at us. I, however, wasin direct line with the
incoming fireballs and barely able to shout awarning before they hit. Fernoniaand Belanar managed to



drop to the ground and save themselves, but the rest were caught up in the intensity of the fight and
bravely kept up their fire to the end. They will be rewarded for their vaor."

She could not answer his camness with her own.Was he so blinded by his belief in his secret project
that he wouldn't even acknowledge truth when it was spoken?

Her exasperation wasrevealed in her voice. “ Those fireba ls were too intense to be even thrown by a
sorcerer. They were more of awhite flash than anormal sun'sglow. Y our return fireball that stopped the
charge was bigger, with your full power of an Adept behind it, and it was not as bright asthe onesthat
killed the Novices. Those could not have been spelled by the Hermanians.”

"Aetria, your emotiona outpouring just now isaresult of your sorrow over theloss of your friends from
Inhestia, not the observation of a detached senior officer who hasreviewed the facts. | have talked with
Fernoniaand Belanar, and they agreed with what | saw. | have talked with the Novice Illusionistsin your
party and they agreed with my observation of what happened. Y ou aone have put forth the mistaken
view the attack on my position was not made by enemy sorcerers.”

"Y ou asked young officers with no experience in battle what they saw, and they told you what you
wanted to hear. They were scared stiff, confused, and in two cases, injured. And yet you take their
evauation over mine when | have had over ayear's front line experience? Y our wegpons are dangerous,
Adept Pleates. The only thing proven wasthat they kill the user.”

Walking out of the shadows by the window, Crusher moved to the chair behind his desk and sat down.
His expession was frozen, hislipsahard straight line above his chin. “Y ou will writeafull report of your
observations, Sub-Commander, and | will submit it to the genera, along with those of the Novices and,
of course, my own. | caution you to leave out emotiona claptrap and stick to what you saw. The generd
dealswith facts, not opinion.”
"l will gladly do so, Sir."
"And you are ill under avow of slence, dong with dl other company personnd, until further notice.
The existence of my weaponsis not to be known outside of the few who aready know. These wespons,
when produced in sufficient quantity, will be the turning point of thewar."

Aetriafound her exasperation turning to disbelief. The man just won't quit . Maybe she should report
theincident to Trelana.

"In case you are not convinced of my judtification for attacking the Hermanians, | am also sending a copy
of al reportsto the Council. They will be most interested in them.”

At last, he had gonetoo far. “ The Council will be interested?
"Certainly. When | spoke with them last, they approved my plan.”
"Y ou spoke with the Council? Only Magi have a voice on the council.”

That horrid smile of his appeared on hisface. “ Asthe Senior Sorcerer Regiment commander, | have
access to the Council. Asfor spesking before them, | am a Mage candidate and have that right.”

A Mage candidate? “How can you be a Mage candidate? Y ou have not studied beyond the Adept
level. Y ou have not advanced your magic beyond...” She stopped, the image of the Aggressorswielding



the staffs flashing into her mind. “ The staffs—you are using them to promote your candidacy?'

"l am not promoting anything, Sorceress. But yes, the saffs are the judtification. In time of war,
adjustments may have to be made to our advancement procedures. Thisisnot my reasoning, but the
Counail's"

She was stunned.

"When you have gained enough experiencein war, as| have, Aetria, then maybe your view of the
significance of my weapon will change,” Crusher continued. “Until then, leave weighty decisionsto those
who are trained to make them. | am in the midst of writing ordersfor the transfer of thisrecruit
company's personnd into the army on our arrival. | will issue these orders then. Keep my candidacy to
Mage to yoursdlf and write that report tonight. Any questions, Sub-Commander?"

Too mad to talk, Aetriaresponded with a shake of her head. Crusher waved her away, dismissing her
like aservant.

* * % %

Their arriva at the army’'s encampment was exciting for the Novices, and it made Aetrias heart fill with
pride. Thiswasthe army she had such fond memories of, the one shetried to train her Novicesfor. They
spent their time riding through the busy streets of the tent-city gawking at the furious activity that typifies
al military operations. The Novices were too busy seeing everything to note, as she quickly did, that the
usua overworked bureaucracy had fouled up their passage through the camp, mistaking them for a
supply wagon train and directing them to the wrong destination.

By thetime she had straightened out the mess, they rolled into the sorcerer regiment enclave two hours
later than they should have. Darkness was fdling across the assembly areain the middle of the regiment's
tents as their wagons braked to a hdt.

Asthey jumped down from the wagons, acry of “fresh blood” resounded from the gathering crowd, and
it seemed asif dl the available sorcerers converged on the wagons to see who had arrived. The wagons
were soon surrounded by amilling assemblage of bodies, with cries of recognition from various
Inhestiartrained sorcerers seeing friends and relatives amongst the new arrivals. Aetria spotted adozen
sorcerers she had helped train over the past four years, but she did not see any of her old company. The
noise of the crowd was rising by the moment when it was cut by the loud voice of Sergeant Maneles
announcing the appearance of Crusher. Silence crashed down upon the areg, adl eyesturning to seethe
regimental commander emerge from his command wagon.

"Y ou people have duties to attend to. | suggest you get at them. Sub-Commander Aetria, get the
company in formation, then come pick up their orders. | want order restored in this encampment now!"

The swishing of robes rubbing against rapidly moving legs was the immediate response to Crusher's
order. Barely discernible, amoaned warning rippled outward from the retreating sorcerers.

"He has returned.”

AsAetriafaced about to cal her Novicesinto their final formation, she found them standing respectfully
in position aready. She nodded her approval and proceeded to Crusher's wagon.

"Here aretheir orders. Yoursisontop.” He pushed a pile of paper across histable. She reached out
and took the first one off the pile. In his sweeping handwriting were the words: * Sorceress Aetria



Menhaais hereby assigned to the 5th Support Company of the First Sorcerer Regiment. She will report
to Acting Sorceress Wilminafor duties as Sub-Commander.”

"Acting Sorceress Wilmina? Wilminawas a Novice who reported to my squad during the Sgphradean
campaign. By the Power, how did she ever make Sorceress?’ Aetrialooked up from the orders, her
eyes not believing what she had just read.

Crusher's smilewas back on hisface. “1 told you savera nights ago that the promotion process had been
adjusted by the circumstances of the war. While you were sitting on your buitt for the last four years
getting the formd training you prize so much, shewasfighting in the front lines”

"Sir, you were the one who ordered meto Inhestia after my burnout. Y ou sponsored me for Sorcerer

candidacy ayear earlier than normad. It was because of you that | sat on my butt getting trained these

past four years!” Her voice had been rising throughout her tirade, and she just managed to dampen it
down by the time she reached the part concerning where she had sat.

"Y our point, Sorceress?"

"l am afully trained Sorcerer with over ayear'sarmy experience. | should not be pendized for training |
was ordered to take."

Crusher stood and walked around the table. He stood so close that to look up into hisface would have
hurt her neck, so she stared at his abominable Adam's apple, wanting to dash into it with her teeth.

He kept hisvoice very low, whispering into her left ear. “1 am taking areal chance on assigning you to
anything, my dear. Y our mentor may say you arefit for duty, but I am not totally convinced of that. Y ou
will serve under Sorceress Wilminauntil you have proven you can control the Power—and your temper.

If you can do that, then | will assign you to the position you could have had if you had not lost control."

He moved away and returned to his seet. He resumed hisformer tone. “Y ou are not being penalized for
that training, Sorceress. Y ou are being reoriented to the new method of operations for our Sorcerer
forces. Now, please ddliver the Novices their orders and remind them to keep our recent operation

secret. Dismissed, and good-bye."

In the short interval between turning her back to Crusher and exiting the door, Aetriahad amonumental
task getting her emotions under control and setting her face into amask of calm. She was not sure how
much of their conversation could have been heard outside the heavy canvas sides of the wagon, but
emerging with tears pouring down her face, or an angry frown, was not going to be interpreted well by
the Novices. Fortunately, darkness had enfolded the camp, and she had amoment more before emerging
into the torch light of the waiting Sergeant Maneles. By the time she had marched to thefore of the
Novices, she had regained her composure.

When the company smultaneoudy raised their right hands palm up and presented their flame, she fought
her second most severe battle of the night. The tears flowed, and she had to take severa deep breathsto
keep from sobbing out loud. With heaving chest, she raised her hand in response and acknowledged their

sdute. With precision heretofore never seen, they al extinguished their flamestogether.

"Thank you,” she croaked.

Swallowing hard, she brought the thick stack of orders clenched in her left hand up in front of her and
with her right hand, held thefirst order to the light. “Before | read these orders, and you come forward to



receive them, | will relay Commander Pleates |ast order to me for this company. Remember, keep our
recent operation secret. | will now read these orders.

"Novice Verdilan is hereby assigned to the Headquarters Company of the First Sorcerer Regiment. He
will report to Adept Loreana Jordll for duties as Hedler Assistant.”

Verdilan came forward, excitedly taking his orders and thanking her for al she had done. In alow voice
to avoid embarrassing him, she pointed out they were at forma formation, and to observe proper
protocol. She then spoke more loudly thefirgt of her many goodbyes that night and wished him well ashe
walked off into the night.

* * * %

When the last Novice had departed, eagerly searching for his new company, Aetriawaked over to the
Duty Officer'stent and asked where the 5th was bivouacked. It was not far away at al, severa hundred
yards down the main road through the camp. Gathering her few belongings from the transport wagon, she
said good-bye to Mdoses, wishing him well, and walked swiftly down the road until she found the 5th
Support Company. The command tent sat just off the roadway, the light from the inside casting
someone's shadow on the hidewall. She requested permission to enter and was called in by afemae
voice.

"Aetrial | heard you were returning to us. We can redly use your talents.” The red-robed Wilminawasa
short, heavy-set woman who was actually younger than Aetria but looked older. Like Pleates, the past
four years of the war had aged her also.

Presenting her ordersto Wilmina, Aetriareported for duty. As Wilminatook the orders and read them,
Aetrialooked around the quarters that should have been hers. The hide tent was about twelve feet
square, with araised wooden floor to keep the deeping palet, desk, and chairs out of the mud. A

ten-foot main tent pole supported the ceiling, which doped downward from the pole to meet the
sdewalls at about the six-foot levd. It was perhaps twice the Size of Aetriaslast tent.

Wilminafinished reading the orders and laid them on her desk. She did not ook pleased to have Aetria
in her company.

"Wecome to the 5th. Our old commander, Sorceress Halista, commanded the company until amonth
ago when she became pregnant and was transferred out.”

"l know. | talked with Halistaa couple of days ago as we passed through her area. Sheisdoing well.”

Wilminahad something unpleasant to say to Aetriafrom the way she was nervoudy wringing her hands.
“Yes, weal wish her well, and the baby. Now, | have only had command for amonth, being the senior
Novice and with no senior sorcerer availableto relieve her, so | was promoted. | was her
Sub-Commander, and did afinejob, so she said. | deserve this company—yes, | do, anditismine."

Aetriacut in, more to ease the growing tension in the woman than to be rude. “ So you want meto keep
my place and not to try to subvert your position.”

"Yes, exactly. | am your commanding officer now. Y ou are my Sub-Commander. Y ou will follow my
orders, like| followed yourswhen | wasin your squad. | would rather you be one of my fellow
commanders, but Crusher thought otherwise, e se why would he put you under my command?’

"l understand my place, Wilmina. Y ou have being fighting thiswar for four yearsnow. | canlearn from



your experience.”
"Yes, yesyou can. | will be happy to help you."
"Do | have my own quarters or are the women al housed in onetent, like in the old days?’
"Y ou can take my old tent. Just tell Novice Ulnader that you have been ordered in asthe
Sub-Commander. Heis, or was, my acting Sub. He will be quite pleased to see you as he findsthe
details of running acompany tedious. Y es, hewill be very pleased.”

Wilminas nervous addition of “yes’ to everything was getting to Aetria. She would have to try to change
that in her new commander.

"Histentis...?"
"Second tent down on the left; mineisthefirst tent.”
"Then | will take my leave and get settled in. See you a morning med, Maam?"
"Y es, cometo my tent and we will talk about how to introduce you to the company. Goodnight, Aetria.”

As she darted to leave, Aetriaturned back and held out her palm. She presented her hand flame at fulll
intengity. The white hot star of the flame at Adept level cast such astrong light that every shadow in the
tent was made bare, and Wilmina gasped in shock and covered her eyes. Aetriaput out the flame.

Wilminalowered her hands from her face, looking in shock at Aetria, then returned her flametimidly. “I
get your point, Sorceress Aetria. Y ou no longer have to present aflame.”

"Thank you, Maam. Goodnight."

* * % %

Army life had not changed appreciably. It was till alot of hurrying to go here and there, then wait. It had
been amonth since Aetria had reported in and she had not been involved in any action on the front.
There was an overwhelming expectation that something was about to happen, and training was increased
to get ready for whatever was coming. Her days werelong, but filled with activity.

Aetrialiked the 5th. 1t was areally good company. Once they had gotten to know her, the company
responded well. Wilminas fears of losing command were lessened considerably when she saw Aetria
performing the role as Sub-Commander earnestly and with skill. As Aetriawa ked back to the command
tent to meet with Wilmina about the supplies they needed, aguard lieutenant intercepted her.
"Lieutenant Maneles, congratulationd!”

"Thank you, Maam. Y ou came through on your word | would not be blamed for breaking orders. The
commander promoted me two weeks ago to fill Lieutenant Nemos position.”

"l don't suppose you are making calls on your old friendsto tell them of your good fortune?"
"No, Maam. Commander Pleates wantsto see you immediately.”

"L et us not make the regimental commander wait any longer, Lieutenant. Lead on!™



* * % %

"Y ou want me to take orders from a sergeant?’ Aetriastared at Crusher.

"That isexactly what | said, Aetria. Sergeant Borlock isthe generd's bodyguard and responsible for his
welfare. While you are on thismission, you will take ordersfrom her. | don't want any discussion from
you on this; these are my ordersto you and you will obey. Any questions?

Aetrialooked at the mercenary soldier'sleather armor lying on Crusher'stable. “ And | am supposed to
wear that instead of my sorcerer robe? | don't understand why | am being sent on this‘ secret” mission,
Sr"

The Adept sghed gently and walked over to Aetria. When he touched her arm, softly rubbing it at the
shoulder, Aetriaamost leaped backwards away from him. If he had struck her, he couldn't have
shocked her more.

"Aetria, Aetria. Why must you and | ways be a war with each other? When we first joined the army,
you were the brightest and most enthusiastic officer | had. | went out of my way to give you the most
challenging assgnments because you would aways do them with the most superb performance. | trusted
you then, and | am willing to trust you now, but you need to trust me on this assignment.”

Hiswords aimost did not enter her brain because she was concentrating on what he was doing as he
spoke. He had moved behind her and was now massaging both of her shoulders, hislips only inchesfrom
her right ear.

Is he trying to seduce me?

Aetriaturned to face him, bringing her arms upward and dowly outwards, gently sweeping his hands off
of her, before stepping back astep. “ Sir, I'm sorry my questions gppear argumentative to you. | am
thankful for what you did for me in the past, and appreciate very much your sponsorship to Sorcerer
level. But as| am going out aone, unsupported by sorcerers, | think | need to know more of thismission
than you havetold me."

He dmost reached for her again but stopped when she moved her right arm away from her sde. He
smiled at her. “1 have seen you doing your defense exercises, Aetria, and | know how well you can take
care of yoursdf. That iswhy | fed safe sending you out aone with the genera and Sergeant Borlock. All

you haveto do is escort the generd to his destination. Where heisgoing is his business, and you don't
need to know where. The sergeant and you are posing as mercenary escorts to amerchant. Think of the
uniform as adisguise. Why would amerchant have an army Sorceress riding with him?"

She lowered her arm back to her side and shrugged her shoulders. “He wouldn't. | understand | am to
escort himin disguise, but why are we doing thisin the first place? He could have his Royd Guard
cavary escort him, with as many sorcerersin support as he deemed necessary.”

Pleateswalked over to his desk and picked up something. “ The generd's Roya Guard will be escorting
an officer dressed likethe generd. | will be supporting them. Y ou may need thison your journey,” he
said, handing her a source box. Shelooked at it and realized it was his persona source.

Shetried to hand it back to him. “Y ou will need thismorethan | do, Sir. It ismore likely you will come
under attack than 1."



He refused to take it from her. “1 think you will need it more than |, Sorceress. Are you defying me
agan?'

“No, Sir."

"Then keep it. It was made for me just before | went on my quest for anew spell. Take care of it and be
very careful using it. It istimefor you to leave and meet the generd. He will be waiting for you at the
crossroads north of our billet. Don't keep him waiting any longer than you have to. Remember, tell no
oneof your mission.”

"Yes, Sir. Thank you for the trust, Commander. | will not let you down.”

CHAPTER 6

Aetriawiped the sweat from thetip of her nose with abackhand swipe of her sword hand glove and
grimaced asthe metd studs scraped her skin. Letting loose an oath that would have made ared soldier
proud, she glanced quickly over at the battled-hardened sergeant riding to her right, waiting for the quiet

rebuke she knew would come.

"Better to let it drip, Sorceress, than damage that pretty face."
"Better to take this blasted helmet off than swest to death, Lady Grunt.”

Heaving asigh of exasperation, the short, lean woman dressed in the plain garb of an auxiliary
cava ryman rubbed the back of her own neck and replied, “ For one who was hired for her skillsasan
[llusionist, you don't seem to grasp the importance of maintaining adisguise. Soldiers do not ride down

the road with their hair floating in the breeze, unprepared for crossbow bolt or bowman's arrow.

Furthermore, they don't swear doud at every inconvenience encountered in doing their duty.”

Aetriagtraightened up in the saddle, her pride dightly wounded by the hardened soldier's swipe at her
professondism.Admittedly I'm not from the elite Royal Guard, as Sergeant Sonja Borlock is, but
sill...

"I wasn't *hired’ for thisjob, Sergeant Borlock. | am just as much part of thisarmy asyou. My branch of
service doesn't rely on physical protective devices o | am not adept at dealing with chafing leather
amor."

The sergeant smiled at her discomfiture.

"Asfor my skillsasan actress, | don't make any claim to those either. | may be overacting, but every
oath isheartfelt.”

"| can teach you some of the things you need to know to passat aglance asared soldier, Sorceress,
but you should avoid, as much as possible, drawing attention to yourself. Thismisson isnot about you; it
isabout getting General Mythrian safely to theking.”

Aetriaturned dowly in her saddle, moving her body instead of her neck, trying to keep from further
inflaming her raw neck on the leather vest's rough edge, and |ooked back at the purpose of their mission
with amixture of awe and disdain.



The fabled conqueror of the Three Domains, Commanding General of King Phyrlatus combined armies,
Alenso Mythrian, was a huge man, heavily bearded, with weether-roughened features. He seemed to
overflow hishorse, looking more like aman riding achild's donkey than agenera stting astride awar

charger. He was not obese, as his appearance suggested. Dressed in flowing merchant's robes, his
well-muscled body's bulk was enhanced by the chain mail he wore underneath. An impressivefigure
when dressed in the gold plate armor he normally wore, hisimagein her eyes was now tarnished by her
previous evening's experience with him.

To say hewasfond of wine, woman, and song wasto Sateit lightly. His appetite for dl three was
grosdy demongtrated by the brawl he had involved them in.

"I'm not so sure how successful we can be getting that man safely anywhere when he bresks up atavern
and gets us pitched out into the cold night.”

Sergeant Borlock shrugged noncommittaly. “Maybeit is part of hisplan. The enemy will be searching
for alarge escorting force moving swiftly through the country, the way the fake escort is doing off to our
east. Not a merchant enjoying himsdlf on hisway home with hisill-gotten profits, protected by two
women auxiliary soldiers”

"Perhaps, but | doubt he was acting the part. | swear he was enjoying himsalf overly much.” The
Sorceress began a careful search of her side of the road ahead, scanning her eyesfrom left to right as
Borlock had taught her. The road was winding itsway through a hilly forest thinly populated with trees. It
was a smooth, well-traveled road. There was agood chance of being ambushed here because of thick,
waist-high brush that covered the forest floor.

On her dde of thetrall, the sergeant was busy doing the same. “For aslong as | have known him, nigh
unto ten years of service, he has dways enjoyed himsalf when not occupied with the business of killing.”

Aetria stopped scanning the tree line ahead. A thought suddenly hit her. “I1l-gotten profits? Was he
letting it be known heis carrying money? By the Power, isn't it enough we have to protect him from
enemy soldiers, let alone bandits and thieves!™

The sergeant's answer was obscured by aloud clang by Aetriasleft ear and ablinding white flash of
light behind her eyes. Stunned, Aetriastruggled to stay upright on her bucking horse. She was barely
aware of the screams coming from ahead as a swarm of men poured out of the woods. Borlock spurred
her horse forward and met the dozen or so men with dashing sword and kicking horse. Two or three
went down in moments, but the othersignored the soldier and continued their rush for the generd, who
had drawn his own sword. He drove his horse forward, trying to cut his way through the horde and ride
down the road.

Aetriaingtinctualy kicked out at aface that appeared beside her horse and dimly cheered in her mind
when the man clutched his crushed throat and collapsed beneath her horse's hooves. A strange thought
drifted through her mind that she could never have done that with her felt sorceress dippers, and she was
glad for the armor she wore. She struggled to free her sword and looked wildly around, trying to figure
out what had happened and where she needed to be. A wave of panic surged through her as she saw the
bridle of the general’s horse being grabbed by multiple hands as the bandits struggled to stop the escaping
“merchant” and haul him from the saddle.

The spell exploded from her mind before she had a chance to form it properly. Her last thought before
she pitched forward off her horse was the disgppointment her mentor would have with her lack of
control.



* * % %

Sonja swept down upon the bandits surrounding Alenso's horse. She dammed her speeding mount into
the pack, hearing the screams of pain as the horse's mass knocked aside the men like so much chaff, but

knowing she would not be able to clear the men from the Generd before they brought him down. Her
sword flashed across her body as she swung right and | eft into the sea of flesh. In thefar field of her
vision, she saw the sorceressfal off her horse and cursed for amoment the decision to include such an
ineffectual escort. She redlly needed a seasoned cavaryman now.

Asif in answer to her prayer, the blare of trumpets from over thetrail behind her announced the arrival
of asguadron of troops. The thunder of their mounts' hooves shook the ground. Who was more Startled,
she or the bandits, was indeed a question, but she recovered first and broke through to Alenso, clearing
the bandits from around his horse's head.

Seeing aquick victory snatched from them, the remainder of men fled into the forests, leaving wounded
and dying comrades behind. Sonjaurged Alenso to flee up thetrail towards the arriving squadron as
quickly as he could, leaving her to ride to the assistance of the sorceress, lying comatose on the ground.

Scanning the unconscious woman for wounds, Sonjasaw Aetria's helmet had agood-sized dent in it just
over theleft ear. She removed the helmet and found a swelling lump, but the skin was not broken. She
looked over her shoulder to assess how soon help would arrive from the rescuing horsemen and was
puzzled that the squadron had not crested the hill even yet. With agasp, she redized what had happened
and struggled to pull Aetriaupright.

Although muscled from years of sword practice and hard riding, she had atough time getting Aetria
shoved prone across the saddle. She considered lashing her in place, but the desireto flee the areawas
30 strong she settled for leading the two horses on foot back up the hill in the direction the Genera had
fled. A few steps up thetrail, the sargeant noticed adightly flattened lead ding bullet on the ground and

picked it up.

"This should prove to the sorceress she'd better pay more attention to me.”

* * * %

Aetriadowly became aware of her surroundings as she dropped out of avery deep deep. She was very
comfortable, warm, lying on her right Sde in abed, and snuggled up against another body. A largearm
was draped over her and a hand tucked under her right breast. With a strangled screech, she jumped out
of bed and backed away fromit in horror.

"By the Power, what isgoing on?’ she gasped.

Sergeant Borlock arose from achair by the door and picked up arobe lying on atable, tossing it to the
sorceress. “You wereice cold and | had to warm you up somehow. | couldn't do the honors, because
someone had to watch over the general. So | fed him afew bottles of wine and tucked the both of you in
for thenight.”

"He... hedidnt...”

"No, of course not. | wouldn't have alowed him that liberty. Not that he didn't want to, but | reminded
him of the danger of bedding a sorceress—being drained of dl his sexud drivefor life.”

Aetria pulled the robe around her, angry the sergeant had taken the liberty of putting the genera in bed



with her, but seeing the need to keep her dive. One of the aftereffects of grid burnout was that one's
body temperature dropped to aminimum. “ That's an old wifestale—"

Sonjacut her off. “ Created by the women of your order.”

With asniff, Aetriajerked her head erect in offense. “Not the women, Sergeant. The men invented that
one, back before the Sorcerer War. Said they were the only oneswho could safely bed sorceresses. It
aso gave them cause to be very selective when testing for new candidates—just another way of
desdl ecting women and accepting only men. They said having too many sorceresses around was
dangerous. The early sorceresseswent along with it because it offered some level of protection from rape
by non-sorcerers, but we don't need that excuse anymore.”

"Well, it worked for the general. Wdll, that and the wine. Besides, | told him he owed you one."
"Owed meone?’ Aetriaasked with apuzzled frown.

Sonjatossed her the spent bullet, which Aetriadid an admirable job of snatching out of the air with her
right hand.

"Told him you took that bullet for him. He wasimpressed.”
Aetriaput her left hand to her head and fdlt the lump. “ So that's what hit me."
"Would havekilled you aso, if you had not been wearing that helmet.”
Aetrialooked at the bullet in her hand, noticing the hole drilled through it. “Why isthereaholein it?"

Sonjawearily sat back down in her chair. “ Serves two purposes. One, it stacks nicely on arod, easily
pulled off for rgpid fire from the ding. Two, it whistlesin flight and terrorizes the troops.”

"I didn't hear anything."
"Y ou wouldn't. You'rethe onethat got hit. | heard it just beforeit hit you."
Aerids puzzled look increased. “Why would bandits use awesgpon that isnoisy?'
"A bandit wouldn't, but a Hermanian Assassin trooper would.”
"Assassin trooper! Those weren't bandits then?”
"No, they were dressed in disguise to keep their movement as inconspicuous as we were trying to be. It
appearsthey weretrying to take the generd dive, but got scared off by your phantom cavalry squadron.
Nicetouch."

"Thank you, but terribly expensve.”

"And reveaing, I'll unhappily add, Sorceress. That display of magic clearly showed the presence of an
adept class wizard—where one shouldn't be."

"Adept class? 'd say Magelevd, at least. It cost me every bit of Power, burned out my grid.”



"Grid burnout? | thought that was fatal ?*

Aetriawalked over to her saddlebags stowed nestly in a cupboard. She pulled alesther thong from the
bag and threaded the strand through the hole in the bullet, then tied it around her throat like a necklace.
“It usudly isfor Aggressors.”

Theimage of Recanlin's shattered forehead entered her mind and brought the pain of his desth washing
over her again. She hated for amoment, swallowing hard to keep from crying out. Sergeant Borlock
stood watching her, puzzlement in her eyes.

" Someone you know died that way, Sorceress?”’
"One of my Novices, amonth ago. He gave hislifefor us."
"Sounds like an interesting tale. Happened a month ago? Wasn't much fighting going on amonth ago."

Moving away from the bed and towards a nearby chair, Aetria sat dowly down. “ Commander Pleates
and | were bringing in arecruit company of sorcerersfrom Inhestia. We came upon asimilar company of
Hermanian sorcerers. The commander decided to attack them and take their source. He wanted to try
out his new wegpon, so he ordered usinto battle. | told him it was not safe. The Novice Aggressors
were untried and not ready. He overruled me. During the attack, his new weapons exploded, killing four
Novices.

"l had aNovice Aggressor with me who was cregting a diverson. When the Hermanian reserve rushed
our position, he countered with afirebal, which helost control of, and he suffered grid burnout. The
backlash killed him, but he stopped the charge.” Aetria paused to wipe the tears from her eyes.

Sonjahad listened very attentively to her story. When Aetria stopped, the sergeant bluntly said,
“According to Adept Pleates report, you were attacked by a superior sorcerer force. He said nothing
about a new wespon.”

"Hetold methat waswhat he was going to report,” Aetriasaid, grimacing. “I told him | disagreed with
his belief the attack was by veteran enemy sorcerers. They were asmall company of Noviceslike us. He
ingsted, but said | could make my casein my own report. Which | did, and which he sent forward with
his"

"Sorry, Sorceress, but | do the generd's paper shuffling, and there was only his and abunch of Novices
reports. He said he was misinformed by his guard lieutenant's inaccurate estimation of the Hermanians
order of battle, but he took the blame because he was the commander in the field. What new weapon

was heworking on?'

Aetriadid not want to answer that question, but Sonja seemed adamant. Aetriaopted for letting Crusher
explain hisown way out of that mess. She had aready disobeyed him by mentioning the weapon to the
sergeant at dl. “I think you had better ask him that question, Sergeant. He did not alow anyone but the

Aggressorsto have any knowledge of what hewas doing. | am sorry if | am lessthan helpful in answvering
your question.”

"The generd may have some more questions of you after | brief him on this. For now, back to this*grid
burnout.” You saiditisusudly fatd to Aggressors.”

Warily, Aetriatook up her explanation. She worried she might be saying too much about sorcerer



operations to anon-sorcerer, but it wastoo late for that now. “For my specidty, illuson, it rarely
happens. It isn't normal to expend that much energy for disguising magic. |..I have adight problem of
control.” Aetriastood looking down at the bullet, arosy flush coloring her face and neck.

"Y ou've had this problem before, | takeit.” Sonjawas|ooking intently at her.

"Once before. Five years ago, right after our order first joined the king's army. We were participating in
the battle against Saphradea, who had taken the opportunistic chance to comein on the side of Hermania
and were threatening our eastern flank. | was a Novice sorceress, tasked to cover afeint being made
against the center of the Saphradean line by the 23rd Kelrossian Lancers—"

The Sergeant dowly nodded her head. “ So you were the one. | was there. Asthe Lancers started
toward the line through an intervening section of trees, they suddenly took on the visage of acompany of
elephant-mounted Roya Guard. A novel ideaof yours, by the way. We were experimenting with that
very ideaand had imported a dozen elephants. They were not fielded yet, o it came as quite asurprise
todl of us, including the Sephradeans, who thought they had pretty good intelligence on us."

Sheepishly, Aetriasaid, “ They weren't supposed to gppear to be mounted on eephants. | think that
came about because | had been studying those huge beasts for weeks prior to the battle, hoping to use
their image and movement to devel op other mongters to terrorize the Hermanians with. In my enthusiasm
to make the Lancerslook like the Royal Guard, | added too much detail, and—"

"Whatever you did, it worked. As‘ The Guard’ charged out of the wood on their raging e ephants, the
enemy's center broke before the charging Lancers, with their soldiersfleeing to either Sde of the charge.
Thelinerolled up the flanks, and the real Guard suddenly found themsdlves attacking in the face of twice

as many enemy, an enemy aready panicked and desperate. An enemy who now found themselves
caught between arock and ahard place. The Guard in front of them was less terrifying than the one
behind them, and the Saphradeans attacked.

"The real Guard was rapidly being cut to pieces and we would have lost the day if it had not been for the
Sub-commander of the Lancers. The Sub-commander saw the line had broken ahead of them, and led
the Lancers straight into the Heir Apparent's entourage. The Lancers captured the Heir, and the

Saphradean generals had to surrender.”

Sergeant Borlock's eyes were now locked onto Alenso's deeping form in the bed beside Aetria. “The
Sub-commander of the Lancers was promoted and made a rapid rise through the ranks.”

"Y ou mean, my loss of control led to the generd..."
"Yes, ironiciantit?"

Sonjalooked back at Aetria, her eyes narrowing dightly. “ After the battle, our field commanders asked
the commanding genera about the ‘elephant’ charge. He said the Adept commander of the sorcerer
regiment had decided to change the deception from what had been planned to what had been executed,
and the Sorcerer Corpstook the credit for your ‘accident.” Since no one knew any better about your
operations, we believed him. Y ou people are too secretive about what you do! But enough on that, what
happened to you?'

"| was packed off to our training lodge at Inhestiato learn contral. | was only recently alowed to join my
regiment.”



"Well, your wild magic has saved the genera. But what isthis cost you spoke of ? I s this something the
generd needsto know?'

"The Power | expended on the spell wasall | had stored up. | am Powerless now. | can restore my
Power, because my Adept gave me asource, but..."

Sonjasat up straight and looked hard at Aetria. “But?"
"It would take most of aday. | can't be moving around, and, well—"
"First abut, now awel. Spit it out, Sorceress!”

"Exposing myself to an uncovered Power source re-energizes me, but it al so exposesthe location of the
sourceto any sorcerer inthe area.”

"Y ou mean every time you sorcerers restore your energy you are telling the enemy where you are? By
the gods, doesn't your Order understand the military significance of that smal piece of information?
Couldn't they have at least shared that?"
Chagrined, Aetria shrugged her shoulders. “We do, but the less you know of our weaknesses, the more
securewe are. In six years of fighting thiswar by your side, we have learned much about the craft of
fighting wars. We have never advised you fasely about what we can or cannot do.”
Sonjaburst out with asharp, short laugh. “That's true, because you don't tell us anything. Well, that
certainly explainswhy you sorcerersingst on being so heavily protected dl thetime. At what range can
your sources be detected?’

Aetriafound she had no desire or wish to keep information from Sergeant Borlock. Shetrusted the
woman who was trying to keep the generd and her dive.

"Depends on the skill level of the sorcerer, but nominaly aday's march.”
"S0 you can't restore your energy. That means we have now |ost our sorceress.”
"l suppose | should tell you al the rest of the bad news."
"Thereismore?’ Clearly, Sonjawas getting upset.

"The spell | cast? Expenditure of that much Power can be detected.”

The sergeant let out a string of curse words that were certainly much cruder than Aetria could ever have
hoped to duplicate. “1n other words, you lit off ahuge bonfire and every sorcerer in the country knows
were here”

"Not quite that bad, Sergeant. Just those within about a day's march. Which | expect aren't that many."
"We only need one Hermanian sorcerer to bring doom down on us, and you can believe that those
Assassins were attached to one. Get dressed and pack up! We've been here far too long aready. They

could be on us any moment. Moveit, woman."

Aetriastood transfixed under the glare of the angry sergeant. Sonjawas about to dap her to get her



moving, when Aetria put up awarding hand.
"If ‘they’ are traveling with asorcerer, then ‘they’ are not anywhere near.”
"And how do you know this?'

"l am not completely useless as you supposed! Just because | can't cast spells doesn't mean | can't do
anything. Being Powerless, | am very sengtive to the presence of Power. Any Powered sorcerer islike
an exposed Power sourceto me. | can sensethem.”

"Another sorcerer secret exposed, Sorceress. Something else your Order hasfailed to tell the genera
and his gaff!” Sonjamuttered something about being kept in the dark, and sank down dowly into achair.

"A secret, yes, Sergeant, but not the Order's—mine. Asfar as| know, | am the only onewho can doit.
If the Order ever knew what | could do, | would be brought before the Council and banned from the
Order forever! Please don't tell anyone, Sergeant.”

Sonja shook her head. “No, the genera hasto know, but nobody ese. | promise. | think this skill of
yours can work for us. How far can you sense another sorcerer?’

"Maybe ahdf-day'smarch, lessif | am tired or too distracted.”

"Sorry about the outburst. Please search again to the maximum range you can. | need to know how
much timewe have."

Aetrialowered hersdlf into adight trance again and started another sensing search. “| fed afant
presence to the north.”

"That'sin the direction we were originaly headed. Our mission has been severdly jeopardized! They

obvioudy know our degtination and are maneuvering to cut us off. They will probably send back the

Assassinswho attacked uswith alot more support troops thistime. They will begin tracking us from

where the skirmish took place. That will lead them here to thisinn, south of the point of attack. The
innkeeper will certainly remember seeing a soldier draped across her horse.™

A blush flushed over Aetrias face and she thought of how undignified she must have looked in that pose.

Sonja continued to think aoud. “Now they know we have asorceress. They think sheisavery powerful
one, but aso know you're under-powered now. It follows that you won't use asource, or they would
senseit. | just bet they will expect usto run for home since we have been discovered and our strength

drained.”

"Then we go east toward our troops and give up thismisson.”

"That'sfor the general to decide. Now go pack the horses. I'll wake and brief him on what has
happened, and get an answer."

* * % %

Aetriasat dumped in her saddle, staring numbly at Sonja. It had been three days since she had
awakened from the after-effects of the burnout, and she felt she had not dept since. The intervening time
was one long, interminable horse ride interspersed with forced marches afoot, medsin the saddle, and
infrequent periods of unconsciousness which she could not redly call deep. And always being driven ever



onward by Sergeant Borlock. Aetria craved deep. Fatigue had dulled her mind to the point where she
bascaly fainted in place when given the chance. The congtant drain of scanning for the essence of Power
was tasking her theworst.

"Anything, my wrung-out Sorceress?"

Aetriablinked severd times and refocused. “As| said earlier, nothing. I'm not sure | could read a
sorcerer acrossthe clearing from usright now."

"It has been ahdf day snce you last sensed anything, and we have been riding hard away from the
source. Isnt it likely that we have outdistanced them?”

"Asmuch as| want to believe that, | can't trust my readings. | told you fatigue affects my ability to sense.
But if werest to improve my range, they may get too close before | can detect them. | counsel moving
on."

Sonjanodded in agreement. “ Forgive my insstence, Aetria, but you were quite sure that your last
sensging was to the south?”

Aetriasighed, more from frustration with her own loss of confidence than with the sergeant's lack of
faith. “1'm reasonably sure of the direction; it istherange | can't trust.”

Sonjalet asmdl smile escape through the strain on her face. “ Good. Then we may have escaped their
noose. The generd believed that by riding west until you lost contact with that northern group, which he
believed was a picket or scouting force, then turning north until sensing them again, we would eventualy

scribe acircle around the patrol, putting them behind us."

"Why wouldn't they continue to track north from their first location until they came within asafe distance
from making contact with the king's troops, yet still be between us and the king?"

"They would have, except the general’s second ruse probably convinced them we were retreating back

to the south. They had to search the areain between. When the northern patrol failed to detect you, the

Hermanians would believe we were between their northern patrol and their intercepting force searching

southward. The northern patrol would remain in place in case we evaded the main force, or until we had
been located and attacked.”

Aetriarubbed her face hard, trying to stay awake and focus on Sergeant Borlock'swords. “ Just why is
it S0 important to get the generd to the king, if alowly sorceress might know?"!

"No, you may not!"
"And this second ruse?"
"Can't tel you that right now."
"Why do | fed like| am not atrusted asst to this party?*
Sergeant Borlock took a moment to stretch her stiffening muscles, then turned toward the sorceress.
“Thelessyou know, the lessyou reved if we get captured. The general and | will probably get killed in

another attempt. HEl die because heisthe reason for their search. Asfor me, well, itismy job to
protect him. Y ou, on the other hand, can be easily overcome and madeto talk."



"What makesyou think | can't defend mysdf?1 am expert with athrowing knife and fairly capable with a
sword!"

"Y ou are dead on your feet, Sorceress. And | have seen your prowess with the sword. Now let's get
moving. My guessiswe are only aday's march to safety.”

* k k %

Sergeant Borlock stopped their march as darkness fell. She was tempted to push on and end their
journey at the king's stronghold, but the prospect of another night'strek through the dark and cold was
too uninviting. They were within the patrol areaof the king'sarmy, and Aetria still sensed nothing. Their

refuge for this night was an inn nestled up against awindbreak of pinetrees. The party tied up their

horses a the hitching post, noting the absence of other mounts.

Aetriascanned the clean-swept common room, as Sonjataught her. No other patrons occupied the
scattered tables or the benches that ran around the edge of the room. An open window in the east wall
overlooked theroad. A maidservant tended the fireplace on the northern wall. The landlord scurried from
the kitchen door in the west wal with an effusive welcome, shouting over his shoulder a hiswife, whom
Aetriaglimpsed through the open door.

Aetriadragged her aching body to asmall table near the kitchen entrance and sat down. The genera
positioned himself beside her with his back to the kitchen, facing the center of the room. He ordered a
round of drinks and the house's finest fare in aloud voice and grinned at his female escort.

Aetriawas spared conversation by the arrival of the serving girl, who dapped three tankards of de
down on the table and filled the remaining space with bread, cheese, butter, and empty bowlsfor astew
that the wife carried in. The general wrapped his huge hand around the handle of atankard and downed
its entire contents in one gulp. He banged it down on the table, the tankard'siron rim clashing on the hard

wood, and roared for another. Aetriawearily pushed hers over to him and contented herself with a

handful of bread.

The generd ate and drank with fine gusto, and was regding the landlord with atale about outsmarting his
chief guild rival—all made up, of course—when the front door banged open and another party, al well
into their own cups, clattered into the room. The landlord rushed over to greet them. Three were women,
underdressed for the cool night with high-necked silk blouses and flowing skirts. They appeared to be
professonas of that most ancient of guilds. Aetriamentally dismissed the fashionably dressed men as
fops with too much time on their hands.

One buxom woman walked to the head of the large table and sat down, surveying the rowdy crowd as
they sprawled into available chairs and benches, bellowing out ordersto the landlord. She turned her
attention to the leader of the party, atal, thin middle-aged man with perfumed hair and shifty eyes. The
seductive gaze she cast a him was asraw as her painted lips, rouged cheeks, and heavily shadowed eyes
could convey.

Sonjastared at the woman with disgust but growing curiosity. What wasthis crew doing inaplain
roadside tavern? She glanced over at the sorceress. Aetria's eyeswere amost closed. A gentle tap of
Sonjas tankard on the table startled Aetria awake, and she followed the sergeant's eyes back to the
whore. At first glance, Aetriathought the woman looked familiar.

"Do you sense anything, Aetria?"



"No, should I? Let merest, then I'll try again later.”
"Something iswrong with this Stuation. Something about that woman bothers me.”

Aetrialooked again, but sensed nothing. If you were the type that liked your woman painted with hair
teased out like alion's mane and breasts the size of melons, then perhaps you would find awoman like
her appeding. The generd certainly seemed to think so.

"No accounting for some men'stastes! But there is no spell, though she certainly needs one.”
Sonjasat up straight. “We've got to get out of here.”

The generd casudly glanced around, asif surveying the other women in the room for anight's daliance.
He gave the men hard stares and the women leers, and reached for afull tankard of ae.

He spoketo hisescort in alow voice. “Our way out the front door is completely blocked off. I'm going
out the front window while you escape through the kitchen. If we get split up, well, it's been fun, ladies.”

Before Borlock could protest, Mythrian rose to hisfeet and staggered toward the woman at the head of

the table. As he approached, the woman turned her head, her protruding Adam's apple shifting upward

as she swalowed preparatory to uttering some pithy remark. Aetriaand Sonjasmultaneoudy drew ina
breath of surprise. The seasoned sergeant recovered first and leaped to her feet. “ Alenso, shesa—"

The generd hauled the woman up by the front of her well-filled blouse and planted a beery kiss on her
protesting lips.

"Hel It's Adept Pleates,” Aetriafinished. Mythrian roared with laughter at the gagging sounds made by
the womarn/man and took a pull on histankard of ae, ill holding tightly onto the violently struggling man
whose blouse tore open. Breast-sized melons dropped to the floor. Mythrian tossed the man againgt the
fireplace and turned, crashing his tankard down upon the leader of the“fops,” crushing his skull. He then

dovefor the window.

As Sonjastarted around the table toward Alenso to keep his back clear, Pleates whipped out awicked
little knife and threw it at her. With acry of pain, Sonja grabbed the handle of the knife protruding from
the leather armor above her right breast and pulled it free. Aetria paused for amoment of anguished
hesitation, spent looking between her superior Adept and the sergeant, then let fly her own dagger. She
watched in satisfaction as Crusher sagged to the floor, her knife through his Adam's gpple. Aetriaflipped
the table over at two advancing assassins, grabbed Sonja by the arm, and dragged her toward the
kitchen.

The two fled through the door, knocking aside the maidservant who rushed in to find out what the
commotion was about. Sonjaglanced over her shoulder, and her heart seemed to twist insde, as she saw
Mythrian hauled back through the window, knives plunging into hisbody. The mortally wounded giant of
aman, with an n cutting histhroat from behind, had two more ns by the backs of their
necks and, as his blood sprayed across the room, smashed their heads together. The grin on hisface was
aswide as the one across his throat as he sank dead in apile of bodies. Sonjaand Aetriafled into the
night, the heavy underbrush swallowing them up and hushing the sounds of their departure.

* * * %

Aetria entered the bath tent and dropped her robe at the edge of the large tub sunk into the ground.
Sonjas head was visible just above the surface of the steaming water, her eyes closed. As Aetriaentered



the water, Sonjasat up, exposing the tops of her breadts.

"| seethe Hedler has sutured your wound, Sergeant. If we have any more days, you must tell me about
those other scars.”

"What makes you think our days are numbered, Sorceress?'

As she sank benesath the hot, soothing water, Aetriafound a bench-like rim along the bottom of the tub
and settled down on it. She rubbed her face with the water, both to clean it and brush away the tears that
had started again. She did not take fallure easily.

"Thelast day has been acomplete blur. | remember little or nothing since fleeing theinn. I know we ran

through the forest for what seemed like an eternity. | dimly remember crashing into ahorse and rider. |
awoke once in apitching, rocking wagon, and afew minutes ago was ruddly rousted from a very soft

deeping pallet and told to get my butt in here, get bathed, and prepare to receive the king'sjustice.”

"A reasonable account of what happened. Y our eternity was only ahaf-hour or so. The rider wasthe
lead scout of acavary patral. | told the patrol commander about the ns and she rode off with her

platoon to try to capture them. She left behind the scout, who took usto their squadron headquarters.
They provided transport to the king's encampment. His Mg esty was quite unhappy about the death of
Alenso. They were very closefriends”

"Do you think hewill have usthrown out of the army for failing in our misson?’ Aetriaasked.

Sonjaanswered with anoncommittal shrug. Aetriasat soaking in the healing steam of the tub. Minutes

passed before Aetriahad to ask the questions raging in her mind. “I can understand being punished for
our failureto keep the generd dive, but | would like to know why he took thisrisky journey in thefirst

place”

Sonja handed her a sponge and abowl of liquid soap. “1 owe you the answers to your questions on the
trail. But before tell you what | know, pleasetell mewhat your orderswere.”

Lathering up, watching with satisfaction as the dirt disgppeared from her body, Aetriafilled in the
sergeant. “ Pleates caled mein and told me | was assigned to asecret mission, of which | could tell no
one anything. | wasto dress mysdlf in the supplied soldier's uniform, meet the general and his persona
bodyguard at the crossroads north of our billet, and escort them to where they were going. Although of

officer rank, | wasto consider myself under ordersto the bodyguard sergeant and do exactly as she
ordered.”

Sonjatook the sponge and soap from Aetria and indicated the younger woman was to turn around so
her back could be cleaned. Aetriadid so and then continued her tale. “ At that point | was thinking
Pleates had been standing too close to asource.”

The grunt from behind her caused Aetriato turn around dightly. Sonjawas|ooking at her with aquizzicdl
expression.

"Sorry, that's our way of saying someoneisnot operating at full mental capacity. Exposing ones sdf toa
source too long does that to you."

"I'll try to remember that, Sorceress. Y ou are arefreshing source of information about sorcerers.”



"As| was saying, being ordered to take orders from alower ranking soldier was definitely abnormal, let
aone taking orders from anon-sorcerer. | was given no voicein the matter, being told to keep quiet and
listen. Like agood soldier, | obeyed. He handed me his own source, saying | might need it. That was
decidedly strange because we are not allowed individua sources until reaching Adept leve. | tried to give
him back the source, saying | probably would not be ableto useit, but heinssted | takeit."

"That isvery interegting, Aetria. It might explain something | will share with you in amoment.”

Sonjarepositioned hersdlf in her seet, letting Aetriarinse off. Asshedid, Sonjasaid, “Thekingisa
wonderful man, afair and just ruler.”

"That | Sncerely hope!"

"Asdol, Sorceress, asdo |. Heisafineleader, but not much of amilitary strategist. The king's forces
here are badly needed to spearhead an offensive that is hoped to turn the tide of the war. Theking isnot
up to that task. The genera was needed here to lead histroops. So, get the genera to the king."

"Makes sense”

"The generd saw an opportunity to solve a problem that had been plaguing the army. Therewas
evidence of aspy within the general’'s staff. The spy, who we now know was Pleates, had derted the
Hermanians that the generd was going to visit the king. Pleates didn't know why, but knew the trip was
necessary. The Hermanians pre-positioned scout troops to locate him, but to prevent disclosing that they
knew our plans, they had not made any attempts to gather an appreciable intercepting force, waiting until
they saw movement on our part. Our agents caught wind of the reason for their patrol movement and
aerted the generd that he had a spy problem.”

Aetriaducked her head underwater to get her hair wet, exploding to the surface with agasp at the heat
that surged through her tingling scap. “ Forgive my interruption, Sergeant, but these inter-weaving high
drategy matters are alittle above my leve of interest.”

Sonjasmiled. “When you have had to stand in aroom full of generalsand listen to it for hours, as| have,
then you can say that. Stay with me for afew more minutes, Sorceress.”

"Wdll, | did ask."

"When word cameto the generd that the king's men were in position and ready to attack, awaiting their
leader, he acted. Rather than try to make the trip with asizable escort, he believed he stood amuch
better chance evading their patrols with aminimal party consisting of the two of us. To draw off the

expected pursuit, he planned to dress the commander of his Roya Guard cavalry squadron, Commander
Preldones, in his general’s gold armor and send the squadron riding north. He told no one of his plans
until the very last minute, which would—"

Aetriafinished for her. “Put the spy in a position where he would have to expose himself to convey that
informetion.”

"Exactly. The generd had just finished dictating the orders for the fake escort when Pleates came
forward and suggested to the generd that the services of a sorcerer were needed on the fake escort. The
szeof the*‘fake' escort could draw aresponse from the enemy, and it wouldn't hurt to have the army's
‘most potent wegpon’ dong—himself, by theway. He dso indsted sending his best Illusionist with our
party would enhance our deception. Not knowing he was the spy, and because the Adept's suggestion



did make sense, the genera approved it.”
"Me, hisbest [llusonist? I'm flattered.”
"Pleateshad, in fact, set usup. He ... Well, don't take thistoo hard—"

"Wanted me there instead of someone with control. Added insurance that things would go wrong,”
Aetriacut in, abitter edgein her voice.

"Y ou are awfully hard on yoursdlf, Sorceress. | wonder if your ‘lack of control’ is directly connected to
your lack of confidence. Y ou were under alot of stresswhen you created that phantom squadron, and it
truly was athing to behold.”

"Someday I'll explain the spell-making processto you, then you can stop wondering.”

Sonjasmiled sweetly, avery odd expression for such ahardened soldier. “ Thank you, | would like that.
Now that you know the why, the second ruse—"

"l waswondering where that camein.”

"As| said, our intelligence had their patrol areasfairly well located, so our intended track would avoid
them. Our run-in with the bandits was totally unexpected, athough the timing was perfect.”

"Thetiming was perfect? Y ou just said it was unexpected!”

"Y our exposing our position was aso unexpected, but asit was, we had pre-planned that two days out
from the front lines an alarm was to be spread that the general wasin danger and arescue party formed.
The rescue troops would rush north. The enemy would now be forced to find our party before the
rescuing troop, so would commit maximum resources to do so. The generd wanted to draw as many
troops as possible from the enemy lines, even commit their reservesif that was possible. Between the
fake escort and the rescue party, we had a sizable force formed and ready for a quick strike once we
knew the enemy had committed hisreserves.”

Aetria, dthough finished washing, was rel uctant to |eave the soaking warmth of the bath. She had afew
more questions, but the king was waiting. She heaved hersdlf out of the tub and, dripping water, walked
to the towe rack. As she dried off, Sonja emerged from the tub and did the same.

"Sounds like awonderful plan, but one that went wrong in the end,” Aetriasaid. * Pleates apparently
broke away from the fake escort, found himsalf some Hermanian ns, and raced north to catch up
with us. How hetracked us, | am not sure.”

Sonjawrapped atowd around hersdlf. “1 was hoping you could tel methat. My guessis, Pleateswas
somehow ableto track his own personalized source, which was probably the point of giving it to you in
thefirgt place. Y ou would have drawn the traitor to us.”

"l don't know anything about personaized sources, Sergeant, but your theory has merit. Plestes was an
Adept. And he did show up at the inn. Since he was well-known to both of us, he disguised himsdlf asa
woman to get into a pogition where he could kill the generd. Which he did, accomplishing hismisson,
thanksto me"

"And accomplishing half of the general's misson, ridding the command staff of an enemy infiltrator,



thanksto your excellently thrown knife. Oh!' Almost forgot. The patrol reached the tavern and found
Alenso's body, but there was no sign of the ns, their dead, or Pleates’ body. They must have
taken it with them. They are dtill searching for the assassins, but | think the Hermanians got away safely,”
Sonjaadded from behind the curtains of her adjacent deeping area.

