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  Prologue - The Dark of Dawn



The first snows had started falling on the day they had crossed the northern fork of the Saffya river. Now, it threatened to bury them. 

The cold crept in through Cassia’s gloves and boots, turning her hands and feet into lifeless stumps. The wind slashed across her face like a thousand daggers whistling as one. Behind her, the column of her legionaries stretched far enough that she rarely saw its end beyond the bends of the snaking road. One hundred steel-clad men and women trudged through the snow without so much as a shiver. That they could keep up with the pace of her horse, despite a pack of equipment that probably weighed as much as a large wardrobe on their backs, was nothing short of amazing, especially considering the snow storm blowing around them.

“Captain,” Cassia called, the howling wind throwing her words back at her and forcing her to raise her voice. “Captain!”

Riding slightly ahead of her, Darian turned.

“How much longer until we leave these goddess damned mountains?” Cassia asked.

“Not much longer,” Darian replied rather vaguely. This route had been his idea; a long detour through the inhospitable northern mountains in the hopes of avoiding the emperor’s efforts to catch them.

“You’re assuming he knows where we are,” Venia said. She rode beside Cassia, the hood of her gray cloak covering her pale blond hair.

“This might not be the most comfortable route, but it is the safest,” Darian assured Cassia, opting to ignore Venia’s gibe. 

“It’s not my comfort I’m worried about,” Cassia said. “Your soldiers can’t keep plowing through knee-deep snow for much longer. At least we have horses.”

“They’re your soldiers, your Majesty,” Darian replied. “And, with respect, they had horses of their own.”

“Ooh, someone’s salty…” Venia teased.

Those two had been on the wrong side of each other since they had met, right outside Augusta, and, for the duration of their flight, had bickered and argued day in and day out. When their money had run out, the empress had decided to sell the soldiers’ horses in order to keep everyone fed, a decision Darian had strongly opposed.

“Stay out of this,” Cassia told her spy, then returned her attention to Darian. “That had to be done. I stand by my decision.”

“Apologies, your Majesty,” Darian said. “I don’t get to question your decisions.”

“That’s quite alright,” Cassia told him. “Your honesty is appreciated.”

Darian nodded, and silence settled between them once more. They continued their slow march, snow crunching beneath their horses’ hooves. As they turned the bend in the road just ahead of them, all three halted their mounts simultaneously.

“Well, fire take me and my warmest coat,” Venia said in disbelief.

“The goddess provides,” Darian said in turn.

Cassia simply gawked.

Before them was a vast clearing, in the middle of which stood a three-storied stone building. All the windows were closed tight against the storm, but black smoke billowed invitingly from a wide chimney on the snow-covered roof. Above the front door, shaped like a mug, hung a wooden plaque. Despite the frost and snow partially covering the sign, it read: The Hissing Tankard.

“Who in their right mind opens an inn in the middle of the goddess forsaken Phermian mountains?” Venia asked of no one in particular.

“Looks more than large enough to fit all of us,” Darian noted as he dismounted.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the Empress asked.

Darian halted. “Majesty, you said it yourself, it’s too cold. The troops haven’t slept beneath a roof for weeks.”

“Yes, but I’m not allowing you to harass some poor innkeeper.” Cassia studied the inn for a moment, then sighed and dismounted, landing gracefully on the snow-covered road. “I’ll negotiate something.”

The empress handed Darian the reins of her horse and the captain took them with a nod.

“I suppose my lady will require her maid,” Venia said, dismounting. She offered Darian her reins as well. 

Instead of taking them, the captain glanced over his shoulder. “Sergeant.”

A woman leading the legionary column rushed to Darian’s side and took the reins from Venia’s hand. Grinning, the spy winked at the sergeant and walked away. 

After several loud knocks, the wooden door to the inn opened, its hinges complaining with a screech. On the other side, a short man in his fifties, wearing a tired, old, wool jacket gave them a suspicious look. 

“What do you want?” the man asked, staring down a crooked nose at the two women. Cassia and Venia exchanged a glance.

“It’s freezing out here,” Cassia said. “Are you not going to invite your prospective guests inside?”

The man was studying the rather large military force standing in Cassia’s background with furled brows. “What?” he man asked brutishly. “Oh, right. Come in, come in.” He stepped aside, opening the door wider. 

Cassia walked in and glanced around the interior. It was a wide area, encompassing nearly the entirety of the ground floor. A large fireplace crackled at one end, filling the space with the cozy smell of burning pine. Along with a handful of oil lamps, the fireplace lit the room with a dim, orange glow. A long counter separated what was clearly the tavern of the inn from the service area. There were only a couple long tables in sight, occupying less than a third of the tavern, which left the rest of it depressingly empty.

“Looking for lodgings?” the innkeeper asked in his thick, northern accent. Having been born in Fausta, Cassia was a northerner herself, but the peoples of the Phermian Mountains sometimes sounded as if they spoke a dialect of their own. 

“Yes,” Cassia replied. “And food, maybe some wine.”

“Just for the two of yous?”

“I’m sure you saw my escort outside. They’ll be needing shelter as well.”

“Close that door, you old fool!” a high voice shrieked from somewhere in the back. A woman wearing a grimy apron appeared from behind the counter and limped towards them. “You’re letting all the freeze in.”

Grumbling, the man complied, and soon both innkeepers were standing side by side. The pair looked awkwardly similar. Same hooked nose, same pink cheeks, same bushy, gray hair. 

“You looking for lodgings?” the woman asked.

“They already said yes,” the man told her, exasperated. 

“What about them soldiers, outside?”

The man rolled his eyes. “Graceful mother…”

“I was wondering if, perhaps, my legionaries could huddle down here,” Cassia offered. “There seems to be enough space, and that way you could offer me a discount. They usually camp outside, but in situations like this, with the blizzard, that just doesn’t seem right. I’m sure you understand.”

The