A sorcerer's uniform of flowing red robes was draped over achair near the towel rack, no plain soldier's
armor in sght. Aetriafdt dmost strange dressing in her normal uniform, after spending the week in leather
and stedl. “Why would they take Pleates body with them?"

"Probably so we could not make a public spectacle of his body to embarrass the Hermanians. Thisway
they could say we are trying to cover his desertion by making fa se accusations about his spying for
them,” Sonjasaid over the clink of metd as she put her armor on. “The Hermaniansrisked dl to get the
generd. They havelost avery vauable spy. They have unbaanced their forces and made their position

very vulnerable. They will be paying avery giff pricefor their errors. It istime to meet the king.”

Aetriafollowed the voice out of the tent and into the bright midday sun. She stood blinking for afew
moments, trying to adjust her eyes. The glare was magnified by the reflection from the generd's highly
polished gold armor. The hand that steadied her arm was not huge and hairy, but small. Aetriaredized

with ashock that Sonjawasthe onein thearmor. “Bt..."

Sonjaled Aetriatoward the king's pavilion. “ The commander of the Lancerswas Alenso. | was, in fact,
his sergeant, but the one who saw the opportunity and led the charge. | credited him with the victory
because five years ago there was no chance awoman would rise to command an army. | have stayed in
the shadows, commanding through him. The king knew, of course, and with his support, | was ableto
make changesin the army, and today | take my rightful place. | want you by my side, today and in the
future. Y ou made that decision when you stood by me at the inn. We need to work closer, the grunt and
the sorcerer. | trust we can do that, Sorceress.”

"Yes, Mdam, Generd, | bdievewe can!”

CHAPTER 7
"Y our request for a Sorcerer Guard escort has been disapproved.”

Aetriagtared angrily a the small, thin Adept Provisioner, and wondered if Cemaron understood what he

had just said. Until afew weeks ago, Cemaron had been the commander of the king's sorcerer regiment,

arule-bound, administrative commissary who had advanced through the ranks by being able to meet the
needs of the king above the needs of histroops.

With the death of Pleates, and the two armies now combined after the stunning success of Genera
Borlock's last battle, he was | eft the senior sorcerer and elevated to Pleates position. He might have the
king's ear, but he till worked for the generdl.

"I'm sorry, Sir, but | am on the generd's business. She wants meto travel to Inhestia, and | need an
escort.”

Cemaron was standing next to Aetria. She was much taller than he was, and she could tell he was not
comfortable having to look up to her. He walked dowly around to the chair behind his desk and sat
down. He picked up ascroll and tapped its end lightly on the hard, wood surface of the desk.



"I remind you, Sorceress Aetria, that the Sorcerer Guard is under direct command of me, the Sorcerer
Commander, and as such, does not fall under the control of the generd. Y ou, on the other hand, are not
under my command which isaclear violation of the Council's agreement with the king. This order from
the generd"—Cemaron waved the scroll at her—"makes you her Chief Advisor, aposition which isnot
described in any agreement, and conflicts with my role asthe primary advisor of things magicd to the

generd.”

Frustrated with dedling with the man, Aetriareminded hersdlf that technically hewasright, and that she
had to deal with someone who had a history of resisting change, of any kind. “Genera Borlock
specificaly statesin her order that my job does not supplant your position as Advisor of Spell Warfare.™

"True, true, it saysthat, Sorceress, but everyone on the staff knows that she turnsto you for advice
about the use of Power,” the little Adept pointed out to her crossly.

She made a point back to him. “ And she dso turnsto me for advice on things having nothing to do with
the Power. The engineers dont—"

"Y ou are not an engineer, Aetria, or an arms magter, or any other staff member; you are asorcerer. You
are not under the control of a sorcerer. The Council ismaking aformal objection to the king on that
issue, but in the meantime, isforced to alow the genera to take your services from us. We need your
skillsto do magic work, not to make my job difficult by providing conflicting advice."

"Sir! When in the past two weeks have | provided conflicting advice? | have, on at least three occasions,
supported you publicly.”

"It iswhat you tell the generd in private that worriesme."
Her temper rising, Aetriaclamped down on the urgeto yell and said very evenly, “Meaning what, Sir?"

Tossing the order on the desk, Cemaron folded his arms across his chest and sat back in hischair. “You
have reved ed practices, which up until you talked about them, were considered none of a non-sorcerer's
business. This made uslook like we were withholding information from her. Now she questions

everything."

"If Pleates had used better sense and not tried to keep everything he did a secret, the general would
have more trust in the things we do. The sorcerer regiment having been the source of one mgor spy, do
you blame her for looking for more?’

"Y ou are treading on dangerous ground, Sorceress.”
"Sorry, Sir, but about the matter of my escort. Asa Sorceress, | am entitled—"
"To nothing. Y ou are not acting in aposition of asorcerer. The Council hasrevoked your entitlements.
When you come back under our control, we will take over your protection, supply you with a source of

Power, and alow you to exercise your authority as Sorceress. Until then, you are the generd's concern.”

Unableto control her anger, Aetriawhedled about and walked away, saying over her shoulder, “The
generd will heer of thig"

* * % %

The generd had vistors when Aetria stormed up to the command tent. Lieutenant Vaetti, the generd's



alde-de-camp, wisdly sent Aetria back to her own tent with a promise to notify her as soon asthe
generd was available. By the time the aide sent word for her to come, Aetria had cooled down enough
that she was able to present her problem to the genera without screaming.

"He hasthe right to do this, Aetria. | knew that when | wrote the order. | was hoping the Council and |
would not end up in aconfrontationa relationship with each other. Well, it was expected, so | should not
be surprised.”

Aetriastood clenching and unclenching her fist. The urge to pace up and down was amost
ovewhdming.

"Relax before you break something, Sorceress. | have asimple solution to the problem. | am going to
gppoint you aCaptain of Cavdry, effectiveimmediately. Y ou will then proceed to Inhestiawith a patrol
of my Royal Guard as escort to find out what you can about Pleates ability to track us down. Return
when you have information for me.” Guiding Aetria out the door with one hand on the Sorceress’ back,
Sonjaadded, “Don't stay there for four years getting the answers, either. | need you back here as soon

asyou can return. We have awar to end.”
* * % %

Aetrialooked at her new armor resting on its armor rack with a Captain of Cavalry sash draped over the
breastplate. She wondered if what she was doing was what she wanted. In the morning she would be
leaving for Inhestia, but was she going as member of the Order? Or as an officer of the king? The ban on
her entitlements did not demote Aetriafrom the rank of Sorceress, and she could till practice magic, but
it made her avirtua outcast to her regiment. Losing access to a Power source cut her off from the
community sharing experienced during the nightly meditation doneto charge their Power gridsto the
maximum. She thoroughly enjoyed the exchange of the news of the day afterwards with her fellow
sorcerers, especialy Acting Sorceress Wilmina, catching up on what the 5th Support Company was
doing.

Although banned from using the regiment's Power source, she still had accessto one, Pleates’ source.
Until now, she had never had to useit. With asigh, Aetria opened Crusher's source and began her
meditation. And stopped.

What is that strange feeling?

She closed thelid, and the fedling went away. Opening it again brought back the strangeness. To her
Power sensg, it was like abuzz around the normal flow of energy from the source. She backed away
from the box, wondering if she had positioned herself too close to the dead Adept's source. The
strangeness did not go away, athough her sense of received energy decreased every so dightly. She had
achoice, put up with the buzz and Power her grid, or give up. She decided to continue her meditation
and find away to block out theirritation, a least until she had sufficient Power in her grid.

How did Crusher put up with this?she wondered, as she absorbed the Power.

* k% k %

Her persond pride was dl that kept Aetriain the saddle during the grueling three-day trip from the army's
encampment to Inhestia. Her escort of eight Roya Guards had set afast pace the moment they had |eft
thelast sentry post, and continued it from morning meal to dusk every day. Bivouacking at night
consgted of aquick meal eaten in the dark, rolling onesdf in blankets, and faling adeep ingantly. After
rising at dawn, atrip to the bush to take care of nature's call and a splash of water in one's face were
allowed before gulping down the morning med of watery gruel and fruit.



Aetria could have dowed the pace early on after her escort commander, Sergeant Delmona, awoman
as hardened as Sonjawas, had asked her if they were moving too fast for the captain. Aetria, looking
back over the past three days, regretted telling the sergeant to keep up the pace. She ached in every
muscle she had, and then some. When the gates of Inhestia appeared at last, shortly before dusk on the
third day, shesighed in relief. Her mind raced ahead to alonged-for hot tub and a soft deeping-pallet.
The chadlenge from the gate sentry drew her mind back to the present as Sergeant Delmona announced
Aetriaby her rank of Captain of Cavalry. The sentry caled for his duty officer, who appeared within
moments.

The elderly man stepped forward into the torch light of the gates to get a better ook at the distinguished
vigtor. She recognized the old Sorcerer Guard as Lieutenant Hamilto, who had been aguard at Inhestia
for aslong as anyone could remember.

"Sorceress Aetria?'
"It isgood to see you, Lieutenant Hamilto. Sorry to disturb your evening med.”

"Receiving one of our own back homeis never adisturbance, Sorceress. Y ou confused me by your
uniform and fancy title. Do | alert Mage Keristo, the headmaster, or Magess Trelana?'

"l am here to see the Magess. Please see that my escort is billeted promptly.”

"It will be done, Sorceress.... | correct mysdf, Captain. Welcome home.”

* * % %

"Captain of Cavalry?’ Trelanasaid, her eyesrunning over Aetrids armor. Aetriawondered if she
gppeared as exhausted as shefdlt to Trelana, with the strain of travel on her face and the smell of
unwashed clothesfaintly present. Trelanaheld out her armsfor awelcoming embrace. Aetriacame
forward and gave her afirm hug. The coldness of armor's hard metal made abarrier to the warmth of
thelr reunion.

"It isalong story, Magess. After ahot tub and somerest, I'll be ever so happy torelate dl.” The
tirednessin Aetrids voice confirmed her condition for Trelana.

"Of course, the tub iswaiting at the visitor's cottage. | will cancel my morning classes so we can be
undisturbed. We have much to talk about, Aetria”

* * % %

Aetrialuxuriated in the tub, soaking for much longer than she had ever remembered, the aches of the
three-day ride seeping out into the welcomed heet of the water. When shefindly emerged from the tub,
she donned asoft degping-robe. At Inhestias elevation, the summer's night still held achill, and asshelay

down in the soft bed, she considered using a blanket. Those were her last thoughts as deep crept over

her.

Arising the next morning, Aetriafdt well-rested and starved. Trelana had suggested Aetriatake the

morning meal with her, and she had agreed. Eating with the sudents would have given her the
opportunity to visit with friends, but it would aso have delayed her meeting with Trelana. She had abusy
day ahead of her.

After her morning toilet, she stood staring at her saddlebags, trying to decide if she was going to wear



her armor or her red Sorceress robe. Wearing armor here at Inhestia seemed to be away of showing the
Council that Sonjahad control of her instead of them. Not wearing armor would be less confrontational.
Wearing her sorcerer uniform would mean capitulation—giving into their demands. Nether of those
options appealed to her. She did not want to anger the Council, but she thought their actions to ban her
from the regiment harsh and unfair. Sheimpatiently scolded herself for not being able to choose.

You are the general's Chief Advisor—make a decision! She made one.

* * * %

Trelanamissed Aetrids arrivd, dthough she was watching for it. As she looked toward the vidtor's
cottage, waiting for Aetriato emerge, she was thinking of that moment only afew months earlier when
Aetriahad walked across the square in her Sorceress uniform, so proud, so military. The knock on her
door startled her, and she turned from the window to tell the student page to answer it. The page
escorted Aetriainto the room. Aetriawas wearing a student's robe, ared Sorceress sash the only color
againg the plain white cloth.

Knowing Trelanawas staring at her robe, Aetriasaid, “1 thought it would be less of abarrier between us
if I took on my role as your student instead of aking's officer or a banned Sorceress.”

"l can understand why the generd made you her Chief Advisor, Little One. Y ou try to think of al sides
of agtuation. Y our decison wasthe right onefor me."

* * % %

The page had removed the remains of the mid-day meal before Aetriafinished telling Trelanadl that had
passed since her departure three months ago. The Magess had not interrupted once, |etting the younger
woman get the entire story out of her system without putting her on the defensive. Aetriahad carefully
deleted any of the story that connected to her Power-sensing ability, preferring to give Sonjathe credit
for maneuvering them away from Hermanian patrols. With agreat ded of trepidation, she told her mentor
of the grid burnout incident. Trelana reacted with sadness, but again had not questioned her for more
details. Until now.

"A mogt interesting story, Aetria. Y ou say your concern for Alenso Mythrian'slife, and the shock of
being hit by the bullet, iswhat triggered the burnout? | believe you areright. Y ours are the only
battle-rel ated burnouts that we have a survivor to question, and yours are under the most trying

conditions. | don't know how we can overcome the effect of pain and severe emotiona stress on spell
use. | don't seethe value of torturing a sorcerer to seeif they can control Power under pain.

"l must talk with Mage Keristo and come up with asolution to this problem. The obviousoneisto
forbid the use of Power under those circumstances which would be very hard to do during afight. Y our
loss of control, Aetrig, isdistressing, but we don't have enough information to say it isuniquely your
fault."

"By forbidding, do you mean—"

Trelanareached out and patted Aetrias hand. “Oh, no! | don't mean casting you out. If weforbid it,

then all sorcererswill be affected by the edict. And relax, | am not going to recommend years more of

control work for you. Unless,” Trelanalooked hard at Aetria. “ Unless you have something elseto tell
I..T.E.ll

The shock of her words surged through Aetria, causing her to wince dightly. Trelanas hand pat became
afirm grasp. “Tell me now, dear."



She couldn't lieto Trelana, but she couldn't tell her everything. Hiding her Power sensing for so many
yearswould be unforgivable a this point. Frantically shetried to think of something to say that would
sound plausible. Her mentor sat there waiting.

"The reason | was sent here by Genera Borlock wasto try to determine how Pleates tracked us down
when the Hermanian army couldn't. She thought it might be his source. She knows that an exposed
source can be sensed by sorcerers.”

Trelanafrowned and thumbed their joined hands gently on Aetriasleg. “From what | have heard from
Adept Cemaron, you told her that. The Council is not taking that well. But continue.”

Freeing her hand, Aetriatook Pleates source out of her robe pocket and handed it to Trelana. “ She
asked if Adepts had specia sKillsto track their own sources. | told her | don't know because | have not
been ingtructed in that area. | was sent to ask you if that were possible.”

Looking at the source, Trelana opened the lid and exposed herself to the Power. After amoment, she
closed the lid and handed it back to Aetria. “ There is no secret knowledge about persona sources. If
there were, | would have to enjoin you never to reved it, even to your generd. Y ou would obey me on
that, wouldn't you?'

Aetriadropped her head, the shame she felt from the rebuke reddening her cheeks. “Y es, Maam."

"When we send an Adept candidate out on their quest for anew spell, they have to have a source. We
givethem one, crafted uniquely for them in honor of their candidacy. If they succeed intheir quest, then
they are dlowed to keep the source. | sense nothing different in this source. Y ou have not finished telling
mewhat | asked you to tell me.”

"l—you know | have been banned by Adept Cemaron from exercising my entitlements as a sorcerer.
He said it was by order of the Council.”

Trelananodded her head.

"I haven't been banned from using the Power, so | have been using Pleates source to recharge my grid.”
She added breathlessy, “No one said | couldn't do that.”

"That istrue, otherwise | would have taken the source from you."

Thank the Power, Aetriathought. “1 told you he gave me his source before sending me off to escort the
generd. When | tried to give it back, heinssted | would need it. | never used it once. After my burnout, |
knew | couldn't exposeit or our position would be known. When | opened his source for thefirst time
just afew daysago, | sensed a‘buzzing.” | don't know how to describeit, but it does not fed like the
norma energy from the source.”

Trelanareached for the source again. Aetriaamost did not hand it to her, afraid her revelation had
changed her mentor's mind. The Magess opened the source again, concentrating onit. The“buzz” Aetria
had described was il there to her senses, asit was the first time Trelana opened the source. Trelana
closed the source and held it in her hand. Aetria held her bresth unconscioudly.

"Since the burnout, had you been exposed to any source before Pleates?”



“No, Trdana"

The Magess got up and walked into her deegping chamber, returning with her own source. “ Remember
not to stand as close as you do to Pleates source. Look at mine.”

Even a afurther distance than she thought prudent, the Power coming from Trelana's source was
stronger than she felt comfortable with. She backed up afurther step. Trelana shut the lid on her source.
“Wdl?'

"The‘buzz isthere, Magess,” Aetriasaid.But why is the buzz from Pleates source so much
stronger? It would be nice to be able to ask Trelana, but I'd better not.

"I will ask Mage Keristo what he thinks, but my guessisthat your second burnout has caused you the
same over-sengtivity you fdt last time. Have you spelled anything since your burnout?!

"No, | have been—"
"Busy playing soldier? 1lluson me athunderstorm, complete with hail.”

Why is she prodding me?The storm was spectacular, even in Aetrias opinion. She added water from
the horrendous rainfdl rising rapidly up past their ankles. The thunder was deafening; the lightning's sharp
bursts of jagged light reflected brightly off the descending rain. The egg-size hail splashed water up from
the rising flood like rocks thrown into a pond.

The page ran into the room and shrieked when she saw water flowing towards her. Putting her hands
over her ears, sherushed out. Aetria ceased theillusion, alowing an echo of the thunder to sound faintly
off theroom'swalls. Shefdt asdrained asthe water that disappeared from the floor.

Trelanahanded her Pleates’ source. “ After that, you are going to need this. Very impressive; dmost as
good as the one you did for me months ago. Then you had more hail, but the water was a nice touch.
Y ou have gotten out of practice, but that is not your fault. Y ou know athunderstorm is one of the hardest
exercises of control you can do, and you do it well. | will report thisaso to Mage Kdrigto. Y ou must
promise me that you will report any abnormal spell effectsat once.”

"Yes, Maam, | will.” My Power sensing isn't exactly a spell effect.

Trelanaleft the room to find her page. Aetriawalked to the window and looked out, the scene so very
familiar to her. She had spent hours staring out this window during her course of studies with her Mentor.
Aetriasguilt for not telling Trelana about her Power sensing was becoming astone around her heart. The

Magess had only tried to do the best for her, and Aetriarewarded her Mentor with half-truths.
Perhaps it would be better to tell her and accept the consequences.

Trelana swept back into the room and sat down in her favorite chair. She pointed to the hard,
straight-backed chair next to her, the one where her students sat uncomfortably for hours at end, and
Aetriasat downinit.

"Y our killing Plestes has caused quite acommotion in the Council .

"It was ether kill him or hekilled the generd.”



"Don't get mewrong, Aetria. Pleates deserved to diefor spying on our country and dishonoring our
Order. The commotion is about the growing animosity between the generd and the Council. Pleates did
us no favors by hisactions, and it has aggravated the mistrust the genera fedls about sorcerers. Generdl

Borlock's making you afield officer isnot going to be taken well.”

Aetria clasped her hands together in her Iap and leaned forward dightly, putting as much sincerity as she
could into her voice. “ SonjaBorlock isasuperb officer and commanding generad. She only thinks of the
good of the country and her serviceto the king. Sheis not spiteful and mean. Hard, yes.

"Digtrusting? Not if you give her no causeto be. Pleates did that. Helied to her, or at the very least,
mided her on severa occasions. For example, the report he gave her of the incident involving the death
of the five Novices did not contain my report as hetold meit would. | stated in my report that | believed
he had unreasonably increased the risk of grid burnout on the Novice Aggressors by sending them into
battle before they were ready. | dso said | believed his projector weaponskilled the Novices."

Trelanajerked, asif stabbed by aneedle. “His projector weapons were responsible for their deaths?!

"Yes, that iswhat | saw.” Aetriatold her the events of the battle. Trelana did not react further, except to
frown at the end of the story.

"What you have said is at odds with what we know of the incident. Pleates had been sending the Council
daily reports since we gave him permission to create the weapons. Those reports did not mention any
problems with the staffs, but they did have some uncomplimentary remarks about you."

Aetriasat back, knowing the hurt showed in her face. “1 am sorry to hear that, Magess. When he
foolishly went after that source and caused the death of my charges, | lost whatever respect | had for
him. Heisdead, and | am not sorry."

"Sometimes the dead have away of taking revenge, Little One. Y ou must be very careful what you say
about him. He still has supporters around, despite histreachery.”

"1 hear you, Mentor, but please keep in mind that, with al the bad Pleates is connected to, the general
il does not consider his beliefs and attitude as the same as the Council's. If the Council stands up for
him, then she might. That will widen the gap between the Council and the generd. Please, ligten. Sonjais
willing to trust sorcerers. Shetrustsme. That iswhy | think it isimportant to complete my mission, to
build on that trust with her."

Trelananodded. “I agree, and | have told the Council your relationship with the genera can be avery
good thing. Now, how can | help you with your mission?

Aetrianeeded to know more about Pleates. He was well known as a powerful Aggressor, but little was
known about his student years. “What was Pleates new spell, that he was elevated to Adept for? Could
he have found away to track sorcerers?’

"No, his spell was related to pure destruction. We have kept it secret becauseit isso deadly. | will tell
you now, but | caution you not to tell anyone else except Generd Borlock, and only if you fed that is
necessary."

"l promise.”

"Pleates was sent on his quest into the foothills of our estate. There are rustic cabinsin isolated places



that we usefor the purpose of putting initiates off by themselves, so they can concentrate on their studies.
Sorcerer Guards take them food and check on their welfare, but that isthe only company they get.
Questsnormally last severd years. Pleates returned to us after Sx months, surprising everyone. Even
more surprising was his new spell. He could destroy sources.”

Aetriasjaw dropped open in surprise. “ Destroy sources. How?"'

"We don't know. | saw him explode a source in the courtyard of the Council chambers. It was very
impressive. Crusher's eevation to Adept was hotly debated in Council because, although he had
advanced spell knowledge, he was unable to teach the spell to other sorcerers—an historical
requirement. None of the senior Aggressor instructors could duplicate his source-destroying spell. Inthe
end hewas elevated for the practica reason that the Order had joined the army and his particular kil
would be useful when facing enemy sorcerers. With his degth, that skill isgone.”

Probably a good thing, Aetriathought. “He told me he was a candidate for Mage, and implied the saffs
were the reason he would be eevated. Isthat true?”

"Y es. He discovered away to project afireball spdl into aspecia box at the end of the staff. The box
actsto increase the intengity, until it releases out the front end of the projector. It only seemsto work for
Aggressor pdlslike lightning and fireballs. The advantage of the weapon isthat the Aggressor using it
does not have to use much of his own Power to gect it from the staff box. Thus, the Aggressor can
maintain effective spd| usefor fivetimeshisnormd &bility.”

"That isincredible. It meansthe Laws of Spell Warfare have been changed forever."

"Maybe naot, Little One. Pleates kept the secret of how he made the projector weagpons. Our Engineer,
Arigtes, made the gaffs for him, but Pleates added something to them later on. Aristesistrying to figure
out what it was but has not been successful so far. We only have two of the weapons.”

"Novices Belanar and Fernoniasurvived the blasts. | wastold they were sent back to Inhestia after
Pleates desth."

"They are here. They are working with Magess Corerilla, the Aggressor Mentor, showing her the
techniques they were taught by Pleates.”

"They have been using the weapons? By the Power, Magess, we have lost four Novicesto those
wegpons dready. Y ou must stop thisinsanity!"

Trelanareached out and touched Aetria's arm. “ The wegpons have been working just fine. Until now, no
one has said anything about the weapons being at fault. | will do so today to Magess Corerilla, but don't
take thiswrong, Aetria. Yoursisthe only voice that saysthere are problems—"

"And | am under acloud with the Council! Do what you can, Trelana. | know what | saw, and | saw
those things explode.”

A knock on the door drew their attention. Trelanas page stuck her head around the corner and said a
messenger from Mage Keristo requested the Magess's presence for an emergency meeting of the
Coundil.

Trelanagroaned. “Thesethingslast dl night. Tdl the messenger to tel Keristo | am coming. Aetria, will |
Sseeyou again tomorrow?"



Standing, Aetriashook her head. “I'm leaving in the morning to visit my parents before | return to the
encampment. | will stop by to say goodbye before | go. Can | walk with you to the Council chambers?’

"That would be nice, but no marching. | am not inthearmy.”

* * % %

As her escort clattered into her father's courtyard, Aetriarealized she had made amistake by not riding in
aone. The work hands surrounding the wagons being loaded with provisonswere dowly putting their
burdens down, their posture expressing their wariness with the arrival of an army unit in their midst. Her
father left his seet in the shade of the warehouse porch where he had been supervising the loading of the
wagons, and came down the steps at the end of the dock, approaching Sergeant Delmona's horse
dowly.

"Can| help you, Sergeant?’ he asked in his heavy Tierian accent.

The sergeant turned in her saddle and looked back at Aetriain the rear of the formation. The sun at
Aetrids back made her father shield his eyes as helooked in the direction the sergeant was |ooking.
Aetriadismounted and walked toward her father.

He squinted at her. “Captain? | s there something wrong with our deliveries?’

Removing her hemet and tucking it under her arm, Aetriasmiled a her father. “ Father, it isjust your
foolish daughter coming for avigt."

With ashout of recognition, her father rushed forward and hugged her fiercely to him. Petting her
armored back, he said, “Thisisnot anilluson, my sorceress child? A captain in the Roya Guard? No
matter, you will explain. Welcome home! Foreman Penved, give the men abreak. A ration of cool wine
for dl in celebration of my daughter's return home.”

A cheer greeted his announcement; the men reacting in relief from what they thought wasgoingto bea
confrontation, that had turned into a happy occasion. Aetrianodded at the unasked question from
Sergeant Delmona. The sergeant ordered the escort to dismount.

"Father, could you please put my men up for the night in the warehouse?"

"Gladly, and we shdl continue the celebration with meat and cheese for the evening med, plus more
wine. But only after the break is over and the wagons are loaded! | have abusinessto run herel™

The prospect of a party lightened the mood even more. The foreman sent ayoungster running for the
wine and waved to Sergeant Delmonato get her attention, then pointed behind the warehouse to the barn
where the escort could stable their horses. Aetrias foster father guided her towards the modest house
where her mother, Valeria, waited. The smile on her face was aslarge as her ample girth.

* k% k %

Aetriapaused at the top of the stepsthat led to her attic bedchamber and looked down at the common
room where her foster parents awaited her gppearance. They were talking animatedly, the excitement in
their voices causing an occasiond word to float upwardsto her hearing.

Captain of Cavdry...



So grown...
Beautiful woman...
Sorceress.

She leaned on therailing, her attention on her mother, the woman who had taken in ababy girl so many
years ago and raised her as her own. Childless, her mother had longed for babies of her own, but
accepted afate that denied her children. Her father had told the Story of her arriva in their lives many
times, the tears of joy aways flowing from his deegp-set Tierian eyes. When the mysterious man had
appeared in the middle of the night with a blanket-wrapped bundle in hisarms, her father had taken the
baby and brought it to hiswife. She had taken the child from him, and checking it over, smiled her wide
smileand sad, “It'sagirl. Her namewill be Aetria” Her father nodded. “ Tierii AetriaMenhda
vGrenes.

"| forgot, it should be Aetree, | beieve."

"No, my wife, the‘a isfor the Delmathian woman who stole my heart,” he said, hugging the woman he
had given his people up for. “Her name should have your people's ending. Aetriais the daughter of our
two peoples.”

Her mother gave him another smile, her life now complete.

* k k %

Thewoman in that story had grown older, heavier, gray creeping into her hair. The beauty that had
caught her father's eye was il there but had matured. The worry wrinkles around her eyes were not
from anything Aetria had done, having been aquiet girl who awaysdid the will of her parents. No, as
Aetriawatched her mother, she redlized the fears that had etched the skin around those shockingly blue
eyeswerefor her father.

An outcast from his Tieri people, his decision according to him, he was not accepted by her Delmathian
people. After dl these years asamerchant, it was only during the war that he prospered beyond the level
of breaking even. Her home villagers distrusted him for his Tieri ancestry and were quick to blame him
for the misery in their life. Aetriahad not been spared their pettiness, but because she lacked the hooked
nose and deep-set eyes of the Tieri people, they tolerated her.

Her mother looked up and saw Aetriaat the top of the stairs. She called up to her. “Hurry down, my
daughter, | am dying to hear why my little girl iswearing that ugly armor instead of her lovely robes.”

Straightening, Aetriafluffed out her skirt, the firgt time she had worn anything but auniformin years, if
sheincluded her student's robes as a uniform. The loose blouse she had donned felt cool on her skin, not
the swesat-soaked under blouse that had been stuck to her for the past five hours. Washed, in clean
clothes, shewasready to join her family.

"I'm coming, Mama."

* * % %

"1 must check on our people to ensure they have been properly fed and aren't too drunk.” Her mother
left them.

They were seated in what served her father asalibrary. He was not alearned man, compared to Mage



Keristo, but he prided himsdlf on being ableto read the histories of the land and of itsleaders. Thiswas
one thing that made him different from his Tieri people; he was interested in things besides gold and
material wedlth. Shetruly loved thisroom. When she waslittle, Aetriahad spent many hoursin here

listening to histaes of travel and prying from him the secrets of his people.

She looked at the wdl behind him lined with shelves holding histomes and scrolls. Hiswriting desk sat
againg thewal to hisright with severd stainsforever absorbed into the wood from Aetriaspilling ink
when shewas ayoung girl learning to write. Her father had encouraged her education, tutoring her
himsdlf when he could not afford to send her to the village teacher. She remembered so well his
grumbling about spending even the smal amount of gold he had on her being educated by a people who
taught her values different from his, but as he had said so often, “ Y ou haveto livein thisworld!™

It was years later before she learned what he really meant. Not being well accepted by the other village
children, she had spent alot of her time playing in her imagination. He was afraid her constant escape to
that world would make her too vulnerable to the threats of the real world. He knew also that she would

not be freeto livethe life he had growing up, for Tierians were wanderers and rovers, not tied to the
land.

Herein this room he had taught her some of the language of his people, useful when they wanted to hide
their conversation from her mother, who had refused to learn her husband's native tongue, saying it was
too hard for her smple mind. In here he had dso taught her alittle of the Tieri's secretive culture and their
proud traditions. They had not always been the fiercely independent clans they now were, but had been
one nation under the rule of the Rhuhani clan. A war was fought amongst the Tieri, and an event he caled
“The Dispersd” sent the clans out into the world. She had never found out what had happened, and he
would not speak of it again.

In this same room, after pushing the chairs and desk out of the way, she had spent endless hourslearning
the sdf-protection skills of his people, theinfamous* Tierian Thief” style of fighting. She had asked why
they were cdled thieves, and he had told her that the Tierians were accepted reluctantly by dl of the
land's peoples, astheir main interest was in accumulating as much gold as possible by any means
availableto them. They would ded in any commodity, preferably legd, but if there was no market trade
to be had, they found other means to accumulate wealth—hence their reputation asthieves. Hetold her
that the Tieri skillsin stedlth were legend, aided by their magic and their salf-defense disciplines.

She had been intrigued by their use of magic, for in her Delmathian world only sorcerers practiced that
skill. When she had tested for magic use and was selected, her mother had been very pleased and proud
of her. Her father approved in hisquiet way, but she worried that his heart was not in letting her go.
When she asked if shewould meet any of his people at Inhestia, he laughed and said no. Those that
tested for magic had rardly chosen to go into training, for using the power for the good of al wasnot in
the Tierian interest. Instead, those who were found to have the “touch” were trained by the clan'selder to
usether skillsto acquire gold viasales of potions and charms. Some used their skillsto disguise
themsealves, handy when carrying out nefarious activities. At Inhestiashe had asked Trelanawhy the
Order allowed the Tierians' use of Power. Trelanatold her that the Order did not approve of their
dabbling in magic, but there was no law that said they could not hawk their medicines and lucky charms.

Her father interrupted Aetrials musings. “ Sheisworried, Aetria—not for those men, but for you. That
Pleates was a dangerous man.”

Relaxing in her leather chair, acopy of which her father sat in opposite her, Aetriasaid, “1 know, Fether,
but he is dead now. He was aspy for the Hermanians and betrayed our Order, and the king!"



"Yes, | have known for along time that he was spying for the Hermanians.”

The shock in Aetrias face was echoed in her voice, asin exasperation she said, “ But why didn't you tell
me, or if not me, then someone?!

Her father looked at her for amoment, a hesitation in hisresponse, asif he was considering avoiding her
question.

"Therisk to you wastoo high, and | feared for your mother and the home we had built."

"Fear of whom?'Y ou would have been protected by the king for coming forth with that information.”

"Y our King would not have been able to protect you, or your mother, or mysaf from paying the
consequences.”

"What consequences?’

Her father shifted in hisleather chair, perhaps fedling uncomfortable with having to say more about the
subject than he wanted to. “ Taupna Ani, Aetria,” her father said in Tieri.

Powers, her father was swearing her to secrecy with the strongest of Tieri vows! “Damaiko,” Aetria
responded, meaning, “So | swear.”

"Itisalong story, Aetria, but | will tdll it short. Among the Tierian outcasts, we have our own
organization. We share information and watch out for each other. Shortly after Adept Pleatesjoined the
army, he began to use the services of our peopleto do certain tasks that he did not want his own people

to know about. Since we were outcast of the Tieri, and not as bound to either The Code or an
established clan, we were considered by him to be safer than using other professional ‘ services.” It was
mostly courier work, passing messages back and forth to aspecia location. After several years of this
work, we found out who was receiving those messages and stored that information away for future use.

We suspected that he was spying but did not see any results which could be tracked to him."

"Even that information would have been helpful to us, Father."

"Aetrig, remember the nature of our people. Information isuseful for sale, but not if you giveit away.
Our people were not threatened, nor was a great loss of life caused by our not revealing his efforts. We
did not yet see a need to waste this potential source of gold. The courier business was good. About two

years ago he expanded his needs. He engaged some of usto acquire certain mineras he needed.”

"Minerds? Why didn't hejust buy them?”
"These minerals came from places that were under the most serious protection.”
A look of dishelief crossed Aetrias face. “ The source mines? He wanted you to steal sources?”

"No, but he wanted certain minerdsthat existed in the mines. It took us quite awhileto *acquire’ them.
At this point one of us decided that it was time to use the information we had to his advantage. We
argued againgt it, but he went ahead with his plan. Before his plan reached fruition, we received awarning
from ahighly placed Tierian in the Hermanian army to sop what we were planning to do. Wetried to
convince our member to stop, but he continued. Within aweek, he was found dead, aong with most of
hisfamily, killed by assassins"



"Hermanian Assassns?'

Her father grunted in disdain at her question, asif words were too valuableto usein hisanswer. “The
army said so0. But the way of death had a signature of its own. We knew it was Kanchaa"

"Our own people? The Death Clan?’ Aetriaamost whispered the last, asif afraid the source of
nightmares could hear her.

"The Kanchadahad been hired by the Hermanians very early inthe war to train their assassins. The
murders were made to look like Hermanian nwork, but the method of killing was Kanchaa They
would never have taught this method, for amaster does not teach his apprentices everything he knows.
No, thiswas a Rhuhani warning directly at us, and we had no choice but to obey it."

"But the Rhuhani no longer rule the clans. Why should they interfere?"

Her father looked off into the corner of the room, his eyesfocused on something in his past. “ Always
respect the Rhuhani, Aetria—but watch your back. The Tierian who warned us off the first timewas
Rhuhani. There must be avery important reason for their actionsif they involved the Ruling Clan.”

Aetriapulled her feet up under her in chair, asif to protect them from some evil thing crawling around on
the floor. She hugged hersdlf, cold even in the warmth of the summer evening. Shelooked at her father,
waiting for himto finish hisstory.

He shifted his eyes off the past and back to her face. “ Severa more years went by. Pleates continued to
use our services, but infrequently. Perhaps our member had caused him to become cautiousin his
dedlingswith us. His activities were subdued. It was so until he returned to Inhestiain the spring of this
year."

"That iswhen | rgoined thearmy.”

The sadnessin her father's deep-set eyesjolted Aetria. His voice dropped aleve ashe spoke. “You
caused him agreat deal of concern, my daughter. Whatever was his plan, you wereinterfering with it. On
reaching the army encampment, he sought us out once more. He wanted you taken care of ."

Her breath exploded out of her. “What?*

His voiced shifted, anger creeping into it. “He hired one of usto kill you. The member wasavery old
friend—one who had watched you raised from a babe-in-arms. He told me and then took an extended
journey. While he was away, the Delmathians discovered Pleates activities, and the rest of the story you
know."

Nodding, Aetria kept her eyesfixed on her father's. * Y es, but not who told the genera about Pleates.
Her own spies noticed the Hermanians getting set up to capture her and told her she had aspy in her
gaff, but that is not the whole ory isit, Father?'

"Thereisnever an end to along story, Aetria. Just retellings and revisions.”

She knew that he was not going to answer her last question. He had secrets that he was not going to tell.

"Doesyour ‘organization” know why Pleates became atraitor to his Order and king?'



"No, but we know he had a fascination with the Logathian Mountains. Perhaps ajourney there after the
war would be profitable.”

"Assuming we win, maybe so. In the meantime | have serious questions that | need answersfor now.
With him dead, who would know the answers?'

Her father rubbed his eyes, tired after along day's work and thislate evening reunion with his daughter.
“The one who knows some of those answers |eads the Hermanian Sorcerer Corps. But | do know the
Hermanians had told their sorcerersto be on the lookout for Pleates, in the event he fled the Delmathians
and sought shelter in Hermania. Perhaps atalk with aHermanian sorcerer might be useful.”

"Could you arrange that, Father?”

Laughing, hesaid jokingly, “For aprice.

* * * %

From the safety of the trees, Aetriaand Sergeant Delmona watched the worn path that came up and over
theridge to their south, wound past their hiding place, and continued across the grassy glade before
garting adow climb up the hill to the north of them. It was a path well traveled by horsein recent times,
apath marking the easternmogt flank of the Hermanians, made by patrols and skirmishers moving back
and forth. In thisarea, the trees were thick and close together; the hills and little valleys made the lay of
the land unsuited for movement of infantry and heavy horse. No serious battles would ever be fought
here.

"If your father'sinformation is as accurate as it has been up to now, they should be dong soon.” The
sergeant shifted in her saddle.

Aetrialooked to her right and left, seeing the other seven Roya Guardsmen sitting quietly on their
horses, watching the path as she had been. Her father's price for telling her how she could capture a
Hermanian sorcerer for questioning was to return home more often for visits. He told her the Hermanians
did not have enough sorcerersto station them in fortified strongholds as the Delmathians did, so they
routinely sent a sorcerer riding the skirmish lines to scan for source activity. The sorcerer was protected
by apatrol of cavalry, normaly about a half dozen men. They rode quickly between their outposts,
disguised as norma skirmishers, so their presence was not marked as anything out of the ordinary. He
said they moved their sorcerers before dusk set in. She had been sensing movement from the south for
the past hour, but the reading was very weak. Perhaps the sorcerer had powered himself down to
maximize his own search for asource.

Sergeant Delmona had not protested her request for the use of the escort to capture a sorcerer. The
sergeant said getting some action on an otherwise dull escort job, begging the captain's pardon, would be
nice. Aetriafdt that the odds were in their favor—eight Royd Guards were more than amatch for Six
Hermanian horsemen. The sergeant asked how they were supposed to know which one of the party was
asorcerer, if they dl dressed dike. Aetriaanswered it would probably be obvious at thetime, “but just in
case, don't kill anyone unlessyou haveto.” Having powered hersaf down, Aetriaknew she would be
able to spot the sorcerer. So here they sat, waiting for the skirmishers. Her father'sinformation was
correct.

The horsemen crested the ridge to the south and cantered along the path in singlefile. Thethird soldier
back had an aura. She did not have to tell Delmonaanything; the sorcerer was wearing hisrobe
undernegath the leather armor, and the gray material was clearly evident. The sergeant sgnaed who the



target was to her troop, and they readied their crossbows. Asthe skirmishers rode by, Sergeant
Demonadropped her raised fist and crossbow bolts sang out, felling the skirmishers and leaving the
sorcerer trying to control a panicked horse, wondering where everybody went. Delmona came out of
hiding and rode down upon the struggling sorcerer, backhanding him out of the saddle with an armored
fist across his chest.

Dazed, the sorcerer crashed to the ground, and Delmonawas at his throat with adagger, ordering him
not to try any magic or he was adead man. The sorcerer froze in place, the sergeant’s knife cutting into
his skin. Her Hermanian may have been crude, but he seemed to understand. Aetriarode out of the trees
and approached the man. She was in the process of dismounting when, without warning, crossbow bolts
hissed by, anumber of them hitting Aetria's horse, who reared and plunged under the deadly missiles.
Aetriahad aready been hit, the bolt damming through her armor into her right shoulder, and her last
thoughts were of being pitched backwards through the air by the bucking horse.

The Roya Guardsmen broke cover on seeing Aetriago down, two rushing to assist their sergeant, the
other five whedling to face the onrushing group of skirmisherswho had ridden down from the north just
as Aetrias escort had executed their ambush. The emergence of armored horsemen out of the trees gave
them pause, and they broke their charge, choosing to loose arrows and bolts at the armored troops
instead of sword or lance. Two Roya Guardsmen went down while the sergeant and one of the men
shoved Aetriainto the arms of the last assisting horseman, who draped her across his saddle and headed
for safety. Delmonaturned to pull the sorcerer up, and saw that he was no longer of any vaue, his head
pulped by the flailing hooves of Aetrias horse. She grabbed Aetrias saddlebags off the back of the
now-dead horse and mounting, rallied her troops. They rode off down the southern trail, crossbow bolts
arching out after them.

CHAPTER 8

Lying on her deeping pad, looking at the bloody holein her Captain of Cavalry commisson sash, Adtria
berated hersdlf for the hundredth time that day for being so stupid. Taking a crossbow bolt in the
shoulder was certainly painful. But it was going to be nothing compared to the discomfiture she would
experience when the genera returned to her headquarters from afield unit ingpection and found out her
Chief Advisor had returned from Inhestiawounded, with two of her escorting squad of the generd'sown
Roya Guard dead.

And for what?A questionable raid into enemy territory to kidnap a sorcerer, and no sorcerer gained for
thelosses,

The dull ache was returning to the wound site. Aetriadipped into meditation mode to release the hedling

gpell she had coerced out of the Adept Healer, Loreana Jorell, who was very reluctant to provide such

skillsto any non-hedling sorcerer, let done Aetria. Trying to ease Loreands fears, Aetria pointed out to
the heder that it wasn't exactly aheavy-duty spdl, more of asdf-help, quick bandage kind of spdll.

L oreana countered with the argument that, with Aetrias record of spell control, she could turn a
toothache cure into aresurrection spell without any effort at al. Even coming from her closest friend on
the generd's gaff, that comment stung.

Perhaps that unkind dap at her friend's sorcerer's skills was the deciding factor that overcame Jorell's
hesitation to teach her the spell, but in redlity it was probably the fear of annoying one so closeto Generd
Borlock. Loreanagave her the spell, and it worked well. Aetriarelaxed asthe pain eased away.



The blare of trumpets from the direction of the encampment’'s main gate sgnaed the generd's arrival and
sent ashock of anxiety through Aetria. If she hadn't been so weak from blood loss, she would have
struggled to her feet and started pacing up and down. She spent the time before the genera's arrival

caming hersdlf, going over the argument again and again in her mind, trying to eiminate dl emation and
leave sound reasoning and clear thinking asthe basisfor her actions, as she had been taught by Sonja. As
the clatter of an armored body dismounting came from outside her tent, she mentaly wailed,How could |
be so stupid?

Sonjaentered Aetrias tent without the normal courtesy cdl of “Request permission to enter,” an act
which Aetriamisread as being out of anger, instead of what it was, concern for her welfare. Aetrias
response was to pretend to be adeep.

Sonjalooked at the “degping” sorceress, noting the paleness of blood lossin her face and the worry
lineswrinkling Aetrias brow. Sonjasmiled in relief. The Hedler's hastily ddlivered report of Aetrids status
wasthat her wound was serious, but unlessinfection set in, not life-threatening. If Aetriawasthisworried

about Sonja's reaction to the news, then she couldn't be that near death's door.

"Not too wise, Sorceress,” Sonjasaid bluntly.
Aetriasighed out her held breath. Sonja could read her too well. “I'm sorry, Generd."

Sonjaresponded to the gpology somewhat harshly. “Why was araid into enemy controlled territory so
important that it lost me the services of my Chief Advisor and asquad of my personal Roya Guard?”

"l needed information from a Hermanian sorcerer, and | needed it as soon aspossible,” Aetriaanswered
in asubdued voice.

"So why didn't you tell that to my Chief of Staff and let him *acquire’ the sorcerer for you, instead of
taking it upon yoursdlf to lead such afoolish raid? Don't answer that. | know your answer dready. | will
point out to you that your commission in the cavary ismore honorary than actud. Y ou received it for
your invauable participation in the misson to escort meto theking. As| have told you on numerous
occasions, your purpose on my staff isadvisory. | have officersto lead line troops and sorcerers. Y our
desreto beinthe midst of everything is starting to be annoying.”

Lying down as shewas, it was hard for Aetriato use any body language to show her contrition other
than with her face, and thefirein her eyeslit by the need to rise to her own defense was not helping that.
She decided an aggressive offense might be better than a passive defense.

"| sincerely gppreciate the vaue you place in my advice on avariety of subjects, but | cannot sit around
and wait for wisdom and knowledge to come to me so | can be ready to advise you. | took what |
considered to be a calculated risk to gather information, which | could then turn into facts. Those facts
are needed to answer your question on how that traitor Adept Pleates was able to track us cross
country, thus being in the position to ambush us and cause the degth of Alenso Mythrian.”

Sonja sat down wearily in achair near the camp table that served Aetria as a place to dump her few
personal belongings, and untied the leather thongs that held her breastplate in place, dropping it to the
rug-covered ground with adull clang.

"Good diversionary tactic to use Alenso's name. How | miss that man. He was more than just astand-in
puppet to play the generd in my place. He was atrue friend, and—"



"I'm sorry, Generd, | didn't mean to evoke sad memories, but that truly isthe reason for my actions.”

Sonjas eyes swivelled to focus on Aetria, returning from that point in space where memoriesrest. “Not
sad memories, Aetria. Alenso died as helived: eating, drinking, wenching, and fighting at the end. A near
perfect death for an imperfect man. His death would have been perfect if hislast kisshad beenona

woman, instead of that cross-dressing traitor of a sorcerer.”

"That kiss distressed Plestes as much as anything | can think of, probably saving your life by affecting his
knife throw at you. Do you redly missthat huge hunk of depravity you caled friend?!

"Oh, yes” Sonjasmiled. “Hewas very good in the saddle.”
"Being agood horseman is not areason to miss someone, Generd."
"Wrong saddle, Sorceress.”

Aetriabit her lip to stop the response that dmost flew from her mouth. She quickly changed the subject.
“There has been adight complicationin my life asaresult of my recent vigit to my mentor to tell her of
my second loss of control and subsequent grid burnout.”

The need to do more than lie on her back and talk was too much for Aetria. She struggled to Sit erect
and get up, but Sonja prevented her from leaving the deeping pallet, actively forcing her back down. She

acquiesced to her friend's protested desire to sit up by pulling Aetrias saddle around to the pallet and
bracing the sorceress' back in asitting position.

"My mentor, Magess Trelana, had aready heard of the death of Adept Pleates and was gravely
concerned about histraitorous acts, especialy their impact on the relations between sorcerer and
non-sorcerer. After | had told her the story of the escort mission, and Pleates’ ability to track us down

despite my not using an exposed source, she was quite surprised he could do that. Although she dso
thought it odd he had inssted | take his source with me when | started the escort mission, she had no

ideaon how hedidit."
"So my theory of something special with personalized sources doesn't hold,” Sonja asked.

"Yes, and no.” Aetriawinced when the genera snorted in derision. She hastily added, “Now, please, |

know you didike my mushy answers, but thisredly isthe case here. | had said | didn't know if Adepts
was trained with specid skills associated with the sources given to them by the Mage Council.

"It turns out there are no secrets attached to personal sources. A candidate for advancement to the level

of Adept, after receiving the necessary training and gpproval by their mentor to try, must develop anew
spell inthelr field of expertise. To increase concentration and effort, the candidate is ordered out into
seclusion, given a Power source to work with, and not alowed back into the Order until she or he has

mastered the new spell. If you pass, you keep your source. They are rare and valuable, but not unique.
On the other hand, | think you may be correct about Plestes source.”

"The*complication’ you mentioned, Sorceress?'
"Yes, Maam, get to the point. Since | had kept his source, | gaveit to her. Shelooked at the source

itsdlf, but sensed nothing out of the ordinary. She gave it back to me and asked why | thought she should
| knew better than lie to her, and risking her displeasure, told her | felt an odd discordance.”



"Why should she have been upset with you?"

"Since my first burnout experience, she has been struggling with the decision to terminate my sorcerer
abilities"

Sonja shot out of her chair. “Who doesshe think sheis, that she can do that to one of my officers?'

" Sheis on the High Council of Magi, and my mentor. If she believes| endanger our order of sorcerers,
then it is her duty to report me to the Council. It has nothing to do with the army.”

"Itisnot the army she will have to answer to, itisme, and if | can't influence minds, I'm sure the king
(H,].ll

"Now, Generd, please Sit down and stop throwing your weight around.” Aetrias pleading tone mollified
Sonja somewhat, and she returned to her seat, muttering cursesinto her wine cup.

"Since | am to be nice, please explain to me why you could be thrown out of your order?"

"Trelanabelieves my grid burnouts may have had serious effects on my sorcerer ability. When | was sent
back to her the first time for additiond training, after the incident with the guard e ephants, | discovered |
could sense the presence of Powered sorcerers. When | related that to her, she became quite concerned.
Her initid belief wasthat | was super-sengtized by the burnout, and that as| hedled, the phenomenon
would go away."

"Which it did not, as you used it to get us around the Hermanian pickets,” Sonjainterjected.

"As| said then, Generd, it was a secret | needed kept. Trelanalectured me on the dangers of abnormal
spell use and the possibility of being thrown out of the Order. It scared me so much | did nothing to
dispe her belief and avoided the topic asbest | could.”

"Shetook an awfully big chance with you, Aetria.”

The Sorceress blushed, looking down to avoid eye contact. “1 know, but | was her best pupil. She
alowed meto train to Sorceresslevel and beyond. She doubled the usua level of control exercisesto
test meto the limit. | passed and exceeded her expectations, but she would not sponsor me for Adept
level until | had proven mysdf once again. She sent me back into the field—with agtiff warning not to

dabblein areasin which | was not specificaly trained. Two months later | return, having experienced
another burnout. Thisloss of control, plus sensing a“discordance’ from asource—wadll it might be the
point of no return for her."

"What isthis*discordance you fed ?"

"Trelands question exactly. My answer: | don't know. It is not something you sense with physical senses,
but aparale from the physical sense of sound helps meto describeit. It islike two singerstrying to sing
the same note, but oneisever so dightly off. | have exposed mysdlf to other sources since the second
burnout, and | don't redlly experience the same intensity of that odd feding | do with Pleates source,
athough al have some amount of * discordance.”

"Sounds odd to me, Sorceress. What did Trelanasay?"

"Never been heard of before."



"What did she counsel you to do about it?"

" She thought it was the same manifestation | had experienced before, being super-sensitized to a source.
| am to keep her informed of any changesin my spdll casting.”

Sonjafinished her wine. “1 get the fedling you are not finished with your story about your trip to Trelana,
but enough for now. Y ou areto get rest and heal. | am ordering Adept Jorell to make a specia case of
you. | want you on your feet in three days."

Aetriadowly eased her back off the saddle and pulled the blanket up to her chin. *Yes, Maam,
Generd, | will report for duty in three days."

* * k* %

Aetriawas ready in two days, making good use of her borrowed heding spdlls and the services of
Loreana. When she was able to stand and move about, shelooked for “her” source, as she thought of
Crusher's source now, and was distressed to find it missing from her tent. She knew she had it in her
possession when she started out after the Hermanian sorcerer, but after the skirmish and her wounding,
she had no memory.

Because of her lowered Power condition, she sensed sorcerers arriving outside of her tent before the
request to enter was caled out. She granted permission and was surprised when Genera Borlock
brushed through the door vell.

"Good evening, Sorceress. | am very pleased to see you up and about. | have brought a present for
you.” Sonjahed back the vell for two members of her Roya Guard, who entered carrying alitter with a
body covered over with a blanket except for its hood-enshrouded head. Trailing them were Adept Jordll

and Lieutenant Vaetti, the generd's aide.

Aetrias puzzled look brought asmileto Sonjaslips. “Y ou wanted a Hermanian sorcerer. Now you
have one."

The guards st the litter down and withdrew hastily as amoan escgped from the hidden figure. Loreana
moved in swiftly to kned besde the awakening enemy sorcerer, speaking softly in reassuring tones.
Aetriawatched as the hedler removed the hood from the sorcerer, and would have fainted except for
Sonjamoving in quickly and bracing her with astrong arm around the sorceress' shoulders.

"Double surprise, Sorceress. | caught you."

The shock in her face changed to bewilderment as Aetrialooked at hersdlf lying on thelitter. That
“Aetrias’ hair was much longer, down on the shoulders as Hermanian women wore theirs. Asthe healer
peeled back severa layers of blanket, looking for wounds, she exposed the dark gray robe of the
Hermanian army's Sorcerer Corps, the sash insgniaranking her asaNovice officer. No traces of blood
or entry stesfor wounds were evident.

Aetriaasked anxioudy of Loreana, “Isshedl right?’
Before Loreana could reply, Sonja spoke. “ She took ading bullet in the ribs, which might have broken

one, but other than that we didn't lay ahand on her.” Sonjaled Aetriato achair and eased her down into
it. “Now cam yoursdf while the lieutenant gives hisreport.”



L oreana poured afew drops of an amber liquid into the awakening sorceress’ lips, and the woman soon
relaxed into a coma-like state. While the Healer attended to the ding bullet damage, she dso listened
intently to Lieutenant Valetti's story of the enemy sorceress capture.

"We took the source that the general ‘borrowed’ from you while you were adeep yesterday and, with
the help of aplatoon of the generd's persond guard, set up atrap at the location of your skirmish. Y our
dead horse and gear were il there, although getting alittle ripe with decay. We scattered the contents of
your saddlebags asif wild animals had been into them, |eft the source dightly gar in the debris, then hid
ourselves.

"We had expected amuch longer wait than we experienced and were surprised when the enemy
showed up near dawn this morning. We were prepared for agtiff fight and had spread the platoon out
around the bait to give us the maximum amount of warning time from our sentriesas possble. The
sorcerer came aone, passing by our sentries unnoticed.”

"I must talk with your soldiers about their laxity, Lieutenant,” Sonjasaid with afrown.

"| dready have, Maam, but in their defense they were looking for an armed force with accompanying
sorcerers, not for awolf.”

Aetrialooked from the aide to the deeping sorceress, “ She came alone, disguised asawolf?
"Yes, Maam. Slipped right past our guard. Only noticed her when she, | should say the wolf, * nosed’
around in the debris and picked up the source. One of my men saw the wolf asit started to run away
from the dead horse and let fly ading bullet, hitting it in the Sde. The wolf let out a human shriek and

there she stood. My men rushed in upon seeing a sorceress standing where awolf had been. Shewould
have escaped, but she suddenly dropped unconsciousin her tracks.”

Sonjaglanced at Aetria as she asked her aide, “Now, how could she have escaped from a platoon of
soldiersrushing her, being on foot in the middle of the them?"

The lieutenant, with adight smile on hislips, answered, “ The dragon had pretty much captured dl of our
atention."

Aetriareacted asif she had been stabbed in the back, jerking upright and gasping, “A dragon?’

"Yes, Mdam. A redlly fierce, fire-breathing, roaring monster with huge teeth, razor claws, and terrible
dispogtion.”

"Whét ... what color?’ Aetriaasked in alittle girl voice.
"Red with blue belly scaes”
"Oh!” Aetriasaid and sat down.

"| takeit then, Lieutenant, that you overcame your fear of the dragon, stood your ground, and
discovered it wasanilluson?’” Sonjaasked her aide.

"No, Maam, truth being, most of troops turned tail and ran. | would have aso, but | was there when the
‘dephant’ guard charged the Sgphradean line, and | knew we didn't have any eephant cavary. | know
dragons don't exist, except in children'stales, and I've dways had afondness for them. | was scared Hiff,



but fascinated. | just stood there with my mouth open catching flies."
"Niceimage, Lieutenant, but—"

"l guess with the sorceress passed out, there was nothing to direct the dragon. It charged off into woods,
running through some of my men and nearly giving them heart failure. | snapped out of my parayssand
ran over to capture the sorceress. Took me quite by surprisewhen | rolled her over and found mysdlf
staring at Captain Aetria. Shewas cold asice. | had to wrap her in acouple of blankets before | bound
and hooded her. | then spent the rest of the morning rounding up my troops.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant. That was excellent work, and thank you for telling me the truth. | would have
probably been leading the troopsin their headlong rush away from such amongter.”

"Begging the generd's pardon, Maam, but | think you would have probably walked up to it to study it
better.”

"Perhaps. Y ou're excused. Get somerest. Firdt, though, express my thanksto the Guard.”

The Lieutenant saluted and left. In the silence of his departure, Sonjamoved take achair next to Aetria.
“Y ou knew the color of the dragon, Sorceress?

Aetrianodded her head. “Asachild | had often dreamed of such amonster. He was my specid friend,
Rgjii. Hisbdly scaleswere green, but only | could talk and play with him."

"Seems asif someone else shared your dreams, like maybe your twin sster?!

"| was an orphan, raised by foster parents. They told me | wasthe sole survivor of araid by bandits on
my parents’ trading caravan. They said nothing of asigter.”

"Maybe the banditstook her. Y ou can't deny the smilarity of your looks. She dso hasthe talent for
illusion—and aso apparently your lack of control. Why did she attempt to capture the source on her
own? Was she under orders, or taking mattersinto her own handslike a sorceress| know?"

"When she awakens, I'll find those answersfor you, Genera, and some of my own."

A rider dismounted outside the tent and hurriedly asked for the generd. Lieutenant Vaetti answered him
and led the messenger into the tent. L oreana covered the Hermanian's face.

By his colors and insgnia, the messenger was from the general’'s Roya Guard cavary. He sduted the
generd. “General, Squadron Commander Preldones sends his respects and reports he will be entering
the camp within the hour with an emissary from the Mage Council.”

"Thank you, Soldier. Tell Commander Preldonesto meet me a my command tent."

Sauting, the rider dashed from the tent and rode off.

Sonjalooked at Aetria, who gave her a shrug in response to Sonja's unasked question. Exiting the tent,
Sonjasad, “I'll change into something officia looking. Meet me there as soon as you can.”

* * % %

Aetriarushed towards the entrance to the generd's tent, arriving just as Sonjaemerged dressed in full



armor and beckoned her wordlesdy to stand to her left side. Aetriafollowed the generd's eye down the
row of command Staff tentsto the party of an arriving dignitaries, heavily escorted by Commander
Preldones’ full squadron of guardsmen. Behind the Roya Guard was another squadron of Sorcerer
Guard.

Intheir trail were two mounted Aggressor Novices carrying the strange projector weapons of Crusher's
design. She recognized the two—Fernonia and Belanar—as the surviving Novices from Crusher's
aborted attack. Immediately behind the two Novices was a Magess dressed in the formal black robes of
amember of the Mage Council, with the white shoulder to waist rank sash of acounselor.

By the Power! It was Magess Corerilla, the Adjudicator! With impending sense of doom, Aetria
awaited the message about to be delivered.

The Counselor dismounted with dow grace, handing her horse's lead to amember of her own escorting

Sorcerer Guard. She scanned the faces of the soldiersin front of her, briefly locking onto Aetrias. The

older woman gave Aetriaafrown of disapproval, probably because she was dressed in her Captain of
Cavary uniform instead of her sorcerer robe. She addressed the general formally.

"l am Counsdlor Corerilla, sent here by the High Mage Council, to summon the Sorceress Aetria. As
sheisamember of your staff and not assigned to a sorcerer regiment, | make thisin theform of a
persona request to you, General Borlock, from High Council Leader Meldoran.”

Sonjamade no effort to break the chilly reception of that delivered message by offering the hospitdity of
her quarters. She doubted if Corerillawould have accepted, with too much animosity between Sonjaand
the Council of Magi from past disagreementsin the way the army and sorcerers conducted the business
of war.

"We are in the middle of acampaign, Counsdlor. | will release her to respond to the summonswhen |
fed | can afford the loss of her services”

The Magess Corerillasinitia response to the generd's reply was a downward twitch of the corners of
her lips. Aetriahad the feding Corerilla had expected such areturn message and wastrying to keep from
making what she considered a proper retort.

"Of course, Generd. The Council has every faith that your normaly brilliant Srategieswill bring aquick
end to thiswar and we can conduct our business very soon.” She handed ascrall, pulled from the
recesses of her robe, to Sonja. “The reason for the summonsis contained therein.”

Sonjahanded the scroll to Aetriawithout even looking &t it. That brought another frown from the
Counsdor, who turned and remounted her horse.

"Good day, Generd,” she said, waving her escort forward, not waiting for Sonjas response.
"I think I would rather negotiate with Hermanians than | would with her. What a cold-hearted bitch she
is” Sonjasaid to Aetria, turning to re-enter her tent. “Y our mentor finally decide to kick you out of the

Order?

Aetriahurriedly read the scroll. “A charge of unfitnessfor duty has been made,” Aetriasaid, asshe
followed Sonjainto the tent. “I am to present my case to the Council, and they will decide.”

Sonjawent to the weapons rack and strapped on her sword. “Fine, we will handle that when thetimeis



right. I have made a serious effort to keep the presence of the Hermanian sorceress secret. Adept
Loreana, Lieutenant Valetti, yoursdf, and, of course, |, know sheis here, and looks exactly like you. My
guard platoon know they snatched a Hermanian sorceress, but will keep that to themsalves, at least as
best as any group of soldiers can keep interesting events to themselves. Make sure you safeguard that
secret well. Have you talked with your sster yet?!

Aetriahad to take amoment to shift mentaly from the briefing she was going to give on the contents of
the scroll to answering Sonjas question. The general’s leap from one subject to another wasasign she
was about to take some form of momentous action.

"No, | have not talked with the Hermanian sorceress yet, and we don't know that sheismy siter,
Generd."

"Y es, well, when you are as comfortable with that fact as| am, you will fed much better about it. In the
meantime, | have abattle to fight, which will probably make your Counselor's prediction cometrue. Y ou
areto remain here and question the ‘ Hermanian sorceress.” Sonja put up a cautioning hand to cut off
Aetrias protests. “No, you are not riding with me; you are still too weak from your wounds. Get the
answersto my questions, Sorceress. That isan order.”

* * * %

Aetriasfears of conducting the interrogation through atrandator were dispelled the moment she entered
her tent and found the Hermanian sorceress talking with Adept Jordll in Delmathian. Loreana smiled at
Aetriaand introduced her patient.

"Aetrig, thisis Coleni. Coleni has promised to behave herself, so | have released her restraints. Coleni,
there are plenty of guardsto prevent you from escaping, o please don't try. With that, | will leaveyou
two to get acquainted, or should | say, re-acquainted.”

The two women watched the Healer leave and stood warily studying each other. Aetriaspokefirs.
“Coleni ... | have heard that name before!”

"Why, | didn't know my fame had spread to the Delmathian army. Perhaps you should show me more
respect. Why have | been captured?”

"l am supposed to be asking the questions here, Coleni. Once you have answered them, you will befree
togo."

"Andif | dont?'

"Then | will turn you over to our inquisitors and let them get the answersto my questions. They will not
be so willing to let an enemy sorceress go. They may have some questions of their own to ask.”

Coleni stood Hiffly erect, her face set in defiance. Y ou will learn nothing from me, Captain.”

Forcing hersef to relax, Aetriaheld out a hand asif to plead with the other woman. “L ook, Coleni, | am
not after military secrets, at least | don't think the answersto my questionsare. | think of thisasan
exchange of information, not an interrogation. That iswhy | am willing to let you go after the coming
battle.

Reacting to Aetriads silent pleafor cooperation, Coleni walked over to achair and sat down, crossing
her asams over her chest. “Very wdl, ask your questions. If | think my answers have military vaue, | will



not speak them.”

"That isreasonable.” Aetriawaked over to the remaining chair and picked it up, positioning it across
from Coleni severa feet away, and sat down. “A little background first. We recently uncovered aspy in
our staff. He was the Commanding Officer of the First Sorcerer Regiment, Adept Pleates. Did you know
him?'

"That could be military information, so | won't answer it."
"Pleatesis dead, so you do not have to protect anyone."

Coleni dropped her crossed arms, resting her hands in her 1ap. She carefully considered her response

before spesking. “I saw him when he passed through my unit on hisway to kill Generd Mythrian. He
ordered my superior, Sorceress Telori, to brief him on al she knew about the generd's whereabouts.”

Aetriahestated amoment before asking her next question. She wet her drying lipswith her tongue. “I
am curious asto how he reacted when you met him. Y ou look so very much like me, he must have been
taken aback by the likeness."

"Sorry, | was not introduced to him. Being alowly Novice, | was not alowed access to that meeting.”
"For alowly Novice you know alot about what was going on.”

Coleni stiffened a her remark and Aetriaregretted making it. The tone of Coleni's voice was edged in
coldness when she responded. “ Thisisturning into an interrogation, Captain. If you are going to question
everything | say, then bring on your inquidtors.”

Aetriamade a noticeable effort to relax her giff posture and sat back into her chair. “Now | am the one
who needsto say she's sorry. | am so anxious about getting answersto my questionsthat | have been
rude. Please forgive me.”

"Not that | have alot of choices, but | will forgive you, Captain Aetria. Y ou have probably guessed that
| was eavesdropping on their meeting. | have areputation of being a curious person, sometimesto my
detriment.”

"Weren't you alittle surprised when an enemy Adept sorcerer appearsin your midst and starts ordering
Hermanians around?"

"Not redly. Before being sent out on our mission, our Adept Commander had very strongly stressed the
importance of finding and capturing the generd. She said our High Command had placed such agresat
importance on this mission that they were willing to pay the price of exposing their highest placed spy in
the Delmathian army staff to get the information on the generd’s movements. Since they were expecting
the spy to flee, they warned us he might appear a one of our intercepting units. Wewere given a
description of the spy and told we were to take orders from him. When he showed up—"

Leaning forward in her chair, Aetria asked eagerly, “Did he say how he knew where the generd was?'

"No, hedidn't. As ordered, Sorceress Telori briefed him on al the information we had on the generd's
movements. Our Assassins had been involved in thefirgt attempt at capturing the generd and had
reported there were three in the party, the general and two femal e escorts. We didn't know then that one
of the escorts was actualy the genera. Shetold him one of the escorts was a sorceress. We knew



because we had sensed the spell she had used to scare away our troops. Of course our Assassins had
sworn they had been driven off by arescuing cavary squadron, but Telori was convinced it wasavery

powerful illuson spel."
Looking a Aetriathoughtfully for amoment, Coleni said, “ That sorceress must have been you.”
"What makes you think | am a sorceress?’

Coleni sudied Aetriafor severa moments. Aetriafdt like atrainee under the eye of her mentor and
dtirred uneasily in her seet. Coleni said cautioudy, “Cdl it intuition, or maybe | just know."

"1 have enough mysteries to solve, Coleni. | don't need any more. To solve the onesI've got aready, |
need answersto my questions. | suggest we be more open with each other. I'll start.” Puffing out a bresth
of air, Aetriasaid, “ Yes, | am the sorceress you detected. 1've been trying to figure out how Pleates
tracked us down. | had hoped to get more information by talking with a Hermanian sorcerer. The genera
arranged for that to happen. Y ou are the results of her efforts. Unfortunately, you are creating more
questionsthan | had anticipated asking.”

Coleni nodded her head dowly, asif she was beginning to understand. “Now | understand your question
about wanting to know how Pleates knew where you were. | can't help you there."

"What did you think of Adept Pleates?'
"Hewas very haughty and rude.”

Aetriasmiled. “That sounds like Plegtes, dl right. He dways was one to believe himsdlf above others,
and their beliefs and concerns were benegth him."

"It appears we have asmal degree of agreement on our dislike of Adept Pleates, Captain,” Coleni said.
“I' know my Sub-commander, Sorceress Tdlori, didn't like him. Sheisn't known for her tact and rather
bluntly asked him what would make an Adept turn on his own people.”

"l would be most interested in that answer mysdlf.” Aetriasaid.

" thought that might be one of your questions. He said he had done it for money. After we had won the
war, in payment for his servicesto us, he would be given alarge estate in our Logathian mountain range. |
was very surprised by that, and so was Tdori. She laughed and told him there was nothing of vauein
that area of Hermania. Y ou can't farm anything, there are no towns or citiesto trade with, and there are
no mineral mines. He sneered at her and said that remained to be seen.”

Aetriadid not believe Crusher did anything for money. It had to be something el se. But then again, she
didn't know Crusher that well. “Did he say anything e se of non-military valueto us?'

"Sounds like you arefishing, Captain Aetria. No, he left immediately afterwards, heading north with a
sguad of Assassins. By their uniform markings, they were from our Headquarters Unit. He must have had
friendsin very high places. Wewereall very happy to see him leave. | heard hewaskilled in afight.”

Aetriafingered the dagger at her waist, remembering her throw that ended the traitor'slife. She looked
at Coleni and found the woman staring at her hand on the dagger.

"What an interesting degger. May | seeit?!



"Y ou want meto give an enemy sorceress adagger? Y ou must think I'm mad.”

Coleni looked frustrated for amoment. “I will give you my word of honor | will not make any atempt on
you or anyoneelse"

Aetriatook a moment to consider Coleni's words, then flipped her the dagger. “I may be stupid taking
the word of an enemy, but my Order respects honor. | have heard yours does a so."

Catching the dagger deftly in her left hand, Coleni looked at it closaly and dowly shut her eyes, alook of
pain crossing her face. Tearsfell from her closed eyes.

"My dagger causesyou to cry, Coleni? Another mystery.”

Opening her eyes, Coleni brushed away the tears and blearily looked at Aetria. With acroaking voice,
throat tight with emotion, she said, “ A Tierian dagger, just like thisone, killed the closest friend | have
ever had. It wasfound stuck in his heart.”

"And you think | did it? Tierian merchants sell their weaponsto anyone, Coleni.”

Cautioudy, the Hermanian sorceress extended her hand and offered the dagger to Aetria. Shetook it
equdly ascautioudy.

"1 will trade you the answer to one of your mysteriesif you will answer one of mine,” Coleni said.,
"Agreed."

"l know you were a sorceress because | sensed an aura of stored Power in you. That knowledge will be
my deeth if my Order ever find out.”

Aetriareacted with shock. She turned her back for amoment, not wanting Coleni to see the look of
horror on her face. What kind of a Mage Order would cause the death of one of its own sorcerersfor
such aflaw? A flaw she possessed hersdlf. Caming herself, she turned back to face Coleni.

"I know your fears only too well. Although my Order isalittle moreflexiblein itsview of theworld, they
aso do not alow sorcerers manifesting what they consider aberrations to continue in the profession. If
they can't reeducate them, they give them ahearing. The results range from astern warning to being
banned from using sources and casting spells. 1t took alot of courage for you to tell me you can sensean
auraof stored Power. | can sensethat auraaso. | told my mentor—now | have been summoned for a
hearing. | am to report for my trial as soon asthe genera can be browbesten into submission by the our
Mage Council and letsmego."

" am sorry you have to face such an ordeal, but you are lucky to have been given any chance a al.
Now please answer my mystery, Sorceress. Were you with the sorcerer unit that attacked my camp
three months ago?'

Aetrianodded, looking with sad eyes at Coleni. “I was the Sub-Commander of a Sorcerer recruit
company traveling from our training lodge at Inhestiato join the Delmathian army. We detected your
source, and our Commander decided to attack your camp. Wetragicaly lost five Novicesfor no reason
adl"



Coleni interrupted with an angry retort. “Y ou only logt five fledgling sorcerers and you are sad about
that! Welost over fifty seasoned soldiersto your firebals and a dozen of our guards—" She gagged and
choked, asif theimage of the dead guardsin her mind kept her from talking. “ A dozen with dit throats. |

asolost my best friend.”

Tears sarted flowing again from Coleni's eyes, and Aetriafdt awrench of strong sympethy for the
Hermanian sorceress.

"My sadnessis not for losses that happen in a battle fought between our forces. We are at war. | am sad
because it was senseless for my commander to even attempt afight under those conditions,” said Aetria
“Wewere badly outnumbered, and | couldn't convince him not to make the attack. | blame mysdlf for
not trying harder. Instead, | went along with aplan | felt very risky. My concerns were soon proven true.
Andyes, it wasmy dagger.” With adawning redlization, Aetriaremembered the words of the
Hermanian. “Coleni, what does ' brachdadias’ mean?'

"It means ‘ behind you.” Where did you hear that?"
"It was your friend's last words. He yelled, ‘ Coleni, brachdadias.””

Coleni broke down, wails of agony pouring from her throat. Aetriarushed to her side. She spokea
caming spdll, which acted to decrease Coleni's distress somewhat, but she continued to moan pitifully.
Aetriacouldnt think of anything more to do, so she held her double close and rocked her. Coleni dowly
collapsed, dragging the two of them down to their knees.

The door to the tent flew open and L oreana entered. She took one look at the two women, and seeing
Coleni'sdistress, moved in quickly to assst Aetriain supporting the young woman. Shooting a
questioning look at Aetria, she said quietly, “The guard reported screams coming from your tent. What is
going on?"

Struggling with the now dead weight of Coleni, who had fainted, the two women carried her over to
Aetrias degping pallet and lowered her to the floor. Aetriacouldn't think anymore. She felt abuilding of
distressin her own heart.

"Please hdp her. I-1 killed her closest friend. She became hygtericdl. | tried acaming spdl, but the pain
istoo grest."

Without looking back, Aetriawalked off into the night, marching to nowhere.

* * % %

A Novice Heder found Aetria standing by the main entrance to the camp, watching a seemingly endless
line of troops pouring through the gates and into the darkness beyond.

"Sorceress Aetria—Oh! Please excuse me, Captain Aetria”

Aetriaturned to look at the Novice. She recognized her as Carleena, one of the Novices who had made
the journey from Inhestiawith her so many months ago. Numbly, she greeted her with atired, sad smile.
“Carleena, how are Novice Verdilan, you, and the othersfinding army life?"

Returning Aetrias somber greeting with one of greater warmth and enthusiasm, Carleenagushed, “We
aredl just fine. Buser than we had ever thought we'd be, but al well.” Giggling, she continued, “I guess
onewould expect Hedlersto bewell. And | think we will be busier soon. My, there are so many of



them!”
"Therewill befewer, come morning.”

Afraid to touch the more senior officer, but needing to soothe the distress shown, Carleenaput a
tentative hand on Aetrias arm and dropped into the empathic stance of her profession. She spoke
reassuringly. “ Asyou have taught us, Sorceress, that isthe nature of war. Don't let it burden your heart
0."

"The burden in my heart isnot for the dying to come, but for the dying that has been. Y ou havea
message for me?”’

"Yes, Mdam. Adept Loreanawould like to see you as soon as possible.”
"I amfinished here. Whereis she now?"

" She said she would meet you at your quarters.”

CHAPTER 9
Aetriaentered her tent and found L oreana seated in achair next to a deeping Coleni. L oreana motioned
for Aetriato take the empty chair next to her. After she had, Loreanahanded her agoblet of wine. Aetria
waved it avay.

"No, take it and drink. Y ou have suffered blood lossand |, your Hedler, am telling you to drink."

After taking the proffered goblet, Aetriatook asip of wine and tried to relax in her chair. “Could you
help her?'

L oreana bent forward resting her elbows on top of her legs, lowering her head into her hands, and
looking & Coleni. “I gave her temporary rdlief from the pain shewasinflicting on hersdlf. She would not
talk to medirectly, only kept saying she wanted to die to stop the misery.”

That shocked Aetria. “Why would she want that? She had obvioudly learned to live with the loss of her
friend months ago.”

"I don't know, but | have put her into atranceto try to find out what the source of her painis. Wanting
to die may beaway of punishing hersdf.”

"l don't understand.”
Loreana got up and crossed to Coleni, adjusting the blankets that didn't need adjusting. She looked
back and forth between the two women. “ Did shetell you that Lornes—that is the name of the Novice
you killed—was afriend? | think he was more than that."

"Y ou think he was her lifemate? Why didn't she say 07"

Loreanareturned to her seet, turning to face Aetria. “ Could not have been her lifemate. Hermanian
sorceresses are not alowed to marry and continue in practice.”



A look of disgust crossed Aetriasface. “ Surely they don't hold to that archaic nonsense about madness
in the woman and her children if she uses spdlls”

"The Hermanians are avery conservative Order and have many very strong beliefs. Their beliefsare
based on experience gained over centuries, just as our Order has. Our rules, and theirs, are drawn from
the shared history of al sorcerers.”

"But we do not bdieve that rubbish—"

Loreana stopped Aetriawith awarding hand. “It is not rubbish. Even our Order doesnot alow a
mother to absorb or expend Power in spell use onceit is ascertained sheiswith child. We women laugh
amongst ourselves and say you have to be crazy to want to be amother. A pregnant woman isawoman

in trangtion. We know there are many changes occurring in her body, driven by the formation of the
baby, which are manifested not only in physica change, but mental, aswell. We know there are mood
swings and cravings experienced by mothers-to-be. It affects the way the mother-to-be thinks, and
remember the saying, ‘1 think, therefore| spell.””

Aetriafdt embarrassed, more by her outburst than being lectured to. “Yes, | understand that rule, but
carrying it past the birth of the child and forever isnot sensible.”

"Not taking it in the context of the whole view of sorcerer life, | would agree. But add other factsinto the
argument. Remember that in the early days of our Order, marriage was only alowed with another
sorcerer. We laughed at the non-sorcerer's belief our sorceresses would absorb the life force of normal
man, but did nothing to discourage it because it provided protection for our sorceresses.”

Remembering her own explanation to Sonja during their stay at thelodge, Aetrianodded in agreement to
the Hedling Adept'swords.

"Infact, thereisavery strong bond between people who share the same life's experiences, and naturaly
enough, sorcerers sought out each other. The maes tended to dominate in the early years, both from
being males and their aggressive behavior, but aso because life was shorter and women had to produce
more children in ashort period of time."

"Y ou mean they were more breeding stock than partner.”

Loreanasmiled at Aetria. “Aninteresting choice of words, Aetria. Hedlersaretrained in animal
husbandry, aswell as healing men. There are Healers dedicated to that one field. We are told by
controlling the mating of animals, you can develop in asdected breed of animal certain improved

characterigtics: more milk from milk cows, bigger poultry, quicker hunting dogs. We think what caused
our Sorcerer War was very powerful but unstable sorcerers began to appear among the sorcerers. They
took over ruling the land and were responsible for our near-extermination in their battles for dominance.

The non-sorcerers suffered terribly and have never forgiven usfor the chaos we caused in the world.”

"I had not heard of this breeding theory before, Loreana. Most of the reasons | have heard for the War
were due to male egos and thirst for power.” Aetriasuddenly fdt asif her ingtructors at Inhestiahad lied
to her. Had she been perpetuating alie al these yearsin her training of Novices?

" think you have found that our Order isnot so unlike Coleni'sin having conservative beliefs. | know
you have been summoned to appear before the Council. There are very powerful members who do not
likeyour liberd ways."



"My liberd ways?'

Loreanareached out and put a caming hand on Aetria. “ The regiment does not understand your being
assigned to the general, and some are convinced you have sold out our secretsto her. | don't know for
sure, but that may be a cause for your summons.”

"My ways are liberal because | believe that we, the sorcerers, should show more respect for the
non-sorcerer and be more open about our ways? Must we hide everything in mystic lore? We come
from the non-sorcerer. We don't become something different just because we spend years a Inhestia
That isyour definition of ‘libera ways?'

"Aetrig, you have supporters aswell among the sorcerers. But you are not aMage, and not on the
governing Council. Maybe someday you will be, but the path you are taking now will morelikely lead to
your living back among the non-sorcerersif you are not careful.”

Shaken, Aetria seemed to understand for the first time what she was facing. “I hear, Loreana. | fed so
very done”

"You are not, Aetria. | count you asafriend. But we arefar afield of Coleni and her problems. | ama
strong believer in the breeding theory, asyou cdl it. Our Mage Hederstook the lessons |earned from the
War and influenced the Council to encourage marriage outside of the sorcerers. To ensure more stable
babies, we discouraged spell use until mother and child are past suckling and the mother's body returns
to natura rhythms. The Hermanians took their experiences further and banned all intercourse between
sorcerers, unless married; then the woman must stop being a sorceress. Therefore, Coleni could not have
been married.”

"But you said Lorneswas more than afriend?’
Loreananodded her head. “Yes, | did. I think hewas her lover."

The frown on Aetrias face told Loreanathat Aetriawas confused before she spoke. “ Y ou said the
Hermanians banned all intercourse between sorcerers? What do they do to sorcerers who break the
ban?"

"I don't know, but we will soon find out."

Turning her attention to Coleni, Loreanasaid quietly, “Coleni, do not try to break through the haze you
fed inyour mind. | put it there to help you. Y ou can hear me and answer me, but you must not fight the
relaxation you fed. No one will hurt you; you are very safe in your dream world. Do you hear me?”

"Yes, but | don't want to talk now."

"I know, but | can help you. | need to understand. What happens to Novices when you break the
rules?'

A childlike voice, weak and barely audible, said, “ They cloister you. So sad, go away!” The Stting
women turned their heads toward Coleni, Aetriain surprise and Loreanawith intense interest.

As Adtriastarted to speak, she was stopped by a sharp glance from Loreana, who put her finger to her
lipstointensify her command for Aetriato be quiet. “1 know, dear, but asyou tak you will fed the pain
leaving your heart, and you feel even better, more safe, more at ease. Y ou want to fed at peace, don't



you, Coleni?"
The answer wasasigh. “Yes, peace.”
Loreanagot up and knelt beside the resting Coleni. She checked the Novice's pulse and listened to her
dow bresthing. Satisfied Coleni wasin the prescribed trance-like state, she repositioned herself up by the

supine woman's head and sat on the rug-covered floor, her feet curled underneath her.

"Now, continueto rdax, dear. Y ou said sorcerers who break the ban are cloistered. What does that
mean?'

Coleni stirred, starting to become restless; afrown danced across her forehead. She seemed to be
fighting an unpleasant memory.

"Speak, child, and release the pain.”

"They shut you away from the others. Y ou can talk with no one but your keepers. They don't want to
talk to you, they just want to lecture—listen, just listen and obey!"

Aetria could see the memory evoked in Coleni was not a pleasant one; she was gtirring even more.
Loreana extended a hand over Coleni's face and spoke a soft spell. Aetriafet the release of Power likea
puff of gentle breeze in her mind. Coleni stopped her restless movement.

"Coleni, release the pain. You did not like being cloistered, but that is not what hurts you so. Y ou defied
them in your mind, but made them think they had won. Why did they cloister you?!

A smile crossed Coleni'sface and she amost laughed doud, alittle girl'sddight in her voice as she
spoke. “You are so right. | fooled them; they thought me repentant. It wasn't my fault | lost control. They
pushed me to get ahead. | was so much better than therest. | tried so hard to please them, but | tried too

hard. Oh! Had their dreaded burnout! Their horror, their shock. Scared them more than it hurt me.”

Loreanalooked at Aetria, seeing the flash of compassion cross the Sorceress face. “How long did they
cloister you, Coleni?'

"A year, from spring to spring. | missed the winter games. | was so mad. All my classmatesmoved onin
training and | was left behind with the newest applicants. Not fair.”

"And the next time?'
"My fault ... was so stupid ... should have been more careful.”
"Careful of what, Coleni?'

"They tracked our training sources, caught usin the forest by the lake. Wasn't looking for them. Should
have. Stupid of me."

Aetria could see Loreana didn't understand Coleni's train of memories. She queried the Hedler with her
eyes, pointed to hersdlf, then to her lips. Loreana nodded permission. Aetriamoved beside Loreana.
Speaking as softly asthe Hedler had, she asked. “ Caught you at what, Coleni?!

"Making love. Oh, how wonderful it was, so strong, S0 satisfying after such along time.”



Loreana spoke. “But Coleni, that isforbidden.”

Another sweet smile gppeared on the young woman'sface. “Y es, but understandable among the first
years. One chance given. They didn't know | was not avirgin. Would have beat usand let us go, but said
| was atroublemaker. Had to be made an example of. Very stupid of me to seduce my mentor's son. He
was very angry and embarrassed. Cost me so very much.” An anguished frown began to appear again on

her face.

"Release the pain, Coleni. How were you punished for seducing your mentor's son?"

"Servethe crone! Worse than cloistering. Mentor guessed | was not responding to the obedience
teachings. Convinced the Lodge Master to send me to care for mentor's mother until she died. Was so
aone, with only the grandmother of my lover to talk to, and she could not speak Hermanian. Three years
in the mountains. Twisted, spiteful woman! Had to learn Delmathian just to survive. Came to respect her
knowledge, evil asit was. Eternity until she died. Wanted to kill her to make my time go faster, but
couldn't. She taught meto, taught meto..."

Coleni dipped deeper into her trance. Loreanatried to call her back. “Coleni, she taught you what,
deax?'

Redlizing Coleni was not responding, Loreana checked her life sgnsand sat back suddenly. Aetria
panicked.

"She's not dead! By the Power, no!™

"Camyoursdf, Aetria. Sheisresting. | haveto say | am very surprised at what | think just occurred.
She broke the trance.”

"I didn't think that was possible, Loreana. She could not have gotten any Power to counter-spell yours
with."

"It wasn't acounter-spell. | have heard of this being done. | have studied the field of mind-hedling far
more than most. | hope to continue to higher levelswhen | leave the army and return to Inhestia. Mage
Kdristo isthe most knowledgeable Mage Healer in our Order on the subject of mind-healing. He once

told methat askilled mind Hedler can set up conditionsin a patient's mind, that when met, trigger the
patient into anatural state of unconsciousness. We must have triggered that in Coleni.”

"But who could have done that to her, and why?

Loreana shrugged her shoulders, “Don't know, but | suspect ‘ The Crone.” Hermanian sorcerers ill tend
to marry amongst themsalves. So her mentor's mother was probably once a sorceress.”

"Areyou saying that every time we gpproach that subject, she will pass out? We could never find out
what happened when she was cloistered in the mountains.”

Stretching to relieve her tension, Loreanasighed wearily. “ As you know, we have a battle to be fought. |
can't do any more tonight. | must prepare for the casudties that will soon be upon us. Let Coleni rest and
hedl. To bevery truthful, | don't think | can get past the triggersimplanted in Coleni concerning what
happened to her in the mountains. That information will have to be from Coleni hersdf—awake and
willing. However unplessant that experience was, | don't think it isthe source of her current pain. When |



caninthe next few days, | will try to find what is causing her pain and releaseit. That isour god, Aetria
Not to pry into Coleni's background—as much as both of uswant to do, that is not our purpose.”

Both women cringed, sensing of massive Power usage coming from the front lines. The battle had begun,
and from the energy being expended, it was going to be amagjor one.

* * % %

The Demathians overwheimed and humiliated the Hermanians armies. Having lost two mgjor battlesin
lessthan ayear, the Hermanians sued for peace. L oreana became swamped by the returning casuaties
and had to take two daysto gain control over the degth rate and stabilize the wounded so long-term
healing could take place.

Aetriawas kept just as busy trying to take care of Coleni. The young woman was not responding to
Aetriaon any level beyond staring at her when Aetria spoke to her. Coleni would not move beyond the
deeping palet shelay upon, even for nature's cals. Aetriabecame convinced Coleni was dying, not from
any wound or grid burnout, but by willing hersalf to do so. Findly, out of desperation, Aetria sent for
Loreana. When the Healer arrived, Aetriaregretted sending for her, for she had clearly not rested for the
last two days and |ooked totally worn out.

"Loreana, I'm sorry, but Coleni is not responding to anything | do. | think sheisdying.”

The Hedler moved over to the deeping Coleni, monitoring thewoman'slifesigns. “Sheishedled of the
broken rib, but her heart is till broken—not literdly, but might just aswell be. Y ou wereright to call me.
We must find the source of her pain and hedl it before she can mend. | am depleted of any Power. | must

restoremy grid, at least partialy, to be of help. | will return in severa hours. If | do not, come get me

yoursdlf. Y ou might find me passed out by a source.”

L oreana had no sooner eft the tent than Lieutenant Vaetti arrived with a summons from the genera for

Aetria. Asthe generd till wanted the presence of Coleni kept secret, Lieutenant Valetti wasto watch

over Coleni in Aetrias absence. She ran to Sonjas command tent. With receipt of permission to enter
after her arrival hail, she passed by the guards at the door and went in.

"Reporting as ordered, General ."

"Y ou look much better than | last saw you, Sorceress. Adept L oreana has done miracles.” Sonjawas
dressed in aplain robe, fresh from a hot bath, her short hair ill damp.

"Thank you, Maam, you are looking rather refreshed yourself.”

Sonjatoweled off the wetnessin her hair and draped the towel over the weapons rack to dry. She
offered Aetriaa seat as she moved to take one herself.

"Theking was approached by Adept Cemaron and asked to exert hisinfluence on meto release you.
Asthe commanding officer of the sorcerer regiment, he is miffed he doesn't control you, and used his
position as Mage Council representative to petition the king directly. | blistered his butt for the effort but
couldn't prevent him from doing so. The king asked me to release you to attend your hearing.”

Aetriahdld her breath, waiting for Sonjas decison.

"I told him | would personally escort you to the hearing. Of course, it will take alittlelonger than it would
if you had to ride direct, snce |l will have numerous protocol visitsto make with villages and towns aong



theway. My guessisat least amonth. That should give you adequate time to prepare adefense,
Sorceress.”

"It ismorethan | could possibly hope for, except..."
"Except? Y ou need more time?'

"No, Maam. Could we ensure our route passes by the Logathian Mountains? They lie dong the eastern
border between Hermaniaand my Order's estates. Y ou could say it was part of avictory tour.”

"Then it shal be s0. Wewill leavein aweek. | will send amessenger to the Council of Magi that we will
arrive within six weeks.” Aetria stood, expecting Sonjasdismissa.

"How isthe Hermanian sorceress doing?"

Aetriacould not help the distress that showed on her face, which must have darmed Sonja “ Something
iswrong. Tell me” the generd said.

Aetriawrung her hands briefly, then answered in arush. “Her nameis Coleni, and sheis dying of
despair. Loreanaisgoing to try to hea her tonight. Coleni was among the recruit sorcerersthat Pleates
and | fought three months ago. The Hermanian Novice Aggressor | killed there was very closeto her.

She collapsed on hearing that news and has not responded to me since.”

Sonjasat staring at Aetria, adight smile on her face. After amoment, she siood and came over to the
sorceress. Putting a hand on her shoulder, she looked into Aetrias eye.

"Y ou certainly do lead acomplicated life, Aetria. Thistimel am not going to even try to figure this out
until you do. Onething | do know about death, and peopl€'s responseto it, isthat some act asif to
blame for what happened. Let me know how Loreana’s treatment works out. Coleni seemsto bethe key
to this puzzle, apuzzlethat is getting bigger every day.”

* k k %

Aetriafound Lieutenant Vaetti dumped in achair, staring at Coleni. Hearing her enter the tent, he stood
up and walked over to her. “ She does not ook good, Sorceress,” he said, in asoft voice. “1 have seen
soldierswho have given up on life, and she hasthat look. Did the defeat of her people cause this?"

Looking at Coleni, who appeared adeep, Aetriashook her head. “I haven't told her about that. | don't
think shefedsthat strongly about the rights and wrongs of who won or lost. Thisis something else.
Thank you for watching her for me. Did she say anything at al?"

"No, | don't think she even knew | was here. Good luck on saving this one, Sorceress.” Heleft, shaking
hishead sadly.

* * * %

"Coleni, can you hear me?’ Loreanaasked the woman lying still on the deeping palet. She had spoken
the trance spell over her and was seated by her head as before. Loreanalooked almost as bad as Coleni,
but the intengity of the concern the Hedler felt for her patient was burning in her eyes.

"Go away, | want to die.”

"No, | am hereto bring you peace. Don't you want peace most of al?



"Peace? | want to stop dreaming, to stop knowing."

Aetriadowly moved up next to Loreana. She was having ahard time hearing the exchange between the
Healer and Coleni.

"Knowing what, Coleni?'
"No, run away—won't go there."
"Coleni, stop running. Turn and look back. What do you see?’
"The enemy! Delmathians dressed like us. Too many of them. Aggressors."
Loreanalooked quizzicdly at Aetria.

"Where? On that hill, the hill south of the camp?’ Aetriaasked, using the same soft tone as L oreana.
"Y es, attacking the camp. And ... Oh! More sorcerers over there on the northern hill."
"Where are you running to?"

"Towarn Sorceress Telori. To get help. Find Lornes!™
Aetriarecognized the name of the young Aggressor Novice shekilled. “WhereisLornes?!
Coleni was beginning to writhe dowly, her arms and legs demanding to be part of the picture she was
seeing in her mind. “ Sent him for help. Told him, *Warn the Watch Captain, intrudersin camp. Then
report to Sorceress Telori!” Heinssted | go instead. Refused because Lornesishurt. | tell himitisan
order. | am senior Novice. Mistake—Oh! Shouldn't haveleft him."

The Hedler shushed Aetriawith afinger to her own lips. The eventsin Coleni's mind must be so closeto
what was causing Coleni's pain that she wanted to back away in time to ensure Coleni did not bresk the
trance again. “Coleni, before you ran, before seeing the enemy, before that—what do you see?’
Coleni relaxed; her intensified writhing stopped. A soft smile cameto her lips, and she moaned gently.
“Almost dawn, it isdark, but above me. Lornes face, his eyes, closed? Why does he close hiseyes
when he makes|ove to me? Doesn't he want to see my happiness? So nice, so exciting.”

The change in Coleni was shocking. One minute she was in agony, the next in ecstasy. Loreanawasin
tune with Coleni, the older woman having had more experiencein life than Aetria, perhaps even this.
Aetriahad known alover's caress, but not hisintimacy. Shefdt very odd listening to this.
"Where are you now, Coleni?’ Loreana asked quietly.

"Hiding in these nice thick bushes. Alone, with Lornes.”

"Why areyou in the bushes?'

A gentle laugh escaped from Coleni. “ Supposed to be on watch. Can't make love on watch! Can't make
lovea dl; supid rule”



Aetridsfirg reaction to Coleni'swords was anger. The two Novices were having sex while they were
supposed to be guarding the camp. An angry glance from L oreana stopped Aetriafrom admonishing
Coleni. She sat back and willed hersdlf to be free from emotion, to open her mind and keep from fedling
theindignation.

"And Lornes? What is he doing now?"
Aetrialooked in shock at Loreana. Why was she abiding this behavior?

"Oh, he stopped! He islooking around. He says he hears ... hears gurgling?'

"Gurgling?'

"Oh! Power, someone smashesinto us. Blood! Blood everywhere. Our guard, our real guard—his
throat gone. A shadow, it moves. A man al in black—no face, just eyes. Lornes standing, trying to
protect me. The man knocks him down, aknifeat Lornes' throat. No, no ... He laughs at us. Kicks
Lornesin the somach. Lornesisgagging. The man isgone. Danger, danger.” Coleni began to writhe

again. Loreana deepened the trance.

"Rest, Coleni. You are safe and in peace. Rest."
Coleni tilled once again.
Looking up a Aetria, Loreana asked, “ Do you know what happened there?”

Aetrianodded, her mind still locked on the scene as she herself had experienced it. “ She and Lornes
must have been standing Novice watch as part of their indoctrination training, probably at the base of our
hill. Thered guarding of the camp was done by the regular army troops. We had scouted their guard
positions previous to our attack and had sent the Guard to take them out.

"The Guard'suniforms are al black, and they cover their faces. Apparently our Guard came upon the
two in the bushes while killing the sentry he was sent after. Don't know why hedidn't kill them aso.
Amused at their sexud activity? Apparently he tossed the dead sentry on top of them, then took off to
join the other Sorcerer Guards who were mounting up to rush the camp. We attacked at first light, so
there was atime difference between our lovers being discovered and her seeing our attack.”

"It does seem that way. Very wdl, wewill bring her back to that point.”

Bending over the deeping Coleni, Loreana brought her closer to awake. “ Coleni, dowly, dowly think of
Lornes hurt. What is happening now?"

"Must warn the camp. Lornesis holding his scomach, groaning. | look around, trying to see the man.
There, on the hill above, | see people silhouetted against the dawn's light. Our Novices? Lornes, get up
and go get help. I'm going to warn our people on the hill. No, hewon't go, saysit is hisjob. Wrong,
wrong junior Novice! Do asyou are ordered. Heis running towards the camp. | am climbing the hill. The
others are in danger from the man in black.

"Wait, wait! Why are they spelling firebals at the camp? Not ours—Delmathians Run, have to get
away. Fierce screaming next to me! Horses and men, men in black charging the camp. Turn left, run
back into the brush. They don't seeme! Therein the clearing, | see our guardsforming. The Reserve, itis



coming towards me. ‘ Look out, enemy sorcerers on the hills. Look out.
Aetriaquietly but urgently asked, “ Coleni, whereis Lornes? Is he with the reserve?’

"l don't see him. They arerushing the hill. An explosion, | am on the ground. Dizzy. WhereisLornes?|
don't know. Mugt find him. Up on the hill, alightning stroke. Lornes’ magic! The Reserve regrouping,
running past me shooting arrows. Must follow. Oh! Power, oh! No, Lornes, Lornes—"

Loreana spelled the convulsing sorceressinto a deep deep. Monitoring the young woman, she sat back
and said with asigh, “We have found the event that triggered her withdrawal, but now, how do we stop
her pan?'

Aetria's mind was redling from the images evoked by Coleni's gasped-out, tortured story. She wondered
if she was somehow connected to the woman's mind. She got up from her stiff knegling position by the
Heder and walked to her table to pour them some wine. Her throat was raw and dry, asif she had been
living Coleni'slast desperate few minutes. Loreana sat in anearby chair, watching her as she brought their
drinks.

"Y ou must have been in empathic link with Coleni. Y ou should have been aHedler.”

Shaking her head, Aetria sat down beside her friend. “Didn't test out that way at al. Maybe feel her
story so strongly because | wasthere at the same battle.”

"Or maybe because you two are twin sisters. The chance of two non-related people of the same age
looking alike has got to be almost none. We do know that twins share abond; we are not sure how or

Taking along sip of her wine, Aetriaavoided aresponse. Was Coleni her sster? How? What did her
parents not tell her?

"Look, Loreana, | am afogter child to a Tierian father and a Delmathian mother. All | know about my
earliest lifeiswhat they have told me. | could very well be Coleni'stwin sster. What if | an? How does
that help you hedl her? Can't you just stop the pain?”

"l wish | could, Aetria. Thisisamind-crested pain. | can stop the pain only by numbing the mind. In
effect, aslong assheisaware, shewill bein pain. Sheistrying to punish hersdf for something. I think she
blames hersdlf for Lornes’ deeth, but why should she? As you pointed out, she had aready accepted his

desth months ago. What has changed?'

Putting her wine cup down on the floor, Aetriagot up and walked over to the deeping Coleni, looking
down at her for amoment. “What has changed? She has been captured by the enemy, wounded,
discovers she hasatwin sgter, and that her sister killed her lover."

Aetriasank dowly to her knees beside her sister. Coleni must be her sigter, for there was no other
reasonable explanation for their likeness. She thought back on the scene when Coleni broke down and
realized what might be the cause. The horror of it made her moan and start to cry. Loreanaswiftly moved
to Aetriaside, and dropping to her knees, hugged her. “ Aetria? What iswrong?"

"I think | know what caused her breakdown. | had asked her what the Novice had yelled at mein
Hermanian. It was, ‘ Coleni, behind you.” Don't you see, Loreana? Lornes last moments alive were
seeing hislover throw aknifea him. The knife that killed him."



Nodding gently, Loreana did indeed understand where Coleni's menta pain was coming from. Aetria
had stopped weeping, her tears only areaction to the horror, like hearing a sad story and crying for the
sadness. Coleni's horror would not go away, for shewasliving it. Loreanahelped Aetriato her feet and

back to their chairs. Sherefilled both wineglasses.

"How do we change the horror of that scenein her mind?’ Aetriaasked before sipping adrink of her
wine

Loreana shrugged helplessly. “To change Coleni | have to be able to reach the rational Coleni. We
know the cause, but to change her to want to live, we have to change her current belief that she caused
Lornes death. Through the trance technique, | can reach Coleni in her memory world, but that isnot
where therationa Coleni lives. To reach that Coleni, | haveto be ableto talk to her, and sheisnot
communicating with anyone.”

"| doubt if any of her own people will be available to help usreach her,” Aetriamused. “I guesswe have
no choice but to try to talk with her. Do you think | really have abond with her?!

"The strength of the bond isdirectly related to how close the twins were as children. From what you
said, you were separated as babies, maybe within the first two years of your life. Isthere anything you
remember from your childhood that supports you having abond with your sster?”

"I don't remember much about my earliest years. My Tierian foster father was an outcast to his people,
and to the rest of the village people, he was an outcast because he was Tierian. | had very few
playmates. | played morein my imagination than | played in the real world. Guessthat iswhy | tested so
highfor lllusonis.”

L oreanas eyes flew open wide and she excitedly turned toward Aetria, her right hand reaching out to
touch Aetrias shoulder. “Didn't you say that Coleni conjured your dragon?”

"It sounded alot like him, but how could she do that?"
"Y ou were both scared and lonely children, needing a strong protector. Isn't that what he wasto you?”'

"Yes, Rgjii was my protector. When | had grown up enough to take care of mysdlf, | guess| didn't need
him anymore and found other thingsto dream about.” The sadnessin Aetrias eyestold Loreanathat
Aetriawas not happy about having to leave that world.

"Weadl haveto grow up, Aetria” The excitement was back in her voice. “ But we can use Rgjii to talk
with Coleni. | can bring her to almost total consciousness. From your meditating trance, you can conjure
Rgjii for us. Take yourself back to when you were alittle girl and project that into your illusion. | think
Coleni will seethat vision and make contact with Rgjii, and maybe you. If she at least talks with Rgii,
then we have achance.

"How istaking with adragon going to help?” Aetriaasked, apuzzled frown on her face.
"I will talk for Rgjii,” Loreanasaid, smiling broadly.
Aetriadid not cast theillusion of Rgjii as one complete spdll. Loreana suggested she build it up, alittle at

atime, liketdling astory. While Aetriawas doing that, L oreanawould dowly bring Coleni to
consciousness. This, they hoped, would fix Coleni'smind on theillusion, instead of her rgecting it out of



hand. Aetriabegan by letting her mind think back to her earliest memories of gtting in the woods behind
her parents’ home, talking with her friend Rgjii. Sheimagined...

There he was, curled up on the soft, moss-covered ground of the glade, resting in abeam of bright
sunlight. Thear was il and warm, smelling of leaves, with ahint of musky leether—Rgii'ssmell. Only
an occasiond bird song cut through the peace and quiet. As she watched, the fierce red dragon raised his
head and looked at her. A very toothy grinfilled hisface.

"Little One, it has been along time sinceyou last came,” he said.

Aetria skipped across the glade and threw hersdlf into the open arms of her dragon, hisrazor sharp
claws closing gently on her back. She wiggled free and dashed about, begging for him to get up and go
explorewith her.

"We must wait for another.”

"Don't want to, you are mine, and mineaone.”

Rgjii looked at her, hisfierce eyes gentle. “Not true. | also have another Person.”

"No, only me."

"My friendship is big enough for you, and for others.”

"No, not enough.”

Rgii grew huge as he stood up on hishind legs. Magicaly, he grew even bigger, hishead rising above
tops of the trees, his voice dmost thunderous. “Big enough now!"

Aetriaran to him, hugging an ankle and whining. “Oh! Please, not so big. Y ou are scaring me, Rgjii.”
She looked up to find him back to his normal hugeness.

"Big enough to share, Little One?!
"Yes” She pouted.
"Promise”

She shook her head, and he poked her in the ribs. She stamped her foot, and hetickled her. Giggling,
shesad, “I promise”

"Thank you. Now we wait for the Person.”
"How much longer?"
"The Person iscoming now,” Rgjii said.
Aetrialooked around but didn't see anyone. “Where?’” She asked.

"Down the path,” he answered. Aetria craned her next to look around behind the dragon’'s wide body.
She didn't see a path.



"Look behind you."

Sheturned and did as asked. There behind her was the same path she had followed in. Little bright stars
of light were running up and down the path, making it glow and pulse with alife of itsown. “That path?’
she asked.

"No, that isyour path. Only you canwalk it."

Shelooked up a himinfrudtration. “1 don't see a path, Rgjii!"

"Y ou must look very hard, my child."

Aetria somberly paced around the huge dragon, staring at the green grass of the forest floor, looking for
any change, any little stars, anything. When she had reached the point where her path touched the glade,
she saw, ever so faintly next to it, ashadow of hers. “This path?’ she asked.

"Yes” Rgjii sad.

Shetried to follow the path with her eyes, looking for the coming Person, but the path wastoo faint to
see beyond afew feet. “Whereisthe Person?’ she asked.

"Share” Rgjii answered.

Aetriaput her hands on the ghostly path and imagined it dancing like hers. Tiny pulses of light legpt down
the path, and it began to glow. She looked around at Rgjii, and the dragon dowly bobbed his head up
and down in agreement. She saw a shimmering around his chest and ran to look closdaly. Aetriareached
up to touch the breast scales of Rgjii, wondering why the familiar blue was blurring and shifting in color. It
seemed to be turning green. “No, no. Stay blue.”

The scales blurred and became blue again for amoment, then started shifting again. Making an angry
frown, she started to change them again when Rgjii covered her small hand with hislarge clawed one and
whispered, “ Share. Y ou said you would share.”

Confused, shelooked up into his huge emerad eyes. “1 will share, | promised.”

"Then share."

The scales on his breast dowly turned bluish green, not blue, but not green. It was anice color dso. She
smiled. Shelooked up into his eyes and saw he was happy, too. The scales of hisface dowly turned
from afierce red to a softer red. She looked sad, as she dways thought of him asbeing fierce. Likea
blush, adarker red spread across his face and down his body.

Itsdl right, she thought. A shimmer gppeared around histhroat, becoming a blue ribbon, with gold
streamerslaced through it. She clapped with ddlight. “How pretty!"

Racing back to the path, dowly growing on its own, she put her hands out and willed the lightsto jump
and grow.

"Sowly,” Rgii sad. “Patience."



She did not want to go dowly, but to disobey her friend was unthinkable. So she puffed atiny breath of
impatience and willed dower. The path spread outward like awave returning back to the sea.

"The Personisnear.”

A shadow moved on the outward end of the path, and Aetriaran back to the protection of her dragon.
He closed one arm around her in ahug.

The shadow figure inched down the path. The Person aso was afraid. Aetriawas glad for Rgjii, but she
wondered why the Person didn't run the way she had. Rgjii said there was more than enough of himto
share. The Person began to pass from shadow to form.

"Oh,” shesad.

"Rgii?" the Person said.

"Coleni,” hesad.

Aerialooked up past Rgii's grinning mouth full of razor sharp teeth, into hiseyes. “1tisme?’ she said.
"No, itisyour Sgter.”

"But | don't have asigter,” Aetriasaid.

Rgii held out hisempty arm for Coleni, pulling her into hisembrace. “Y ou do now,” he said. Thetwo
little girlslooked at each other. It waslike looking in amirror. One smiled, the other responded likewise.
They each giggled. One reached to touch the other, their hands meeting.

"My sder,” Adriasad.

R4ii looked down at histwo children and sighed. They looked up a him, questioningly. “Y ou have so
much to learn, but no time, my little ones.”

"But we areto go explore, asyou promised, Rgii?’ Aetriaasked. Thelittle girlswere sill holding hands,
bonded together in their desire to play and have fun together with their friend.

"Yes, but first we must get ready.”

The two girls clapped their hands excitedly and raced around, unable to contain their joy. They
smultaneoudy ran back to stand before him, their uplifted faces asking the same question, dthough only
Coleni spoke. “What must we do to get ready?"

Sadly, Rgjii said, “Grow up.”

Aetrialooked over at Coleni, wondering what Rajii meant by that and saw, in wonder, the child she had
been holding hands with dowly expanding and filling out. She knew without looking that she dso was
changing. Her wonder turned to studied appraisal, viewing the emerging woman with the critical view of
an adult, instead of with the innocence of achild.

Coleni's smple dress became a sorcerer's robe, covering her torso and legs, but leaving her arams free.
Coleni was dightly heavier then Aetria, her upper arm muscles more developed, stronger. Theribbons



that had been in her hair disappeared. The most marked change was that the joy and adventurein her
eyes had faded into sadness, dark shadows adding to the gauntness of her face. Aetriawondered what
Coleni saw her changing into. Coleni would have stepped back and away if Aetriahad not kept
possession of her hand, refusing to release it as Coleni started to tug it away. Aetriaturned back to the
dragon, noting that as they had grown, so had he. He was watching Coleni intensely.
"Why is Coleni s0 sad?’ Aetriaasked Rgjii.
"She bdieves sheisrespongblefor Lornes death,” Rgjii said.
"I killed him,” Coleni moaned, tugging more strongly to free her hand.

Rgjii reached out with his clawed hands and gently pulled Coleni into hisembrace. He offered Aetriaan
opening in that embrace by holding out his other arm. She moved in, putting an arm around her sister.
Rgjii shook histeeth-filled head, his emerald eyesfixed sternly on Coleni, who was watching him with

apprehension and fear.
Fear that he would agree with her?
"No, you did not. An enemy killed Lornesin sdf-defense.”
"But | led him to his deeth.”

"No, you ordered him away. Y ou told him to go for help, then to warn the Sorceress. Y ou did not tell
him to follow you to the hill. Y ou were the senior Novice, you were the Sub-Commander, were you
not?’ Ryjii asked inggently.

Coleni hestated. “Y es, but—"

"And what isthe result of disobeying orders?’ Rgjii asked.

"You are punished.” Coleni moaned.

"What orders of yours did you disobey when you went to the hill, found the enemy instead of friends,
and retregted to get help?'

Puzzled, Coleni said, “1 didn't disobey any of my orders.”
"Then why are you punishing yoursdf?’ Rgjii asked, hugging Coleni gently.
"He died because of me,” Coleni said, laying her head on Rgjii's broad shoulders.

"No, my Coleni, he died because he disobeyed your orders. He followed you to the hill, saw you being
threatened by the man in black, and attacked.”

"But hedied knowing | had killed him,” Coleni wailed.

Rajii's voice grew rougher, deeper, with more of agarglein hiswords. “No, he died knowing he had
saved you."

"How can you say that?” Coleni asked angrily.



"Because | wasthere. | have always been there protecting you and your Sister. Lornes saw your sister
being attacked by the man in black. He called awarning and spelled the lightning stroke. He did not see
the knifethat hit him; he only saw the stroke hit the man in black. He saved Aetria, as| had willed him to.
If you must blame someone, blame me.”

Aetriagtared at Rgjii, the truth of hiswordsringing in her head. It was Nemos drawing his sword that
had aerted her to his presence. He had been trying to kill her, and continued to try even after being hit.

"Why was hetrying to kill me?’ Aetriaasked quietly.
Rgii held them both for amoment, then said, “Y our sister and you must find that out."
"Lornes saved Aetria.” Coleni sighed.
"Yes” Rgjii said, hisvoice pitched higher, no longer rough with agargle.
"His desth had value."

"If any death isto have value, then hisdid. Little Ones, you both must go now. Let merest until | am
needed again. Be at peace.”

R4jii began to fade into the glade. In moments Aetriafound hersdf knedling beside Loreana, her arms
around both the Hedler and Coleni. Coleni began to cry gently, the tears flowing dowly down her
cheeks. Loreanarocked Coleni, making soothing sounds. The Hedler smiled at Aetriaover her sster's
head.

"Coleni isheded,” she mouthed.

Therelief that flooded over Aetriawas overpowering, and she sat back down onto the deeping pallet
with aheartfdt Sgh.

The two women stood watching the deegping Coleni. Loreanawrapped her outer cloak over her dark
purple Adept robe and sighed wearily. “1 hope | can deep tonight as deeply assheis. Sheistruly at
peace with hersdlf."

"Your ideato use Rgjii was astroke of genius, Loreana."

The Hedler touched Aetrias arm. “But your creetion of hisilluson waswhat madethisall possble. | can
Sseeavery postive use of illuson spdlsin heding the mind. Mage Kdristo will be very interested.”

"If heis4till taking to mewhen we arrive back at Inhestia. What isthe sorcerer regiment saying about
my upcoming hearing?'

"Only what they know—whichisnothing.” Loreana stepped in closer to Aetria. Being shorter, she
craned her head up to whisper in Aetrias ear. “What happened here tonight must be kept unspoken, not
only because of the secrecy around Coleni, but because | saw spell use which has never been done.
When you put your hands on Coleni's path, and helped make it grow, you were actualy transferring
Power from your grid to hers. | don't know how. My requesting Rgjii to appear wasto alow Coleni to
change hisimage more to her own accepted mental image of him. To do so meant she also needed
Power and you gaveit to her. Thisisvery exciting."



"l.. I don't know how | did it either."

Giving Aetriaafierce parting hug, Loreanawhispered, “ And having Rgjii say he was there was brilliant. |
couldn't think of an argument and stalled. Y our voice was different from mine, but | don't think she
noticed. Thiswas excellent hedling tonight, and | am proud to beinvolved in it. Goodnight."

Loreanawas out the door before Aetria could say anything. Shelooked at Coleni. “But it wasn't my
voice,” shewhispered.

CHAPTER 10

Coleni dept through the night and most of the morning. When she awoke, she rushed off to use Aetrias
private privy and returned looking less disheveled. Aetria suggested a hot bath wasin order and arranged
for aportable tub to be brought to her quarters, along with ahot mea. While Coleni wasluxuriating in the
hot, steamy water, Aetrialaid out her sparefidd cavary uniform. At least the uniform would fit, Snce she

and Coleni were the same size. She sent off for alieutenant sash, wondering what Sonjawould think of

her promoting an ex-enemy sorceressto officer rank in the genera's personal guard. Aetriahad sent
word to the general that Coleni had been healed, and she suspected Sonjawould be sending for them
sooN.

When Coleni emerged from her bath, Aetriagave her atowd to dry off with and oneto help dry her
hair. A naked Coleni looked very much the same as anaked Aetria, but there were subtle differences.
Coleni did not seem at al embarrassed by Aetrias appraisal of her body. She was not as supple as
Aetria. Her muscleswere dightly bigger, and she carried dightly more weight.

"You look alot stronger than me. What form of self defense do you practice?” Aetria asked.
Coleni looked down &t her body, then at Aetrids, noticing the differences from what she could see of
Aetriaundernesth the Captain of Cavary uniform. “The sword. Not very ladylike, but it suitsme. | was
Wenddias Champion last year."

"Wendelia?' Aetriaasked.

Using the second towe to rub her hair dry, Coleni wrapped it around her head to keep off achill. Aetria
wondered why sheworeit so long. Her own reddish-gold hair was so short it would be dry in minutes.

"My training lodge. Not surprised you have not heard of it. It iswell back in the mountains. Y our lodge
was...?"

"Inhegtia”
"Have heard of that one. Home of your Coven, | believe."
"Coven? Oh, you mean our Mage Council. Yes, it is. Inhestiais our oldest training lodge.”

Looking around for her uniform robe, she didn't seeit. Aetria pointed to the uniform lying on the chair
next to her.

"l am not going to wear the uniform of my enemy, Captain, sister or no."



"The genera has ordered your presence to be kept a secret. A Hermanian sorceress looking like her
Chief Advisor isgoing to get noticed very quickly. I'll cover your face with aglamour, but it would be a
lot easier if | didn't have to cover you completely. Besides, we are no longer at war. While you were, ah,
ill thewar'sfind battle was fought. Hermaniais suing for peace.”

Aetriawould have expected more of areaction out of her sister than she got from hearing her country
had just lost awar.

Coleni just shrugged, and sighed. “I'm not surprised. It was stupid of usto get into afight with your
peoplein thefirst place. The only redl reason | could see for us starting awar was that we had a chance
to grab land and power. Our Supreme Ruler charmed the Coven leadersinto thinking their use of magic

would make aquick end to thefight, and they foolishly went aong with the plan. It was supposed to be a
quick summer campaign.

"It started out that way, but got bogged down when your Order entered the fray. Our Ruler then
coerced the Princes of Sgphradeato enter the war, promising them haf the spoils. Unfortunately for us,
the Saphradean Order refused to support their army, and we were stuck with trying to cover two armies
with sorcerer support. We got caught with too little, too late.”

"All the liveslogt, and for nothing. I'm sure our King will ask for compensation from your Supreme Ruler
for the cost of thewar,” Aetriasaid, with a heartfelt sadnessin her voice. “For awar dtarted to gain
wedlth, Hermania has spent everything trying to take gold away from us, and it will now cost even more.
What awagte."

Bitterly, Coleni agreed. “Thered lossin thiswar has been our violation of the* First Rule of Power Use,
we will never be able to put the monster back in his cage. We are spirding back to the days of the
Sorcerer War, my long-lost sister. One day, the common people will wake up and see that magic only
brings them death in the end, and they will decideto end it in their lives by ending you and me."

Coleni had apoint, but her pessmism bothered Aetria. “ Then it is up to usto cage that monster beforeit
happens. Our two Orders must work together to make this happen.”

"I don't think you will find that our two Orderswill ever agree on anything, let alone working together.
Y ourswill blame oursfor bresking the First Law, justifiably | might add. Minewill say they had to
because yours has strayed from the correct path. Both of our Orderswill insst that only they have the
right way of practicing magic, and nothing will be solved.”

Theincredulous ook on Aetrias face spoke louder than her words. “ Surely you don't believe that?*

"Y ou don't know my Order. These are the same people who accepted Pleates offer to spy for them.
They will do anything to get their way."

Someone caled arequest for entry through the door veil. Coleni needed adisguise quickly. Thefirst
face that came to Aetrias mind was Elinds, the dead Novice Aggressor. Why that one came to mind,
she couldn't say. She spelled Coleni with the glamor to disguise her features, and Aetriagranted the caller
permission to enter. It was Lieutenant Vaetti. He smiled at Aetria, delivered a precise salute, and |ooked
around, seeing Coleni standing by her chair.

"Novice Coleni? Or should | say, Lieutenant Coleni."



Aetriadropped the glamor. Coleni acknowledged Vaetti's question with adight bow from thewai s, the
Hermanian form of salute.

"Y ou arelooking very well, Novice. Thelast timel saw you, | would not have wagered you would live
past the week."

"Y our Adept Loreanais an excdlent Heder."

Lieutenant Valetti turned back to Aetria. “ The general sends her respects and wants to see the two of
yOU &s Soon as you can come.”

Looking at Coleni and receiving anod of concurrence, Aetriasaid, “We're ready now."

She set the glamor again and they followed Valetti out of the tent. Thetrip to the genera’s command tent
was short and, thankfully, in the dark. The sentries a the general's door were the only people they
encountered. They were expected and waved by. The general stood waiting in her quarters.

Sonjalooked closdly at the woman Lieutenant standing beside Aetriaand tried to see past the disguise,
but couldn't. The sorceresswas very good with her illusion.

Aetriadropped the glamor, and Coleni bowed. “1 am your servant and dave, O Conqueror of my
people.”

"Correction, Coleni. Y ou are afurloughed sorceresswho isfree to go provided, of course, you pledge
not to take arms againgt my King."

Coleni smiled and thanked Sonja. “Y ou have my most solemn pledge. Thank you for my freedom.”

"Y ou are welcome. Now, Aetria, why have you promoted her to lieutenant in my persona guard? She
needsthe job?"

Aetria had anticipated the genera would question her “promoting” Coleni, so she had prepared what she
hoped was avdid excuse. “I needed to dress her in something quickly, and my clotheswere what | had
avallable. There are not that many Captains of Cavdry, but there are numerous lieutenants. It seemed the
most sengble thing to do given the limited timeto act.”

Sonjasmiled at her, gesturing for them to take sedts. “ Then she may retain the disguise for the moment.
Our capturing Novice—or should | say Lieutenant—Coleni had a purpose. Did you get answersto your
quedtions?'

"We have made agtart, Maam. | believe that, with alittle help from my twin sster, we will find an
explanation of how Pleateswas ableto track us."

"Y ou now believe sheisyour Sster?’

Coleni spokefird. “It seemsvery likely we are ssters. | was kidnapped by bandits from atrading
caravan and sold to aHermanian childless couple. They told me | wasthe sole survivor of that raid. They
couldn't have known anything more than what the bandits told them. Maybe the bandits missed Aetria
and thought | was aone, or maybe they didn't want to complicate the sdle.” Coleni looked at Aetria, who
smiledin agreement.



"We are reconciled that we are twins,"Aetriasaid.
"Y ou do not have much time left before we start for Inhestia, Sorceress. Weleavein five days.”
Coleni gave Aetriaapuzzled frown. “Y ou are going to Inhestia?"
"Yes, | amto be given ahearing for charges of being unfit for sorcerer service,” Aetriasighed.
Coleni stood and bowed to Sonja.
"l request | be alowed to accompany you on your journey to Inhestia."

Sonjalooked at Aetria, who was staring at her sister. Coleni returned Aetrias gaze, a pleading look on
her face. Aetriadowly nodded.

"Your request isgranted. | will tell my staff | have taken on anew femae aide. As of now, your
promoationisred, Lieutenant Coleni. Keep your true identity secret. No oneisto know you area
sorceress, but | suppose you will have to have access to Power to keep up your own glamor.”

"That will not be a problem, Maam. She can use Pleates sourcelikel do."

"Good. Get me some answers, Sorceress. | suspect you will need them for your own defense soon.
Digmissd.”

* * * %

Returning to Aetrias tent, Coleni asked for the use of a source to Power up so she could handle her own
disguise. She had decided to use the visage of afriend she had known at Wendeliawho had sincedied in
the war.

Aetriawent over to the table and pulled Crusher's source out of her saddlebags, then walked over to
Coleni and handed it to her.

"That isthe source | wastrying to retrieve when your soldiers attacked me. It has astrangefed to it that
| noticed as soon as it was exposed. | reported its presence to my company commander, Sorceress
Telori, who rushed the two of usto our regimental commander, Magess Chalinee, and asked to be

dlowed toretrieveit.”

"Chalinee? Sounds Tierian. Y our senior sorcerer commander was Tierian?"

Coleni nervoudy brushed her hands across her uniform pants. Aetriawondered if Coleni's regimental
commander evoked the samereaction in her ster that Pleates did in her.

"Oh, very much so Tierian. Everyone in Hermaniawards against her name, for sheisthe power behind
the throne. Even our Coven gives her afree hand in everything she does. Sheisamost impressive
Aggressor. None of our own people can match her skills. Asfor her loydty to her own Tierian people, |
think she has given up her adlegiance to them, but | am not sure. No one questions Chalinee.” Coleni sat
down in achair, the thoughts of Chainee making her knees alittle wesk.

"So Chalinee decided to do what about the source?"

"Shewas not interested in including a Novice in capturing such a prize and shooed me away while she



rushed off to get an armed party together to go after the source. | decided to grab it by stedlth so | could
study it on my own. It might have secrets that would help me get back in favor with my Order—maybe
even a chance for advancement in candidacy to sorceress. No more chance of that now."

Aetriasat down in the chair beside her sster."Do you redly think you will be banned from your Order
just because you were captured by the enemy?”

"Asl sad, | went after the source without orders. Magess Chainee would hold that against me, even
now that we are both no longer in thearmy.”

"But doesn't Hermanianeed dl the sorcerersthey can get?!

"I am sure they do. With the losses we suffered, there will definitely be a shortage of sorcerers. The
problem s, likewith your Order | am sure, you can't practice magic without being amember of the
Order. Chalinee would have amgjor say in my being alowed to find ajob."

"Surely it can't be as bad as you think. Once we have solved my problem, well take on yours."

Coleni shrugged and murmured something about crossing the witch. She opened the source, afrown
crossing her face. “Doesn't that discordance bother you?”

"Not very much; perhaps| don't fed it as strongly asyou do. Until now, | thought | wasthe only one
who sensed it at al. Neither my mentor nor Adept L oreana has sensed anything in the source. Coleni,
forgive me the rudeness of my next words, but | think you suffer from acontrol problem.”

"That'stwiceyou've said | have control problems. What makes you think that?"

"Y ou're saying that conjuring amgjor illusion like Rgjii and then passing out isnot asuresign of agrid
burnout caused by alack of control? Has that kind of thing happened to you before?"

Coleni shifted uncomfortably in her chair, casting her eyesrapidly around the room, avoiding Aetrias
gaze. “Yes, saverd times.”

A thought suddenly cameto Aetria. “During our first discussion, you said you knew | wasa
sorceress—Nhy intuition, you said. Then you admitted you can sense my stored Power."

Coleni'sdiscomfort increased vigbly. “Yes, | can.”

"And | can dso. Did you develop this ability after your first burnout? Have you manifested any other
kind of new spell behavior?'

Looking thoughtful, Coleni nodded her head. “Yes, | did. | didn't tell anyone or | would have been
severely punished. Fortunately for me, | had devel oped areputation for doing things | am not supposed
to, so nobody had agood basis for comparing my abilities before or after the burnout. | can actualy do

spdls| shouldn't be ableto do. | even have alightning spell | can use—area Aggressor pell. Lornes
taught it to me.” Coleni'sthroat tightened with the surge of memory of her lover, and tears Started to flow
from her eyes.

Aetriawatched her sster anxioudy, afraid of arelapse. She got up to comfort Coleni, but was waved
away. Taking afew deep breaths, Coleni whispered, “ Give me amoment, and I'll befine."



While giving Coleni timeto collect hersdf, Aetria started pacing back and forth, tapping her forehead
with her right index finger. Thisactivity on her part distracted Coleni enough that she soon found hersdlf
staring at Aetria, who stopped and looked at her twin.

"It ssemswe have quite abit in common. | have awel-known control problem. | have also suffered
severa grid burnouts. | sense stored energy aswell, and | aso have the ability to learn magical skills
beyond my field. Thisistoo much of acoincidence.”

"l agree."
"Tdl me, what do you know about grid burnout?’

Coleni sighed. “Not very much. Thewar has created such a shortage of sorcerersthat our training
lodges have had to shorten our courses to the minimum needed to control spells. When | first started in
thelodge, it took four yearsto reach Novice satus. Now it isalittle over one year. We didn't havetime
to learn about such things. Thelodge wastold to train as many sorcerers asthey could and get them into
thefidd."

"How sad! We have had to shorten our courses some, but not that drastically. Let metell you whet |
know."

Aetriagave Coleni the shortened lecture that Verdilan had given the Novices on the way to the army just
afew months earlier. Coleni listened in rapt silence, impressed by the knowledge that the Delmathian
Order gaveto its sorcerers. When Aetriafinished, Coleni cast down her eyes, ablush cregping up her
cheeks.

"Coleni, issomething wrong?'

"We are agters, of the same age. I'm just aNovice, and you are afully trained Sorceress. | fed 0, o,
ignorant.”

Aetriasat beside her sgter, taking her hand and lowering her head and until she could seeinto Coleni's
eyes. When her sister looked at her, Aetriaraised her own head until the two were facing each other,
heads held high. “Y ou are my sgter, of the same age. But you are not ignorant, just not astrained. Let me
tell you some of my life, and then you tel me some of yours. Y ou may find my life has been terribly
boring, and | may find yours has been very exciting, but | am sure our lives have been different for a

purpose.”
Coleni nodded in agreement.

"Likeyou, | don't know exactly how old | am. My foster mother, Vderia, believes| was about ayear
old when they adopted me. After my cyclesbegan, | wastested for magic skills, and asaresult of having
potential, was asked if | would go into training. | accepted and was sent to Inhestiawith the rest of that
year's candidates. They were al between twelve and thirteen years of age.

"Our training back then lasted five years. | joined the army, ong with Adept Pleates, in thefirst year of
thewar. Oneyear later | suffered agrid burnout during a battle in the Saphradean campaign and was
sent back to Inhestiafor evaluation and further training. | spent the next four yearstraining, thefirst two to
reach Sorceress, then two beyond for Adept. My mentor refused to put me forward for candidacy until |
had proven | could control the Power once again on the battlefield. Since rgjoining the army three months
ago, | had another grid burnout, killed Pleates, and found my sister. Y our turn.”



"I wouldn't exactly say your life has been boring, Aetria. | envy you those nine years of training and
would trade you nine of mine very quickly. | was not what you would cal avery nicegirl growing up. My
foster parentsran asmall shop, selling pots and pans, some food produce. | could not stand to be
cooped up insde, and as| grew older, spent much of my time away from our home.

"When my cycles began, | sdlf-declared mysdlf awoman and ran off with atrade caravan. | soon found
out that while they were interested in trade, they were more interested in thievery. They accepted meinto
their guild, and after severa yearswith them, | fell in love with the caravan'sleader's son. | would have
been happy to marry, but he wasn'.

"A year later, | |eft the caravan and took my new training alone on theroad. | was caught Stealing a
merchant's purse and spent the next year in apena camp. That experience badly shook me up, and |
decided alife of crimewas not how | wanted to live. In the camp | was alowed to assist the visiting
Heder. She wasimpressed with my caring, and when she found out | had never been tested for magic,
gave methetest.”

Enthraled by Coleni's story, Aetriathought what an exciting and drasticdlly different earlier life her aster
hed lived from hers. “Didn't she think you were too old to train by then?’

Smiling, Coleni said, “I guess my sincerity won her over. She convinced the Lodge Master &t Wenddia
totakemein. | did finefor ayear, applying myself zealoudy. | guessl| tried too hard because | managed
to suffer my firgt grid burnout. Thefact that | was doing so with an Aggressor pdll displeased them
greatly, seeing as| was supposed to betraining asaHedler. | was cloistered for ayear.”

"What doesthat mean?’ Aetria asked, even though she knew the answer. Loreana had warned Aetria
not to say anything about what had been said under the trance. Someday she would tell Coleni, but not
NOW.

"Oh! They lock you away by yoursdf and continuoudy lecture you on your failings. Y ou do penitence,
and look sorry, and they eventudly forgive you. | was very angry with them for taking thet year out of my
life, but | managed to avoid getting tossed out for bad behavior. When they allowed meto restart my
training, they would not let me continue asaHeder. My mentor feared | could not control Aggressor
spdlls, as| had demonstrated with my burnout, so | became an Illusionist.

"I'm afraid my attitude had suffered during my cloistering, and | started doing thingsthat | knew were not
alowed. Within ayear | had made great progress, and would have been alowed to graduate in another
year sncethey were starting to shorten the training by then, but | seduced the son of my mentor. We got
caught, |1 was branded incorrigible and cloistered for three years—thistime aonein the mountainswith
my mentor's crazy mother.”

Sitting very Hill, Aetriaremembered that at this point in Coleni'strance, she had mysterioudy broken the
trance and stopped talking. Loreana had said that Coleni might reveal what happened on her own, when
conscious and aware.

Dare| proceed?*How curious. What wasthis crazy woman's name?”

"Ulana. She was from Delmathia. Have you heard of her?”’

Ulana! Now we know her fate.” Oh! Yes, sheiswell known at Inhestia. She was an Adept Hedler who
had a grid burnout and went crazy. She escaped my Order and disappeared into the Logathians. Thisisa



most exciting discovery. Loreanawill be very interested in your story.”

"Sorry, but alot of my memories of that time are missing. Just thinking about it makes me upset. I've
aways thought she may have somehow cursed me, but that was easy for me to believe because she was
awaysmaking my lifemiserable.”

Don't push her. Let her tell Loreana the story and allow the Healer to ease the missing pieces out
of her.“How sad for you, al those years of unhappiness. How did you escape Ulana?'

"Shedied and | was brought back into training. | graduated ayear later and was forced into the army.
The rest you know."

So close, Aetriathought, and so much more she would like to know about this fiercely independent
gster of hers. They ill had weeksto talk, but for now they had work to do.

* k k %

Thejourney to Inhestiawould have been idyllic except for the orded of waiting. With no redl dutiesto
perform, other than attendance at forma dinners and parties, Aetria concentrated on her source, literaly.
After they left the encampment, with Coleni disguised as anew female aide-de-camp to the generd, the
two of them spent their free time absorbed in a study of Crusher's source. With less than two weeks now
remaining before arriva for her hearing, Aetrias nervousness was growing daily, accented even more by

their nearnessto the Logathian Mountains.

"l don't know how long your Adepts take in their wilderness sabbatical, Aetria, but ours take severa
years after their training. Y ou may have had that training, but you are trying to accomplish two years
work inamonth. Y ou are driving yourself too hard.”

Coleni was used to Aetrias pacing by now, as Aetriawas in constant motion when not staring into the
source. She watched as Aetriamarched from one corner of their tent to the other. Aetria stopped for a
moment, rubbing her face, and groaned. “| fed like thereisan answer, just out of my grasp. It'slikea
name you know and can't remember, right on thetip of your tongue ... Tongue ... Wait aminute, maybe
thetisit.”

"I don't think you can taste the discord, Aetria"

"No, not that sense. | remember telling the genera the discordance was like two people singing the same
note, only onewas dightly off key. Tongue, talking, singing—sound. Sound is one of those physicd things
the engineerstak about.”

Coleni made amoue. “Y our people don't like those people any more than ours do. They think they can
explain the world with logic. If we hadn't burned their butts a couple of time with fireballs, they would
have convinced our king we did things with smoke and mirrors.”

Aetrialaughed hygtericaly, as much from theimagein her mind of engineers running around holding their
pants as from the tenson that it released within her.

"You'reright there, Coleni,” she said, gasping. “ Perhaps we are more subtle in our relationships with
them. But—" She stifled more giggles at the use of the word. “—they do have some useful knowledge.
Let meseeif | can get our Chief Engineer to cometalk with us.” Aetriadisappeared out the door, dl but
running in her eagernessto pursue her sound theory.



Coleni returned her attention to the source and its odd but now very familiar discordance. Shelost track
of time but caught the heavy footfals of a man gpproaching the tent entrance and quickly backed avay
from the source. Aetria entered with a heavy-set, short man following in her path.

"Colond Strathos, Lieutenant Coleni, the general’s new aide-de-camp. Lieutenant Coleni, Master
Engineer Strathos, the generd'’s Chief Engineer.”

"Very pleased to meet you, Lieutenant. | have heard of your presence on the staff, but haven't seen you
with the general except on the road. Of course, | haven't seen our Captain of Cavalry much either. You
are both missng anumber of very nicedining affars.”

Coleni could not help but glance down at the Chief'sample waist, but stopped the comment about his
not missing them from passing her lips. “The generd has asked that | use my legd training in preparation
of Sorceress Aetrias defense. We have been very busy oniit.”

Aetriawas impressed with her sster's ability to think on her feet, abeit with alie. “Yes, Sr, she has been
very helpful, but we arein need of your professional advice, as neither alawyer nor a sorcerer can
properly address the physical laws you understand so well.”

"Sorceress Aetria, your sugar tongue and fa se flattery are not needed on me. Engineersdontt like
lawyers or sorcerers, but we do need each other. What are your questions?"

"Thismay befar reaching, but sound is one of your physica phenomena. Could it be that magica Power
sources are dlso?'

"They exigt in the world, Sorceress, so they must be. How you derive energy from them remainsa
mystery to us, but we think it must be somewhat like the healing power of sunlight or the warming effect
of agood fire."

"Curious, both of thoseinvolvelight. Light isaphysica phenomenon then?”

Strathos smiled broadly at her. “Y ou are avery quick learner, Sorceress. Light isindeed, and it has
some very interesting properties.” He pulled atriangular crystal attached to adim gold chain out of his
uniform shirt and laid it on the table. He moved a candle close to the crystal, and both women gasped in
wonder &t the tiny rainbow that appeared. He put his hand in front of the candle, and the rainbow
disappeared. When he moved his hand, it came back.

"We believe the light we seeis made up of many other colorsthat combine somehow into white light.
Black isthe absence of light, at least to our eyes. How we see thingsis the way they reflect light back to
our eyes. Red things seem to absorb al the other colors but the red part of the white light. So we seejust
thered part. Asfor the...” Strathos stopped, staring at wonder at Aetriadancing around, clapping her
hands excitedly.

She stopped suddenly, redlizing her behavior, and walked over to the colond.

"Oh, Sir, you have answered my question wonderfully.”
"But | haven't yet begun to explain—"

Aetriaushered him toward the door of the tent, profusdly thanking him for hiswisdom. She kept up such
apatter of conversation that he could not get aword in between and was packed off to the mess tent



before he knew it. She returned to Coleni and explained her idea.

"If two different musical notes are sung close enough you get adiscordance. Light is made up of many
different colors of light. What if the energy we get from a source is aso made up of many different kinds
of energy? Could not two of them interact and produce this discordance? We need to try to sense not
the discordance, but that other energy.”

Coleni frowned in concentration. “ It makes sense, but why haven't sorcerers been able to find these
other energiesin the past?’

"Why are we the only ones that sense a discordance?’ Aetria countered.

Her eyes growing large, Coleni spoke excitedly. “Our grid burnouts have changed our spdll casting
abilities; somehow they may have changed the way we absorb and use the energies. Oh, Aetria, you
must beright. Hurry, let'stest your theory."

* * * %

"Wadl, wefound it, but what good doesit do us?” Aetriasaid in anger.

She and Coleni had spent the early evening staring into the source. Discovering the new energy coming
from the source had been an exhilarating experience, and donerelaively quickly, like seeing a
long-familiar scenein awhole new light. But trying to captureit in their mental grids had become afutile,
frustrating exercise. It would not supply Power for their spells.

Coleni sat discouraged, her hands covering her face, rubbing her aching physica eyes, as she mentaly
rubbed her sorcerer's Power senaing “eyes” “Let'scdl it anight, Aetria. I'm exhausted.”

Aetriasghed in agreement. “Well, we have made progress. We should fed better about this than we
do."

Coleni reached out to close the lid of the source and stopped in mid-reach, her fingers touching the open
lid. Her surprised look was mirrored in her twin sster's face. “What in the name of the Power—,” Coleni

began.

"That's how he did it, Coleni. The box does not hold in the new energy. | was carrying around an
exposed source the whole time.” Aetriagasped in sudden wonder. “ Pleates must have been able to sense
it, like we can. Since our ability seemsto have come from having suffered grid burnouts, then Pleates
must have aso had agrid burnout!”

Coleni shook her head. “Not possible, it isfata for Aggressors.”

Again theimage of Recanlin's shattered forehead entered Aetria's mind. She covered her eyeswith her
hand as the tears started to flow again. She wondered if that image would ever go away. Would she
congtantly have to fed the pain of his death?

Coleni put ahand on her arm. “Y our young Novice Aggressor that died on the hill?"

Aetrianodded. After afew moments, she regained her composure and wiped the tears away with her

fingers. “We have not yet solved the mystery of Adept Pleates. He was quite an extraordinary sorcerer;

perhaps he was an exception to the rule. He must have been. The generd will be very pleased to know
how hefound us."



"I am happy that the Conqueror of Hermaniawill be pleased.”

Aetriawas brought up short by Coleni'sremark, forgetting that her sister, until recently, had been the
enemy. She put her hand on Coleni's arm and squeezed it gently.

"Just how isthis knowledge going to keep you,” Coleni continued, “ or for that matter, me, from being
banished for life?"

Aetriastood up and went to her weapons rack, picked up her armor breastplate, and brought it over to
the source. She piled the armor on top. “1 can't think with that energy distracting me. What now? 1 can

dill senseit!”

Coleni contributed her armor to it which led to the two women moving practicaly everything in the tent
onto agrowing pile atop the source. Itsenergy was only dightly diminished.

"We have aproblem, Aetria."

Her sster stared blankly at the pile in the middle of her tent, “Waell, at least it only bothers us. Adepts
Loreanaand Cemaron can't senseit. Look, we can't block off the new energy with physica materid, so
wewill haveto try to shift our focus away fromit."

"Return to the way we sensed it before, you mean.”

"Yes, adjust our sight off the new energy and onto the old. Concentrate on that discordance. Wed
better learn to switch our focus or welll never get powered up again. Then we redlly won't have afuture
as sorcerers to worry about.”

* k% k %

Aetriarode briskly past the sentries at the camp's southern entrance. They gave her acursory glance,
then arespectful salute. They thought they had seen the general’s new aide-de-camp leave since Aetria
had taken the glamor used by Coleni in public. She had deliberately made her exit at dawn, in the early

hours of the morning watch, knowing that much of the camp was till abed, and the sentrieswould be
tired from having been awake for half the night.

She had completefaith in her disguise spell, but she did not want to risk a close ingpection by anyone
who might take an interest in getting to know the new aide-de-camp. Aetrias mannerismswere sill her
own, and someone might see past awine-blurred vision and caich amovement familiar to them. She
spurred her horse into a gallop as soon as she was clear of the sentries, as befitted one on the business of
the generd.

Aetriahad convinced the genera to make a show of sending her new aide-de-camp, Lieutenant
Maeaetria, as she was now known, off on an errand to Inhestia. Thiswould provide Aetria an excuse for
her trek to the mountains. Coleni would assume the role of Aetriaand sequester herself more than she
had to make discovery of the switch even more difficult. Coleni had reluctantly cropped her hair to
Aetrids length and assumed Aetrias role without the use of illusionary magic. To al appearances, the
generd was gill escorting Aetriato her hearing. Thus Aetriafound herself headed off on ajourney to
Hermanialooking for something, somewherein the Logathians.

She knew thisroad fairly well. It was the one her recruit company had traveled from Inhestiato the
army's encampment afew months earlier. The genera had ordered ahdt the night before near the



western turn-off that would take Aetriainto Hermania. She rode past the turn, seemingly headed for
Inhedtia

Oncewell out of sight of the camp, she rode into the trees until she could not see the road behind her
and dismounted. From her saddlebags she removed the set of Tierian merchant clothes she had brought
from home and quickly changed into them, stowing her aide-de-camp uniform in the saddlebags. She did
not expect to be received with open arms by the Hermaniansin her guise as the conquering generd'’s
alde-de-camp, and she doubted serioudy they would approve of any other Delmathian guise she could
sect.

She felt reasonably confident in her choice of disguise, knowing enough of the Tierian way to act the
part. Aetriawould use her Power to enhance any observer's belief that she was what she looked like.
Thisincluded aglamor to change her facid features to more closaly approximate the sunken eyes and

hooked noses characteristic of her father's people. If the Hermanians were going to be suspicious of her,
it would be because she was a known source of suspicion, not because she was astranger in their land.
They would |leave her done—or so she hoped.

Checking her disguise once more, Aetriaremounted and rode west for another half-hour, hopefully
parallel to the road heading towards Hermania. She then turned north to find the road. As she neared the
tree line bordering the weed-overgrown road, she took a few minutes to ensure no traffic was moving on

it before exiting the trees and continuing her journey west into Hermania. Coleni had told her that the
road she was presently on would intersect aroad running north and south. Turning south at that point, a
two-hour horseback ride would put her at the site of that ill-fated battle where Lornes had died.
Continuing south from there, Aetriawould enter the Logathians. Aetrias plan was to reach the Logathian
mountain range by evening, find an out-of-the-way inn to spend the night, and begin her searchinthe
morning.

She reached the Hermanian encampment within the time specified by Coleni. She stopped her horse on
the road and |ooked across the creek to the dilapidated farmhouse and the field beyond. A new growth
of weeds and flowers grew atop a mount next to the house where the Hermanian troops killed by
Pleates firebalswere buried. She wondered if her Novices were there dso. And Lieutenant Nemos?
Aetriaspurred her horse on, the desire to visit replaced with the unease of knowing Pleates had wanted
her dead at this battle.

A chill was cregping into the air asthe road she followed climbed higher and higher away from thelittle
valey where the two sisters had lost people near to them. She pulled the brightly colored Tierian woolen
shawl she wore more closaly around her. The clopping of the horse's hooves seemed to punctuate the
thoughtscirculaing in her mind.

A new energy. How was Crusher able to destroy sources? Long distance tracking of new energy.
Why the Logathians?

Awakening from her semi-drowsy state, she wondered for amoment what had startled her, then realized
shewas sensing sorcerers ahead. Coleni had told her about the smal town of Logathathat lay acrossthe
road to the Logathians, and that the Hermanian Order maintained asmall lodge there. A glance a the sun
overhead told Aetria she had severd more hours|eft in the day, so at her current speed of travel, she
would arrive at the town by dusk. That suited her well. The less she was seen in direct light, the better her
disguise would hold. She returned to her mental puzzle as the horse followed the road on her own.

* * % %

Logathawas smaller than Aetria had expected. The buildings were of stone and wood, a resource



plentiful in thisarea. No building stood more than two stories, and dl were box-shaped. Practical homes,
big enough to house afamily, but not pretentious to advertise wedth or satus. The road ahead forked left
and right; both branches had merchants shopslining the sides of the road. Behind the shopswere
residences, large stables, and storage buildings or warehouses. This bespoke of transport industry or
bulk item merchandise, dependent on the road for movement. She had seen smilar building layouts on
navigable riverswhere cand boats did heavy hauling. Here, in this mountain pass, horse and wagon
played thet role.

The Hermanian Lodge sat near the center of town on the left branch, surrounded by ahigh wall, with
neighbor houses standing a respectful dozen feet away. The intengty of the energy she sensed coming
from the building disturbed her because it meant there was a sorcerer of Adept level or higher in
residence. There were anumber of sorcerers present, just how many she couldn't tell. Thisworried her
even more. She had expected a smple hedler community, maybe led by a sorcerer of Sorcerer level. She
took the right branch to avoid the Lodge as much as possible.

At the outer edge of town, roughly ahaf milefrom its center, she spotted an inn set back from the road,
caled the “Freighter'sRest.” Sheturned in to the inn and rode toward the stable doors in the back of it.
A man, presumably a groom, stepped out of the stables and watched her approach. She dismounted.
The groom walked over to her, hishand out to take the horsg'sreins.

Removing the saddlebags and draping them over her left arm, Aetriaturned over the reins of her horse
to the groom and watched as he led the animal into the stable. He had not said aword to her since she
had ridden up to the inn. Not that it mattered to her, since she could not speak Hermanian, but she
wondered at what kind of greeting she would receiveinsdeif the one she had gotten outside was o
cold. Asthe groom disappeared through the wide doors of the stable, he glanced briefly at her and made
awarding sign. She thought about following him to ensure her horse was well cared for, but decided not
to cause trouble over what she knew to be anorma reaction to Tierians.

Her entrance into the main room was met with a soft Hermanian greeting from atavern girl, who hurried
off to get her mistress. Aetria dumped her saddlebags onto atable near the fireplace and sat down
wearily. Staring into thefire, she heard the heavy footsteps of the inn's mistress gpproaching. Aetria

looked up when the footsteps stopped, and asked for aroom in Tierian. The woman shook her head and
asked aquestion in Hermanian. Aetriain turn shook her head no, and asked in Delmathian. “Do you
have aroom available?’

The mistress nodded and replied in heavily accented Delmathian. “ For you, a private room, but full
price! No one share aroom with Tieri."

"That suitsmevery well, Migtress."
"Not understand?'
"Fine. I'll take the room—full price."
The woman smiled broadly and sent the tavern girl running off to prepare the room. Shewaked over to
the cupboard and ran amug of winefor Aetria. Returning to the table, she asked, “Y ou eat now or later?

Now, no people. Later, many people.”

Aetria sensed the woman's choice was now, so Aetriawould not be a problem to work around later.
She amiled sweetly at the mistress. “Later. Meet new people, become friends!”



The woman sighed. “ Perhaps, perhaps not. When ready to go to room, call for Jarleni. She take you to
there.” The woman returned to the safety of her kitchen, murmuring to Jarleni as she passed her. Aetria
guessed she had told the girl to watch Aetriaand make sure she didn't stedl anything. Aetriasat back in
her chair and sipped the wine, finding it dightly warm and sweet. Shetried to ignore Jarleni's eyes on her
back as she let the warmth of the fire chase the chill of thetrail from her exposed arms and legs, thewine
warming her ingdes.

So far, so good.

* * % %

When she returned to the common room for dinner, her appearance caused amomentary pausein the
buzz of conversation. A few headsturned in her direction, and severa people made awarding sign. She
walked to the farthest table from the fire and sat down opposite its two occupants. The Hermanian
merchants decided to conduct their business e sewhere. Aetria shrugged and waved for Jarleni to bring
her wine.

The young woman's memory of thetip received earlier made her quick to respond. While she waited,
the sorceresstried to ignore the people around her, but was again conscious of their eyes on her. Within
minutes, Aetria had food and wine on her table, and she focused her attention on the warm stew in front

of her. The stew was excellent—warm, filling, spiced nicdly to taste. The wine was coal, crisp, and
dightly tart. She finished the bowl in ashort time and looked up for Jarleni to ask for more.

Her eyeslocked onto a group of four men sitting directly across the room who were staring back at her.
They were dressed in Hermanian army uniforms, but void of insignia. Mercenaries of somekind, Aetria
thought, and armed. One of them got up and walked quickly to the front door of the inn, disappearing
into the night. Aetriakept her attention on the other three.

Jarleni brought more food and wine, giving Aetriaaworried look as she noticed the men's attention on
the Tierian woman. Jarleni headed quickly for the kitchen.

Staring at people does not lead to friendly relationships, Aetriareminded hersdf. She returned her
attention to the refilled bowl and started eating again. Thistime she savored the food instead of wolfing it
down. She was mopping up the last dregs of the stew with amorsel of bread when she sensed a source
being opened nearby. The shock of energy was so strong shefelt asif it were Stting in front of her. She
quickly turned her head in the direction of the exposed source and found hersdlf staring at the same four

men, only thistime they were standing and watching her.

When they saw her look up, one of them stepped forward and shouted angrily in Hermanian. “ Gratha
hidones, Coleni, sposuli kegh!"

Alarmed at his anger and aggressive posture, Aetriajumped to her feet and moved away from the table.
The men put their hands on their sword hilts, and their leader started to draw his. She reacted, her right
hand darting forward, and adagger flashed across the distance between them, burying itself in the
forearm of the leader. He grabbed hisarm and yelled in pain and anger. The other ex-soldiers started to
move forward, and Aetria underhanded another dagger into the thigh of the soldier on the left of the
advancing group. Hefell to the floor with an oath, crashing sideways into the panicking crowd. She was
reaching for the knivesin her belt sheaths when alow-pitched woman's voice cut through the noise of
room with surprisng command and authority. Everyonefroze.

Aetriarecognized the holding spell and started the counter, but decided againgt using it. If al in theroom
were immobile, then she was not in immediate danger, except from the speaker of the spell. Movement



was not impossiblein ahold spdll, but it was definitely dowed. She shifted her eyesto look at the source
of thevoice. A Hermanian Magess was watching her carefully. The woman was no longer middle-aged,
but not ancient. Her long hair was more white than brown, the skin of her face starting to wrinklein the
cheeks, the corners of her eyes and mouth long etched. Her eyes were black pools, deep in their
sockets.

By the Power, Aetriathought, a Tierian! Isit really she, the sorceress Coleni isterrified of?
The woman spoke, in Tierian. “ Show and identify yoursdlf.”

Aetriadropped the glamor. Doing so did not necessarily expose her true sdlf, as Tierians were known to
practice e ementary magic. Attempting to fool an actud Tierian would only make it harder for her to keep
the truth from coming out. The woman's face did not register any emotion when Aetria's hooked nose
and sunken eyes changed. Although she could not move, Aetriatried to project ahaughty toneinto her
response. “I am Tierii AetriaMenhdav'Grelnes. And you are?!

A dight lift of an eyebrow was dl the recognition Aetriagot from her forma name.

"Tierii Chdinee Rhuhanii vNomdes."

CHAPTER 11

Aetriadowly bowed her head, astaught by her father, in recognition of respect for the ruling clan of
Tieria Of all the Tieri | have to run across, why must it be Chalinee, the defeated commander of
the Hermanian Sorcerer Corps!

Chalinee countered her spdll and spoke aseries of ordersrapidly in Hermanian. The crowd shifted in
place but did not move, remaining quiet before the Magess. Chalinee pointed toward the wounded men,
and several Hedlers moved from behind her to assst them. One kndlt by the man on the floor and looked
at Aetrids dagger embedded in the man'sleg. He asked a question in Hermanian. The Tierian sorceress
looked at Aetria. When she didn't respond, Chainee asked in Tierian. “My Hedler wantsto know if the

weapon is poisoned or trapped.”

Aetrialooked at the armed men staring angrily at her and said contemptuoudy, “1 am not Kanchaaor
any of their spawn. My weapons are clean.”

Chalinee spoke again to her Healers. They deftly removed the wegpons from the wounds and handed
them to Chainee. With one weapon in each hand, clasping them by their hilts, she dowly moved toward
Aetriaand pushed them forward to her. By doing so, she was clearly returning them to Aetria, inthe
Tierian style. Holding them by the blades would have chanced awrist flick and death to Aetria. The
leader of the men shouted something in protest, but did not move to intercept. Aetriatook her weapons
back. The daggers disappeared back into her deeves.

The Magess moved over to Aetrids table and sat down. The fear of exposure Aetriahad felt at the
beginning of thisrisky encounter began to subside. Caution, she chided hersaf. This is the most feared
woman in Hermania.

Chalinee switched to Delmathian. “Y our Tierian isless than adequate, Aetree, Daughter of Tieria, Issue
of Grelnes, Clan of Menhda"



Aetriashot back angrily in the same language. “My nameis Aetria, with the Delmathian ‘a ending, not
Tierian‘ee’ | an Delmathian. My adoptive father was Tierian, and isnow Demathian. And yes, my
Tierian isunused. My mother does not gpprove of itsuse.” She was angrier with her own sdf for feding
inadequate to this true daughter of Tieriathan she was angry with Chdinee.

"Grelneswill dways be Tieri, whether he accepts that or not. Y ou have a choice.”

Puzzled by Chdinee'slast remark, Aetriadecided to push her offense, as respectfully as possble, of
course. “Why was| attacked? | was not doing anything offensive to anyone. | was peacefully eating my
dinner when—"

A dight amile on her lips, Chdinee cut her off. “If you indgst on playing at Tieri, then you should expect
our usud lot. Y ou would have had your dinner disturbed even if you had not been mistaken for someone
else. Your father should have taught you better."

"Perhaps that iswhy he sent me on this journey. What do you mean by mistaken for some one ese?'

Chalinee looked away from her and back at the soldiers being tended by her Hedlers. The crowd was
returning to their meals and studioudy avoiding disturbing the Magess sorceress and her strange table
partner. “1 normaly prefer to use my own people as guards. Y ou would have not fared aswell against
Kanchadaasyou did with these former Hermanian Assassins. Although Kanchdatrained, they lack
the—how does one say—commitment. My fellow sorcerersand | were recently members of the
Hermanian army. With our defeat, we were released from the army and returning to our lodge at
Wenddia We needed an escort. | hired our former Assassin guards. One of them thought they had
found atraitorous sorceress by the name of Coleni."

"] am neither asorceress nor aHermanian, 0 | could not have been either. What makes them think |
was such aperson?”

Chalineelooked at her with dight disbdlief. “Come now, Mistress Aetria, don't tell me that peoplein
Ddmathiadon't occasionally use disguises—including Tieri who have been known to useillusonary
magic to hide their true features."

"l do not have the skillsto make mysdlf truly different. For that, | would have to be asorceress. | only
enhanced my visage to look more like my adoptive people. You are saying | wastrying to disguise
mysdf?'

Chadinee amiled. “No, | would say more like misrepresenting yoursdif.”
Aetriaflushed angrily, “1 am Tieri, | can wear the clothes I—"

The Magess stilled Aetrias retort with ahand wave. “Do you practice al the ways of our people? Can
you spesk with them without sounding like a child? For you, thisisafagade. Y ou have chosen to play
Tieri for some reason, but at sometime, you will have to pick and choose on which side of the fence you
are going to stand. Y ou cannot live alife of half-Delmathian, haf-Tierian. Those people do not exist. But
| am not saying thisto force adecision; you will find that you will force yourself one day to do that. To
answer your last question, you bear astriking resemblance to Coleni even with Tieri features.”

Aetrialooked and truly felt stunned. Whether it was due to being caught in the act of trying to pass
hersdlf off as Tieri, or the revelation she would a some point in her life have to choose between her
adoptive parents cultures, she was not sure. She made aquick decisonto tell apartiad truth to hide her



discomfort.

"Y ou know, | am adopted,” she weakly responded, “and | don't know anything about my birth. This
Coleni could be related in someway. Y ou said she was a sorceress. Isthat why they opened a source
nearby, to seeif | would react? Don't they know Tieri practice magic skills?'

The Magess sorceress bent forward and spoke softly to Aetria. “ The Hermanian people know as much
about us as do the Delmathian people. Sergeant Ventler came to the lodge and told Sorcerer Tramontes,
my assistant, that he had found a suspicious woman &t the inn who looked alot like our missing Coleni.
He asked Tramontes for the loan of a source to use asyou suggested. Tramontes gave him one, then
reported to me.

"When | asked why Ventler had thought the woman suspicious, he said shewas dressed asa Tierian. |
came over as soon as| heard, to prevent any embarrassment for one of our women, as much asto meet
her. | arrived alittle late to prevent the incident you just experienced. | apologize for that. And | am glad

to have met one of my ssters, even though areluctant one. Tell me, why areyou aretraveingin
Hermania?'

Aetriaknew she had to be careful with her answer. She couldn't reveal her true position, because there
was no likelihood of anyone cooperating with the chief advisor to the conquering genera. The fact that
she was seeking the reason why Pleates was so interested in the Logathianswould invariably lead to a

guestion of why she cared. Aetriadidn't want it to be known she was defending herself against charges of
being awild sorceress, particularly in Hermaniawhere their views about such things were even harsher
than her Order's. Of all the people she had to end up talking to, the most powerful Magein Hermania
wasn't the one she wanted to get involved with. Coleni'sfear of Chalinee was based on her experience

with the woman.

How do you lie to one who is so knowl edgeable and dangerous?Aetria knew she had to thread
enough truth in with her stretches of the truth to make her answer seem believable to the Hermanian
Magess.

"My father sent me on thisjourney.” Which istrue. “He convinced meto go as Tierian because, dthough
in Delmathia | was accepted as amerchant's daughter, in Hermanial would be viewed as a conqueror
taking advantage of the war. It made senseto me. | knew Hermania probably held the Tieri in asmuch

disrespect as Delmathia, but at least they would tolerate me. The reason he gave for sending me here was
to find anew trading market, but | now suspect he had another purpose: to introduce meto the
difficultiesfaced daily by hispeople.” Her father just might have had that as areason, dthough she
thought she aready knew the difficulties he faced in Delmathia.

Chalinee gestured to her assistant and pointed to her throat. The sorcerer rushed over to Jarleni to order
wine. Chalinee turned her attention back to Aetria. “ A new trade market? What kind?*

Aetrialeaned conspiratorialy across the table and spoke as softly as she dared, forcing Chaineeto lean
towards her to hear her response. “1 think, gemsor gold.”

Chalinee burst out with aquick laugh. “Here, in the Logathian mountains? Y ou have been sent on afalse
quest, my dear. What makes you think such amarket exists?'

Looking at the crowd around them who seemed to be ignoring the seated women, Aetrialooked back
at the Magess, mistrust in her eyes. Chainee sighed, then waved the crowd out of the room. The hurried
rush to the door made it apparent they were only too glad to be gone. Only the two remaining escorts



and her accompanying sorcerer aides remained, seated now at atable farthest from the two women's,
but within clear view 4ill.

"Thank you,” Aetriasaid. “What | now tell youisto be held in gtrict closeness. | believethe Tieri call it,
‘TdupnaAni.””

Shaking her head, Chainee wagged afinger a Aetria. “Y ou can not evoke Tdupna Ani between Tieri
unlessthereisasworn aliance between the two parties. Thisisavery binding vow, Aetria, and does not
fit thisgtuation. | think you only meant that it should not be repesated outside the Tieri clan. Be careful
what you ask, my dear. Telling me something | could take advantage of and cut you out of the trade, just
because you thought you had adedl with me not to spesk of it, will anger your father very much. Perhaps
judtifiably, for not educating his daughter better in the ways of our people.”

Aetria clenched her teeth in frustration. She was getting tired of being reminded of her shaky Satusasa
daughter of Tieri. “Forgive me my ignorance. It was a phrase my father and | shared when we didn't
want my mother to know something we were planning. | didn't know it had a degper meaning than that.
Thank you for your warning. | guess| cannot tell you what | was going to."

Chalinee reached out and touched Aetrias hand, the first real contact between them. “ Daughter of
Grelnes, | am aMagess of the Hermanian Order. | have not followed the trade path of my people for
most of my entirelife. When | chose to accept Hermanian training, | put myself out of the race for
fortune. My Rhuhanii people would only be amused if | tried to solicit their aid to capitaize on your
information. | will hold your secret.”

The touch bespoke familiarity, but it aso conveyed kinship. Chalinee hersdf must have struggled with
her choice of profession, exactly as her own father had—making a decision that separated hersalf from
her peoplesway of life, as he had done to marry a Delmathian woman and settle down. No wonder she
was trying to be helpful to an estranged adoptive Tierian woman. Aetriafdt aflash of guilt for trying to
keep the truth from Chalinee.

"Thank you, Chalinee. My father, like any good merchant during atime of war, was supplying food and
potables to the Delmathian army. | was his chandler, accompanying our wagon trainsto the army's
encampment and negotiating further trade. | got to know a Provisioner Sorcerer named Mel oses rather
well. Weworked out aspecid ded. For receipt of privileged information, I, umm..."

Chalinee frowned at Aetria. The corners of her mouth dipped low as she said, “ Selling yourself along
with your goodsisnever a‘good dedl,” Aetria”

Taken aback, Aetrialooked shocked. “Oh! Y ou have that al wrong! The ded was he would pay me
thefull price of my hill, and hold back five percent for himsdlf.” Aetriawondered if Meoseswould redlly
have done that, and smiled at the thought that he would probably have. Chainee's puzzled look brought
her back sharply to redity.

"Not that | wasn't working another angle, you understand. Becoming the wife of a Provisioner sorcerer,
who was cregting a very nice ‘retirement fund’ for when the war ended, made alot of sensetome. |
didn't discourage him, but | did not alow the relationship to go to that point! He was rather portly, but
Swest."

"Y ou showed uncommon good sense, Aetria. So you traded asmall amount of profit for information, for
which you expected to gain more money. Very sensble, but five percent is perhaps too much.”



Aetriagave her asweet amile. “Hewas charging other tradersthat for no information—or
misinformation at best. The things he told me over the years dways turned out to be reasonably true,
discounting rumorswhich aways cloud the picture.”

"So you developed auseful source. Was he the source of your Logathian mountain gems? If so, you
may have bitten on arumor.”

"He was my source, but not of that information. We were ‘ exchanging pleasantries afew months ago
when helet dip that amagjor spy had been discovered in General Borlock's staff. | told him | had heard
that rumor before and didn't think it would be of any vaueto me. He looked very gravely at me and said
it was going to impact me greatly because, with the spy out of the way, the genera would be able to end
the campaign very soon. Wewould all be seeking another trade source. | was shocked and started to
weep. Redlly | did; thiswas my family's mgor source of income. He became very solicitous.”

Chalineerefilled her glass, offering Aetriasome of thewine. Aetriatook some gratefully. Her throat was
getting dry.

"I am having trouble connecting your Provisoner with Logathian gems.”

"l know | talk in circles. Bear with mefor afew more moments. Thereisaconnection.” Aetriatook a
swallow of wine. “ Perhaps because he had upset me, he offered abit of information | might find useful.
He *wondered doud’ asto why the spy, who turned out to be Adept Pleates, commander of the
Demathian Sorcerer Corps and his own superior, had chosen to hel p the Hermanians and turn traitor on
his own people.”

"Did he know the answer?"

Aetriathrew caution to the wind, deciding to try to save Coleni from her traitorous statusin the eyes of
the Hermanian Order. “Yes, hedid. They got the answer after torturing a Hermanian sorceress they had
just captured. According to her forced answer, he did it for alanded estate in your Logathians. Now why
would asmart man like the Adept trade hisloydty for an estate of worthlessrock? Isit truly worthless?
My father doesn't think so. He sent meto try to find out the real answer. 1t hasto be gems, minerds, or

gold”

"Good thinking, but not if you knew the man Pleates. He was not specifically interested in wedlth. He
wanted control—to rule.”

Aetriacaught her breath. At last, the information she was seeking! But Chalinee stopped.
"Y ou met the man?’ Aetriablurted, panicking.

Chdineetook asip of wine, coolly looking at Aetriaover the rim of the goblet. She lowered thewineto
the table and folded her handsin her [ap. Aetriatried desperately to think of something to say to draw the
woman out, but her mind could not come up with anything. When Chalinee sarted talking again, Aetria
amost missed what she was saying.

"He cameto our Order'slodge six years ago with an offer of salling information to us about your army in
return for a secluded valley in our mountains. The areahe was asking for was known to us, and we knew
there was no minera of any value there, having been explored by our own miners. We were leery of his
offer, asit did not make senseto us.



"Sensing our reluctance, he explained to usthat he wanted to establish his own Order. Theland he
sought would support alodge; it had water, and forests for furnishings and fire, quarries for buildingsand
fortifications. That, the land had. He said he wanted to be left done. What did we care if he wanted to
escape from the world and make his own little kingdom? We needed his help. If he became a problem
later on, we could diminate him if necessary.”

Aetrias heart was pounding with excitement. Crusher had been spying the entiretime he wasin the
army. That meant he must have turned against the lodge even before joining the army.What had caused
him to do that? Aetriafelt Chainee's deegp-set eyes on her, and she looked up at the woman. Aetria
snatched asp of wine, splashing some up onto her cheek and into her nose. Coughing, she wiped the
wine off her face with her deave.

"Méoses said Pleates was a ruthless and mean spirited man, and very calculating. | think | see now why

he turned traitor. | don't know that much about our sorcerers, but | don't think they would alow him to

split off and form his own order. They are pretty clannish. Hisonly hope would beif your sdewon. He
would then be given his own estate and he could do what he wanted.”

Chainee's stare sent achill down her spine. Had she gone too far? Had she exposed her true sorceress

s f? Why would amerchant be excited about the Delmathians' sorcerer lodge being torn asunder? The

idea flashed into her mind and she hurriedly spoke it before the Hermanian Magess cut in. “ To make an
edtate of any size he would have to have gold. Did he ask for gold?!

Chalinee shook her head.

"There, don't you see? He didn't ask for gold. He wasn't making gold off the war like some sorcerers|
know. Delmathian sorcerers only take in what they need to survive, or so they tdll usdl thetime. He
couldn't borrow from family or friends. There hasto be wedlth in those mountains! How else could he
have started his own Order?!

Holding her breath, Aetriawaited for Chalinee's reaction to her ramblings. The Magess' initid response
was atight smile, then aquiet laugh.

"Y ou are more the Tieri daughter than | thought. | detect ayouthful enthusiasm that overridesfact. You
areadreamer, Aetria. Maybe Pleates had found gold in the Logathians, but if he had, his discovery
probably died with him. Chase your dream, Aetria. | dmost hopeyou find it."

Chalinee stood up, her entourage rising to their feet in response and moving forward. Ordersin the
Hermanian language flew from her lips, and they rushed to obey.

The Tierian woman turned to Aetria. “Y ou will not be disturbed further thisnight. In the morning, |
suggest you retrace your steps down the road and take the left fork, the road our lodgeison. The valey
you seek istwo day'sride away. Y ou will cometo ariver after one day; follow it upstream until it
narrows to become a brook. Y ou will be where Pleates wanted to be. When you have exhausted
yourself seeking needlesdy, return to our lodge and they will give you an undisturbed night's deep.
Farewel, Daughter of Tieria, Issue of Grelnes, Clan of Menhda"

* * % %

Aetriasat in the cover of the trees at the base of the gorge that led into the mountain and stared at the
hole in the mountain's side. Her horse was tethered behind her, deeper in the forest, out of view of
anyone or thing watching from above her. The hole was not anaturd cave, neither wasit dug out of the
solid rock like the entrance to amineshaft. It wasn't very deep in the side of the mountain, morelike a



gash than ahole. On the left Sde of the gorge, facing ead, it sat at the bottom of avertical cut in the wall
of the mountain, asif agigantic ax had clipped off part of the hillsde, the rock chips hurled outward and
down the dope.

The hole wasthirty or forty feet in diameter and, from where she sat, Aetria couldn't see how deep. It
wasrelatively new, asthe plant life that covered the rest of the mountain was gone from in and around its
outer edges. Judging by the growth of the plants that had started to reclaim the area, the hole must have
been created within the last severd years. Tucked asit was up agorge, way off any path or trail, one
would never have seen it unless one waked directly acrossit or sensed the energy coming fromit. She
had found the source.

She continued to study the areaaround the hole, searching with al her senses, non-magical and magical.
The strength of the new energy pouring forth from the hole made it hard to see any other magica
emanations, but she felt confident there were no Powered sorcerers nearby. There were traces of
discordance, but none of the Power generating energy of atrue source. If there were guards posted,
human or animal, she couldn't see them. It wastime to move in. She decided to investigate the hole as
shewas with no disguise. Her Power level was such that she could not wasteit, and if attacked would
need it more for escaping than avoiding discovery. She emerged from the tree line a the foot of the
mountain and started up the dope.

Therdatively short journey uphill was certainly strenuous, and not without danger from dipping and
faling, but she arrived safely, abeit hot, swesty, and breathless. The “cave’ was about thirty feet deep.
The ridge opposite the entrance ensured that the sun never reached the perpetua shadows at the back of
the space. The sun, overhead now, provided sufficient light to see clearly the smoky appearance of the
rock making up the cave. As she searched inward, she discovered a black, dust-like substance coating
the sdes of the cave. She found apocket of dust in thewall and collected asample, wrappingitina
piece of cloth torn from the rag she used to maintain her weapons.

The further back she went, the closer the ceiling came down, the nearer the walls. She found black
crystal flakes scattered about, and she stopped to examine one piece, anagging familiarity about the
crysta gnawing at her mind. She couldn't pin down the feding. Not too surprising, though, with the flow
of that new energy insde the cave aconstant humin al directions on her magica senses. Shewas ableto
orient on severa very strong spots within the walls, the strongest coming from the rear, in that portion of
the cave where darkness dwelt.

Aetriawas forced to light the torch she had brought from her saddiebags. The torch flared into
brightness, casting light into an areathat had not seen the light of day sinceits creation. She was struck
dumb by the myriad twinkling reflections bouncing off the black and blue crystaline structure of the rear
wall. As she scanned the chamber, her mouth open in wonder, she wandered over to take a closer ook
at the wal and stepped with asnapping crunch onto the legs of a skeleton on the floor.

Her scream echoed back into her ears as her eyeslocked onto the empty eye sockets of the fleshless
skull staring back at her.

* k% k %

Dismounting & the crest of the hill, Aetrialooked down upon the familiar valley of her Order. Darkness
had fallen and the lights of the Order's stronghold made it stand out starkly againgt the black plain
surrounding it. The general's camp sat directly over the road, blocking entrance into the castle. She
couldn't help but feel a sense of siege between the two. The castle was even better lit than she had seen it
during festivals, with more than the usua number of Sorcerer Guards waking thewals. The army camp
waslaid out asit dwayswas, but there was evidence of increased sentries. There was dmost no traffic



within the camp, norma during asiege but abnorma with the continuous celebrations of the victory she
had seen since the last battle. There was no flow of traffic between the army camp and the sorcerers. Ina
rea way, thiswas a standoff.

Her “borrowed” horse was exhausted from the fast trot she had forced on the mare over thelast leg of
their return from the mountains. Aetriahad had to pull rank on amessenger from the camp headed for the
capital, switching horses to gain afresh mount to catch the generd. Close enough now to sense home, the

horse lifted her head and looked impatiently at Aetria. Taking the cue, Aetriawearily remounted the
horse and headed downhill.

Just before entering the camp, Aetria expended the last of her Power to put on Coleni's aide-de-camp
disguise. Sherode directly to the generad’s tent and handed her horse off to the waiting aff. The genera
was expecting her, having been aerted to her gpproach by the camp's sentries. She entered the tent and
sauted the general. Coleni stood by the genera's chair looking very Aetria-like. Sonjareturned the sdlute

and turned to the black-robed Magess beside her.
"|sthisthe Sorceress you are looking for?” Sonja asked politely.

Trelanalooked at Aetria, atrace of afaraway look passing over the Magess eyes as she looked past
the glamor, and smiled warmly. “Oh! Y es, thisisthe one."

Aetriadropped her disguise.
Trelanamoved forward and hugged Aetria, kissing her cheek. When Aetriadid not respond, Trelana
leaned back and looked into her eyes, puzzled by the lack of warmth from her protégée. “ Aetria, havel
offended you in someway?"

"Y ou brought charges against me to the Council, Magessl Am | supposed to ignore that fact?'

While she ill held onto Aetria, Trelanas face mirrored the confusion in her mind. “1 brought no charges
againg you, Aetria. | am hereto defend you! By the Power, child, what must you be thinking of me?"

It was Aetrids turn to be confused. “But if you weren't the one who reported me to the Council,, then
who was?'

Making acomforting sound, Trelana gave Aetriaanother hug. “Counselor Magess Corerillapreferred
the charges, Little One, and sheisaso her own advocate.”

"I'm doomed, Trelana. Corerillais a heartlesswitch."

"Now, Aetrial Show respect for your betters.” The sting of the rebuke was soothed by the smile with
which Magess Trdanasadit.

"Yes, Mentor, | hear and obey."
The anger in Aetrids face made her response an empty promise. Trelanas heart ached for her protégée,
knowing how hard Aetria had worked to be a sorceress, and the problems she faced trying to be a good

one.

Aetriabroke eye contact and dipped out of the embrace of the older woman, turning to walk over to
her sster and acknowledge her with aquick hug. Coleni gently wiped atear from Aetrias eye.



Sonjawatched the drama of the sorcerers with a confident smile on her face, directing al to St down
and relax. She suggested Aetriadivest hersalf of her armor and make use of the water basin standing
near the armor rack to wash off some of the road dirt. She had seen the tears as well.

"Isit not irregular for an accuser to prosecute her own case?’ Sonjaasked Trelana, as Aetriauntied the
leather corset.

Trelananodded. “Yes, it is, but in this Stuation, sheis not really prosecuting her own case. Sheisacting
in her position of Council advocate, the actud accuser not being available. She made the charges for the
accuse."

Coleni had been listening with agreat dedl of interest, the methods of her sister's Order being very
different from her own. In hers, she would have been tortured until she confessed, then either banned or
killed, depending on the severity of the charge. She spoke before the general could. “Then who isthe
accuser?'

Aetrialooked up from washing her face, the water dripping off her chin and onto her underblouse. Her
eyeswere locked on Trelands.

"Adept Pleates”

* * % %

The general was met with al the pomp and ceremony Mage Kdristo could put forth. Sorcerersdid not
believe in ogtentatious or portentous displays, preferring to do things inconspicuoudy.

The student body was assembled to honor the presence of the general, and in avery practica sense, to
give them the opportunity to see the Conqueror of Hermania. The Mage Council received Sonjain their
chambers, and after the usua required nice things were said back and forth, they held adinner in her
honor.

Because Aetriawas not invited, Magess Trelana chose to et the evening medl with Aetriain the comfort

of her own cottage. The general gracioudy accepted her apology, as she had told Trelana she would the
night before. Aetriaand her mentor needed thetimeto talk.

* * * %

"What asurprise for you, Aetria—atwin sister. She looks so very much like you, but | senseatensionin
her you don't have. She seems angry at the world."

The page was off attending the festivities, so Aetriacleared the dishes from the dining table. She spoke
as she worked.

"Coleni'slife has been quite different from mine, Magess, and alot harder. Sheisnot asidedistic as|
am. Sheismore practical. For aHermanian, sheisvery flexiblein her thinking and can berashin her
actions. | find she has most of the qudities| lack, and shetellsme | have the ones she doesn't want. Itis
amog like we were awhole person once, then split in haf. It has been an interesting Six weeks living with
her."

Trelana got up from the table and took a bottle of wine down from the storage rack in the cabinet next
to the kitchen door. She gathered up two goblets from their shelf in the cabinet and waked into the
study. Aetriamet her there, accepting aglass of wine and sitting down in the hard student chair next to



her mentor's.

"The genera hastold me she wants Coleni's presence kept secret, Aetria. | will, of course, respect that
aslong asit does not become a problem for the Council later on. Shewill not be dlowed to bein the
hearing. Neither for that matter should the generd, but Mage M e doran has made an exception for
Generd Sonja.”

"That was very wise of the Council Leader, Magess."

Trelanasipped her wine and looked at her favorite. The shock of having to stand before the Council had
made Aetriaalittle bitter towards her Order.

"Whatever Corerillahas planned, sheisholding very closely to her own heart. | do know she had
received anumber of messages from Pleates and has not shared them al with the Council, saying the
messages were between a Mentor and her student. | told the Council of your concerns about the
projector weapons which upset Corerillavery much. | wonder if sheistrying to punish you for casting
doubt on Pleates? Well, we can only hear the charges, Aetria, answering them as honestly aswe can.”

"l intend to answer everything honestly, Magess, | just hope the Counselor does aso.”

* k% k %

"Sorceress AetriaMenhala, please come forward and face the Council Leader,” Magess Corerilla
intoned, her words fading off into the vastness of the Council chambers.

The Council sat at the northern end of the huge rectangular room, occupying exactly half of it. They sat
behind atable, the front and sides of which were covered with athick, black cloth. The table stretched
around the western, northern and eastern sides of their end of the room. The table and chairs of the
Council sat on aplatform severd feet high. Thisalowed the members of the Council to look down into
the square. The chairsthey sat on were made of wood, high backed and ornately decorated.

In the middle of the square formed by the Council seats stood a table with three chairs. Seated at the
table were Sonjaand Trelana, who had preceded Aetriainto the chambers. The southern end of the
chamber wasfilled with row upon row of bench seats, presently unoccupied.

The room wasfamiliar to al students of Inhestiabecause it wasin the center of that square they stood to
be tested by the Council—to demonstrate their abilities to become sorcerers. Their peerswould sit
slently on the benches and observe what it was like to come under the scrutiny of Delmathia's most

senior sorcerers.

Aetria, wearing her bright red Sorceress robe, salf-conscioudy marched up behind the empty center
chair of the three and said in aloud, clear voice, “Let it be recorded correctly. | am Sorceress Tierii

AdtriaMenhdaVv'Grelnes, Captain of Cavary."

"Itisso recorded,” Counselor Corerillasaid coldly. “ Since we have established your identity before the
Council, Captain Grelnes, it is gppropriate at thistime to point out to you that you are now under the
jurisdiction of the Mage Council and your duties as Chief Advisor to Generd SonjaBorlock are
sugpended.”

Sonja stood, clad in her golden armor, her hand on her sword hilt. Head held high, she spoke
commandingly. “Thisisnot aDemathian Court of Law, empowered by King Phyrlatusto pass judgment
on the land's people. The Council does not have the power to suspend the duties of Captain Aetria.” She



remained stiffly standing, eyeslocked on Mage Medoran, the Council Leader.

Meldoran looked around the table, his ancient eyes gauging the reaction of the Council membersto the

genera's pronouncement. He saw defiance in some, pleading in others, and studied interest from afew.

Magess Corerillas cheeks were flushed with anger; her eyes mere dits with hatred for Sonja. She had
argued vehemently to exclude the generd, fearful of just thiskind of interference.

Meldoran spoke, his voice raspy with age. “ General Borlock, this sorcerer hearing is called to consider
issues pertaining grictly to sorcerers. It isour usud practice to alow only sorcerersto attend,
non-sorcerers being excluded. Because you are Sorceress Aetria's commanding officer, | have granted
you specid permission to be present. | would gppreciateit if you would refrain from interfering with our
proceedings.

"Now, you have made an excellent point and perhaps the Counselor phrased her opening statement
incorrectly. Our intention at this point in the proceedings isto ensure that Sorceress Adtrias attention is
focused on this hearing, and that she understands her future as a practitioner of Power useisthe subject
of thishearing.

"Nothing we can do will prevent her from remaining a Captain of Cavary with al her atendant duties.
However, she must redize that, asaresult of thishearing, she may lose dl duties associated with being a
Sorceress. Have | made the Council's concerns clear, Generd ?!

"Perfectly, Leader Meldoran,” Sonjasaid, sitting down.
"Please continue, Counsdlor.”

Corerillamoved giffly past the center table, turning so her back was to Aetria, facing Mage Mée doran.
Asangry as she was, she spoke softly, without spitein her voice. “1 may have gotten ahead of mysdlf in
my opening remarks, Mage Medoran, and | thank you for making the Council's concerns clear to
Sorceress Aetria, her mentor, Magess Trelana, and her commander, General Borlock. However, from
the charges | am about to reed, | believe the army's rule will stipulate my opening statement concerning
her dutieswill be correct.”

The Counsdlor turned abruptly and her eyes, stedy with contempt, locked onto Aetria. Her voice was
now loud, each word enunciated carefully.  Sorceress Aetria, you are charged with the improper use of
the Power, disregarding sanctions placed on you by the Council and—" Her voice raised dmost to a
shout. “—High treason against King Phyrlatus.” Dropping her voice to a near whisper, Corerillaspoketo
Sonja. “The charge of treason will be deferred to the jurisdiction of Genera Borlock.”

Theword “treason” surged through Aetria, echoing in her mind. Her heart felt asif it had stopped. She
became conscious of Trelanamoving to her side and supporting her. Shelooked at her mentor, the
shock of the last charge plainly etched in Trelands face. The Magess faced the Council Leader, ill

supporting Aetriawith an arm around her shoulders.

"Mage Medoran, | was not aware of thisfina charge and am quite shocked it has been preferred
without my being notified, both as the mentor of the accused and as a member of the Council. It has
unsettled my student, and | request astay in the hearing until 1 can fully understand the charge and its

ramificationsfor Sorceress Aetria.”

Corerillacut inquickly. “I counsel no delay, Mage Medora. The last charge has been deferred to the
army. It will not be considered by the Council.” The Counsdlor looked between Trelanaand Meldoran,



willing the latter to rulefor her.

The Council Leader sat frowning, wondering why his Counselor was not following the agreed-upon
plan. Her dramatics had placed him in a position where he had to make a decision that would further the
split between Council members favoring Sorceress Aetria and those favoring Corerilla. He had made the
decison to defer Plestes charge of treason againgt Aetrialast night. Why bring it up now?

"Magess Trelana, Adept Pleates preferring of that charge only cameto my attention last night. Asit was
not amatter the Council need act on, | deferred it. Y ou were made fully aware of the other charges, so |
See no reason to delay the hearing, but | will do so for one hour to give Sorceress Aetriatime to regain
her composure. Thishearing is recessed.”

The Council membersrose and left the room through adoor in the north wall. Corerillawalked dowly
past Aetria, her face set in stony indifference. Sheleft the room by the same door astherest of the
Council, dosing it firmly behind her with athump.

"Treason?’ Aetriaasked at barely awhisper.

"l don't understand why Corerilladid that,” Trelanasaid, turning to hug her distraught protégée.

"To get her way,” Sonjasaid, unbuckling her sword and laying it on the table. “ She knew | would exert
myself when shetried to remove Aetriafrom my control. By formally adding the charge of treason, she
has forced meto relieve Aetria of her duties, pending an army hearing on the charge.”

Steering Aetriaover to her chair, Trelanareleased her, indgsting she sit down. “I must go see what
Corerillaisup to, Aetria. Thislate maneuvering istypical of her, but | sense Medoran isnot part of it.
But he knows something more than heistelling the Council, and | for oneam tired of surprises.”

For her age, Trelanafairly bustled out of the room, her black robe billowing out behind her as she sought
her peers beyond the north door. Sonja shifted her chair over closer to Aetria getting the Sorceress
attention with adap on her knee.

"Advisor, adviseme."

"| have been relieved of those duties, General."

"Not yet, you haven't. Tell me, this hearing seemsto befairly informal. How isit supposed to proceed?'
Aetriaforced her mind to focus on the genera's question. She wanted now only to sink into oblivion, but
duty cdlled. “Corerilla presents the charges, then presents the evidence she has supporting the charges.
Trelana presents a counter argument. Corerillaanswersthat. Trelanagivesafind argument.”

"And what are the rules of evidence?'

"Rules of evidence?| don't undersand?’

Sonjashook her head in disbdlief. “How can the evidence be submitted to the Council? Surely it ismore
than Corerillasaying you are guilty and your having to prove otherwise?"

"Magi aren't supposed to lie, Generd "



"Thenitis her word againgt yours? That isavery uneven match, Sorceress.”
"Itistheway of the Council. We can't change that.”

"Thisisawar of wits, Aetria, and | am still agenerd whoisgood at war. Corerillahastried to cut me
out of the picture once; shewill try again. Heréswhat | intend to do.”

* k k %

Aetriawatched the Council membersin their black Mage robes file back into the room, the Counselor
entering first. She glanced at Trelana as her mentor put a steadying hand on her arm. Trelana had
returned ahead of the rest of the Council to tell the genera and her how the Council had reacted to the
new charge of treason. She aso confirmed the general’s suppaosition of the Counsdlor's motives. Sonja
barely had timeto brief her plan to Trelana before the Council returned.

Taking her position in front of the Leader'stable, Corerillawore asmug smile on her face. When the
members had al been seated, she stepped forward to speak, stopping abruptly when Sonja stood up to
speak.

"Council Leader Meldoran, pardon my interference once again so soon after you have warned me not to
do so, but your decision to defer the charge of high treason against Sorceress Aetriaforces meto take
the following action before her participation in this hearing can go any further. | must relieve Captain

Aetriaof her dutiesasmy chief advisor pending a hearing on that charge. | will do so now.”

The smile on Corerillas face broadened. She had beaten the great generdl.

Mage Méeldoran nodded, but said, “I appreciate your telling the Council that, but whether sheis acting
asyour advisor or not does not affect this hearing—"

"I'm sorry, Council Leader. Y ou misunderstood what | said. | said, ‘1 will do sonow.” | meant | am
cdling ahearing on the charge of high treason.”

"What?' screeched Corerilla.
Confusion reigned.

Meéldoran stood up, igniting a palm flame that made Aetrias previous displays seem like afegble candle
flicker in comparison. By tradition, when the Council met formally for judgment, only the Council Leader
was dlowed to possess Power; all other sorcerers entered the room unPowered. This prevented what
had occurred in the earliest years when arguments often ended in spell dudls. Everyonein the room
ingtantly stopped talking and shielded their eyes from the brightness. It had the desired effect of quieting
the assembly.

"Magi, please calm yoursdlf. Genera Borlock, please explain what you meant by your decison to
convene amilitary hearing on the charge of high treason preferred against Sorceress Aetria.”

The generd moved from around her side of the table and stood next to Corerilla, giving the Counsdor a
perfunctory glance before addressing the Council leader.

"The charge of high treason againgt the king takes precedence over any other charge that can be brought
agang Sorceress Aetria, military or otherwise. Asthe Commanding Generd of the Armies of Delmathia,
| have the authority granted to me by King Phyrlatus'—Sonja paused to ensure the Council heard her



invoke the king's name—"to pass judgment on crimes committed by military personnd under my
command. Before | normally execute that authority, | like to hold a hearing to ascertain that the charges
arevalid and worthy of atria being held. Does anyone here care to dispute | have the right to do this?'

The dslencein the chamber was so intense the creaking of the wood roof adjusting to the heat of the
midday sun could be heard.

"There being no dispute, | will continue. It seemsto me the charges preferred by the traitor Pleates
againgt Sorceress Aetriaare dl related. | propose that, rather than hold two separate hearings, one by
your Council and one by me, that the efforts be combined into one. Y ou will be free to take action on

those*charges that concern strictly your Order, asthey are not currently criminal charges under the
king's Justice Code.

"1 will be ableto determineif Sorceress Aetriawill stand judgment by me for the charge of high treason
asyour Council has deferred that charge to me. We can resolve al issues at the same hearing.” Sonja
turned and walked back to her seat behind the table. She stopped in the process of sitting down, stood
erect again and looked at Corerilla. “Oh, | dmost forgot. The hearing will, of course, be under the rules
of theking's Justice Code. High treason isavery, very serious charge."

A murmur of disgruntled whispering between the members rose from the Council seats.

Corerillagpoke out angrily. “Thisis not acceptable, Council Leader. General Borlock hasno right to tell
us how we conduct our hearing. She has no jurisdiction over asorcerer's violation of our laws—"

"Theking'slaw isabove dl othersin theland,” Sonjasaid, cutting across the Counsdor's protest, her
own voiceraised louder and with the full power of command behind it. “We can either hold my hearing
now, here, with your cooperation, or | will hold it at the king's court, at my convenience, with or without

you. | assure you the king will agree with whatever decision | make on this subject.”

The tension between the two women filled the room. Each strong-willed, confident in her authority, sure
of hersdlf. Onewas going to win, and Aetriaknew it would not be Corerilla. General Borlock,
Conqueror of Hermania, Savior of the Land, wasjust too powerful in thiswar of wills. From the ook of
Meldoran's face, he thought so aso. Having sat down during Sonjas explanation, he arose.

"Generd Borlock, | do not dispute your authority on this case and | know the charge of high treason
takes precedence over our concerns. | do not wish to speak for the Council until we have had a chance
to discuss your proposd. | know the Council will be concerned about discussing our affairsin the
presence of non-sorcerers. By requiring us to use the king's Justice Code, you force usto do that.”

Looking around the table at the angry faces of the Magi, defiant and resentful of her interference, Sonja
put asmile on her face and relaxed her giff posture, removing her hand from her sword where she had,
by reflex, put it.

"l do not see that as aproblem. | will accept as my court scribe Sorcerer Meloses from my staff. | see
no need for any other parties. If | do, | will use sorcerersif at al possible. | reserve the right to hear the
testimony of non-sorcerer witnesses, but | assume you would do that aso. | think we can resolve any
other issuesjust aseasily. | await your decision on this metter.”

Sonja started for the southern door, looking back over her shoulder at Aetria. “ Captain, you are under
military arrest. Please come with me.”



The Magi watched their departure from the room, most wondering what in the name of the Power had
just happened.

* * * %

Aetria paced nervoudy in the generd's tent as she awaited Sonjas return. The Council had made their
decision before the evening meal and requested the general’s presence in their chambers. Aetriahad not
wanted Sonjato take this action, for it pushed her even farther in conflict with her Order, but the genera

ingsted her Chief Advisor was not going to be led to the daughter by that witch Corerilla

The usud crashing of sword salutes by the Roya Guard announced Sonjas presence moments before
she swept into her tent, tossing her helmet a Lieutenant Vaetti and unbuckling her sword as she crossed
over to her table. Vaetti caught the tossed sword easily as Sonja's now free hand reached for the wine
bottle.

"They've agreed—not that they had a choice. Corerillawanted time to prepare her case of treason
againg you, but | told her thiswasn't atria, just a hearing. Present what she had and not try to convince
me of your guilt. A court lawyer would be called to do that. That woman really despises me. | wonder if

her hatred of meisdriving her vendettaagainst you? Perhagps we shdl find out tomorrow.”

CHAPTER 12

The genera was seated at atable below and directly in front of the Council Leader. Seated next to her
was Sorcerer M oses, acting as court scribe, and next to him was Novice Holenddl, asssting. Aetria
wondered who was the most nervous—hersdlf or the Novice. The young Provisioner's hands were
actudly shaking, and noticing it, he set his pen down and clasped hishandsin hislap.

Adtriasat at the same table she had before, but this time the table was pushed further back towards the
bench seats to make room for the general’'stable. Trelana sat on her |eft, an empty chair on her right.
That chair had been occupied by the generd, but would now be used by the witnesses, as was the case
inacourt trid. Sonjahad told her Meldoran had suggested the generd Sit next to him at theraised Mage
Council table, but Sonjasaid she wanted to keep aclear distinction between the two hearing leaders.
Privately, Sonjaliked the idea of inserting herself between Corerillaand the Council Leader. Thisway the
Counselor had to look at her instead of turning her back to the generd, as she was wont to do.

It wastimeto start. Corerillaleft her seet at the far |eft of the Council table and approached the center of
theroom. “1 call Sorceress Brusillato give testimony before this hearing.”

Aetriaturned to look at the southern door where the witnesses would enter. She had not seen her
villages Hedler in saverd years. When she had |ast seen her, Brusillawas quite old. She would have been
retired years before, but Healers were needed for the war, and no replacement was available. She
entered dowly through the door, using acanein her left hand, her right arm supported by atall, thin
young man—Verdilan! The Hedler Novice's attention was focused totaly on the Sorceress Hedler.
Hearing achair scraping back, Aetriaturned to see Mage Kdristo leave his place at the Council table
and scuffle quickly down past her, moving to assist Brusilla

The smile Brusillagave him lit up her face, showing the beauty she had once been, and as Kdristo saw
her now. Verdilan gave up his place to the Mage Healer and retreated out the door. He gave Aetriaa
fleeting smile of recognition before the door closed behind him.

Aetriastood and pulled the chair back for Brusilla. The Hedler gave Aetriaafriendly hug and sat down.



Keristo hovered by her side, asking if shewaswell and could he get her anything? Shooing Keristo off
with alittle hand wave, sheturned to Aetria

"My, my. What abeautiful young woman you have become. Y ou look so trim and strong, and not like
thewaif you used to be. | remember—"

"Sorceress Brusilla,” Mage Medoran broke in, getting the attention of the old woman. She had been a
Novice when he had firgt arrived at Inhestiato begin histeaching career. Fifty years had passed since
then.

"Yes, Meldo.” Brusillaseemed alittle confused by the interruption. Aetria could not stop the smileon
her face upon hearing the Mage Council Leader caled Meldo.

"Brusila, you are here to give testimony before the Council.”
"1 know that! Why elsewould | travel for two long daysto get here? Y ou must think me senile.”

The Council Leader was apatient man. “I meant, now isthe time for you to give your testimony.
Counsdlor Corerilla, please proceed.”

Brusillawas Corerilla's witness, so the anger that teased around the corners of the Counselor's eyes
could not be released. Calmly, in aclear voice, she asked Brusilla, “Y ou are the Hedler for the village
Torrelon, are you not, Sorceress?”
ll| anlll
"About how big isthe village's population, Brusilla?'

"Oh! Itisquite large. Close to athousand people, I'd say.”

"That isalot of people. A village that large must mean you don't get to know the people very well."

A look of indignation crossed the old Hedler's face. “ Of course not. | was at the birthing of amost al of
theliving a Torrelon, and if anyone has died without me being there, then they did so far away from thelr
home. | cared for them dl. | know them dl.”

"Then you know Sorceress Aetriawel | ?*

Looking at Aetrig, Brusillagave her asoft smile and patted her hand affectionately. “ Gave her the Test.
No one has ever scored higher. Such awild imagination she had.”

"Was she ahappy child, Bruslla?'

The Healer shook her head. A touch of melancholy entered her voice. “No, poor thing. Kept to hersdlf.
She was teased so badly because—"

Corerillastepped closer to the Hedler, “ Because why, Brusilla?!

The Hedler looked down for amoment, then glanced at Aetriaout of the corner of her eye. “Because of
hm"



"Him?’ Corerillaasked.
"Her father, | mean her foder father. Heisone of them—aTieri."

"She was persecuted by the other children because she was the daughter of a Wanderer? So she stayed
away from them. What about school ?*

"Hetaught her. Didn't want her to learn our ways. | finally got Vaeriato send her for thelast year.
Vderiaisher foster mother from our village. Aetriacamein to school but left beforeit finished for the
winter."

"Why did sheleave?’ Corerillaasked, Saring a Aetria.

"Shewas...” Brusillas voice dropped to awhisper.

"She waswhat, Sorceress Brusilla?
"Shewas thrown out of school for cursing Ludreena.”

The mention of her old enemy's name brought the memory of that sad incident back into Aetrias mind as
if it had just happened. Ludreena had snatched her stuffed dragon Rgjii away while Aetriahad sat done
under a shade tree during abreak in classes. Aetria gave chase and caught the girl by her apron strings.
Ludreenawas the biggest girl in the school, and alot bigger than Aetria. That didn't stop Aetria. Shelogt

the ensuing fight, but not by much. She got Rajii back. Ludreenakicked her while she was down, and
Aetriafoolishly yelled a Tierian obscenity a the older girl.

"That must have been avery hard school if they banished children for swearing, Sorceress,” Corerilla
sad, adight smileon her lips.

"Not swearing—cursing. She put a Tierian curse on Ludreena. At least her parents thought so. Ludreena
got very ill after thefight, and the village believed it was due to Aetrias curse. | told them it was probably
dueto thefight, but they wouldn't listen.”

"So Sorceress Aetriawas shunned and treated badly by her own village asachild.”

"Y es, but not by everyone. She—"

"Thank you, Sorceress Brusilla. Magess Trelana may want you to come back and testify again, so|
hope your stay here a Inhestiais a pleasant one.” Corerillasignaed for Verdilan to come and assst
Bruslla

Mage Kdristo got therefirst, and the two older sorcerers walked dowly to the southern door, heads
bowed close to each other in alively conversation Aetriawished she could have heard.

Where was Corerilla going with this information?

While Mage Kdrigto finished escorting Brusilla out of the room and returned to his seet, Aetria asked
Trelanathe obvious question about the two.

"I had not yet started my teaching career at Inhestiawhen Ulanaand Kelristo suffered their burnouts. |
was told that when Ulana escaped from Inhestia, Kl risto's heart was broken by her loss. For ayear he



was withdrawn and moody. Brusillareturned to Inhestiafor her Sorceresstraining, and Kelristo'sinterest
in life picked up the moment she was introduced as his newest sudent.

"They would have become lifemates, but Brusillawas dedicated to serving her village and would not give
up her position. Neither would K risto. It has been along-distance romance ever since. Maybe now that
she canretire, shewill comejoin him here. The Council hopesthat isso. The very first available Hedler
went to Torrelon for that purpose.”

"Novice Verdilan is her replacement?’

"Y ou know him? Of course, he was one of your Novices, wasn't he?'

"Yes, amogt serious and caring young man. He will make an excellent Heder for my village.™

Corerilladid not wait for Kelristo to take his seet, calling out for the next witness the moment he reached
hischair. “1 cdl Sorceress Haligtato give testimony beforethis hearing.”

The name of her old commander and friend sent asurge of darm through Aetria. As she feared, Hdista
entered through the southern door, looking as large as any pregnant woman Aetriahad ever seen. Halista
waved away her escort, an anxious-looking Novice Hedler, and walked awkwardly to the waiting chair.

Sitting down heavily, she smiled at Corerilla. “Y ou can have whatever time you need, Counselor, but |
suggest you makeit fast. Generd, Maam, surprised and pleased to seeyou."”

Sonjareturned her smile. “If we need to interrupt this hearing for abirthing, | can't think of any more
qudified attendants than the Mage Hedlers present. | would, however, prefer that you did so inthe
comfort of your quarters.”

"Y ou and me both, Maam."

Watching theinterplay, Corerillaknew she had to be very carefully with her witness. “ Sorceress Halista,
you were the commanding officer of Novice Aetriaprior to her return to Inhestia”

"That istrue. She wasin my company for ayear prior to the incident at the Battle of Saphradea.”
"How would you characterize Sorceress, | mean, Novice Aetrias service a that time?”

" She was quite ahandful,” Haistasaid, looking at Aetriabeside her. “I have never known amore
enthus agtic and dedicated young officer. She volunteered for everything.”

The friendship was obvious between the two Sorceresses.

"I have information that then-Novice Aetriaeven went out with the skirmishers at night—without your
knowledge."

Halistalooked sharply at Corerilla. She carefully considered her answer. “ She went out once without my
knowledge and permission. | corrected that breach in protocol as soon as shereturned, as| did for every
one of my Noviceslearning to be army sorcerers. She only required one time to get the message, unlike
others”

"Areyou saying that dl of your sorcererswent out with skirmishersat night?”



"No, | said that dl of my sorcererswent astray early in their service and required correction.”
"But going out with night killers? Isthat norma for sorcerers?!

Aetriawas as puzzled by the path of Corerilla's questions as Halistalooked. “No, but most sorcerers
don't involve themselvestotdly in army life. Aetriahad apassion for knowing what goes onin dl facets of
acampaign. She had adeep concern for how the common troops lived and fought. They trusted her
more than any other sorcerer.

"The commander of the skirmisherscameto me,” Haista continued, “and asked specificdly if | would
release her for going out with them after thefirst time. They respected her skills and found her ability to
terrorize the enemy with ‘spdll horrors,” asthey called them, was very handy. | alowed her to do so for

several months before we got too busy with the upcoming Saphradean campaign.”

Corerilla paced away from her normal spot near the left of the generd'stable. She turned and looked at
Haligta, tilting her head ever so dightly. “You said, ‘ They respected her skills” Y ou mean her Power use
or what?'

Halistaresponded carefully. “ The skillsthey referred to were her ability to move silently in the night and
blend in with their own movements. Her skillsin illusons were beyond adoubt superb, but it was her
defensve training that made her vauable to the skirmishers. We tried assigning other sorcerersto the

same duty, asit was having a serious effect on the Hermanians' morale, but most could not keep up with
the skirmishers.”
"What defensive training do you refer to, Sorceress?”
"Her Tieriantraining.”
"Oh! Y ou mean theinfamous Tierian Thief skills?'
"l didn't call it that."

"No, you did not, | did. So, for severa months Novice Aetriaranged the battle lines a night
unsupervised by a senior sorcerer, done, in the company of non-sorcerer night killers.”

Halista's rising anger could be heard in her voice. “I told you | alowed her to do so, and | also had
Commander Pleastes permission. He was very interested in her work.”

"Thank you for pointing that out. Adept Pleates was the commanding officer of the sorcerer regiment?’
"Y es, you know he was."

"Please cdm yoursdlf, Sorceress Halista. What | know and what you can substantiate might be two
different things. The Council is seeking the truth here. Please tell us who recommended that Novice
Aetriabe given the task of covering the Kelrossan Lancers a the find battle with the Saphradeans.”

"Adept Pleates designated her asthe supporting Illusionist for the task of covering the diversonary feint.
| told him Aetriahad been under alot of pressure for one so new to the regiment and suggested amore
senior Sorcerer for the job. He disagreed with me and ordered that Aetria be given the job as he had
origindly planned.”



Corerillapicked up ascroll from asmal table she had placed near her and seemed to study it for a
moment. “Please tell uswhat actions Adept Pleates ordered after Aetrias grid burnout—the one that
occurred e thefind battle.

Shifting in her chair, Haigtatried to find amore comfortable position to ease the cramp in her back.
Aetriaslook of concern prompted Halistato murmur to her not to worry, it wasn't time.

"He ordered that Aetria be returned to Inhestia by the quickest meansfor evaluation of her condition by
Mage Kdristo,” the very pregnant Sorceress then said doud. “He said he was concerned that the honor
of the Order was at stake, and that it would appear one of our own had failed to carry out her orders.
He was going to assume respongbility for her ‘mistake,” having placed her in the position where she
could fail. He told the commanding general he had changed the plan at the last minute, so it would look
like we ordered the ‘ elephant’ charge.”

"Thank you for your testimony, Sorceress. Y ou can now return to your Hedlers care, asit lookslike
you are not comfortable Stting in that chair. We may have need to call you again, but for your sake, |
hope not.”

Halista stood, gave Aetria an awkward hug and waddled from the room. Corerillawaited until the door
thumped shut before she picked up ascroll from her table and waked over to the generd'stable. She
handed the scroll to Novice Holendd.

"My next witness could not be present due to circumstances I'm sure you will understand. He has
submitted a sworn affidavit in hisplace. | cal Generd Amexis Parlinto to give tesimony before this
hearing. Please read the generd’s statement, Novice Holendd ."

Holendal stood up, unrolled the scroll and looked at it. A look of panic crossed hisface and he
swallowed hard. “I'm sorry, Counsedlor, but it isin Sephradean. | can't read—"

"Thetrandation is on the next scroll, Novice"

Holenda's face burned red with embarrassment, his voice fdtering in his confuson and shame. He
coughed once and began again. “Hereis my sworn testimony before the Mage Council of Delmathia
concerning certain events that occurred during the final battle between the kingdom of Delmathiaand the
Principality of Saphradea.

"As Commander of the Center, | wasinformed the Del mathians were planning to mount an attack on our
forces, and that | could expect afeint at my position by a squadron of Roya Guard ‘ Elephant’ Cavalry.
We knew that no such *Elephant’ squadron existed in the order of battle for Delmathia | wasto feigna
panicked retreat and shift my forcesto the rea threat from the real Roya Guard on our right flank. When
| asked the source of thisinformation, | wastold it came from within the Delmathian army.

"When the time of the attack came, | executed my orders and found, to my dismay, that the Heir had
taken it upon himsdlf to bring hisroyd party into my area of battle without notifying my staff or myself of
hisintention to do so. The fake Delmathian Roya Guard captured him while my forceswere driving the
real Royad Guard from thefidd. Sworn by methisday, Amexis Parlinto, Generd, Army of Saphradea.”

Retrieving the scroll from the Novice Provisioner, Corerillaoffered it to Mage Me doran, who declined
to takeit, saying that Generd Borlock should seeit first. As she handed it to Sonja, Corerillaasked,
“Genera Parlinto did command the center at the battle, did he not, Generd ?"



Sonja nodded, taking the scroll and reading the first page, in the origina Saphradean. She handed the
scroll back to the Counselor, making no comment. Corerillagave it to Meldoran. She turned and looked
a Trelana
"] call Magess Trdanato give testimony before this hearing.”

Trelana showed no surprise at the cal. She awaited Corerillas questions.

"After Aetridsreturn to Inhestia, did shetell you about any changein her spdll casting ability?!
"Yes, shedid,” answered Trelanain acam voice. “ She said she seemed to sense an auraaround
sorcerers. | told her our concerns about changesin spell casters after agrid burnout and admonished her
to keep me advised of thisnew sensing. Mage Kdristo and | discussed it, and he examined Aetria. It
was our bdlief she was over-sensitized to the Power by her burnout, and that it would fade with time. It
did."

Corerillamoved to stand in front of Aetriaand looked hard at her, while asking Trelana, “You said it
faded with time. How do you know this?'

Aetrias heart stopped.
"She said it faded the way we thought it would,” Trelanaanswered. “ During the next four years of
intense study and exercises, | never saw achangein her spell casting or lack of control. | had no reason

to doubt her word."

"No, you didn't. And when she returned several months ago after the death of Adept Pleates, had she
not had another grid burnout?*

IIYSlII
"Did shetell you about any changein her spell casting?’
Trelands patience seemed infinite. Perhgps she was more used to Corerillals method of questioning.

" She told me she sensed a buzzing associated with the use of asource. | did not sense the same, and she

said my persona source gave her the same buzzing. It seemed to meit wasasmilar case of
over-sengtization, and again, Mage Kdristo agreed with me. Aetriais one of the few sorcererswho has

ever survived more than one grid burnout, so we had to believe thiswas an expected result.”

"Did you tell her to keep you advised of any change, likethefirst time?”
"Of coursel did,” Treanareplied, alittle testily.

"I am not doubting you, Magess, | just wanted to make sure she was warned. Has she said anything to
you about changesin her abilities since then?”

Trelanalooked at Aetriafor amoment then returned her eyesto Corerilla. “No, she has not.”

"Thank you, Trelana. | may have further questionsfor you later on. | call Sorceress Felorato give
testimony before this hearing.”



All eyesturned toward the door, watching the Provisoner Sorceress enter the room and take her seat
next to Aetria. She gave Aetriaawarm smile, her eyesfilled with sympathy for her Sster classmate. She
sat perkily in her chair and gazed at the Council Counsdlor.

"Sorceress Felora, Sorceress Aetriaand you were the women's student leaders until her departure for
the Army with Adept Pleates|ast pring, were you not?"

"Wewere"

"Please tdll uswhat you observed of Sorceress Aetria's mood afew weeks prior to her departure from
Inhestia™

"Aetriawas very unhappy. She spent severa nights crying by hersdlf in her room. | tried to help her, but
shetold me she had to handleit by hersdf.”

Pacing dowly by Aetriastable, Corerillaplaced hersdf next to Felora, looking over the petite woman at
Aetria. “Did you know the true cause of Sorceress Aetrid's unhappiness?’

Feloralooked at Corerilla, and seeing her staring at Aetria, looked to her |eft at Aetria. Her classmate
and fellow ingtructor was looking at her expectantly.

" She..she was not advanced to Adept candidacy by her Mentor, Magess Trelana.”
"Did she say why she was not advanced?’

"She said the Magess wanted her to return to the army and prove herself capable of exercising control of
her Power usage. That upset her very much.”

"Returning to the army upset her?'
"Oh, no. Sheloved the army. Not being advanced was what upset her."
"Thank you, Sorceress Felora. Y ou may be recalled by Magess Trelanafor questions later on.”

Felorastood to her feet quickly, happy to be released by the Council. She stepped over to Aetria,
putting her arms out for a hug. Aetriastood and embraced her former colleague. Felorawhispered to her
that she had told the truth, hadn't she? Aetriatold her that she had and not to worry. The small woman
hurried from the Council chambers.

"| cal Novice Fernonia, Lieutenant of Sorcerer Guards, to give testimony before this hearing,” Corerilla
intoned.

A Guard Lieutenant? Aetriathought.

The beautiful young woman marched into the room, stunning in her tight fitting black leather armor.
Where sorcerer robes tended to hide the wearer's body contours, armor accentuated it. Fernoniafilled
out her armor well. Her officer rank sash held a stripe of Novice gray running down itslength, something
Aetriahad never seen in a Sorcerer Guard, who were until thistime strictly non-sorcerers. The Council
did not seem to be disturbed by that fact. Fernoniastood by the witness chair instead of sitting.



"Please be seated, Lieutenant.”
"| prefer to stand, Maam.”
"I prefer you Sit, Novice Fernonia,” Meldoran said.

She sat down iffly at the edge of her chair, her back rigid. She did not look at Aetria. Aetrianoticed
that Fernonias hair, which had been so long and beautiful before being singed off by the explosions, had
grown back to the length of her own. It had been recently trimmed, so Fernoniawas adopting a different

hairstyle since becoming aguard.

"Lieutenant, you were a classmate of Novice Recanlin's, were you not?"
Aetriawondered why Corerillaadways made a statement into a question.
"Yes | was."

That's why, Aetriathought. Y ou always get apositive answer.

"One night, when your recruit company was on the way to join the army, an incident occurred involving
Novice Recanlin. | believe you were rdieved from guard duty that night by Recanlin. Do you recdl the

night | am spesking of 7'
"Yes vividy."

"Did you talk with Novice Recanlin about what he did that night that caused him to leave his guard pos,
subsequently to be found by Sorceress Aetria?’

"All of the Aggressors did. After hearing about his dumb mistake, we ganged up on him for making us
look foolish. We asked him why he did it."

"And hesad, what?'

"He said he was thinking about the new meditation techniques Sorceress Aetriawas teaching us.
Reckless dways wandered amlesdy when hewasthinking. Hedid it here at Inhestiadl thetime. We
should have foreseen it and taken care of the problem before he embarrassed the Aggressorsin front of
the Adept."

"Recklessis?’

"Sorry, Novice Recanlin.”

"Then hewasn't practicing Aggressor spells being taught by Adept Pleates?”

Fernonialooked prettily confused. “Don't know what spells you are talking about, Maam. Thetraining
Adept Pleateswas giving us had to do with the projectors. He didn't have one with him."

" S0, according to what he told you, he was wandering around thinking."

"Yes, Maam."



"Thank you for making that clear. Now, | know you submitted areport of the battle you had with the
Hermanian sorcerers, but would you give us your persona observation of what happened that morning?”

Fernoniatook ashort breath and puffed it out. Aetria got the impression the Novice was about to recite
alesson, asif she had practiced her presentation for hours before. She caught Fernonia darting a nervous
glancein her direction. Why was Fernoniaso afraid of her?

"l wasredly busy directing firebals a the infantry trying to form up below uson thefield. Adept Plestes
had pointed out our targets and told usto fire dowly, being careful not to interject too much Power into
the projectors. When thefireballs hit us, | was knocked down and amost lost consciousness.”

Corerillabrokein. “ Are you surethey werefireballs?'
"Maam, you are an Aggressor, and | am an Aggressor. We both know fireballs. Those were fireballs.”
"Yes, Lieutenant, | know firebadls, but | wasn't there. Y ou were. What happened next?'

"The commander directed fire against the troops rushing our position, then ordered our retreet. He got
us off the hill and back to our staging area. It isdl in my report, Maam."

"Thank you, Lieutenant,” Corerillasaid, turning to theCouncil Leader and looking a him. “All the
Council members have read your report. | am sure General Borlock hasread it aswell.”

Sonjanodded. She was not being as difficult about the hearing as Corerillafeared.

The Counsdlor turned back to the guard lieutenant. “Please resume your guard duties, but be ready to
provide further testimony if needed.”

Fernoniajumped to her feet and marched from the room. The silence that remained in the room after the
dam of the door was deep. Aetriasuppressed adesire to squirm in her sedt.

Inthe sllence, Corerillawalked dowly over to her little table and picked up another of her carefully
arranged scrollsin her left hand, tapping it in her right hand as she dowly proceeded to the generd's
table. Handing the scroll to Holendal, sheturned to look at Trelanaand Aetria

"Adept Pleates, who ismy main witness, and aso the one who made the charges against Sorceress

Aetrig, isdead. The only witness he can make is hiswritten word. There are three sources of his

testimony. Thefirst comes from the reports he wrote as commander of the sorcerer regiment. Hewas
tasked by the Council to provide aweekly report of the activities of the Regiment.

"Secondly, in the spring of this year, he proposed the development of a Power projector wegpon. He
was authorized by the Council to do so and to send daily reports of his progress. The Council members
have read both sets of these reports and are familiar with them.

"Thefind source of hiswritten testimony is his correspondence with his mentor—with me. Like any
communication between mentor and student, these are privileged, and not shared unless agreed upon by
student and mentor.”

The Council members, mentors al, nodded their heads at the Counsdor's last words. Trelana had told
Aetriashe was going to have a hard time getting information from those letters since she, even as
advocate for Aetria, would not be alowed to read them.



"The volumes of reports and letters Adept Pleates | eft would take one person weeksto read, and for al
members of this hearing to read them would take months. | have taken the liberty of condensing the
answersto the questions | would have asked the commander if | could have called him asawitnessto
thishearing.

Corerillaheld up her left hand. “Thisfirst scroll contains excerptsfrom Adept Pleates daily reportsto
the Council concerning the weapons project. He sent usamorning and evening report. To makeit easier
for usal tofollow, | have put them in chronologica order, using Day 1 asthe day he arrived at Inhestia
last spring to accept the recruit company into the sorcerer regiment. Novice Holenda will read these
momentarily, but before he does, | want to make the point that, except for letters of private
correspondence, | will provide the gppropriate report with each answer. | believe thisisin keeping with
the king's Justice Code."

Sonjaturned and looked at Corerillawho had returned to her table. “ Almost, Counselor. | reserve the
right to cal for private correspondence aswell. Y ou have theright to refuse. If you refuse, | can, and
may, put the issue before aKing's Justice to decideif | can read them or not. | redizethisisavery
sengtive point between the Council and the king, but being sengtive does not mean | won't broach it."

"Understood,” Meldoran said, cutting off the retort he knew would come from his Counsdlor. The
pained look on her facetold him hewasright in stepping in, athough he worried it would cost him later
on. Timewould tell. He nodded to the young Provisioner. “Proceed, Novice Holendal .”

Holendal stood and read:

"Day 1 (evening): | am concerned that, during the Oath taking, Aetriawas not paying attention to the
Oath. Perhaps she did not think she had to, having taken it once before. A smal thing perhaps, but
troublesome. Mage Kéeristo noticed my concern and misunderstood, assuring me Aetriais under full
control of her spell casting. | should hope so, but what about her loyalty to the regiment?”

Trelana put arestraining hand on Aetrias arm as she started to rise out of her chair. “Later, Aetria. We
can rebut thislater. Do not react to everything you are going to hear. | told you that Pleates said bad
things about you. Prepare to hear worse.™

Corerillawatched the exchange between mentor and student with agrim smile on her lips.

"Day 2 (morning): Aetrias showing agreat ded morefire and zed sincewe left Inhestia Thisisthe
sorceress | remember from four years ago. A little insubordinate, but norma for anew Sub-Commander
feding her way into command. The young aways think they know better than their elders do.

"Day 6 (morning): Lieutenant Nemos reported that one of the Novices|eft his sentry post last night. He
had told Aetria about the disappearance, and she took it upon hersdf to find the missing youngster. She
isvery protective of her Novices. He then said amost disturbing thing. He said she went to the deserted
guard post, and with no effort to scout for thetrail of the Novice, headed out in the direction that later
proved to be where he went. Nemos asked meif sorcerers had aspell to track with. | told him no, but
that there was alogica answer to what she did. | believe shedid, in fact, find histrail where Nemos
could not. | must watch him, and her, more carefully.”

Holendal paused and took a sip of water from his goblet on the table. Reading in aloud voicewas a
dran.



"Day 6 (evening): Lieutenant Nemos reported to me this evening that he had asked Aetriahow she
tracked Recanlin. She said Recanlin had been practicing spells, so she sensed the Power use. | told
Nemos that there was indeed alogicd explanation for how she did it. He did not look convinced. | will
ask Recanlin tonight during our specid training what he was doing out there.

"Day 7 (morning): | have removed Recanlin from the specid training. | can't have an Aggressor wielding
the weapon if he can't keep his mind on his business. He says he walked off his post because he was
worrying about his performance during my training. He thinks the other Aggressors are picking on him. |
can't abide such immaturity.

"Day 7 (evening): A most distressing day this has been. Aetriacameto me a midday and said she had
sensed a source off to our west. | had sensed nothing. We turned to that direction and | finally sensed a
source nearly three hours later. Remembering what | had heard about Aetria's strange Power sensing
after her burnout, | am concerned when sheis sensing Power even aMage candidate like mysdlf can't. Is
she somehow dedling in wild magic? She was very strident during our staff meeting and opposed my
decison to investigate the source. | had to be blunt with her.

"Day 10 (evening): Nemos returned with his scouting report. He was very adamant we could take the
source. He saysthere are very few sorcerers, none above the level of Sorcerer. | made the decision to
attack the enemy sorcerer camp and take the source. | believe it will be a perfect opportunity to prove

the value of the projectors. Aetriaagain opposed my decision. She complained about the danger of grid
burnout for my Novices. | told her they were not going to spell fireballs of any great Sze, so they were
safe. | am losing my patience with this young officer. She even objected to my stopping Recanlin's
participation in the weapons project. Sheis meddling in Aggressor business.

"Day 13 (evening): Have dispatched areport to you and the genera about our failed mission. | takethe
failure upon mysdlf for trusting too much in my senior staff, whose performance led to our defest. | met
with Aetriathis evening to go over my report. When | told Aetriathat Nemos had incorrectly gauged the
strength of the Hermanian sorcerers, whose counter-attack nearly killed usdl, shetried to defend him,
implying his estimate of their numberswas correct. | wastired of her doubting my word and was perhaps
alittle blunt when | told her she started her attack too early and alerted the Hermaniansto
counter-attack. Sheflew into arage. | told her she had the right to submit areport along with mine, but
she scornfully refused to do so. | told her | was submitting a copy to the Council, and she had the
audacity to question my right to communicate with them. | dismissed her with awarning not to discuss
this business with anyone. Thank the Power | will berid of her tomorrow. | will order her into aposition

where she can hurt no onedse.”

Holenda lowered the scrall, glancing at Aetriawith alook of shame, before Sitting down.

"l have one more written statement from Adept Pleates to present, but beforel do, | intendto call asa
witness the man who delivered Pleates last correspondenceto me. | call Assassin Sergeant Ventler to
givetestimony before this hearing.”

Now where have | heard that name before?She turned to see who was now entering the room.

The man used a crutch to help himsalf as he painfully limped towards her. Thelook of pure hate she saw
on hisface brought back with arush, the memory of the fight in the Hermanian tavern, and her knife
embedded in the man'sleg. The Sergeant reached the chair next to Aetria, and with one hand moved it as
far to hisright as he could before damming it to the ground and fdling heavily into it. He held the crutch
upright, close againgt hisleft side, like agrounded spear, asif to ward Aetria off.



"Pleaseidentify yoursdf to the Council,” Corerillasaid in Hermanian.

The man replied in the same language, his voice deegp and gravelly. “1 am Sergeant Horates Ventler of
the Hermanian Assassin Corps, retired, temporarily.” He said the last with aglare at Aetria.

The Counselor trandated hiswords. Aetriasensed his coming out of retirement might lead to her demise
shortly theresfter.

"Sergeant Ventler brought me aletter hastily written by Commander Pleates. He wrote the letter as he
was searching for the generd, asyou will see, to save hislife”

Aetrialooked in shock at Sonja. The generd'’s expression did not change, except for adight smile that
gppeared momentarily on her lips. The Council members' reactions were much stronger, the outpouring
of questionsfilling the room. Medoran raised his hands for slence but did not use ahand flare. Theroom
quieted.

Aetrianoticed Ventler was looking around with amusement at al the commotion that had just gone on.
Shewondered if he knew what Corerillahad said to upset this crowd.

"Please proceed, Counsdlor,” the Council Leader said.

"Sergeant Ventler, please describe how Adept Pleates met you and gave you the letter to send to me. |
will trandate asbest | can. My Hermanian is not as good as | would hope, but it will haveto do."

The sergeant told his story in short sentences, waiting after every two or threeto alow Corerillato
trandate. Hisdelivery of his statement sounded practiced, as Aetriawas sure it had been.

"l was acommon Assassn at that time, being promoted to sergeant afew weeks later. My squad of
Assassnswasin pursuit of Generd Mythrian. Being in Delmathian territory, we disguised ourselvesasa
band of rowdy young men out for alark and adrunk. Plestes met usin atavern. Hewas disguised asa
whore and certainly fooled thelot of udl

"Since we needed to have some women with usto make our party believable, we took in several,
including Pleates. We were hitting dl the taverns and inns along the road, looking for the generd. It was
just after dark when we approached the inn where the generd was. Aswe dismounted and were getting
ready to go in, Pleates pulled me aside. | thought ‘ she’ was going to try to get meto bed her. | was quite
taken aback when he said he was a man.

"He told me he was on aspecid misson, and he didn't think he was going to survive. He had aletter he
wanted delivered to aplace called Inhestia. Said | would be paid very handsomely for my efforts. He
didn't know who | was or he would not have left the letter in my hands. He said the people hewastrying
to find werein that tavern, and there might be afight. | told him | would déliver hisletter. | stayed outside
with our horses,

"The man Pleates was right; there was afight. He died, aong with my lieutenant and two others.
Sergeant Graner ran out of theinn and told meto ride asfast as| could to tell the Magessthe generd
was dead. He would follow with the remains of the squad, severa of whom wereinjured. | 1eft
immediately after getting my orders.”

After trandating the sergeant's last words, Corerillawaked over to her table and looked at a scroll she
had opened there. “ The Hermanians had many assassins out looking for the generd,” she said, looking



back at Ventler. “How were you able to find her?’

"We were told we would find them in that area because our sorcerers were sensing a source being
opened.”

Sonja sat upright suddenly. All eyesfixed on her. “Who told you there was a source being opened?’ she
asked in Hermanian, asfluent as Corerillas.

Corerillaobjected to Medoran. “ Thisis my witness, Leader, and my timefor presentations. Thisis most
irregula.”

The Council Leader sighed. “But it isalso Genera Borlock's hearing, so she can ask questions when she
wants. What did she ask the witness?'

" She asked him to name the person who told him a source was being opened,” Corerillaanswered.

The sergeant had been following the interplay between the two Magi and the female general. He sensed
an answer was expected. “Our attached sorcerer told us. Her name was Coleni,” he said.

Coleni? How could that be?Aetriaglanced at the generd to catch her reaction. The man hasto be
lying .

"Whereisthis Coleni now, Sergeant? | would like to hear her testimony,” Sonjasaid, nary ahint in her
voicethat she knew the nameintimately.

"Sorry, Genera, but she died severa months ago, tortured to deeth by your inquisitors.”
"How inconvenient,” Sonjasaid, sitting back in her chair and crossing her arms on her chest.

Finishing her trandation, Corerilla asked the generd if she could continue her part of the hearing. Sonja
gave her aquick nod in response.

"Sergeant Ventler, have you ever seen Sorceress Aetria before?!
"Yes, | have” the man said, rubbing hisinjured leg, “ and quite recently.”
"Where and when, Sergeant?’

Ventler glared at Aetria, then pointed along finger at her accusingly. “1 saw her talking with my superior,
the Magess Chalinee, commander of the Hermanian Sorcerer Corps, not more than aweek ago,” he
declared loudly. “ Shewasin the Freighter's Rest, an inn in the village of Logatha, in the foothills of the

Logathian Mountains, Hermania. And they were taking very friendly like—for once being enemies”

Now the center of atention in the room, Aetriaaternately wanted to flee and fight. Trelanas steedying
hand on her arm sgnaed not to do ether.

"Thank you, Sergeant Ventler. I'm sure Magess Trelanawill have questions for you. Perhaps, while you
arewaiting, one of our Hedlers can look &t your leg."

Fighting erect, the Sergeant shook his head angrily, glared once more a Aetria, and limped out of the
room.



"My last piece of testimony isthat delivered letter from Adept Pleates. It only arrived yesterday, so | will
pass it around to the members as soon as Novice Holendal hasread it. It is by the commander's hand, as
you will be ableto see. Novice Holendal, please read the | etter.”

The parchment had been folded over onto itself many timeslike awell-used map. The Novicefindly
opened it up and began to read.

"I have doomed General Mythrian. Y esterday, al the sorcerersin the world must have sensed Aetrias
expenditure of Power. She has sent a beacon to the enemy to come and find her. Asif shedidn't think
that enough, she has opened my source. | writethisas| am preparing to go after her aone. | cannot tell
Commander Preldoneswhy | must leave to stop Aetriawithout disclosing her dishonoring the Order and
the regiment. Besides, only asorcerer can find her now. | must stop her before she succeedsin getting
the general captured, or worse. Why is she doing this? Can she be so stupid she doesn't know it will
draw the enemy? No, not after her last battle. Sheis doing this ddiberately. By the Power, | hopel can
reach her before the Hermanians. If | fall, bring justice to her swiftly."

The room erupted in angry shouting. Aetrialowered her head and sobbed. “It'sdl alie!”

Corerillas shrill voice cut acrossthedin. “I have more, fellow Magi. Please hear me out. | call Genera
SonjaBorlock to give testimony before this hearing!”

If Sonjawas shocked by the summons, she didn't show it at al. She stood to walk to the witness chair,
but Meldoran stopped her, saying she could testify where she was—formdlity be damned. Sonja sat
back in her chair and looked at Corerilla

"Genera Borlock, the Council and | have read your report concerning your journey north to join the
king'sarmy, and we are truly amazed with Sorceress Aetrias miraculousillusion spdll that saved you
from the Hermanian assassinsthe first time. All the members of the Council are curious how you
managed to evade the pursuit of al the Hermanian units converging on your position. Asyou pointed out
so clearly in your report, the expenditure of that much Power could be detected, but you did not say how
you avoided capture.”

The general looked briefly at Aetria, whose facia expression conveyed pleading denia, and then looked
back to Corerillas defiant glare. “ Aetriatold me she could detect stored Power in sorcerers,” Sonjasaid
matter-of-factly. “I was able to use that skill to avoid the Hermanian sorcerers and their ns."

"Shetold you she could detect stored Power?” Corerillashouted, disbelief and joy in her face.

"That iswhat | said, Counsdlor. | am not in ahabit of repeating myself to people. Do you have any more
Questions?'

The silence that followed Sonjas voice crashed down around the room asthe Magi stared in shock at
the general. Did she redlize she had just proven the charges againgt her captain? Aetria had gone numb.
Through the ringing in her ears she dimly heard Corerillacough, then say, “ Yes, | have severd more.
Were you aware Sorceress Aetriawas using the source given to her?!

"How would | know that? | am not asorcerer, so | couldn't sense a source being opened. | never saw
her open the source or even get it out. | am aware that two sorcerers have said she did, but they are both
believed dead.”



Why is Sonja doing this to me? She condemns me, then defends me in the next breath?

"Onelast question for you, Generd. In thefight at the tavern, at whom was Pleates dagger thrown? If
he was after General Mythrian, he could have killed Mythrian before being ‘kissed” by him asyou
reported.”

"That'strue, he could have. He was throwing at Aetria. | stepped in front of her thinking | could deflect
it. | couldn't.”

"Thank you, Generd. | have no more questions.”

"Well, | have alot more statements | could make,” Sonjasaid, looking at Corerillaasif to chalenge her
Into asking more questions.

"I will let my esteemed colleague Magess Trelana use those statements for her defense. Y ou have been
most helpful, Generd..”

"l only seek the truth, Counselor, the whole truth.”
The two women's eyes never broke contact during their last exchange.
Yes, a challenge has been delivered, but too late for me.
"Leader Medoran, | have no more witnessesto cal. | am prepared to give my summary.”

"I would have a short recess before you do, Counselor. Some of our younger members need to stretch
their legs after Stting for so long. Wewill reconvenein ahaf hour.”

TheMagi quickly filed out of the room, leaving Aetriasitting alone facing Sonja. Neither spoke for
several minutes. Aetria daubed her eyes. She knew the general was on her Side, a least she thought
Sonjawas.

"Shewas going to cal you as awitness, Sorceress—" Sonjas voice was quiet; sounding aimost lost in
the now-deserted room. “ And she would have asked you if you could sense stored Power. Shewould
not be alowed to cal you asawitnessin the King's Code, as you cannot be made to incriminate
yourself. Under your Council rules, she could have. Y ou would have confessed, wouldn't you?”

Nodding her head, Aetriachoked back a sob.

"Y ou must reach down in yourself and find that sorceress who rode for three days straight with no rest,
then threw adagger into the throat of my most dangerous enemy. Ask her if sheisthe same woman
about to be destroyed by Corerilla before her masters. | don't think sheis. Y ou must bide your time,

alow the witch to take her cut at you, but do not worry that the wound will befatd. 1t will be only if you
let it. Now, wherein this building can awoman reieve hersdf?"

* * k* %

"I will start by reminding the Council of the three charges Adept Pleates has made against Sorceress
Aetria improper use of the Power, disregarding sanctions placed on her by the Council, and high
treason. We have the testimony of Generd Borlock that Aetria confessed to her that she could sense
stored Power in sorcerers and demonstrated that ability by avoiding capture from numerous sorcerer-led
n units searching for them.



"We have the testimony from Magess Trelana that her student, Aetria, could sense an auraof Power
after her first grid burnout. The belief wasthat it would fade. Aetriawas warned to report any changesin
her spell cagting which Trelanasaid Aetrianever did. Aetrialied to her mentor when shetold Trelanathe

aurasensing had faded as she wastold it would. | believe thefirst two charges have been proven to be
vaid by what we have heard from the witnesses."

Without hearing my view of the charges, | guess you are right, Aetriathought.

Corerillahad stopped to review her notes on that scroll. Aetriadidn't think the Counsel or needed that
ad; shewasjust pausing for the dramatic effect.

"Onthelast charge, | took you back to Aetrids early childhood to prepare my case for her actions. Y ou
heard how Aetriawas a persecuted little girl, shunned by her village, at odds with the people. | would
suggest to you that she grew up hating her villagers and plotting revenge. She volunteered to join the
Delmathian army and was, in fact, one of the earliest sorcerersto do so. She went out amongst the
enemy without the permission of her commanding officer, and later, redizing her error, convinced her

commander to continue to alow her to do so.

"This gave her the opportunity to establish contact with the enemy. We have heard from the Sephradean
commander that he was expecting the eephant attack, having been warned by someonein the
Demathian army. If Generd Borlock had not saved the day with her usud brilliant tactics, the Roya
Guard would have been crushed and Delmathiawould probably have lost the day, if not thewar."

Now | see where she was going with those questions, Aetriathought in astonishment. Shelooked a
Sonja, hoping to see disbdief in her Generdl's eyes. She saw intense interest.

Corerillabegin to pick up speed, the story building on itsalf. “ Commander Pleatesfelt sorry for the girl,
and risking his career, took responshility for her ‘mistake’ which was not at al what it was. He sent her
to Inhestia. She has developed an untested ability, and hidesit, for four years. She gets turned down for

candidacy for Adept and gets very angry and upset. Sheis sent back into the army. Shethwartsthe
orders of her commander, opposes him before his staff, and by his own words, starts the assault on the
Hermanian sorcererstoo early.

"Shetriesto blame his project for the desth of his Aggressors, aproject that we dll have seenin
demonstration and find to be a stunning success. He orders her into the safest, most obscure job he can.
Her hatred of him builds. He continuesto try to salvage her, and believing her to be hisbest [llusonis,
sends her with the genera on avery critical misson. She betraystheir position, drawsthe enemy to the
generd at the last moment, and when Adept Pleates shows up to stop he—which he would have doneif
the general had not stepped in the way—she kills him. The general believes her spy was Adept Plestes,
when dl aong, it was the viper she had taken to her heart.

"On her way back to Inhestia, Sorceress Aetria has afellow congpirator take her place with the
generd's staff, covering her absence from Generd Borlock's meetings while sheridesto Hermaniaand
meets with the commander of the Hermanian Sorcerer Corps—for what purpose we can only guess .

Shedid not know Adept Pleates had taken the time to document her foibles, and expected her powerful
friend, Genera Borlock, to protect her.

"But there she sits, condemned by the very words of the genera on two of the charges againgt her, and
condemned by the witnesses whaose testimony you have heard today. | ask for what Adept Pleates has
aready asked for, swift justice.”



CHAPTER 13

Aetriasat on her favorite spot overlooking Inhestiaon asmal grassy knoll located hafway up the hill
rising from therear of thetraining lodge's protective walls. She could see over the front gate into the army
encampment, watching the steady flow of ridersin and out of the camp. Aetriatraced the path of the
road |eading from the front gate, through the camp, and up the hill to the north. She scanned the crest of
the hill, watching for the gpproach of the mystery witness Sonjahad sent Lieutenant Vaetti hurrying after
aweek ago. The late summer day's sun was setting; shadows were beginning to cover the training lodge.
Theair was cooling fast, and soon it would be chilly at night. Right now, it was pleasant to just Sit and

think. Sheturned over in her mind the rush of activities that had occurred over the past week.

After Corerillasimpassioned pleafor Aetria's head, Council Leader Medoran was prepared to start
Trelana's defense the very next day. Sonja had once again asserted her will over the Council. She had
demanded and received aweek's stay, pointing out that the charge of high treason had been made with
no advance notice to Aetrid's advocate. She said the Magess would need the time to devel op a defense.
The two of them next spent aday meeting alonein the generd's quarters, telling Aetriato spend some
time resting and not thinking of the progress of the hearing. A lot easier said than done.

She 4till saw no movement on the horizon. It had to be soon because the witness was due today. The
hearing would reconvene in the morning. The mounting excitement made thiswaiting so hard. Aetria
thought again with pride of the work Coleni and she had done over the last severa days. Now Trelana
knew of Aetria's new abilities, she had a Mage source of information about spell crestion availableto
answer her questions.

But Trelanawas as baffled by the new energy asthey were! Aetriasmiled when she remembered her
despair of ever getting an answer. How easily deterred she was. Trelana, thank the Power, was not. She
arranged for Aetriaand her Sster to secretly visit Engineer Aristes. Aetria could have done so openly, for

other than generating alot of interest by Corerillain why she was doing so, she was not confined in any
way by the genera or the Council. Coleni was the problem. They were trying to conced her identity until
thetimeto reved it came. They met with the engineer at night, in hishome.

* * % %

"Lieutenant Maetriais hereto ensure | don't run away, Engineer Aristes. Not that | would, but till..."

"I understand, Aetria. Now, Magess Trelana said you wanted to get some background on sources.
Wheredo | gart?’

They were seated in hisworkshop, perched on stools near alarge table that held scattered bits of rock,
sheets of soft metdl, and several pick-liketools. Ddlica, Aristes’ lifemate of many years, had shown them
into the workshop with the grace of awoman used to guests at al hours of the night.
Aetriapicked up a piece of stone off the workbench, looking at it with interest.

"How about here? | have seen thiskind of rock before but can't remember where."

Arigtes glanced into her open hand, seeing the black stone resting in her palm. “Y ou probably remember

that from your student visit to our source mine. It iswhat we useto line your source boxes with. Here, let
me show you."



He opened asmall chest on the corner of the table and removed a small square box, no bigger than the
length of alittle finger across the edges. The box was very smilar to the one that enclosed Pleates
source. Aristes opened it and tipped the box so the two women could seeinside.

"Here you seethe shield stone, aswe cdl it, that has been crushed and pressed into place insde the box.
We glue the powder in place, then cover it with soft leather. The leather iswhat you normally see around
the source. The shield stone iswhat keeps the Power from leaving the box unlessyou openiit.”

"How did you ever figurethat out?’ Aetriasaid in wonder.

"Wedidn't haveto redly.” Aristesreached into the chest again and removed a black stone about the size
of an eye. He placed the toneinasmall vise and locked it in. “Brace yoursdlf, Aetria, | am going to chip
off apiece of thisraw source."

He picked up asmall hammer from the table and struck the edge of therock. A black chip flew off the
stone, exposing the bright green of asource. Aristes noticed both women flinched with the Power that
streamed from the source.

"Here” Arigtes picked up the flake from the table and handed it to Aetria. Sheturned it over and over in
her fingers. Therewas atrace of green on theinsde of the chip, and she could faintly fed the Power it
gave off. She could also fed the new energy streaming from the chipped source in the vise. Catching
Coleni'seye, she saw her sster dso felt the new energy. Aetriahanded the black chip to Coleni.

"More often than not we find sources completely covered by the shield materid. We have to chip away
the black stone to expose the source. We save the chips and crush them into powder. So you can see
we didn't haveto discover how the shieddd materid works. Now, hereis something even more interesting.”

Aristes searched around the top of the workbench until he found the tool he needed. It looked like a
small ax. He placed the blade on the rock, moving it back and forth until he had positioned it exactly
where he wanted it. He then struck the back of the ax with ahammer. The rock split, the two pieces
faling onto the table. The two women shrieked and fell backwards away from the table. Aristes|ooked
on stunned.

The women rolled away and stood up amost smultaneoudy, looking a each other in tota surprise.
"Areyou dl right?” Aristes asked anxioudy.

Aetrialaughed nervoudy, brushing the dust and dirt from her robe. She pointed at the source. “What is
that?’ Both women edged dowly into seeit better.

"Lieutenant Maetriais asorceress, isn't she?’ Aristes asked Aetria She nodded.

"l saw her flinch when | exposed the source materid, but | don't understand why you both reacted to
splitting the source.”

"Neither do I, Engineer. What isthat red rock?’ The new energy was streaming from the red rock. The
red rock isthe reason! Aetriathought. When the engineer split the source, the shock of the energy was
what startled them so badly.

"Wecdl it core materid. It isaways at the center of asource. It is softer than any of the three kinds of
meaterials we have found with the sources. Let me put these away.” He put the split rock into the small



chest and closed the lid. The women returned to their previous positions.

"We have found that, after splitting the source, if we hesat the piecesin afurnace, the red stone meltsand
flows away from the source. We recover the source pieces and traditionally have thrown the red dudge
away. We then break the source materid up and glue it together in asolid bal. The bigger the source, the
more source materia we use to make the ball. All sources are made that way."

"All sources?’ Aetria asked, remembering the strength of the new energy coming from student sources.

"No, | guessyou areright. | don't consider student sources as rea sources since their Power is so weak.
For student sources we use the smallest source modules we find. We do not split the source and melt out
the red stone. Wejust chip off the shield materia to expose the source.”

Glancing at Coleni, Aetriareceived anod from her Sster and looked back at Aristes. “Do you have a
student source available? I'd like to seeit if you do, Engineer.”

Arigtes got up from his stool and walked over to alarger chest by the far wall of hisworkshop. He
opened the lid and rummaged around insde the deep chest. The two sisters could sense the Power when
he opened a shielded box and pulled out astudent source. He presented it to Aetria. She took it
tentatively, asif it would bite her.

| could never wear one of these again with that new energy constantly buzzing in my mind.
She handed it over to Coleni, who gave it aquick glance and returned it to Aetria.

"Magess Trelanatold me Pleates Adept spell was the destruction of sources. She said he exploded one
for the Council, but that no other Aggressor could duplicateit. Do you have any reason why that is s0?’
Aetriaasked the engineer.

"1, mysdlf, saw him do it at least three times. He would give his Aggressor audience along-winded
explanation about speed of Power release, intensity of spdll, paths between grid and natural senses—the
usua sorcerer discussion, then hewould put asourceinto ashallow holein the ground and ask one of
them try to explode the source. Nobody could. He would tossin asmall firebal and the source would
blow."

Aetriarubbed her forehead asif that would help make sense of what she had just heard. “I don't
understand how he could do it and others couldn't. | have another question. Y ou said ‘ traditiondly have
thrown the red dudge away.” What has changed your mind about tossing it?"

"Adept Pleates wanted the red dudge for his projector wespons.”

"Tell me about the projector. What isin that box at the end?”

Putting the piece of source back into the chest, Aristes hesitated to answer. Aetriawondered if she had
pushed the engineer too far.

"The box islined with shield materid. In the center isabdl of red core materid. Thereisaholein the
bottom of the box through which the Aggressor sendsa spdll. Thereisahole in the top of the box where
the spell exits. Itisavery smpledesign.”

"Trelanatold me saveral months ago that Pleates had done something to the weapons after you had



made them. Have you been able to figure out what it was?’ Aetria asked the engineer.

The older man rubbed his eyes with one large hand. “ Not until we got into the weapons brought back by
the Novices. After the battle, | built severa more projectorsto Pleates origina design. The Aggressor
Novices he had trained then tried to make the new projectorswork. They couldn't. They spelledina
firebal and nothing came out. | got permission to dismantle one of the projectors and discovered he had
placed athin sheet of source materia acrosstheinside of the bottom hole. He mixed in some of the red
dudge withit. | guess| have not been able to makeit in the correct proportions yet because the few
projectors| tried to make using his modifications have exploded violently."

"Exploded—just like | said happened on the hill. Anyone hurt?’

"No. Lieutenant Fernoniawas shielded by armor plating. She spelled in the fireball and ducked. A few
moments later, it exploded.”

"Y et her wegpon still works?” Aetriaasked.
"Both hersand my son'swork fine."
"And how is Novice Belanar these days?'

"Lieutenant Belanar isdoing very well. Like Fernonia, he has been promoted to lieutenant in the
Sorcerer Guard. Unlike Fernonia, with the war ended, heistalking about leaving the guard and returning
to work with me. Sheisgoing to stay in the guards.

Aetriatook astool next to the engineer, looking into his eyes. He had something to tell her but she did
not know whét to say to give him the chance. “Recanlin wanted very much to work with you. He died
saving our lives™

"I heard about his death and am still grieving for thelad,” Aristes said, adight caichin hisvoice. He
reached out and took Aetrias right hand, hislarge hand engulfing hers.

"Arigtes, why does Corerilla hate me so much? What have | doneto her?” The questions seemed to
flow unbidden from Aetria

"Y ou killed our son, Aetria. | know you did it to save the general,” the older man swallowed and said
very softly while patting her hand gently, “but she does not accept it."

"Pleateswas your son!” Aetriasaid in shock, dishdief filling her eyes.

The engineer nodded. “ Corerillaand | met when her Novice group visited the mines. | wish | could say it
was love that drove ustogether, but it wasn't. The overbearing, spiteful, vicious woman you know today
was a beautiful free spirit back then. She had discovered the joys of mating and shared them with a
young engineer who was al too willing to oblige. After afew months, Corerillafound anew interest. She
had graduated by then and was hired to protect a far-off lord's domain.

"When she returned to Inhestiafor her Sorceresstraining severa years later, she matter-of-factly told me
of the birth of our son, and how she had him fostered off before he interfered with her career. Just as
matter-of-factly she suggested we continue our mating as she was bored with the lord she had taken to
bed and did not intend to return to him. Her total lack of interest in the life we had created appaled me
and was reason enough not to want to accept her offer. The better reason was | had taken Delicaas my



lifemate by then. Corerilladropped me from her life and has not made any further attempt to relate to me
except asamember of the Council. Shelovesto give orders, that woman.”

Helowered his gray-haired head and laughed quietly before continuing his story in the same soft, deep
voice.

"When Pleates arrived for training at Inhestia, Corerillabecame very interested in him, but not because
he was her son. She saw away to use him to further her power in the Council. She pushed him
unmercifully. | tried to give him afather's support, something he had never had even in hisfoster home,
but he wanted his relationship to meto remain secret. The boy was brilliant! He took in everything
Corerillataught him about spells, aswell asall | could teach him about engineering. He advanced faster
than any Novice | have known did.

"When the war broke out, the two of them were ecstatic. Why the dying of so many should be a cause

for joy isbeyond me, but it fit their plan. In the end, it may have been him using Corerillainstead of the

other way around. | don't know, Aetria, whether she hates you because you killed her son, or because
you stopped her plans. Either way, the results are the same.”

"And you, Arigtes, do you hate me?” Aetriaasked quietly.

Patting her hand, then wiping the tear from hisjowl, Aristessighed. “Not in the leadt, child. | saw Pleates
grow into the male image of hismother and knew his heart was not with the people or the land—only for
himsdf. | don't believe the charges againgt you are true and will do dl | canto provethem fase. Thisis
just another plot of Corerillas, and she must be stopped.”

"Thank you, Engineer. | redlly do need your help. If | can prove the weapons exploded on that hill like |
said, that isone lesslie that can be used against me. | am curious about the Novices weapons. Arethey
different in any way from the origind designs?'

"No, | don't think s0.” He paused sudddenly. “Wait amoment! Pleates sent me the design and ordered
eight of the weapons made at |east two weeks before he came to Inhestiain person to pick them up.
When he arrived, | had four of them completely ready to go, but had run short of shield material and was
in the process of gathering more. | told him | would need another week before | could finish the last four.
Hewas very unhappy with the delay. He said he couldn't wait that long. He told me to decrease the
thickness of the shield material and to make at least three more by morning. | did so with the remaining
meaterid | had."

Aetriawas up and pacing. Coleni knew her sster wasthinking hard and waited for her to speak her idea
doud.

"Are Belanar's and Fernonias wegpons from the first four or the last three?” she said excitedly.
"l don't know, Aetria, but I will find out. Why?*

"Y ou said yoursdlf that you had duplicated Pleates design with his modifications of the shield materid,
and the wegpons exploded. Did you use the full thickness of shield materia or not?!

Aristesjumped up. Now he was excited. “I used his original measurements. If Fernoniasis one of the
thinned out ones—"

"Then the cause of the explosion isthe shield thickness. Engineer, please find out for me. But don't ask



Fernoniag; shell go right to Corerilla. Use Belanar. Experiment as you must, but | need you to be ableto
demongtrate what we believe isthe cause of the explosions| know | saw."

"I'll art tonight.”
"Onelast thing. Was the source Pleates used in his demonstrations a norma source or ared core one?”
"A green one. We didn't know about his use for the red core at that time.”

Aetrialooked around the workshop and saw the armor-plated wall Aristes used in his experiment. She
hurried over to it and looked at the deep hole on the other side where the projector weapon would be
put before spelling in afireball. Tossing the student source in the pit, she waved Coleni over to the wall.

"Engineer, what you are about to see must never betold to anyone. Do you promise?’
"l promise, Aetria”
"Useyour bolt onit, Lieutenant Maetria,” Aetriasaid to Coleni.
Coleni zapped the student source. The explosion was spectacular.

The three of them coughed out the heavy dust, sucking in deep drafts of the cool night air outside the
engineer's house. The dust was drifting away in the breeze, having billowed out in great volume from the
workshop windows. The engineer's distant neighbors were used to loud noises coming from his quarters

and did not venture out into the night to discover why he was once again disturbing their deep.

"l guess| won't sart tonight, Sorceress. I'll have to repair my workshop first.”

"| gpologizefor that, Engineer. | had no ideait would be that powerful.” Aetriacoughed again. Thewall
had protected them from the heat and fragments, but the wind of the explosion had knocked them both
down.

"What did she do that other Aggressors couldn't?” Aristes asked with apuzzled frown.

"l don't think she did anything they couldn't. Y ou said the projectors didn't work until you put in thethin
green source piece Pleatesinserted on his own. Then they exploded. My guess was that the green source
material does something to the spell asit passes through. The red core increases the spell. Now we know
that, unlessthe conditions are just right, the spell will go into an explosion. | begin to wonder if you sent a

firebd| into asource, would it explode? But why would it?

"A normal source hasno red core. A student source does. Pleates must have switched the sourcein the
hole after the other Aggressors had tried. He substituted a student source for the normal source, then
blew it up. He kept his secret intact. The Council was convinced only he could do it. Thisisour secret
for now. Please figure out how the projectors exploded. Perhaps our little experiment tonight will help.
Goodnight, Engineer.”

* * % %

Three days |ater, the engineer was till experimenting, but had confirmed Fernonia's and hisson's
weapons were indeed the thin-walled projectors. Aetria scanned the hilltop once again, and her heart
jumped. Threeriderswere cresting the hill and riding a agallop for the camp. Aetria stood and brushed
the grass off her bottom, then headed downhill asfast as she could without breaking her neck.



Arriving a her tent, Aetriarushed ingde, thinking to switch into her armor for ameeting with Sonja. She
found Coleni pacing back and forth, wringing her hands and moaning to hersdif.

"Coleni, Sgter, what iswrong?’ Aetria asked.
"Oh, Aetria, | know who the mystery witnessis,” Coleni sobbed, fear and unhappinessin her face.
"You saw who it was? All | could see was aheavily cloaked rider.”

"No, no. But | sensed an auraat Magelevd. | watched therider dismount. Not armored, light weight. |
looked at the boot print; it'sawoman's. Power, Aetria, the witnessis Chalinee, I'm sure.”

Putting her arm around her sster, Aetriawaked her over to achair and made her sit. “Cam yoursdlf,
Coleni. Did she seeyou?'

Shaking her head, Coleni sat pressing her handsinto her lap. “When | sensed her approach, | hid myself
s0 | could see who it was and not be seen. Oh! Why did the generd bring her here?’

Aetriabrought over aglass of wine and handed it to Coleni. “Y ou know the answer to that. Chalinee
told me she personally interviewed Pleates and can swear he was their spy. I'm shocked the generd
could even get her to leave Hermaniafor an ex-enemy. | just wonder what she will say when she
recognizes me and remembers the haf-truths | told her. This could turn on the generd."
A cdl a Aetriastent door announced Lieutenant Vaetti. Aetria gave him permission to enter.
"Good, you're both here. The general wantsto seeyou.”
"|s..isthe witnesswho rode in with you there?” Coleni asked.
"Wasn't when | left, but | can't say about now."
"Whoisit?’ Aetriaasked.
"The generd did not give me permission to say, Captain.”
"Let me change and I'll beright there” Aetriasaid.
"The generd said come asyou are. Lieutenant Magtria, of course, needsto come as her normal self.”
The ssters were ushered into the general’s presence. She was aone except for Magess Trelana. The
two were seated Side-by-side, talking quietly, their heads nearly touching. Sonja pointed to severad chairs

across from their own, and the Ssters sat down.

"—therefore I'm changing the way we present witnesses. | want our two mystery witnessesto hear
everything said during Aetrids defense,” the generd said.

"That would mean admitting the first two charges, Sonja” Trelanasaid, reaching for her glass of wineon
the low table between them.

The general nodded. Shelooked at the Sisters. “We are discussing tomorrow. | am changing the way the



hearing is going to be done. | will proceed as| would if thiswere an army hearing by taking an activerole
inthe questioning. | can do thisif | chooseto ignore thefirst two charges. It isnot my intention to
concede your guilt, Aetria, but | will concentrate on the treason charge. | believe clearing you of the
treason charge will put you into better circumstancesto justify your breaking the rules of your Order.”

"l undergtand. If | may, who are the mystery witnesses you were speaking of 7 Aetria asked.

Sonjalooked at Coleni and smiled. “Coleni and Chalinee. Poetic, isn't it?"

* * % %

Looking around the cavernous Council chambers, Aetria sensed the subtle change that had come over
the proceedings. Corerillasat in her norma place at the Council table, agrim smile on her lips. Aetriahad
been surprised the Counselor had not put up more of afusswhen the general had announced her
proposed changes. It wasjust her way to be annoying at every turn. There was adefinite air of
expectation from the Council members. Perhaps the row of tables set up on the eastern wall had
something to do with that. WWhen the Council members had entered from their northern door, their eyes
immediately locked onto the tables and their guards.

Sonja had been true to her words about respecting the “ sorcerer only” rule. She had impressed two
Novicesinto service as guards over the two tables. Aetriarecognized Welendor and Jdlistafrom her
novice company. The spearsin their hands looked very out of place, but the grim looks on their faces

showed their determination to do their jobs.

Both tables were covered with black cloths, the contents underneath causing little hillsand valleys dl
over the surfaces of the table. The two tables had been pushed together end-to-end, aguard at each
opposing end. The generd was not in her seat beneath M e doran, but was now standing over in front of
the tables. She had made her announcement of the proceeding changes from there. Council Leader
Meldoran had had hisnormally rigidly followed procedures so overturned in the last week that he only
nodded his approva, apparently weary of any confrontation. Sonja had told him beforehand of her two
mystery witnesses who were now receiving as many stares as the contents of the tables.

Aetriaglanced behind her at the two black-robed figures, with cowls and face veils covering their heads,
seated in chairs where the first rows of benches had been, now removed to make way for the tables and
their seats. Coleni was pressed asfar away in her seat as she could separate hersdlf from thetal, silent
Chalinee gtting next to her. Chalinee did not know who was next to her, or if shedid, she had given no
sign of recognition. When Trelanahad gathered their officid party in the generad's tent before proceeding
intotal silenceto the Council chambers, Chalinee had said only oneword to her.

"Sorceress.”

Sonjawas dressed in her gold armor, looking very impressive. She turned to Meldoran. “I call Mage
Kdrigoto give tesimony before thishearing.”

The Healer moved down from his place at the Council table and took the chair next to Aetria. He gave
her awarm smile and a pat on her shoulder. Sonja pulled off the black cloth from the firgt table, reveding
askeleton lying on the table, astudent's robe folded besideit.

"Mage Kdristo, | asked you to examine this skeleton and give me an evauation of how the person died.
Would you please repeat your findingsto the Council ?*

"Gladly, Generdl. Thisisamost interesting case. | would have preferred to examine the body where it



wasfound. Y ou lose alot of information moving the body fromitsresting postion. But, from this
evidence, | have determined the body is that of awoman between the age of seventeen and twenty-five
yearswho had enjoyed areasonably hedlthy and injury-freelife until just before her death.

"From the condition of the bones, | would say she has been dead for five to ten years. Within afew
months of her desth she had broken her |eft arm, was hesled by aHeder, but was till mending. The
bones had been disturbed by nature, some broken, some gnawed, but that was done after death. From
the amount of blood on her robe, at least | assumed she was wearing the robe presented with the bone, |
believe the cause of death was her throat being cut. By the way, the robe is one of our student robes.
She could have been astudent at Inhestia, but then again she could have gotten the robe in any manner of
ways. These are mattersfor the law officersto determine.”

"Thank you, Mage Kelristo."

While the old man returned to his seat, Sonja covered the morbid evidence with the black cloth. She
turned and spoke to the Council members. “1 will explain where this unfortunate woman's body was
found shortly. | recall Sorceress Brusillato give testimony before this hearing.”

Asthe old Sorceress made her way back to the witness seat, she stopped a moment to look at the
mystery witnesses. Kelristo had made his appearance for assistance again, and she asked him who they
were. He said he didn't know and tried to move her on to her seat. She said she wanted to meet them
first and held out her hand in greeting. Each shook her hand silently.

Brusillalooked at Keristo and said, “ Polite young women, but they don't say much.”

The two witnesses |ooked at each other.

"Sorceress Brusilla, how long have you been the Healer of Torrelon?’ Sonja asked.
"Thirty-five years, Generd, dear.”

"l would like you to call me Sonja, Brusilla. Please think back thirty years ago and tell me what
happened on Summer Fest day."

The question shocked Aetria. Was Sonjatrying to make fun of the old Hedler by showing her failing
memory? Was shetrying to discredit Brusilla? Aetria gave Sonjaan angry glance.

"Thirty years? Let's see, | was—" Brusilla stopped speaking aloud for amoment. “No need for you to
know that—my business, my age. What happened thirty years ago on Summer Fest? Oh! Y es, he came
tovigtme"

"He?" Sonjaasked.

"L et mefinish, young woman. Genera or not, alittle respect for age.”

"Yes, Mdam."

"HeisGrdnesMenhda"

Aedtriatwitched at her foster father's Demathian name. She heard Chainee stir behind her.



"Why would he cometo visit you, Brusilla?'

"It'sthe law. All Tierian caravans must seek out the Hedler of the village they intend to do businesswith.
That way, we will be prepared to counter the confusion they cause amongst our villagerswith their
charms and potions and other nonsense. Grelnes, as leader of the caravan, cameto seeme.”
"What usudly happenswhen Tieriansvist avillage?'

"Oh, they try to trick people into buying worthlesstrinkets, spin alot of strange Soriesto entertain the
young, chase the women and have their way with them, and get into fights with the men asaresult. Then
they leave after afew weeks or when our gold runsout.”

"Did Grelnes do as you thought?"

"Dowhat?"

"Chase women?'

"Yes, hedid. Hesacharmer."

"He charmed you, didn't he, Bruslla?'

IIYSIII
"And, after having hisway with you, heleft.”

"Yes! No,” Brusillasaidin awhisper.

"Heleft you, Brusilla, but not the village. His caravan left, but he stayed behind. Why?!

"Hefel inlove with her.” The old woman wiped atear from her eye with her robe hem.
"The‘her’ you say isValeria, Aetridsfoster mother?” Sonja asked.

The Hedler nodded, looking down &t her 1ap.

The genera approached the Council table, looking at each Mage as shetold astory.

"He stayed and opened abusinessin Torrelon. Tieri do not settle down. They are wanderers. He
forsook his people for the love of a Delmathian woman. He was not accepted into the village asa
husband of avillage daughter usudly is. He was sometimes ignored at best, often abused, and never
welcomed. But he stayed for thirty years. They were childless until anight five yearslater when achild
gopeared inthelr home—Aetria Heis il therewith hiswife and hisfamily.

"I could bring in dozens of villagers he has helped through the years, but | won't. | cantell you | have
dedlt with him for the past five years as a supplier of army provisions, and heis not achest, hispricesare
fair, and hisgoods are of excdlent qudity. He did not raise Aetriato hate her village, her king, or her
Order. He may have been rgjected by the Delmathian people, but he has never rejected them.”

Aetriaeyeswere now overflowing, and shejoined Brusllain wiping tears away. She glanced behind her
and saw Chainee was sitting taller than she had been.



"Sorceress Brudilla, | believe you have been telling the truth, but you have not been alowed to tell the
whole truth. Do you believe Aetria could betray her people?!

Taking acadming breath, Brusilla, said, “No, and | am sorry if my jedousy led meto imply that she
could.”

"Thank you, Brudlla. Y ou may leave now."

The smile on Corerillas lips became agrim line across the bottom of her face. Score one for the
general, Aetriathought.

"| recall Sorceress Felorato give testimony before thishearing.”

Is Sonja going to rebut every one of Corerilla's witnesses? Aetriawondered, as Felorawaked into
the room and took the familiar chair.

"Sorceress Felora, do you remember aclassmate by the name of Alicia?’ the general asked.
"Alicia? Of course | do. Wewerein Novice Hedler training together.”
"What happened to her?"
Feloralooked around, confused. “Why, | don't know. She disappeared in our fina year."

Sonjawaked over to the first table and stood by the end where Novice Welendor stood guard. He
glanced at her, wondering if she was going to rip the cloth off the table. She didntt.

"Please tdll what you observed of Alicia's mood prior to her departure from Inhestia™
Why isthe general using Corerilla's exact question from before, only using Alicia’'s name?

"She was very happy. She had trouble paying attention to her meditations, and shewas...” Felora
hesitated.

"Sneaking out?’ Sonjaasked.
Feloranodded.

"Did you know the true cause of Alicias happiness?'
Felorawinced. Perhaps she was remembering aweek before, Aetriathought.
"Shewasin love with someone.”

"Who?'

"I don't know. She refused to say who or even give hints the way we dl did when we had our secret
loves. She was very serious about him and protective.”

Leaning up againgt the table, Sonja crossed her arms across her breastplate. “ Protective? Isit forbidden



to have alover & Inhestia?'
The question brought amurmur of responses from the Magi. Feloraflushed at the question.

"It ... Wdll, it isnot considered proper for studentsto divert their attention from their sudiesand is
discouraged.”

"Good answer,” Aetriawhispered to her friend.
"But not forbidden, asin other Orders.” Sonjaglanced at her two mystery witnesses.
"No, it isnot forbidden.”
"Thenwhy was Alicia’ protective’ of her lover?"

"l am not sure. All | know isthat she returned one time from visiting him and he had hurt himself in some
way. Theinjury wasfar beyond what she could help with, but she could not bring him in for our
ingtructorsto help and couldn't take a Hedler to where he was. She was frantic with concern, so frantic
she did not know she had broken her left arm in trying to pull him into shelter. | fixed it asbest | could,
but she would not report it to the Mage because he would ask where it happened, and...” Feloralooked
guiltily at Kerigo.

"What happened to her lover?'

"He apparently hedled, whether from her efforts or not, | don't know. Two months later, she
disappeared. She did not take any of her things, so we don't think she ran away. The guards searched
everywhere, but she was never found and we have never heard of her again.”

The generd stood up and walked to the opposite end of the table. Reaching under the cloth, she pulled
out apendant and folded it into her hand. She approached Felora and dropped it out of her hand,
holding the end with her forefinger and thumb.

"Have you ever seen this, Sorceress?’

"Power,” Feloracried. “ThisisAlicids. Shewonit for her singinginthe First Y ear spring fair. Where did
youfindit?'

Sonja asked for the pendant, and Felora reluctantly returned it. The general put it back under the cloth.
Aetriamentally thanked Sonjafor not exposing Alicias bonesto Felora.

"The pendant was found with the remains of awoman's body, dressed in an Inhestia student'srobe, ina
hole blown in the side of a L ogathian mountain. According to Mage Kdristo, she was murdered, her
throat cut. The woman had abroken left arm, recently hedled. | believe Alicia has been found. The
question is, why did she die?!

"No, Generd, the question iswho found her?” Corerillacut in.

"It isnot timefor your rebuttal, Counselor, but it isagood question and | will answer it. Sorceress Aetria
found the remains and brought Aliciahome.” Sonjaheld up her right pam and stopped Corerillafrom
talking. “Y ou will have your chance later to protest, but | remind you thisisahearing, not atrid. A Court
Counsdlor would object that the body could have come from anywhere, that the accused provided the



evidence, and dozens of other legal concerns. Let them argue the fine points. | am gathering the pieces of
this mystery together and trying to make sense of what has been presented. Any objections, Council
Leader Meldoran?!

He signded none by waving the fingers of hisright hand, which had been rubbing his eyes.
"| cdl Engineer Arigtesto give tesimony before this hearing.”

Asthetall older man walked up the aideto take his seat, Aetrianoticed the weariness in hisface and the
tired way he moved. She knew Aristes had been working night and day on the projector wegpons, at her
request.

"Engineer Arigtes, | have here acopy of Adept Pleates report to the Council concerning the ‘ Battle of
the Novices, asl cdl it in which five Aggressor Novices died—four by enemy firebalsand one by grid
burnout. Have you read it?"

"Yes, Maam, | have
"Didit in any way suggest a problem with the projector wegpons?’

"No, Maam, it did not. Pleates said the opposite, that before the counter-attack, the weapons were
working extremdy well."

"Council Leader, to avoid digging through your archives and finding the notes of a certain Council
meeting, | would like to ask Magess Trelanato summarize what she said to the Council concerning
Sorceress Aetrias concern that the weapon's performance was misrepresented.”

Meldoran nodded at Trelana. The Magess stood. “I told the Council that Aetria had seen the explosions
of the projector weapons and was sure the explosions were not caused by Hermanian Aggressor spdlls,
but by the weapons themsalves.”

"Thank you, Magess. Engineer Aristes, what were you tasked to do after the Council had heard Aetrias
concern?"

"Nothing, Generd. The existing weapons were working just fine. What | was asked to do wasfind out
what Pleates had done to the wegpons after | had made them to get them to work the way they did. |
found he had added a piece of source materid just behind the spell entry hole, but my attemptsto
duplicate his design only led to the weapon exploding. | reported my attempts to the Council and was
ingtructed to keep trying."
Sonjawaked over to Welendor. “ Y ou were there. Did you see the explosions?!

"No, Maam, | was covering the guard's charge.”

Sonjawhedled and looked toward the far end of the two tables at Jalista. “Y ou were there. Did you see
the explosions?'

"No, Maam, | was covering Recanlin'sfirebals."

Sonjamarched over to Corerilla, looked up at her and said, “Y ou weren't there, but you know fireballs."



Corerillagave the generd afrown in return. Sonjaturned and walked to where Coleni sat. “Y ou were
there. Did you see the explosions?’

Coleni slently shook her head. Whispering arose from the Council seats. Chalinee's hooded head once
again turned to look &t her fellow mystery witness.

"Well, the only one who was there and saw the explosions was A€tria, and she saysthey were not
firebals Wait! Engineer Aristes, when the projector wegpons you tried to duplicate exploded, did the
explosonslook likefirebdls?'

"No, Maam. The bursting firebal wastoo intense.”

"How did you know that? Y ou are not a sorcerer.”

"You are correct there, General, but | have been around sorcerersfor along time and seen their work. |
know it wasn't. However, a sorcerer told me that the explosion wastoo intense.”

"Who wasthat, Engineer?"
"Lieutenant Novice Fernonia.”

Sonjawheded back toward the Council table. “But she said, and | quote, ‘1 am an Aggressor. We both
know firebdls. Those werefirebdls’ Someoneislying, either Sorceress Aetriaor Novice Fernonia
Engineer Aristes, how many projector weapons did you make for Adept Pleates?!

"I made seven wegpons for him."

"Were al saven wegpons made exactly the same?"

"No, Maam. Four were made to his origina requirements; three were not. He made a change because |
was running out of shielding materid."

"Y ou have two working weapons | eft, | believe. Are these wegpons from the same group? If so, which
one?'

"They are both from the changed group.”

The genera was pacing back and forth. Aetriaknew thiswas not her norma behavior. Sonjawas doing
thisfor areason. Perhaps the reason was that every person in the room had their eyes on her.

"Now, | anasmple soldier, Engineer. | don't understand much of anything you do, neither do |
understand anything these sorcerers do with the thing they cal * The Power.” | understand metal against
metal. | understand blood flowing from wounds, and | know"—Sonjaturned to look at
Corerilla—"death. But it seemsto me, Engineer, that four of those origina wegpons did not survive the
‘Battle of the Novices.” Y ou, yoursdlf, have made additiona weapons that matched the origina design of
Pleates, and they failed. Isit not reasonable to say that the four madefirst failed also?”

"Yes, Mdam, it does."

"But why did they fail, Engineer? The Novices practiced with them for aweek before the battle. They
should have exploded thefirst timeif the design were faulty. Why not?"



Arigtes rubbed hislips with the back of his hand, then took a deep breath before replying. “I think you
understand more of my profession than you say, Generd. | won't try to make this explanation too smple,
but if | begin to not make sense, slop me."

"Y ou can be sure | will, Engineer.”

"It all comes down to speed. The weapon only works with Aggressor spdlls of firebals and lightning
strokes. These spells are the closest spellsto pure Power that exist. To make these spells, the sorcerers
must draw Power from their grids as rapidly asthey can, and do so asintensely asthey can. Y ou could

say these are the fastest spells sorcerers do.”

Sonja stopped pacing and looked at the engineer. Aetriaknew what the engineer was talking about, and
she could see the Magi understood, but Sonjalooked confused. Thiswas for effect because Aetriahad
given Sonjathe same explanation Verdilan had given the Novices that day so long ago, and she had
understood perfectly. Sonjaturned and looked at the Council members.

"l can see you understand what he said, so | will take onfaith that it is correct. Aggressor firebal spells
are the most rapid expenditure of your ‘ Power’ thereis.”

Council Leader Medoran nodded in agreement.
"Very wdl, Engineer, what difference doesthat make?"

"Spellsthat don't have avery rapid change in their production, and are not intense, don't seem to excite
the core materid in the projector box. Nothing happens. Y et, when the Aggressor spdllsin afirebdl, the
core materia erupts with more Power, in the same form. The spell gets more powerful. Now hereisthe
interesting part, General. The spell istrapped in the projector box by the shield materid. It reflects back

into the core, which erupts again! The spdll builds even more. In avery short period of time, the spell
becomes very powerful but has nowhereto go. | seeit asbouncing around inside the box, getting bigger
and bigger. At some point it escapes out the hole in the front of the box. If it doesn', it builds up too fast
and explodes."

Frowning, Sonjameade atight, circular motion with her right forefinger in front of her chest, asif tracing
the path of the spdll in the box. “What controls the time of this bouncing around? It seems that you would
be counting on luck to have the spell escape before it getstoo big and explodes.”

"To be honest, | don't know exactly. | have been working with my son, Lieutenant Novice Belanar, who
| havetrained extensively in engineer principles, and who is an Aggressor. We made a copy of the
original design weapon, and he speled various sizes of firebdlsinto it, starting from the smallest he could
make and increasing until the weapon exploded. It didn't take too many variaionsin the size of the spell
going in before it exploded.

"He told me when they were practicing before the battle, they had to be very careful in releasing the
Power because they were near the Hermanian camp and the Power might be detected. Pleates had
warned them repeatedly not to try to make the weapon do more than it could.”

"S0, are you saying that both the group of four and the group of three weapons worked with small
firebdls?"

"Y es, Maam. Thedifferencein the two weaponsis the amount of shielding material and how it is placed



in the box. The last three weapons were made with half the materid of thefirst four. Since | did not have
as much materia to work with, | put dightly morein the back side, behind which isthe sorcerer, and
made dl of thewallsthinner than before. | think this causesthe changein time. Not all of the Power that
erupts from the core the first time gets reflected back into the core. It takes more time for the spell to
build. It also seemstheincreased wall thicknessin the back may cause the bouncing to go to the front
fagter. Thus, you can spdl inalot bigger fireball, and still get it out before the weapon explodes.”

"Thank you, Engineer. No, don't leave. | have afew more questionsfor you. Magess Trelana, at that
same Council meeting | asked about earlier, you voiced Aetrias concern Pleates endangered the
Novices by increasing their risk of grid burnout. Please summarize your remarks.”

The Magess said, “ Aetriafdt that the Novices were not ready for combat in any form and made her
objections clear to Pleates. Aggressor Novice casuaties had been so high over thelast five years
because the demand placed on them in the midst of a battle was such that they would |ose control and
auffer afatd grid burnout. The army's gpproach was for them to gain experience dowly, building the
Novices confidence and introducing them to the pressures of spell warfare gradually. This gpproach was
not being followed by Pleates.”

"Adept Loreana has spent alot of timetrying to explain thisgrid burnout problem to me, Magess
Trelana, Sinceit is centrd to the charges againgt Aetria. | must confessit isvery difficult to understand,
but even | believe that the four Noviceswho died on that hill did not suffer grid burnout.”

"That istrue"

Sonjawalked over by her own desk and looked down her notes. “ According to Pleatesin hisDay 10
report, he said, ‘1 told her they were not going to spell firebals of any great Sze, 0 they were safe” That
sounds reasonable to me, except for onething. Engineer Aristes’ son Belanar said they were warned not

to put too much Power into the projectors. There was adanger there.”

Leaving her table, the general walked dowly over by the evidence table, looking at Welendor firg, then
Jdigta. She stopped briefly by the two mystery witnesses, passed by with aglance at Aetria, and stopped
at her table again, staring at Novice Holenda for amoment, then finally at Meloses. She looked up at
Meldoran.

"Itisironic that the Mage Council, who have never served in the army or been in battle, believe they
have the power to judge those that have. | speak for the eight of usin thisroom who have beenin
combeat and faced death. We all know the surge of emotionsthat race through your heart and mind when
you close the enemy. We have experienced them, some more than others, but all can remember their first
battle.

"l remember being so scared that my kneeswere shaking and | thought | would fall down. When the
enemy in front of me dashed downward with his sword, it hammered my shield back into my face and
cut my lips. It hurt, and | got mad. | smashed him back with my shield and dashed at him. My sword cut
off hisear, and he screamed in shock. | screamed back and knocked him to the ground, thrusting my
sword into his exposed throat and killing him. My blood was hot. | jerked my sword clear and ran
looking for another enemy.”

There was no sound in the room. Aetriasnapped out of her own memory of her first fight and glanced
quickly around the room. Her fellow army sorcerers were staring past Sonjain their own remembrances,
the Magi looked shocked and uncomfortable.



Sonjas voice startled everyone when she spoke loudly. “What is my point, you ask yourselves? Those
Novices experienced their firgt battle on that hill. They fired in anger a the enemy, and the enemy took
terrible casuaties. They fired again and again. They sensed victory, and in their eagerness, they attacked
with more vigor. Not enough to cause that dreaded grid burnout. Not like poor Recanlin who gave hisall
because he had nothing else to protect hisfriends with.

"No, they spdlled in bigger firebals, and it killed them. Their wegpons exploded in their faces. Pleates
knew of the danger, but he forgot about emations of war. Was hetrying to blame hisfallure to seethe

risk Aetriahad warned him of, or did hetruly believe he was defeated by a superior force of enemy
sorcerers? We may never know what he was thinking, but we may find out the truth anyway."

CHAPTER 14

Aetrialooked over a Corerilla, whose hands were pal e white from clutching the arms of her chair so
hard. Score another one for the genera, Aetria thought.

Sonjawalked over to the far right-hand side of the two covered tables and pulled something out from
underneath the cloth. “Engineer Aristes, one of the many jobs you do here for the sorcerersisto make
their sources, isit not?'

"Yes, Mdam."

"Areyou the only one or do other engineers make sources aso?"

"I makethem dl, Genera."

"l have hereasourcein abox. As| understand it, a student sourceis abare source, small in strength,
but dways exposed. A sourcein abox isusualy apersona source, so you would make that source for
anindividua sorcerer, would you not?"

"Yes, | would. | liketo personalizetheir source, sinceit will betheirsfor life”

"Then you can recognize a source and tell us who you made the source for?”

"Yes, | can.”

"Whose sourceisthis?” Sonjaasked, handing the source to Aristes.

The engineer took the source, turned it over in his hands, then looked up at the generdl. “Thisis Adept
Plesates source.”

"Without looking at the source, you can say that?’ Sonja asked.
"In most cases| can, because | vary the art work on the outside of the box. Pleates was avery specid
student for me, because | taught him al | could about mining; he didn't have to learn anything about the

subject if he had not wanted to. | know this source well.”

"I know that exposing a source gets the attention of every sorcerer in Inhestia; something | didn't know
until recently, by the way, but please take acareful 1ook at the source and tell me what you see.”



Opening the box, Aristestook a casual ook at the source, then stopped and moved the source closer to
hisface, garing intently into the box. Aetriaand Coleni fdt the now-familiar buzz, and having been
warned by Sonjaof the box being opened, made no outward sign of feding it. The engineer pried back
the leather lining of the interior. He closed the source and handed it back to Sonja. “ The shidld materia
has been changed. Thereisathin layer of core materia between theinsde of the box and the shield
material. Other than that, it isas| madeit.”

Sonja gave the source back to the engineer. “Magess Trelana, please take Sorceress Aetriaout of the
room, and before returning when | ask, cover her eyeswith ablindfold.”

Asthe two women walked from the room, the genera turned to the Council members. “I am going to
have Engineer Aristes place Pleates source on thistable,” she pointed to the far right one, “and ask
Aeriatofindit for me"

When she signaded Jalista, the Novice removed the cloth, revealing the top of the table, which was
covered with sources of all description. Aristes walked over to the table and looked down, moving
severa sourcesfrom their places as he found a spot to put Pleates source. Sonjaassisted Jdistain

placing the cloth back over the table. The engineer returned to his seet.

"Council Leader Meldoran, would you like to pick out Pleates’ sourcefor us?’ Sonja asked.

"Itishighly unlikely that | could, Generd. Only by pureluck would I find it, even knowing where Aristes
put it on the table. There must be twenty-five sources on that table.”

"Forty-two, to be precise, Council Leader. Bring in Sorceress A€tria, please.”

Trelanaguided Aetriainto the Council chamber and up the aide. The Magessled her over to the far right
table and stopped her at its edge.

"Pleasefind Pleates source,” Sonjasaid.

Aetriastood with her hands down by her sde; with her face covered, it was hard for anyoneto tell what

shewas doing, but the sorcerers al knew she was putting hersdlf into alight trance to sense better. After

afew moments, Aetriaturned and waked toward Aristes. She only put her hand out during the last five
feet of her short walk, stopping hersaf when she touched the older engineer.

"Engineer Aristes hasthe source; it isnot on thetable,” Aetriasaid. The engineer nodded and pulled the
source out of hisvest pocket.

A few of the Magi made skeptica sounds; primary amongst them was Corerilla That did not surprise
Sonjavery much. Shewalked over to Aristes and took the source from him. “ Counselor, would you like
to hide the source? Y ou can go anywherein Inhestiathat you like, but | prefer it not take too long to
prove again Aetrias ability to sense the source.”

"It will not takelong at al, Genera Borlock. Magess Trelana, please remove Sorceress Aetriafrom the
room, block her hearing aswell as her vision, and when you have done that, have Lieutenant Fernonia
return her to thisroom. Y ou may observe from adistance; | would not want anyone saying you
influenced your student.”

While Aetriawas being led out one moretime, Corerillawalked over to the far-left corner of the
chamber and sat down on abench. She motioned for Aetriato be brought back. As she entered through



the southern door, Aetria stopped, oriented on Corerilla, and pointed at the Counselor. Corerillaarose

slently and waked dowly acrossthe room. Aetriafollowed her with her pointing finger. Corerillaplaced

the source in front of Meldoran as she walked by, not stopping to do so. Aetria stop pointing at her and
remained pointing at the source. Corerillatook her place once more.

"So, Generd, you have proven once more the charge that she has developed an improper use of the
Power. | don't see the relevance to the treason charge.”

Sonjalooked at Fernonia. “ Remove the covering from Sorceress Aetrids eyes and ears, please,
Lieutenant. Y ou may leave when you are done. Thank you, Engineer Aristes, you may aso leave.”

More than afew moments passed before Aetriaand Trelanawere back in their seats. The generd had
used thetimeto ook at her notes while seated in her usua chair. She looked up from her notes when
Meldoran cleared histhroat.

"Areyou ready to proceed, Genera?’ he asked.
"Yes, | am. | cal Magess Tierii Chdinee Rhuhani vNomelesto give testimony before this hearing.”

As Aetria expected, the calling of the commander of the Hermanian Sorcerer Regiment caused gaspsto
erupt from the Council members, setting off amagor commotion within their membership.

Chdinee stood and removed her hooded robe, shaking out her long, white-streaked brown hair. She
wore the plain black robe of aMage, with no other insgniato show her station in life. She dropped the
hooded robe to the floor and walked past the witness chair, approaching the Council table. As soon as

she started to move, aslence fell upon the room, asif she had cast aspell on the occupants.

Aetriaglanced a Coleni. Her sster was il Sitting in her chair. If Coleni had not been warned of
Chdinee's presence by Sonja, Aetriawas convinced her sster would have fled the room, fainted, or
both.

"Y ou are Magess Corerilla, Aggressor master, Council Counsdlor. | have heard much of you. And you
are Mage Kdristo, Magter of Healing, Headmaster of Inhestia. Y ou are well regarded by my Order.
And you are—" Chdineewaked dong theinterior of the Council table, naming each Mage, giving hisor
her discipline, and sometimesfaint praise.

Aetriadoubted if any of them could name the Hermanian Coven Magi; she knew she couldn't. What a
remarkable woman, Aetriathought.

When Chalinee had walked past the last Mage, she approached the genera'stable, skipping over Sonja.
“The young Novice Provisioner | do not know, but | believe | know you, Sorcerer Meloses.” The
Provisoner looked startled, glancing at Aetriawith aquestion in hiseyes, asif asking, why me. “Y our
reputation for providing for your army isknown to me."

Sheturned and walked to where Trelana sat. “Magess Trelana, Master of 1llusion, mentor of my
daughter.”

Aetriajerked back asif struck.What did she mean by that?

The Hermanian Magess walked by Aetriato Coleni and stood looking down at her. “Y ou know me,
and | am certain | will know you when it comestimefor the generd to lift your vell of secrecy. Until then,



I will respect your anonymity.”

Chalinee returned to the witness chair and sat down. Shelooked at Aetriaand spoke softly in Tierian.
“Y ou did not tell me the whole truth, daughter of Tieria, and | will judge you for that a the correct time.
Do you understand?’

Aetrianodded.When in my immediate future will | stop being judged by the world?
"Magess Chalinee, thank you for coming to give testimony—" Sonjastarted.

"I would not have come at al if this matter concerned anyone but my daughter,” Chalinee said, cutting
off the generd.

Sonjalooked at Chalinee with a puzzled frown. *Y our daughter?'

"SheisTierii AetriaMenhdaVv'Grenes. Her name trandated means ‘ Issue of Grelnes, of the Menhada
Clan, Daughter of Tieria” | am of the Ruling Clan; sheis one of mine. Do you understand?’

"Yes, Mdam, | believel do."
"Good, now proceed.”

"Magess, until the defeat of the Hermanian army and its surrender, you were the commander of the
sorcerer regiment, were you not?"

III W%,"

"The Saphradean Order of sorcerersrefused to join their army, and the Hermanian sorcerers had to
cover the Sgphradean forces. Were you at the find battle between Delmathia and Saphradea?’

"l was. Y ou dmost captured me, then-Sergeant Borlock, so you know that."
"Do you know Generd Amexis Parlinto?'
"That dug. | wish | didn't. He's as hated aman as exists in Saphradea. He has spent the last five years
blaming everyone and anybody for hisfailure. | wasthere. | saw him leading the charge of hismen by
fleeing asfast ashe could away from your Lancers.”

"| couldn't agree with you more in your judgment of his character, but he has raised the question of
whether or not you knew of our attack. He implies he wastold of the feint, and asked where the
information came from. Hewrote, ‘| wastold it came from within the Delmathian army.’ Did you, in fact,
know of thefeint?'

"Yes wedid."

"Who told you?" Sonja asked.

Chalinee turned and looked at Aetria. Aetrias heart stopped. Power, she's going to say | did!

"The man she killed—Pleates. He told us about the feint and the charge of the real Roya Guard. He said
he was going to use aNovice to spell the disguise on the Lancers, so not to expect much. We were very



disappointed in his choice of sorcerers. That spell cost usvery dearly.”

Aetriawatched the faces of the Council. Hearing the confirmation that the redl traitor was Pleates
seemed to change no one's expression, except Corerillas. She smiled agrim amile.

"So are you saying Pleates was the traitor, not Aetria?’ Sonja asked.

"Pleates came to us before your Order entered the war. He said he would assist usin any way he could
if wewould give him an estate located in Hermanias L ogathian Mountains. We agreed to that. After the
Saphradean battle, Pleates had to be very careful in asssting us. That idiot Amexiswastdling hisstory to
anyone who would listen and had put Pleatesin avery touchy position. Severd years went by with
Peates giving usminima help. He spent that time working on his own plans.”

"What plans were those, Magess?'

"He said he was devel oping a new wegpon that would solve the problem of limited Power availability,
but he was very protective of his project. He said he would perfect the weapon, then turn it over to us.
We could do little but wait for him to succeed.”

"Thank you, Magess. | will have more questionsfor you shortly; please take your seat by my other
‘mysery’ witness"

Chalinee stood and walked back to her chair.

The general got up from her chair and walked over to stand beside the source table. She stared at the
sources asif trying to collect her thoughts. She dowly turned and faced the Council members.

"1 am having trouble sorting out the pieces of this story that Counselor Corerilla has asked usto believe.
Was Plegtesthetraitor, or isthe traitor Aetria? Maybe Aetriaand Magess Chalinee are acting in
colluson. We have areport of their meeting. They are both members of afolk that al the people of the
land suspect. Is Magess Chalinee trying to protect her daughter? | am sure Magess Corerillawill be
asking these kinds of questionsin her rebuttal. My next witness may be able to answer some of these
questions before then, but she will raise awhole lot more than she can answer. | call Novice Coleni to

givetestimony before this hearing.”

Coleni stood. Chalinee said something rapidly in Hermanian to Coleni, who nodded meekly, then
removed her hooded robe and dropped it to the floor, to stand before the Council in the dark gray robe
of aHermanian Novice. Pandemonium broke out. Lieutenant Fernoniaand ahalf dozen Sorcerer Guards
rushed in to see what the noisewas al about.

Aetriastood and held out her hand to her sister, who stepped up beside her twin. Together they faced
the Council Leader, who wastrying to regain control of his members. Hefindly resorted to ahand flame,
which worked once more to bring silence to the room. He waved for the guardsto leave. Fernonia
looked to Corerilla, who gave her adight nod in the direction of the door. The lieutenant ordered her
guards out, casting along, hard look at the sisters.

"Please be seated, both of you,” Sonjasaid. The ssters sat.
"Coleni and Aetriaare, in dl likdihood, twin ssters. Both were fostered as babies, onein Hermania, and

onein Delmathia. Neither knew the other existed until two months ago when | captured Novice Coleni.
Novice Coleni, you were &t the * Battle of the Novices,” wereyou not?"



"Yes, Mdam."
"Why were you there?"

"We were aNovice recruit company under the command of Sorceress Martdli, traveling to our army

"1 believe you were acting as the Sub-commander of that unit. How many Novicesdid you have in your

company?"
"Counting mysdf, ten.”
"How long had you been at that Site?!

"A week. Sorceress Marteli told us we were waiting for another company to join us from the north. That
didn't make alot of sense because we were heading north. | suggested we continue north to meet them.
Shetold meto mind my own business. So |l did."

"On the morning of the battle, where were you?’ Sonja asked.

Coleni hesitated amoment before answering. Aetriawondered if shewould tell dl, asshe had in her
trance. Aetriadoubted that.

"l was on guard duty near the foot of the southern hill.”

"It was my understanding that Hermanian sorcerers are normaly heavily guarded by regular troops. Why
were you standing guard duty?"

"It was part of our training. Our regular guards were a so standing watch just beyond our position. The
Novices stood watch in pairs. We spent alot of time watching our guards.”

"Then what happened?’

"Novice Lornes heard acommotion in the bushes near us. Out of the semi-dark of dawn, a body flew
into our post knocking us both down. It was one of our guards. Histhroat had been cut. We struggled to
get up from the ground. A figure in black kicked Novice Lornesin the ssomach and put aknifeto his
throat. | thought | was next. The man laughed at us and ran off into the dark. | saw people on the hill
above us and went to warn them of the man in black. | sent Lornesto warn the camp.”

"Thefigurein black was one of our Sorcerer Guards,” the generd told the Council members. “The
people on the hill were Sorceress Aetria's group of Illusionist Novices and Novice Aggressor Recanlin.
What happened next, Coleni?"

"A group of sorcerers on the northern hill starting hurling fireballsinto the camp. Horses erupted out of
the brush line and started acharge at the camp. The other group of sorcerers on the hill above began to
firefirebdlsinto the camp. Redlizing they were the enemy and not my people, | retreated back to my
camp.”

"S0 you are saying the sorcerers on the northern hill fired firgt?"



"Yes, they did."

"l have dready asked if you saw the explosions on the northern hill. Y ou shook your head, meaning no.
After the explosions, what did your guards do?"

"They rushed the hills. A sorcerer in the northern group fired afireball of at least Adept levd, if not
higher, into the troops advancing on that hill. It stopped the charge of those guards. The Aggressor on the
southern hill fired aless powerful firebal which dowed the reserve guard's advance, but did not stop

them. When they reached the hill, they found one Sorcerer Guard officer attacking aHermanian Novice
and killed him. Therest of the Delmathian troops had retreated.”

"Then what did you do?"

"Nothing. Sorceress Marteli ordered the guard to secure the area around the camp and not to pursue the

"Was that normal procedure for your troops not to follow up avictory?’ Sonja asked Coleni, glancing at
Chdinee.

"No, itisnot. | was distraught over the death of my fellow Novice Lornes and wanted blood in revenge.
Marteli told me the enemy was too powerful and she did not want to lose any more troops.”

"Did your Novices attack the northern hill with firebals?"

"No. | asked them why they had not at |east attempted a counterattack. There were four Aggressor
Novices other than Lornes. They said Marteli ordered them to retreet to safety, afraid the charging
horsemen would kill them.”

"S0 no sorcerers, even Sorceress Martdli, took offensive action against the Delmathians?!
"That iscorrect,” Coleni stated.

"Why isthat, Novice Coleni?” Sonjaasked.

" She wouldn't know the answer to your question, Genera Borlock. She wasjust arecruit Novice.”
Chdineesaid.

"And you would, Magess?'
"Of course. | ordered that no action be taken against the attackers.”
"Y ou werethere?'

"Wereyou in every battle your army ever fought, Genera? No, | wasn't there. It wasasmall skirmish
and not worthy of my leadership. Pleates wanted a battle to demonstrate hisweapon. | agreed to let him
capture a source, but under the condition that no sorcerers were to be hurt or killed. Marteli's orders
were to encamp, expose her source, and wait for the attack. She wasto alow the source to be captured

and not counterattack with her sorcerers. She was obeying my orders.”

Coleni's cheeks were flushed, and Aetria saw her sster's fists clenched. Coleni jumped up and turned
toward Chainee. Aetriareached out to touch Coleni but was not able to stop her from angrily saying, “A



lot of good it did Novice Lornes!™

The response in alow-voiced growl in Hermanian made Coleni tiffen, then bow from thewaist in
submission, tears dripping from her eyes. Chalinee spoke again, and Coleni stood straight, wiping the
tears hastily with her robe deeve. Sonjalooked away asif not to see the Hermanian commander
rebuking her Novice. Corerilla seemed to be straining to hear what had been said, but she wastoo far
away to hear the exchange.

"Please it down, Novice Coleni. | have more questionsfor you,” Sonjasaid.
Coleni sat down 4iiffly, fighting to gain control of her emotions.

The generd continued. “Pleates diversion to tour the western boundary instead of returning directly to
the army after swearing in the new Novices a Inhestiawas a ploy to find the Hermanian camp, attack it
with his new weagpon, grab the source, and make a daring withdrawal . His plan went awry when his
wespons exploded, killing four Aggressors. He has blamed the failure, in his officia report to me, on
Aetrias starting her attack too early. Y et we have heard it was his group of Novicesthat started the
battle, asit was planned to do. It gppears he may have lied about what happened at the ‘ Battle of the
Novices!

"But Magess Corerillawill point out that Magess Chainee would lie to protect her ‘ daughter,” and
Aetrias sister Coleni would do the same. Are we any nearer to the truth? | suspect | could call as
witnesses some of those Hermanian troops who survived being sacrificed to Pleates weaponsto say
who fired and when, but then they are ex-enemies and their word suspect also. Thereistruth here
somewhere, but we need to search abit more.”

Sonjalooked at Coleni to ensure she had control of herself and then glanced a Aetria. Aetriagavethe
generd anod, indicating she thought it was dl right to continue. Aetriaknew the next round of questions
was going to be hardest on her sister, and Coleni knew what could happen when she answered them.

"Novice Coleni, | am going to ask you some questions which might be considered detrimental to your
welfare. A Mage of your Order will hear your answers, and sheisnot bound by the Delmathian Order's
rules concerning conduct of spell casters. Sheis subject to our Delmathian laws, as Hermaniaagreed to

inther suit for peace, so your life cannot be threatened. However, our laws cannot protect you from

being banned from your profession. Do you understand?”

Coleni sad cdmly, and with emphasis, “1 understand.”

Looking at Chadinee, the general asked Coleni, “Have you ever experienced this condition called grid
burnout?'

"Y es, three times. Once in my Novice training; once when | was cloistered; and the last timewhen | was
captured.” Her matter-of-fact delivery of the answer belied the horror Aetriaknew Coleni must fed in
condemning herself before Chalinee. A quick glance at Chdinee showed the only reaction from the
Magesswas atightening at the corners of her lips.

"After your firgt burnout, did you experience any changein your pdl abilities?"
"Not after thefirst,” Coleni answered. “I think because | was afirst year student, | was not dealing with

that much Power. It horrified my teachersthat | had suffered it, and | wastreated accordingly, but |
didn't notice any change. After the second burnout, | ... 1... " She hesitated. She had no choice now but to



say she knew she had changed and had not told anyone. “1, like Aetria, could sense an aura of stored
Power in sorcerers. | dso found | was sengitive to anew energy present in sourcesthat | couldn't
perceive before. | know | should have told my mentor, but | was being punished by my Order, and | had
no onetotalk to, and | was angry at being cut off from my friendsand training, and | ... Well, | didn't tell

anyone!
" S0 you can sense the same strange energy coming from Pleates’ source as Aetriacan?'
IIYS’II

Sonjaturned to look at the Magi. “ Even for anon-sorcerer like me, it seems remarkable that these two
women have experienced the same ability to sense something different in sources and to see stored
Power. It could be because they are twins, but | have a deep-seated fedling thisis not the case. Mage
Kerigto, you are the Master of Hedling here. What do you think?"

Aetrialooked a the Mage. He had been twitching in hischair asif he could not contain hisinterest in
what he had just heard, and the generd was quick to bring him into her argument.

"Thisisvery interesting and | must have an opportunity to examine these two women. Y ou may beright,
General. The burnouts may have changed their perception of Power and alowed them to seeitin away
different from therest of us. Now | can set up an experiment—"

Corerillacut him off harshly. “The Council is hot here to discuss the possibilities of wild aberrations of
Power, Mage Kdlristo, but to condemn its use in our one sorcerer, Aetria. The other perpetrator, Coleni,
will be left to her own people to handle.”

"Thank you for focusing us on our purpose here, Counsdlor,” retorted the generd, “but you only did so

for two of the charges. | believe that such adiscusson is needed for me to determine the validity of the

third, and highest precedence, charge of high treason. A charge, | submit, that appliesaswell to Adept
Pleates and anyone else who supported him in his efforts.”

Aetriads mouth opened in surprise. She quickly shut it, looking at Coleni to seeif her sster had
understood what the genera was saying. She did. Coleni whispered to Aetria, “ Sonja has just accused
your entire Mage Council of treason!”

Aetrianodded numbly. From the shocked looks of al the people in the room, except Sonja, they dl
understood.

"Generd Borlock, are you saying this Council should be charged with treason?’ Medoran asked, his
voice quivering with indignation.

Looking hard at the old Mage, Sonjaanswered. “Maybe so, maybe not. Y ou approved his developing a
wegpon that neither the king, myself, nor anyone e sein the army knew anything about until it killed four
of my soldiers! But | am digressing from my point and wish to return to it now. Something happensto
sorcerers who experience, and survive, grid burnout. Y ou don't know what it is because you declareit
wild magic and terminateits use.

"Thefact Aetriausesit to track Power, in whatever form it appears, has been proven. Coleni says she
can, and | believe her. The source they have specifically pointed out as being the one that made them
aware of this strange new Power is Pleates. Why Pleates source? Aristes made it for him and saysthe
Adept added something. Why? Thisisnot hard to answer. It is because Pleates could sense the new



Power also. How was he able to do that? Because he suffered grid burnout, survived, and found the new
Power. Don't you all seethat?!

Silence, stunned silence. Corerilladid not look stunned to Aetria. Corerilla knew what the general said
was true. Is she protecting her son?

"Who was Aliciaslover? | say he was Pleates. Why had he suffered an injury that no sorcerer could be
told about? He suffered grid burnout. Why did he suddenly leave his studies and head for the mountains?
Hefound he could track a new Power, a Power that came from source materid,” stated the genera
looking at the Magi.

"Why did he offer to sdll out his country and his Order for amountain valley that no one wanted?
Because he found amountain filled with source minera, which would make him wedthy beyond anyone's
dreams and give him more Power than any Order in the world. Why did he take such an activeinterest in
ared dudge that your engineers had been throwing away for hundreds of years because it had no value?

That dudge powers awegpon that would make him invincibleto al of our armies. And he would have
succeeded except for onething.”

| should know what she is going to say, but | don't know!
Sonjawas beside Corerilla, looking at the Counselor asif the woman would give the answer. She didn't.

"The grid burnout that mysterioudy gave him the ability to sense the new Power was not unique to him.
He knew of one other who had experienced a grid burnout—Aetria. She mysterioudly tracks down an
errant Novice. She senses an exposed source long before he could. She must sensethings differently; she
isadanger to him. She doesn't sense the red Power yet, so if she can be gotten rid of, then heis safe.

"Y ou have not yet heard of his setting atrap with your own Sorcerer Guards that should have ended
with her death. | can call your Lieutenant Mandesto testify to it. Thetrap fails. Upon hisreturn to the
army camp, | spring my own surprise move and he must react to aid the Hermanians. He cleverly lineshis
own source with the red dudge so he could track Aetria, whom he had assigned to go with me. The
Hermanians do not succeed in capturing me, so he hasto try himself. Hefallsand dies.”

Corerillastood up and stepped down onto the chamber floor. She walked up to Meldoran. “A nice
summation. A little beforeits dlotted time, but since we are throwing away protocols, et me add some
thoughts.” She continued before the Council Leader could say yes or no.

"The genera has been good enough to present most of my objections to her witnesses. For brevity, | will
say they are relatives, ex-enemies of our country, or confused old women, easily led. | am very pleased
to hear Engineer Aristes has solved the problem with our wespon. The only hard evidence General
Borlock has presented has only proven the charges against Aetria. Asfor the skeleton, the possible
discovery of what happened to Aliciaremains amatter for the law officers. A Court of Land must judge
whoever cut that poor, unfortunate woman's throat.

"I, on the other hand, have presented written evidence predating this hearing and reflecting an historicd
perspective of eventsthat could be judged to be treasonous on the part of Sorceress Aetria. | admit
some of my witnesses' testimony comes from former enemies of our people. If we throw awayall the
testimony from Hermaniaand Sephrades, then | submit | till have enough testimony to charge Aetria”

"Very reasonable, Counselor Corerilla. It lives up to your reputation for quickness of thought and use of
the spoken word, but...” Chalinee stood and walked behind her chair, picking along, cloth-wrapped



object off the floor. She carried it to Corerillaand thrust it at her. The Counselor took it, dmost in
sf-defense,

"Whether you believe me, or not, | don't care—except for the insult to my professiond integrity it
presents. A matter we will discussin thefuture. | present this‘hard evidence' to you, telling you it was
given to me by the person who owned it, Adept Pleates.”

Corerillaremoved the cloth's bindings, exposing a projector weapon.

"There were seven made, according to Engineer Aristes. Four blew up on the hill. Two came back to
you here a Inhestiawith their Aggressor Novice users. | find it curious no one has asked where the
seventh was. All know Pleates had it. He took it with him when he went out with the ‘fake' generd. He
gaveit to me, tdling methat if hefailed to return, his part of our bargain wasfulfilled. Would you liketo
comment on that, Counsdor?’

Corerillawaked over and put the projector weapon on the nearest cloth-covered table, the one holding

Aliciasremains. Sheturned to face Chalinee. “Pleates had to travel through your occupied territory. Itis

quitelikely you captured it from him or took it from his possess ons when you removed the bodies from
the tavern. There are many ways you could have gotten hold of thiswegpon.”

"Maybe your own witness can answer how | got the weapon. Generd, | suggest you recall ex-Sergeant
Veler."

While Sonjacaled for the Hermanian assassin, Chalinee returned to her seat and sat down. Asthe
limping man came down the aide, Sonjamoved the witness chair further awvay from Aetria, then walked
over to stand by the evidence tables. When Ventler came abreast of the two Hermanian women, he
recognized hisformer superior with an awkward bow. The look he gave Coleni was surprise mixed with
hate. He glanced over at Aetriaand back to Coleni, then looked at Chalinee asif to say, “I told you s0.”
He clumped over to the witness chair and sat down.

"Rather than burden Counsdlor Corerillawith thetask of trandating for us, as she did previoudy, | will
ask Novice Coleni to do that task. Counsdlor Corerillaand | will know if sheis not trandating properly,”
stated the general.

Coleni spoke rapidly in Hermanian, explaining to Ventler what the genera had said. He eyed Coleni
nervoudy, glancing between her and hisMagess.

The general reached over and picked up the projector weapon from the evidence table and walked over
by Ventler. “Have you ever seen one of these before, Sergeant?”

Ventler looked at the wegpon in Sonjas hands briefly and said, “It isa Sorcerer Guard weapon. I've
seen two of their officers carrying them.”

"Have you seen the wegpons anywhere e se, other than here at Inhestia?"
"No."

Sonjalooked at Corerilla, but the Counselor showed no change in her expression. Sonjaturned her
attention back to the n.

"You said in your earlier testimony that your squad was sent in pursuit of Generd Mythrian. When asked



how you were ableto find the general, you said your attached sorcerer told you where to find him. When
asked who that was, you said Coleni. | asked you where Coleni was, and you told me she had been
tortured to deeth by my inquisitors. It appears Coleni survived my inquisitors' torture.”

Ventler was noticeably uncomfortable. His eyes kept shifting from Sonja, to the Council Leader, to
Corerilla, and back again to Sonja. Aetria could see the tension building in the man and worried that he
might do something if pushed too far.

"Novice Coleni, was Sergeant Ventler ever amember of your attached Assassin squad?”

"At thetime of Pleates’ desath, | did not have an attached Assassin squad, as| was temporarily working
at my Company's headquarters. When | was eventualy assigned asquad, Sergeant Ventler wasnot init.”

Coleni had to hastily trandate the generad’s question to her, answer it, then trand ate her answer back to
Ventler.

"Then whose squad was he attached to, Novice Coleni?*

"Y ou keep asking the wrong person for information, General Borlock,” Chalinee cut in. Ventler al but
broke his neck swiveing his head around to stare at the Magess.

"Sergeant Ventler was attached to my Regimenta Headquarters Company.” Coleni'strandationswere
making the Assassin more and more restless. He looked like atrapped anima now.

"Then, Magess Chdineg, you told him where to find the generd..”

"1 did no such thing. | assigned that squad to Pleates when he came through my headquarters. Pleates
aready knew how to find you."

"Magess Chdinee, when did you first hear about the death of Alenso Mythrian, then believed to be the
commanding generad of the combined armies of King Phyrlatus?"

"Aswe were retreating from our defest at the battle where you first appeared as your true self. | was
confident Pleateswould have killed Generd Mythrian and was quite shocked to find out otherwise."

"But Sergeant Ventler said Sergeant Graner ordered him to ride as fast as he could to tell you that the
generd was dead.” While Coleni trandated Sonjaslast satement, Ventler turned to look at Chalineg, as
if gppealing with hiseyesfor her to back hisstory.

"What nonsense! Assassin Ventler did not return to my Headquarters until nearly amonth later, with a
harrowing tale of dodging your troops who had been hunting him furioudy. That iswhy | promoted him to
sergeant, and Sergeant Graner to lieutenant. Graner backed up his story."

Sonja's eyes snapped back to Ventler's and saw the fear in his eyes as Coleni trandated. The man was
sweating profusdly.

" S0, Sergeant Ventler, you have been lying to me and this Council. Would you like to tell usthe truth for
once?'

Ventler seemed to explode out of hischair. For someone so injured, he moved with surprising agility.
Aetriahad only amoment to jump clear, falling backwardsinto aflip and landing on her feet. Histarget



vanishing before hisface, Ventler continued his charge, grabbing the old Magess who had been stting
next to his nemess. Where the knife came from, Aetriadid not see, but it was now poised over Trelands
throat.

"Move, woman diesl” he said in broken Delmathian.

The Council membersfrozein place. A Magesswas in the hands of amaniac, and they were dl
unPowered except Meldoran. The genera’s sword was drawn, but she could not save Trelana. The
older woman groaned; the heavily muscled arm across her chest held her in a crushing embrace against
the n's body. The southern door flew open, and Fernoniajumped into the room, a projector
weapon in her hand. Ventler whirled to put Trelanas body in between his and the deadly wespon.

Aetriafdt the release of the Power before she saw Medoran gesture. A Grand Master of Illusion, he
put aglamor on Trelanathat made her into a huge serpent.

A writhing venomous snake's head appearing before his face broke Ventler's focus on the guard
lieutenant. With aterrible hiss, the snake bared itslong fangs and started to lunge at his head. He shifted
the arm holding the snake againgt his body and grabbed at the head of the snake.

When the snake glamor envel oped Trelana, Aetriahad only amoment to react. Ventler'srelease of the
Magess cleared her throat from the man'sknife, and Aetria cast smultaneoudy. Her knife, thrown from
only afew feet away, buried itself amost completely in the left eye of the assassin. The man crashed over
backwards, dead before he hit the ground. Aetriarushed to help her mentor, gasping for breath on the
floor in front of her. The Council members quickly joined her, Kelristo moving her gently asde ashe
knelt to aid his colleague. Therigidly forma hearing dissolved into confusion and chaos.

CHAPTER 15

"What wasit that Chalinee said to you that made you cry?” Aetriaasked Coleni when they weredonein
her tent.

The hearing had been recessed for the rest of the day while the injured were cared for and the deceased

removed. It was now late in the evening, and the Ssters were finished restoring their Power grids. If the

hearing resumed in the morning as planned, they would have to deplete their grids again, but no sorcerer
liked being Powerlessfor any period of time.

"Shetold methat if | hadn't been rutting in the bushes with Lornes, and had been standing a proper
sentry watch, he might have been dive today. She did not want to dishonor Hermania by arguing the
issuein front of Demethians.”

Aetriasaw the sting of that rebuke reliveitsalf in Coleni's face and was sorry she had brought the subject
up again.

"Thereisno way of ever knowing what would, or would not, have happened if any of us had done
anything different that morning. This comment comes from awoman willing to sacrifice ahundred soldiers
to make Pleates ook good. Y ou can't let that kind of talk hurt you."

Coleni did not look convinced. She had taken her novice robe off and switched back to her lieutenant
fidd uniform earlier in the evening, and now glanced at the robe lying folded on her deeping pallet.



"Y ou areright, but you are not the one whaose country has been defeated, your profession ended, and
who has no future to look forward to amongst her own people. | did not want to dishonor my peoplein
front of you, so | meekly obeyed her command. How can she till have such ahold on me, when | know
| can never be part of her Order again?'

"Y ou don't know that, Coleni. And you can't say my profession is not ended. | am an admitted wild
sorcerer, and my future as a sorcerer isas bleak as yours, but we still have aplace in the generd's staff.
It'sagart!"

A figure dressed in black dipped through the door curtain, itsface covered by avell. Aetrids knifewas
in her hand faster than Coleni's sword cleared its scabbard, but the figure raised its hands above the
waist, no wegpon visible. It carefully removed the face vell, signaling the women to be quit.

"Belanar?’ Aetriawhispered. “What—"

"I only have amoment, Sorceress. Magess Corerilla has summoned Fernoniaand me. Shewantsusin
her quartersright now! Fernoniacameto tell meto get my butt over thereimmediately. She said Corerilla
was terribly angry tonight, ranting againgt the generd and her Hermanian lap dog, Chalinee. | haveto go!”

He ducked through the door veil and was gone.

Coleni returned her sword to its scabbard and reached for her helmet. Aetria, till wearing her Sorceress
uniform, needed nothing to get ready. “'Y ou had better assume your Lieutenant Maetriaglamor or the
Roya Guard will stop us,” Aetriatold her Sster as Coleni put on her hdmet. A moment later they ran

from thelr tent.

The Roya Guard watched the ssters' approach with concern, for the Chief Advisor and aide did not
normaly run a them. The sentries caled for Lieutenant Vaetti, who agppeared amost ingtantly from his
adjutant's desk just inside the entrance.

"Vaetti, whereisthe generd?’ Aetriaasked, arriving dightly out of breath.
"Sheishaving dinner with Magess Trdlana at the Magess home. Why, Captain?”'
"Did you send any Royd Guard with her?'

"No, of course not. Sheisin the protection of the Sorcerer Guards."

Thetwo sisters looked sharply at each other then back to Valetti. Aetria spoke hurriedly. “Call out the
guard and follow us. Corerillamay be after the general.” The women headed for the front gate asfast as
they could run.

The gate guards watched them run past, and seeing a pursuing squad of Royal Guard, hesitated a
moment. Their loyalty to the sorcerer camefirgt, but why was aRoya Guard officer running with her?
One of them tripped the portcullis switch and the gate crashed down in front of Lieutenant Vaetti and
his men. The shouting match that followed brought Lieutenant Hamilto out of his quarters, blinking
deepily a the commotion.

Aetriaand Coleni raced across the commons, the shouting voices of the men diminishing behind them as
they neared the Magess' cottage. Without knocking, Aetria crashed through the front door and rushed
into the dining areaof her mentor. Sitting at the table were Sonjaand Trelana, Spping a their wine. They
looked up at the panting sigters.



"Isthere aproblem, Captain?’ Sonja asked.

"We were just warned that Corerillamay be up to something. | don't know what, but | derted the guard
to come and protect you. You are badly exposed here with no protection.”

"Why, Aetriadear, she hasfour officers of the Sorcerer Guard protecting her,” Corerillasaid from the
door behind her. Fernoniaand Belanar were close by her side, their projector weapons leveled at the
four women. Two other men stood in the darkness behind Corerilla

"What isthe meaning of this, Counsdor?’ Sonjasaid angrily, Starting to rise from her chair.

"Just protecting you from this wild sorceress, Genera Borlock. It'stoo bad | wastoo late” Corerilla
zapped Coleni with asmall lightning bolt, knocking her flying into the dinner table and scattering dishes dll
over thefloor with acrash.

"Kill the Sorceress,” Corerillaordered Fernonia, who spdlled alightning bolt into her wesgpon.

"No!” Belanar ydled. He swung his wegpon undernesth Fernonias and knocked it upwards, the killing
bolt exiting the front of the weapon and crashing into the celling of the dining room, scattering energy
back down into the room. Fernonia swung the butt of her weapon upwards and struck Belanar across
the face, knocking him out.

Aetriatook part of the scattered lightning bolt and dumped over stunned, hitting the ground facefirst.
She willed her armsto move but they wouldn't. She heard the yelling of the guard from outside the
cottage and watched as Corerilla scattered the gpproaching men with afireball. Corerillaordered the two
men to grab Coleni, and while they hoisted her limp form off the table, Corerillablew out the study
window with asmaller firebal. Shoving them in the direction of the window, she whispered something to
Fernonia, and the young woman jumped after the men.

"Let's seeyou get out of thisone, Aetria,” wasthe last thing Aetria heard before something dammed into
the back of her head and she passed out.

* * % %

"Liedill, Aetria. It isl, Loreana Relax. Listen to my voice and concentrate on it. Y ou have been hit by a
lightning bolt, and you have alump on the back of your head that | suspect did not happen when you fell
forward. | have covered your eyeswith adamp cloth. | am going to removeit now."

A flickering candle cast afeeble light around the room. Aetrids eyestried to focus on her surroundings,
her mind trying to figure out where she was. The rough covering of the pallet under her back was not
hers, the padding sparse and under-stuffed. Wooden beams above her. Not atent! Turning her head

dowly to her right, she saw Loreana Stting beside her, asoft smile on her face, concernin her eyes.

Looking beyond the Hedler, she saw a heavy awooden door with abarred window. Shewasin acell!

"Easy, dear. Y ou could have aconcussion, but | am not sure, with that hard head of yours. Corerillahad
you locked up after she said you tried to kill the general and Trelana at dinner. None of uswho know
you believe her, but the Council does not have any witnesses who can say otherwise.”

"The generd?’ Aetriaasked worriedly. “Was she...”

"Killed?No, no onewaskilled. Whoever fired that lightning bolt into the ceiling, the charge bounced



back into the room and rebounded off the walls. Sonjawas standing and got hit numerous times before
shefell over. She has severa burns because of her armor, but the most seriousinjury wasto her head.
She must have hit it on the table when shefdll. Kdristo isworried, but he thinks she will come through
right.”

Aetriatried to St up, but Loreana put ahand on her chest and held her down. * Stay down, Aetria,

standing will only make your head hurt worse. | didn't want to wake you until morning, but | think

something is decidedly wrong with Corerillas story about the attack on the general. | need to have
someone's account besides the Counselor's.”

Putting a hand to her head to fed the lump, Aetriasuddenly remembered something and anxioudy said
to Loreana, “Coleni isin danger! Corerillahit her with asmdl lightning bolt to deliberately stun her. The
witch then ordered Fernoniato kill me. Belanar knocked Fern's weapon up at the last second, but | was
stunned by the back blast off the celling. | remember Corerilla blowing out the window and ordering two
male guardsto pick Coleni up and escape through the window with her."

"Coleni ismissing. Corerillasaid Coleni aided you in the attack. She said shetried to hit Coleni witha
firebal but missed, breaking the window instead. When Coleni saw you fal, she jumped through the
window and escaped. Y ou say two guardsmen helped her? That may explain why the guard is not trying
very hard to find Coleni. | wonder how many other of the guard are supporting Corerilla?"

Aetrias mind was racing over the memories of what had happened.What is Corerilla up to? It wasthe
question she kept asking hersdlf.

"Trelana? Power, what happened to Trelana?” Aetriaasked in apanic.

"Cam yoursdf, Aetria. Remember, no onewaskilled. Trelanais apretty tough old woman. She was hit
by the same bolts as the general but did not suffer the burns or a head wound. | have not tried to awaken
her; she has had enough traumathis day.”

"What aterrible messthisal is,” Aetriamoaned.

Loreananodded. “Lieutenant Vaetti and his men arrived at the cottage to find Corerillabending over
you, a projector in her hand. There wasalot of confusion going on, with more Sorcerer Guards showing
up and no one knowing who did what to whom. Corerillatold Vaetti she had disarmed you and ordered

you be trussed and gagged for safety. She took complete charge of the scene. Although Corerillahad
sent for Hedlers, Vaetti made the wise decision to send for meto attend the generd. | arrived at
Trelands quarters just before Council Leader Meldoran showed up to find out what had just happened.

"Corerillatold him you had disabled Belanar, grabbed his wegpon, and used it to attack the generd. |
said | couldn't believe that was what happened at all. | told Meldoran that, as | understood the operation
of the wegpon, the user hasto project in an Aggressor spell to make it work. Illusionists don't know
Aggressor spells. Corerilladismissed my argument saying you are awild sorceress and who knows what
you know. She could be right about your knowing spells outside your discipline, for you have learned
Healing spdllsfrom me, but at that point, | decided to kegp my mouth shut and try to find out on my own
what happened.

"What made me suspicious of her story was the fact Belanar's jaw was badly broken. | know your style
of defense and | don't think you could have done that with your hands or feet. The bruising suggestsa
club or staff. Belanar could not attest to what had happened because he was incoherent, being in agreat
ded of pain and hisface badly swollen. I've had to put him out.”



"So herel lie, locked up and accused of trying to assassinate the generd, my sister missing, with
Corerillarunning loose, and the Sorcerer Guard acting under her orders,” Aetriasaid bitterly.

"Not dl of the guard, Sorceress.” Lieutenant Mandes had dipped slently into the room, the two women
unaware of his presence,

Loreana, startled by the whispered voice, gave alittle gasp. Aetriatwisted around to see who had
spoken, groaning at the stab of pain that shot from the back of her head.

"Please be quiet, my ladies. My presence hereis known by only afew. Y ou are right to wonder how
many of the guard are supporting Corerilla, Adept Loreana. | don't know for sure, but | would say about
haf. Fortunately for you, the half that doesn't containsthe staff of the holding cells. They told me of
Sorceress Aetrias being locked up, and | came as soon as | had determined the real reason for her being
hed."

"And the reason iswhat, Lieutenant?’ Loreana asked.

Maneles crouched down beside the two sorceresses, lowering his voice even more. “ She didn't have
timetokill Captain Aetria. Lieutenant Hamilto was coming through the door and saw her swing the butt
of aprojector weapon at someone lying on the floor. Who knows how many times she would have hit
you, Sorceress? It was agood thing she did not have ablade, or you would be in adifferent roomin
| nhestia—the morgue.”

Aetriasat dowly up, warding off Loreanas hand. “ And whereis my nemesis now, Lieutenant?'

"Gone. Sois Lieutenant Fernonia. They were seen riding north with athird horse carrying abody draped
over it. | think it was your Lieutenant Magtria"

"Coleni? Was she dead?” Thefear was strong in Aetridsvoice.

"l don't see why they would gag a dead person. Her feet and hands were bound. One of the guard who
brought the horsesto them ison our sde; that iswhat he saw. | believe sheisdive.”

"What timeisit now?’ Aetriaasked.
"A few hours before dawn. They left over Sx hoursago.”
"Loreana, you must tell Valetti to dert the Royd Guard and ride after them!™

The Heder's face saddened, and she shook her head. “ The Roya Guard has been ordered to guard the
generd againgt both you and your sigter. | don't think | can convince them to go after Corerillauntil Sonja
wakesup.”

The Sorceress|ooked at Maneles, her eyes asking for hishelp. Before she could ask, he said, “Moving
againg Corerillaat thistimeisvery risky. It could start afight amongst the guard that would delay a
pursuit even more. We need time to sound out loyalties, time your sister cannot afford. | can, however,
guarantee you Six hours.

Loreanalooked at the Lieutenant sharply, her voicerisng for amoment before shefinished in ahiss.
“Surdly you are not asking Aetriato ridein her condition. Shelll collapse before she gets out the gate.”



"I think she'stougher than you give her credit for, Maam. Aetria escaping buys usthe time we need to
consolidate our forces. We could waste alot of time searching for her trail, for no one would expect her
to take out after Corerilla. When we do figure that out, | will make sure | am on the pursuing force. If
we'relucky, | will be commanding it, but going after her we must do. | will buy her asmuch timeasl

Risng fully to her feet, Aetria steadied hersdlf on the cold stone wall of the cell. The world started to

spin, and she closed her eyesto makeit stop. Loreana spoke a spell, and the pain eased, her head

clearing alittle. The Hedler could have put her on her back again with another spdll, but she didntt.
Perhaps she saw theright in what Aetria had to do.

"l will need ahorse"

"Taken care of. Y ou will find your armor and weapons with the horse. | will guide you away from
Inhestia so the Sorcerer Guard or army will not see you. We must leave now!"

"Goodbye, Loreana. Explain to the genera what has happened, and tell her | am sorry | brought this
down on her."

The two women hugged, then Loreana handed Aetria a capped bottle, giving her whispered ingtructions

on what to do with it. Aetriaturned to the straw-filled pallet she had recently been lying on and spelled a

glamor of herself adeep on the palet. Loreananodded her approval and said one last goodbye as Aetria
dipped out the door behind the disappearing lieutenant.

* * % %

Coleni ducked alow-hanging branch and took the opportunity to look back at Corerillariding behind
her, last in their column of three. The Magess was weatching her very closdly. Coleni felt again the near
miss of thelightning bolt that had sizzled past her ear earlier that morning when Corerillathought she had
made amove to escape. Riding through the heavy brush and trees of this forest was her best chance, but
Corerillawas being very careful not to allow the opportunity. When Fernonia heard the bolt et go, she
whirled her mount around and had her projector leveled on Coleni before she could move five feet
further. The young Aggressor woman had been leading their little group through the trees ever sincethey
had turned west off the northern running road.

When shewasfinaly untied and allowed to sit up on the horse she had been draped over, Coleni had
recognized the road on which the generd's entourage had moved south to Inhestia. Heading west meant
that they wereriding into Hermania

Facing forward in the saddle, Coleni stared morosdly at the back of the Sorcerer Guard lieutenant as
Fernoniaguided her horse through the trees. She thought back over the things that had happened to her
inthelast day and wondered where she could have gained control of any of those events. Her last
memory of Aetriawaswhen she looked at her Sster after Corerillahad said, “—I wastoo late,” and saw
Aetrias eyes suddenly open with fright.

Her next memory was this morning when she had awakened to the bouncing of her ssomach on the
saddle of ahorse, her head encased in ahood so she could not see, her feet and handstied. Shetried
ydling, but found she was also gagged. Her strugglesto free hersalf must have derted the two women
shewas awake, for the horse stopped, and her hood was pulled roughly off. Her first view was of the

world upside down, and filling her vision were the black-leather-encased ample breasts of Fernonia



"She's awake, Magess. Do you want to talk to her now?"

Corerillamust have nodded her response; Coleni did not hear anything. The lieutenant walked around to
Coleni'sfeet, untied them, then came back in front of her and, grabbing her by the shoulders, shoved her
up and over the saddle. Coleni'sweight dropped her off the other side, and she staggered, trying to stay
erect without the benefit of her armsfor balance. Shefailed and fell, fortunately landing on her rear.
Fernoniadrew her sword and walked behind Coleni.

"Don't move or you will lose somefingers, Novice.” The lieutenant cut loose the leathers binding Coleni's
wrigts.

The Magess' voice came from high above Coleni, and to her right. Looking in that direction, she
squinted againgt the rising sun to see Corerilla “Y ou have asmple choice, Novice Coleni. Y ou can guide
me to the source mine your sister found, or you can die here.”

Rubbing her wrigts, Coleni said, “Thenkill me."
"Tired of rutting in the bushes with Lornes, Novice?'

Cursing, Coleni jumped to her feet and would have rushed the Magess, but her feet had been tied too
long and did not want to go in the direction she willed. She staggered againgt her horse, grabbing onto the
saddle to keep from faling. Fernoniamoved quickly between Coleni and Corerilla, her sword up and

ready.

"My Hermanian is good enough to know what Chalinee said to you, dear Coleni, and if shefelt you
dishonored her country, | would not want to be in your place when you return to Hermania. But you
don't have that choice right now. | will give you another choice. Guide meto where | want to go, or | will
haveyour ‘sster’ killed. Sheisinacdl in Inhegtia, charged with killing Generd Borlock and her mentor.
All that stands between her and the executioner's sword is my force of will with the Council. What say
you now?'

Sonja and Trelana dead? |Is that what she meant about being too late? Corerilla killed them and
blamed Aetria! Her mind wasfilled with anxiety for the only friends and family she had. Something in her
said Corerillawaslying because the general wastoo hard to kill, but she believed Aetriawasin the
clutches of this horrible woman.

"Answer me, Hermanian. | am abusy woman. | have asource mineto find, or | have atrid to
finish—with bothersome twin sstersto bury. One here, onein Inhestia.”

"What guarantee do | have you won't kill mewhen | find your minefor you?’ Coleni asked.

"Interesting question, Coleni. Killing you would not put me in danger from retdiation from Hermania, for
they probably want you dead anyhow. My Order would not condone the desth of awild sorceress
unless you threatened them, but they would not move againgt me either. Y ou have no friendsin the world,
50 killing you would appear not to bearisk to me.

"Yet thereisarisk, Novice, avery big risk. If you can find Pleates source mine, then you could find
others. Y our guaranteeis| would not want to lose such avaluable asst. If you don't find it, | lose
nothing but vauable time which will be compensated for when | do find it. I'm sure someonein Hermania
knowswherethismyderiousvaley is"



A valuable asset? Me! “ And the life of my sster? What is her guarantee?!

"Y our cooperation will guarantee her surviva, but you only have my word on that. Why would | risk
losing your talents by killing your sster? Only if you tried to cross me. Find that mine.”

Coleni did not see an dternative. Her death would end this nightmare, but she didn't want Aetriato die
because of her. At some point on thisjourney she might be able to escape and get Aetriaout of Inhestia,
to safety somewhere.Where? She couldn't say.

"I will find the ming, Magess."

That had been four days ago. Every evening her hands and feet weretied after the three women had
edten their sparsetravel rations. At firgt light, she was awakened to wash, relieve hersdlf, and eat, dways
guarded by an dert Fernonia or Magess. The two Delmathian women talked with each other, but after
her initial discussion with Corerilla, neither of the women had anything to say to her except for tersely
issued orders.

Coleni noticed the trees beginning to thin out, and she forced hersdf to focus on what was happening
around her. Fernonia had stopped her horse and was turned in her saddle, staring at Coleni, awicked
grin on her face.

"Remember this place, Novice?'

Thetwo hills, adilapidated farm house across the field from where they sat ahorse. Coleni returned
Fernonias stare, saying matter-of-factly, “Oh, yes. The * Battle of the Novices site where Hermania
soundly defeated Delmathias newest sorcerers. Would you care to see where we buried your dead?

Wasn't much to bury, except the arrow-filled body of your lieutenant and afew charred bones.”

Fernonia spurred her horse around and galloped at Coleni's position. Coleni could not escape the
swinging butt of the projector in time and she took the blow on her right shoulder. It knocked her off her
mount and she crashed into the brush. She dowly got up, conscious of the deadly black hole of the
projector pointing a her. She hurt from the blow and the fall but would not give the angry young woman
the satisfaction of seeing her in pain. Fernoniawould pay for this. Someday shewould pay.

"If you children are through annoying each other, | suggest we continue on. We should be able to make
the Logathian Mountains by tonight. Fernonia, please take more carein disciplining our guide. We don't
want to incapacitate her now, do we?"'

"No, Magess. | apologize for my over-reaction. Mount up, Novice. You and | will finishthisat alater
date."

* * % %

Aetriajerked awake, for what cause she didn't know. The stab of painin her head caused stars before
her eyes, and she groaned doud. Her horse turned his head and looked at his rider, then returned his
eyesto the road ahead and continued his northerly plod. How long was | asleep thistime? Aetria
removed her water bottle from its place near her saddlebags and took along drink.

Thethree days rideto get around the Hermanian outpost had taught her how far she could drive herself
when led by a superb leader like the general. She found she could push hersalf even more with fear for
her family. It was now four days since departing Inhestia, and she had not collapsed as L oreana had
predicted. Not that she wasn't ready to, but using her anger at Corerilla, she burned away the utter



fatigue that constantly intruded on her mind, and she kept on going.

The water helped clear the fuzz from her mind, and she took a moment to look around her, trying to
guesswhere shewas. Lieutenant Maneles had led her out of Inhestiaand around a series of paths that
eventualy put her on the northern road out of the training lodge. That was the direction Corerillahad
been headed when last seen. Aetriatold him to tell Loreana and the general when she awoke, that Aetria
believed Corerillawas headed for the source mine. Why else would the Counsdlor kidnap Coleni? She
needed a guide to the mine, and there were only two people dive who could track the new energy.
Aetria sketched out amap on how to get there and gave it to the lieutenant.

"l oweyou, Lieutenant,” she said as he started back to Inhestia

"No, Maam, you don't. The debt is on the guard for digning ourselves with the wrong sorcerers. There
isgtill much to pay before we are free. Be careful, Sorceress.”

She was nearing the place where the company had turned to approach the Hermanian source. She did
not sense the new energy, so she knew shewas still not very closeto Corerilla. Perhaps the Magesswas
clever enough not to have taken a projector with her, but Aetria doubted it. After al, Fernoniawas with

her, and the lieutenant would not want to be without her weapon. The red core materia that made the

projector possible was unshielded by the norma green source. She should be able to senseit withina
day's march or more. It was the only advantage she had over the two sorceresses.

Now, how does an Illusionist defeat two Aggressors? Good question!

* * * %

The wind that blew around the campfire was bitterly cold. Coleni sat as closeto the fire as she dared.
With her hands and feet tied, if aspark flew off the fire and landed on her, the most she could do wasrall
out of the blankets covering her to avoid being burned.

Thisis not the time to be visiting the Logathians.

Shelooked at her captors. They were huddled as close as she was, and looking as miserable. Corerilla
was not young, and the rapid change in temperature must have caused her joints to ache and burn, for
she was rubbing them with annoyance at the pain. Coleni thought to offer Corerillardief by using the
healing skills she had learned in the pena camp, but dismissed the thought asfoolish. The kindnesswould
be lost on the witch.

"l hope Pleates valey iswarmer than this,” Corerillacomplained.

"Itisnot. Thisisthe lowest devation of the Logathianswe will cross. It might be wiseto stop in the next
village to acquire winter clothes and snow equipment.”

"Wewill not bein Hermaniathat long, Novice."
"And how long will that be, Magess?’ Coleni asked, pulling her feet closer to her body.
"Long enough to confirm the mine's existence and location. If it isasrich as Pleates believed, | should be
ableto mine enough red source materia to outfit ahundred projectors very quickly. With that many

weapons, | will beinvincibleto any army close enough to try to stop me. | will take and hold thet valley,
consolidate my gains, and recruit more troops to be ready to begin acampaign in the spring.”



Coleni was amazed by the brashness of the Magess. “ Y ou talk like you have been agenerd dl your life.
Isthis military wisdom coming from the Novice lieutenant Sitting by your Sde? If so, | might point out
some problemswith your plan.”

The lieutenant by Corerillas side glared at Coleni and reached for the staff of the projector. Corerilla
stopped the guard's hand movement with a murmured word.

"Areyou teling meyou have an interest in your future beyond finding the mine?Y ou would improve my
plan for me! Go ahead and point out my problems.”

"For sarters, it takestime to mine the materia. For that, you need engineers and miners. | don't think
there are any among the three of us. From Aetrias description of what she saw, the materia isnot lying
around waiting to be picked up."

"Y our thinking is sound, Coleni, but | have an answer for that. | will wait to tell you until you are
finished."

Corerillaisactually enjoying this.” Once you have the materid, you will have to manufacture the
wespons, mdt the material into shape and Size, and assemble the projectors. Thiswill take alot of time,
engineers, and craftamen.”

"Goon,” Corerillasaid, smiling. Fernoniawas smiling aswell, asif the two of them shared ajoke. Coleni
wondered if she was the punch line.

"Then, assuming you have the weapons, you need weaponeers. There are not a hundred Aggressorsin
the Hermanian and Delmathian armies combined, |et one that many in ether of the two countries.
Where are you going to get the Aggressors?

"For someone of your limited training and experience, Novice Coleni, you show avery good grasp of
the situation. It is somewhat arrogant of you to think | would not have considered these problems and not
thought of the solutions dready. My plan is more mature than you giveit credit for. | find that comforting,

Lieutenant Fernonial I1f Novice Coleni doesn't believeinit, thenitislikely none of her superiorswould

ether."

"Y ou make amost excellent point, Magess,” Fernoniasaid.

"l cannot speak for your superiors, Counsdlor Corerilla, but if | wereyou, | would still worry alot about
Magess Chalinee”

Corerillalaughed, Fernoniajoining in quickly. “Magess Chainee will not be aproblem for long, if sheis
not dead aready. Y ou don't think | would alow her to return to Hermaniawith what she heard at the
hearing—a source mine in her own country waiting to be tapped! Y ou are not as clever as| thought,

Novice"

Let her underestimate Chalinee. Who is the one being arrogant here, now?

"Asfor your mining concerns, | have a complete cadre of engineers and minerswaiting for my cdl. |
won't need them to minetheinitid materia because Lieutenant Fernoniaherewill blast away enough of
therock to expose al the core material we will need. The wegpons are dready made, Novice. Engineer
Aristes may have thought he had the only design available, but he was wrong—the way histhinking has
been most of hislife. My cadre has over a hundred weapons ready for the core materia, and thanksto



your help, the new weapons are being modified according to Aristes’ latest discoveries.”
The shock of Corerillas revelationstook Coleni's bresth away. By the Power, the world isin trouble.
"So you have the projectors. Y ou don't have the Aggressor operators.”

"That isatrue statement. | don't have the Aggressors | need, because | don't need them. Oh, yes, | need
Aggressor sorcerersto help me rule my dominion. | will train them, like | have Fernoniaand others. But |
don't need fully trained Aggressorsto work the weapons.”

"What? That isimpossble,” Coleni said. “Only an Aggressor can pdll in thefirebal or lightning bolt to
start the process. Only a sorcerer can control the Power to do that.”

Fernonia broke out with aloud laugh. Even with her feet tied, Coleni wanted to lash out and kick
Fernonia, but she was across the campfire from her and the young sorceress couldn't reach the sniggering
lieutenant.

"Now, Lieutenant, forgive our ignorant country Novice for believing what her Order teaches her. Many
of our own Order il think that way. Only afew of usknow the truth.”

"Thetruth?’ Coleni asked.

"Thetruth isthat al people can control the Power to some extent. It just happens that we sorcerers have
alot more ability than our unfortunate, underdevel oped relatives do. The test we giveisto find the few
that can control the Power the best, not to find the onesthat can control it at all.

"Haven't you wondered about al the people who don't quite make the cut-off score? | did. | found
enough that | have a hundred men and women who can inject enough Power into the projectors to make
them work. They don't understand how. They can't do anything more with the Power than the little they
can do. They are not sorcerers, but they can make the weaponswork. That isall | need themto do. |
have my army, Novice. | will succeed.”

* * * %

Aetriaremembered falling. Her training saved her from breaking her neck, for she hooked her arm
around the saddle horn, and it pulled her upright enough that she dmost landed on her feet. Then her arm
dipped, and she hit the rocky ground. It was cold and hard. She didn't want to move, and couldn't, so
she didn't. Now she waswarm, and she didn't want to move, but she opened her eyes.

Across acrackling fire from her was a Tierian man, his degp-set eyes watching her. He grunted when he
saw her awake, and lifted the lid on the small pot resting in the hot coal bed next to the burning logs,
ladling out athick stew into abowl. The smell that wafted over to her from the pot made her mouth
water; her somach seemed to jJump for joy at the prospect of ahot medl. She watched asthe man torea
chunk of bread from aloaf warming by thefire, and as he walked around thefire to hand it to her, she
struggled upright.

"Your head! Isit better?” hesaidin Tierian.
Aetriatouched the back of her head and surprised herself by not causing the lump there to ache by her

touch. Infact, the lump seemed to be smaler. She dowly twisted her head sideto side, and up and
down, waiting for the stab of pain that dways brought. No pain? A sigh of relief escaped her lips.



She smiled at the man and said in Tierian, “Much better. Thank you. Y our work?"

The man switched to Delmathian. “If you keep your eyes and mind open, you can learn many thingsin
thislife. There are many curious thingsto know. Such aswhy a Delmathian Captain of Cavary travelsin
Hermaniaamost dead from exhaustion and a serious head wound, and speaks Tierian, albeit poorly.”

The stew was warm, not hot. It seemed to flow through her mouth and into her somach, and she
couldn't stop shovding it in. Swallowing alarge mouthful, she started to speak and belched instead. The
man roared with laughter and dapped hisleg with hislarge hand. Aetriagiggled, wiping her lipswith her

right deeve.

"Sowly, my Captain, thereis plenty more. Some wineto wash it down and give yoursdf timeto
breathe?’ He pointed to ameta cup warming in the ashes on her sde of thefire. She picked it up and
drank dowly. The wine was swest, heavy, and smooth. The fumes of the warm liquid filled her nogtrils,
and she could smdll adight sharpness over the fruitiness of the wine. Aetrialooked up at the man with a
question in her eyes. Had he just drugged her?

"Y ou smdll the hedling herbs, Captain ‘who wearsthe Tierian daggers.” If | wanted you for any purpose
other than asyou are now, | had plenty enough chances before you awoke. My nameis Tierii Delnos
Pathlam'Lothur. | am at your service."

"I am Tierii AetriaMenhdaVv'Grelnes. | am indebted to you, Delnos.”

"More than you know, daughter of Grelnes. Why are you herein the Logathians, along way from
Torrdon?"

He knows my father! Why am | so surprised by that? Does every Tieri know my father?
"I am searching for my sster. Have you heard or seen anything?'

Delnos reached behind the log he sat on and picked up a piece of firewood, carefully adding it to the
fire. He stood up and walked around thefireto retrieve her empty bowl, filling it again from the pot and
returning it to her.

"Late yesterday evening, three women dressed in black purchased severa pack animasfrom agtable |
provide veterinary serviceto. They werelessthan friendly and did not offer the usua exchange of current
news with my customer. One spoke Hermanian flawlessly, the others nary aword. My customer was
very curious about them and was eager to find out from me when | arrived thismorning if | had heard
anything about them in my travels. | had not, until now. The one who spoke Hermanian isyour sister?”

Aetriafinished the second bowl, wiping the sauce out of it with apiece of the soft insde of her bread
and popping the soggy morsd into her mouth. “ Are you guessing or telling me, Delnos of the Clan
Pathla?'

The big man grinned a her. “No guess, Aetria. It is known among my people that the daughter of
Grelnes has aHermanian twin. She and her friends must be north of us on thisroad, for thereis no other
way out of thisvalley but past us. They are probably aday's ride ahead of us."

How long have the Tierians known | had a twin?“ Sheisnot with friends, Delnos. Sheisin grave
danger. | must leave now to help her."



"l undergtand. | will saddle afresh mount for you, for your horseisin nearly as bad shape as you were.
Hewill take much longer to hed than you, for my skillsare not as good with animas asthey are with
people.” Denoslaughed heartily. “ Funny thet | cure sick animasfor my living and they are my worst

customers. But your sorcerers will not abide a Tierian non-sorcerer Hedler, so | do what | can do. Now
let us get you on theroad, Aetria, Captain of Cavary."

* * % %

Aetria had been sensing the presence of the new energy for hours. One source of the new energy was

moving; the other, much stronger one was not. Aetriarecognized the stronger as the source mine. She

had not picked up the weaker one until now because the mine's strength was so great she could barely
distinguish the weaker one moving towards the larger. The smaler one must be Fernonias wegpon.

Coleni isleading Corerilla to the mine. What is driving my sister to do such a rash thing? Is she
doing it voluntarily or under duress? Am | up against two Aggressors with support of an
Illusionist, or do | count on Coleni for help?

She had stopped her horse by theriver that flowed out of Pleates valley when she sensed the moving
source. She now had a problem she had not thought of earlier.1s Coleni working with Corerilla?

Her sster had made the purchase of the pack animals. She could have made some effort to dert the
stable owner she was being held against her will, but she didn't. She seemed to be aiding the Aggressors.
If shewasworking with them, Coleni had the ability to sense Aetria's stored Power and could dert
Corerilla. If she Powered down to prevent that, she would only have her defensive skillsto take on three
Powered sorcerers.

What do | do?

Darknesswasfdling fagt asit doesin the mountains. The high ridges of the mountains blocked the sun's
light asit set, and deep shadows developed quickly in valleys. Shedidn't think Corerillawould attempt
the mine until morning. Climbing the steep hill leading to its entrance in the dark was not easy, even for
the younger women. That meant they would most likely camp out in the trees below. Shewas il four to
five hours away from them, out of Coleni's sensing range. She had eight hours of darknessto work with.
If she waited several hours, maybe Coleni would be adegp and not monitoring for stored Power. Then
she might be able to get close enough to strike before discovered. It was a chance.

Aetriawas exhausted. Therest and stew of aday ago, and the unexplained magic of the Tierian, were
wearing off. She dismounted and led her horse over to alarge rock ditting in atiny glade of high grass.
The horse lowered her head and began to feed. Aetria sat down on therock and put her aching head in
her hands, elbows propped on her knees.

Am | thinking clearly?she asked herself.

How can | be?she answered.

* k% k %

Primed and ready to cast the most magnificent spell of her career, Aetriastrode confidently to the crest
of the hill overlooking the battle raging below. To her right cantered the 23rd Kelrossian Lancers,
preparing to charge. On her |eft were the elite Royal Guard, ready to supply the crushing blow to the
Hermanian front lines before her. In front of her was the bespelled squadron of cavalry she had
previoudy conjured for thismost grand diversion of hers. She turned and looked behind her at the small
group of black-robed Magi watching her from anot too distant hill.



Raising her arms, she summoned the Power and cast the spell, pouring every ounce of energy she could
into theilluson. She felt the surge go through her as the Power shot out and the spell blossomed into
being. With horror, she watched the glamor fall from the be-spelled squadron asit became the herd of
cowsthat it was. The glory and grandeur disappeared from the assembled armies, and the power of truth
exposed dl for what it was. She looked down at her body and saw a sad, frightened little girl clutching a
stuffed toy dragon, and she began to cry.

The Hermanian army sent up awild cheer and began their attack. The Kelrossian Lancerswheded in
anger and ran. Their leader charged directly for her, hislance pointed at her heart. She hugged the
dragon to her and begged him, “ Save me, Rgjii, save me.” The thunder of the horse was upon her, the
gleaming slver of the lance point a her heart.

"The projector wegpon is sill exposed, Little One. Why?" Rajii said.

* k k %

Aetriajerked awake, amogt falling off the rock and startling the horse, which whinnied in protest. “Not
that cursed dream again. How long was | adeep?”

She looked around in the darkness, the stars shining brightly in the clear mountain air. The moon was
peeking over one of the mountain ridges.

"No more than an hour,” shetold hersdf doud. Standing dowly, she walked over to her horse to steady
her, patting the horse's neck reassuringly. “ Sorry, girl. It isabad dream | used to have back at Inhestia. |
adways awake before the lance killsme. And Rgjii said ... Wait amoment. Rgjii never spoke before. He
said, ‘ The projector weapon is still exposed. Why? Why, indeed? That'sit. If Coleni isworking for
them, she would have gotten rid of the weapon to prevent me from tracking them. Thank you, Rgii,
wherever you are.”

She mounted her horse and started up the narrowing river to the mine.

* k k %

Aetriawatched the three women in black labor up the hill to the mine. Shewaslying onasmall ledgeto
theright and above the entrance, her position shielded by rocks and shrubbery. With dl the energy
pouring from the mine, she had risked ahiding spell aswell. The women had to watch their foot
placement very carefully and were not spending much time looking up into the harsh morning sunlight.

Fernoniawas flanking Coleni, dightly behind her and to Coleni's|eft. If Coleni had tried to drop down
on the women behind her, she would only have collected Corerilla on the way down. Fernoniahad
learned alot in her short period of timewith the guard.

" Stop amoment, Novice. | must catch my breeath,” Corerillasaid. While the older woman braced hersdlf
with arod made from asgpling, Coleni looked up the hill at the mine entrance, gauging the distance
remaining. Her eyeslooked up and locked on to Aetrias position. A dight smileflitted for amoment

across her lips. Sheturned and started to her left toward Fernonia.

"She said to stop, Novice, not move around and stir up gravel to fall on her.” Fernoniahad been leaning
on her projector wesgpon, but now had it swinging in Coleni's direction. Coleni stopped.

"Standing where | was, | was doing just that, Lieutenant. However, | will do asyou wish."



"Now that we are dmost there, you are thinking cooperation isagood idea? | wish you had made up
your mind days earlier,” thelieutenant said testily.

Corerillawaved them upward with a sweep of her arm and a grunt.

They made it to the entrance shortly thereafter and disgppeared insde. Aetriacould hear them talking,
the sound of their voices echoing off the walls of the mine. She scanned the approach to the hill from the
women's camp once more to ensure no one was watching, then began her journey downward to the
mouth of the mine. She reached the floor level without causing rock and dirt to fall down the steep dope
and warn thewomen in the mine.

A quick glance around the corner showed them near the very back of the mine, looking at the exposed
shield material. They were close to where Alicia's body had been. She dipped into asmall grotto on the
right side of the entrance, the better to hear them talking.

"Fireballs are not going to blast away thisrock, Counsdor,” Coleni said, poking afinger into the black
crystalineflakes coating thewalls. 1t looks like something alot hotter than afireball has scorched this
placein the pagt.”

"Did | say shewas going to usefirebalsto blast |oose the core materia ? How presumptuous of you,”
Corerillaretorted.

She nodded at Fernonia, who moved over to thewall and found a spot to sit againgt it as she moved a
pouch from behind her back and began to search insdeit. Coleni looked at Corerillaquickly and noted
with disappointment that the Magess was watching her instead of the lieutenant. Fernonia pulled out
severd plates of black materia and put them on thefloor.

"Since you and your sister were nice enough to discover the timing problem with the wegpons, al the
lieutenant has to do to make her weapon explode isincrease the shiedld materid insgde. We put the
weapon in the crevasse over there where we can see avein of source material and spell in afireball. The
weapon explodes, and we—I mean you and the lieutenant—harvest the materia .”

Coleni looked into the crevasse Corerilla had mentioned and sensed the outflow of new energy,
revealing the presence of the red source materid. “ And what if her weapon causes the whole mineto
explodewith it? Thereisthat possbility, Magess"

Dismissing the thought with aflip of her hand, Corerillasaid rather coolly, “My son didn't think so, and
he used amuch bigger red source to make thishole. If it does, then my plansto rule Delmathia,
Hermania, and the rest of the world will be finished. We will be dead. Y our sister will be executed, and
the Order will muddle along into obscurity asitisnow. A very dull future. | would not want to be part of
it. So wewill explode the weagpon and take our chances. Don't you agree, Lieutenant?!

"Yes, Magess. | will beready injust afew moments.”

* k% k %

Aetriafdt the cold edge of aknife press gently against her throat and she felt ahand grip her armor at the
back of her neck. “Don't move, Aetria, and you may ill live afew moments more.” Thevoice was
hoarse, garbled, aimost impossible to understand. She froze.

* * % %

A commoation at the entrance of the mine made Coleni ook in that direction. She was shocked to see



Aetriadowly waking toward them, atdl figure behind her pushing her by the back of her armor.

A knife at her throat! The man is Pleates!

* k% k %

"Well, my son, | am glad you decided to join us. And you brought afriend! Sorceress Aetria, you are
supposed to be locked up in Inhestia awaiting execution. | see my loya troopsarenot soloyd. Thatisa
problem | will haveto take care of as soon as| finish here. | should have listened to you and assumed

shewould escape.

"Pleates, my dear, how clever you were to Power down so these troublesome sisters could not detect
you. Needlessto say you must be very careful with Aetria. Y ou have disarmed her, haven't you? Y ou
know what she can do with those wicked little daggers of hers."”

Pleates stopped Aetriaafew paces away from his mother. His response, coming from behind her, wasa

combination of acoarse growl and alaugh. Shefet astinging at her throat as Pleates pressed the blade

inward, and for amoment thought her throat was being cut. Pleates did not complete the cut, growling in
her ear, “Not yet, Aetria, but soon."

She felt what had to be blood dripping warmly down her neck, diding past her armor and between her
breasts. She watched as Fernonia stopped opening her weapon, putting the pieces on the ground by her
feet, and moved toward her. In moments, she was stripped of her wrist daggers and sword. The
lieutenant tossed them toward the mine entrance, where they fdll to the floor with a clatter.

"Thank you, Fernonia, | fed so much safer now you have pulled Aetriasfangs. Please step over here by
me. Pleates, move away from Aetria, but keep her covered with your weapon. Carefully, son! Sheis
very quick with her feet and hands. Move over by me. That'sit. Very good.”

Aetriawas now isolated, weaponless, her back to thewall of the mine afew feet away. Coleni stood to
her |eft, the center of attention for Fernonia, whose sword was covering her sister. Pleates was watching
her very intently. She could now see the badly healed wound in histhroat, his voice box horribly
mutilated by her dagger. His eyes werefilled with such ahatred for her that she wondered what kept him
from killing her. Corerilla stood between them, looking from her son to Aetria, as a cat would watch her

kitten worry and threaten amouse.

When is she going to turn him loose?

"Firg thingsfird. Aetria, you are the easiest of my problemsto take care of, so | will fix that right now.”
Corerillahit her with alightning bolt, knocking her backward into the stonewall. She didn't fed any pain,
even after colliding with thewall and careening off the jagged rocks, because the bolt had numbed her.
When she hit the rocky floor, she did not fed that either. Shelay there, staring out at the feet of Corerilla,
stunned, unable to move, but till hearing the witch.

| have been here before.

She heard Coleni's yelp of fright and Fernonias order to stand still. She couldn't see her sister.

Do what she says, Coleni. One of us hasto live. Aetriawilled her Sster to understand her unspoken
plea.

"Now isthetime to make your decision, Coleni. | have no doubt that Aetrials misdirected concern for



the people, her vaunted honor, and her sickly sweet goodness would prevent her from ever joining mein
my conguest of theland. | don't need her if | have you, and | don't need you since | have my son. You

do have taents that would be useful to me, and your shared talents for detecting the core materia would
make hiswork alot easier. | anwilling to have you join us. Y ou have nothing to lose and everything to

gan.

"Your lifein Hermaniaisworthless. No Order will ever let you be asorceress again. Y ou have no family
that caresfor you, except for asister you hardly even knew who killed your lover. Y ou could have great
power and wedth if you join me. | could train you to become a powerful Magess, head of my Illusionists.

Y ou could do whatever your passions drove you to do. Y ou desire Aggressors, my son would not be
displeased to pleasure you, I'm sure. His voice does not work so well, but | think the rest of him will
function. Just think of what that union might creste! Y ou would be free to rule your own life, just aslong
asyour actions don't interfere with me. Make your decison, Coleni."

The numbness was wearing off. Aetriafelt the presence of Power radiating through her and redlized her
head was resting on the source of it. The confusion she was fedling was not just due to being stunned.
She willed her arms to move and managed to roll onto her back. The movement caused the othersto

look at her. Shetwisted her head to look at her sster. Coleni was staring at her, indecision in her eyes.

Aetriatried to speak, but only agroan escaped her lips.

"What about Aetria? Coleni asked fearfully.

Corerillaput her hands on her hips and sighed in exasperation. “Now | know you want her to be spared,
but she has been such a problem. First, she amost kills my son. If one of the assassins had not been
trained in rudimentary hedling, Pleates would be dead now.

"Then she getsthat General Borlock curious about the business of the Order, and the genera beginsto
poke around in areas she should not. Between the generd and Aetria, the two of them managed to
severdy undermine my influence with the Council by making me look foolish during the hearing.

"Findly, shekillsthe only guide | had to find my son when she tossed one of her nasty knivesinto
Sergeant Ventler. He was going to take meto thismine. | had to move my entire plan's time schedule up
by grabbing you to find the mine for me. | now no longer have the possibility of returning to Inhestiaand

taking up where | |eft off because you and she interfered with my plan to get rid of thelot of you. No,
Aetriamust pay the pricefor her interference.”

Easing hersdf up until she was sitting upright, Aetrialooked down to where her head had been lying and
saw the green of asource. It was Alicias missing student source! The leather thong used to hang it
around the neck was coiled around it like atiny snake. Aetrialooked groggily at Coleni, catching her
eyes, then looked back quickly at the source. Coleni followed her eyes, saw, and |ooked away, nodding
her head.

"Since Aetriaisfeding better and is now aware of what is about to happen, perhaps she would like to
give you a counter argument to plead for her life. Would you like that, my dear soon-to-be dead
Sorceress?’

Aetrianodded. She coughed once and moved her tongue around in her mouth trying to get moisture to
her lips. She weakly said to Coleni, “Y ou can put the monster back in her cage, Coleni.”

"Now you are cdling me names, Aetria. Kill her, Pleates.



Snatching up the source, Aetriatossed it at Corerilla. Fernoniajust as quickly grabbed it in mid-air
beforeit hit the Magess. It dangled onits leather strap.

"A student source? What isthis?’ Fernonialaughed out.

Pleates|ooked at Fernonia, and seeing Coleni start to point at the source, croaked out, “No!” He threw
hisknife.

Coleni shot alightning bolt into the source. It was the largest bolt she had ever spelled, but it did thejob.
The source exploded.

Just managing to cover her face with her arms, Aetriafelt the blast the least because she was Sitting on
the ground. She was shoved violently againgt the wall behind her once more and thistime felt the pain.
The explosion deafened her, and as she rolled over, she could not see through the choking cloud of
smoke and dust created by the detonation. She crawled to where she hoped Coleni was and found her
gdter flat on her back. Her eyes were open, staring into nothingness. Pleates knife was buried in her
heart.

"Power, no,” shewailed, grabbing the knife and pulling it free. She pulled the bottle L oreana had given
her from her pouch and tried to pour its contents into Coleni's mouth. Theliquid filled her Sster's mouth
and spilled over her lips, and Aetria saw that Coleni was not breathing, for the liquid just stayed pooled in
her sster's mouth.

In Stting up, sharp pains shot up from her back and sides, and Aetria gasped in agony.

"Oh, Rgjii, helpme.” She summoned the Power and sent it surging out from her grid, putting al she had
into onelast Hedling spell for Coleni.

Aetriapitched forward onto her sister, unconscious.

EPILOGUE

She was nestled between Rgjii'sfront legs, leaning up againgt his broad chest. His armored scalesfelt soft
to her, and she could hear the begting of his huge heart, so constant and reassuring. They werein her
favorite glade—the glade she had made for him in her favorite forest. It was the glade where she had met
the Other.

"Rgjii, when is she coming?’ Aetriaasked her dragon.

The dragon looked around them, his eyes searching the void beyond the glade, and he sighed a sad sigh.
Aetrialooked up a him and watched atiny tear fal from hislarge eyes. How could eyes so huge cry
such asmall tear? she wondered.

"l seeno path for her, Little One."

Aetriasat upright, darmed at hiswords that suddenly put meaning to histear.

"No!” she cried, jumping up from between his sheltering feet, the fierce long talons intertwined to keep

her safe. She raced to the edge of the glade and began a frantic search for the path. She found her own
path, glowing and dive, with tiny lights darting back and forth dong the path. It was whereit should be,



She raced dong the perimeter of the glade, calling for the Other, searching for her path. It was not there.
"I'll share,” shewalled a Rgii. “Tell mewhereto share,” she begged her dragon. He only laid hislong

snout on hisfront feet and breathed out atendril of smoke that wafted across the glade and disappeared
into thevoid.

She burrowed past hisface scaes, under his horrid fangs and into her safe haven, where she cried her
heart out againgt his blue-green breast. The soothing noises he tried to make sounded like alion's snarl,
but she felt better after awhile,
Then she got mad and punched her dragon, pummeling his protective scaeswith her littlefigts.
"Y ou said you would protect us, Rgjii. Y ou promised,” she said angrily.
"We both did al we could do, Little One."
"It wasn't enough, dragon.”

Rgii raised hishead to look down &t histiny burden, her eyesdl red from crying, her lips curled in anger
at him. “For so very many of your kind, your concept of enough is so limited you will dways believe
thereismore. And you are not happy thinking you could haveit. There are afew of you who understand
enough and are content with its vastness, knowing it will meet your needs.”

"Whereis her path, Rgjii?"

"I don't know, Aetria. It does not touch my heart anymore.”

* * * %

"Sheisawakening, Sonja."

The genera moved to the chair by Aetria's bed and sat down, taking the Sorceress' hand in her own
rough one and massaging it gently. Aetrias eyesfluttered open, seeing, but not seeing.

"Welcome back, Captain.”
"What? Where ... wheream 17" Aetriawhispered, her voice hoarse and wesk.
Sonja squeezed Aetrias hand, giving physical presence to help the Sorceress senseslocate her inthe
confused world of Aetriadsmind. “Y ou arein the Hedler'sward of Chalineg'slodge. Y ou have broken
ribs, numerous cuts and bruises, your hair isthe shortest it has ever been, but most importantly, you are
dive"
"My hair?" Aetriaraised her right hand to her head and felt the stubble of hair that remained.
"Singed off by the exploson'sfirebal. Do you remember the explosion?!
"Coleni! A knife stuck in Coleni's heart. | tried to save her, but..."
The distressin Aetrias voice hurt even the hardened Sonja. Loreana moved up beside the generd and

cast acaming spell on Aetria. The Sorceress breathing dowed; her grief-contorted facial muscles
relaxed.



"Peace, A€tria, peace,” the Heder crooned. Her spell could not stop the tears that flowed from Aetrias
eyes, and Loreanathought about putting her patient into a degper comato keep the young woman from
snking into the same kind of misery her sster Coleni had suffered so many months ago. The generd
acted before she could.

"Captain Aetria, | need your report of what happened right now! Y ou arewell enough to talk, and |
have been waiting patiently, but timeis running out."

Har sh words, thought Loreana, but she seems to be responding.

Aetriastruggled to sit up. Sonjaadjusted the pillowsto assist her chief advisor, hoping the call to duty
she had challenged Aetriawith would snap the scrappy young woman out of her mourning.

"Yes, Mdam, the explosion.” Aetria's mind did not want to think of the explosion. It wasfixed on Coleni
lying there with that horrid knifein her chest. She blinked her eyes, asif shutting out the daylight from the
room would changethe inner vison in her mind.

"The explosion, Captain. What caused the exploson?

"Alicids source. If you inject aspdll into a student source, it explodes. | threw the source at Corerilla,
Fernoniacaught it in mid-air, and Coleni hit it with alightning bolt.”

"| thought Illusionists could not do Aggressor spells,” Sonjasaid, looking at Loreana.

Before the Hedler could answer, Aetrias strengthening voice said, “ They can't, but Coleni wasawild
sorceress like me. Shelearned the spell from Lornes. Pleates? And the others?”

"Very dead, for certain. Their charred and broken bodies were the first things Lieutenant Maneles found
when he entered the mine. Adept L oreana confirmed their deaths after she had taken care of you.”

"But why was she there? Why are you here? What—"

"My, we are full of questions, aren't we, Sorceress? L oreanawas there because she was taking care of
me. | was there because | wanted to capture that witch myself and bring her to justice. Lieutenant
Manel es was there because the Council ordered the Sorcerer Guard to assist me. Now, let's make sense
of what | just said. Areyou lisening?'

"Yes, Maam.” Aetriafocused her wandering mind on the generd, trying to banish Coleni's unseeing
eyesfrom her mind.

"The morning you ‘escaped,’ | awoke to find my command in complete turmoail. | had to fight off Adept
L oreand's attempts to keep me stationary and managed to get Council Leader Me doran admitted to my
quarters. The Roya Guards were not alowing any sorcerers but Loreananear me. | told him what
happened at Trelana's—who is doing well and sends her love—and ordered the arrest of Corerilla. He
was very embarrassed by his Counselor's actions and had the unfortunate task of telling me she was
‘absent’ from Inhegtia. | would gtill beydling a him if the painin my head had not stopped me.

"| sugpect Corerillaknew no onewould redly believe you tried to kill me once | awoke and was able to
tell my story. She made her exit asfast as she could. | beieve she would have loved to have finished
Trelanaand me off after killing you, thus making her story bdievable. And it would have gained her alot



of time to complete her plans. Asit was, it took moretime than | cared for to organize the pursuit, part of
which the Sorcerer Guard spent figuring out their loyalties.

"Since heis here in command, then Corerillasthreat to take over Inhestiais past?’ Aetria asked.

"Not quite. | sent Lieutenant Maneles and his men after you as soon as | could, hoping they would caich
up with you and assigt in running down Corerilla. The rest of usfollowed asfast as| could convince
Loreanato let metravel. | must have trained you too well because you managed to get here before they
could catch up with you. They werein the midst of capturing Pleastes band of Assassinswhen you blew
up themine"

Aetriafrowned, asking, “Pleates band of Assassns?'

"Obvioudy, Pleates did not die at the tavern. He would have, but one of the Assassnswas afailed
Novice Heder who took more pleasure in taking lives than saving them. Y ou have heard his name,
Sergeant Graner. Graner was smart enough to save Pleates’ life, and Pleatesrecruited himto join
Corerillas plot to take over Delmathia, or as | suspect, the known world. They evaded the search parties
| sent after them and traveled to the mine valey. Pleates sent Ventler back to Chalineeto spy for him and
keep track of what the Hermanians were doing. He later carried the * condemning’ |etter to Corerillaand
wasto lead her to Pleates, but we al know what happened to that plan.”

Loreanacould see Aetriawas tiring from the conversation. Awakening from such atraumatic experience
as she had had, and finding her world in chaos, was draining on her patient. She caught Sonjas eye and
sgnaled the need to stop.

The generd nodded in response. Aetria caught the interplay between the two women and quickly asked
another question.

"Y ou answered ‘ not quite’ to my question about Corerillasthreat to take over Inhestia. Isthere till a
threet?"

"Y es. We have learned from are ative of yoursthat Corerillahas asmall army of sorcerersthat hasto
be disbanded, and a number of co-conspiratorsto find. Her tendrils of dissatisfaction have reached
deeply into your Order, and there are non-sorcerers willing to aid the ambitious sorcerer who would step

into her now-vacant place. Thereisalot of work to be done."

Is my father telling the general this? How involved is he in the affairs of Delmathia?" A relative of
mine?’ she asked.

Loreanawalked to the side of the bed opposite Sonjaand sat down onits edge. Aetrialooked at her in
confusion, for Loreanawas smiling in reassurance, but crying at the sametime,

"Aetria, after what you have seen, and been through, thisis going to be hard to tell you, but—"

Coleni isdead. Isthat what you aretrying to tell me?'Y ou have avoided saying anything about her. Rgjii
said the path was gone. Isthat why?'

"No, | don't know why."

Aetrialooked toward the foot of her bed where the voice had come from and saw Coleni standing
there, propped up by Chaineg'sarm around her waist.



My sister—alive! But how?

The generd stood and hel ped Chalinee move Coleni to the vacant chair. Coleni refused to it until she
had held her sster, and the two women collapsed into each other's arms with sobs and cries of joy.
Sonjaand Chalinee waited until the sisters had expended the emotion of their reunion before settling

Coleni into thewaiting chair.

Beaming radiantly, the pain and sorrow erased from her face, Aetrialooked at L oreanaand started to
ask the question the Hedler knew now was foremost in the young sorceress mind.

" told you | was reluctant to teach you a healing spell, for with your lack of control, you would turn a
toothache cureinto aresurrection spell. And you did.”

* * % %

She watched the cavary squadron trotting briskly up to the crest of the hill, and the lone figure at its head
pull off thetrail and face back towards Inhestia. The sun glinted off the armor of the figure, making it easy
to spot the find farewell wave of the rider. She responded, but it was unlikely Coleni would see her;
gtting in the shade of the trees by her grassy knoll, she would blend too well into the background of the
mountain. The rider wheeled and galloped after the squadron as it went over the crest.

Aetriawiped the tears from her eyeswith the back of her hand, then dried her fingers on her robe. It had

been ashort six monthsfor Aetria. As she watched the dust cloud kicked up by the departing squadron

drift with the wind into the tree line on the crest of the hill, Aetria's mind raced back to the time she had
spent recovering from her wounds at Wendelia.

With Loreanas and the Hermanian Healers care, she was ready to travel within two weeks. After a
week she was able to limp around on aquick tour of Coleni'straining lodge. The bareness of thelodge
and its severe austerity made her appreciate Inhestia even more. The coldness of the reception Coleni got
from her former teachers made Aetriavery concerned for her sster. Coleni's status at Wendeliawas one
of guest only.

When it cametimeto leave, Chdinee was very reluctant to let Coleni return with them to Inhestia. She
inssted Coleni was a Hermanian subject and still amember of her Order. Sonja countered that Coleni
was gtill alieutenant of the calvary in her army, and her aide-de-camp. It became atest of the wills of
these very determined women, but Sonja had the upper hand if she chose to evoke the peace treaty. She
did not.

In private conversation with Chalinee, the general got the Magess to admit she could not guarantee the
Hermanian Order would not punish Coleni for her wild magic. Chalinee, for al her hardness, liked and
respected Coleni and knew the probable outcome if the Novice went to trid. When presented with the

choice of staying or going, Coleni chose the one path that offered the least risk to her: to remain with

Sonja. Chdinee gavein and let Coleni leave, but not before stripping her of her Novice status. Coleni

was heartbroken.

Aetriasighed as she remembered the days of unhappinessthat followed their return to Inhestia. Thefirst
few weeks were spent recuperating from their physical injuries and Coleni's depression over being
banned from practicing magic. Aetriatold her Sster that being banned in Hermaniadid not mean she
couldn't use Power in Delmathia, but it was a question the Council would have to take up.

The Council's judgment was still not pronounced as the generd, with support from the Council, was



busy rounding up Corerillas smal army of neo-Aggressors. The mgjority of them surrendered very
quickly when they found out the fate of their leader, but severa dozen took to the wilderness with their
unpowered weapons. Several more weeks went by before the general returned to Inhestia, having
chased the neo-Aggressors, but failing to catch them.

The Council met, with Mage Kdristo acting as Counsdlor. Trelanaand the generd gave testimony to
that fateful night's events, and Coleni told of Corerillas boasted plans. The fact Corerillahad recruited
failed applicants was very disturbing to the Council. The hearing would have been bogged down intrying
to figure out how to deal with the problem of the neo-Aggressors, but Sonja cut short the discussion by
pointing out the threet to the king's rule. The problem was now one the king must solve.

Thisled to avery lively discussion about who had jurisdiction over the neo-Aggressors. Keristo saved
the generd from a protracted argument with the Council by reminding everyone of their purpose that
day—to decide what to do with their wild Sorceress.

Aetriasmiled, feding again the rdlief in her heart when Magess Trelana stood before the Council and
dtated the judgment she thought fitting. It was so outlandish, considering the Council's norma way of
thinking, that severd members sputtered and gasped in astonishment. Then they agreed. Advance Aetria
to Adept. Trelanatold them that, no matter how onetried to state what Aetria had done, she had, in fact,
advanced the use of Power. That she broke afew rules was a so true, but she saved the Order in doing
0. Her actions had given the Council enough research topicsto last most of their lifetimes. Keristo alone
had enough to study that he would have to double his staff and he needed to get started immediately
because the solution to the neo-Aggressors  problems lay within his area of expertise.

While the Council wasthinking over what she had said, Trelana brought Coleni into the picture by
pointing out that she dso had been instrumenta in advancing their knowledge and proven herself worthy
of praise. Trelanathen proposed that the Council grant Coleni status as a Sorceress. The Council balked
at her proposal. Aetriaremembered feding hurt, then angry that they would refuse her sigter.

Sonja spoke from her chair, asif talking to hersdlf, saying that there were only two people in Delmathia
who could find the new energy. What a shame one of them was a Hermanian who had been banned from
her homeland. Perhaps Saphradea or another country might find her services useful ? The Council
reconsidered. Coleni was offered a place in the Order as Sorceress.

With the onset of winter, and the frigid cold one expected to havein amountain valey, Inhestia nestled
down into awarm building-bound community. The next five monthswere ablur of activity for Aetriaand
Coleni.

Loreanawas released from the army to assst Kdristo in astudy of grid burnout and the mental paths
Aetriaand Coleni had developed.

Brusllawas asked to return to Inhestia to assst them, and she came willingly, turning over her village
healing dutiesto Verdilan. The two Ssters became the foca point of the Hedler community.

When the snows melted and the first hints of spring wesather arrived, it became time for Coleni to leave.
The generd had promoted her to fill Aetria's place as chief advisor with the rank of Captain of Cavalry,
then ordered she spend the winter at Inhestia and participate in Kelristo's study. When spring arrived and
it was possibleto travel in the mountains, Coleni wasto lead an exploration party for any yet
undiscovered source deposits.

Sonja bdlieved the heavily guarded mineswere safe from the neo-Aggressors  attack at present, but if



they could find new sources of the red core materia, they could become avery serious problem very
quickly. Coleni agreed. Now she was gone with her cavary escort.

"Adept?"
Looking around &t the Healer Novice, Aetriasmiled and said, “Isit timefor the experiment?”

"Yes, Maam, itis,” Carleenasaid, stepping aside as the Adept walked past her to take the path back to
Inhedtia

"Then let usbegin, for the fate of theworld liesin its success"
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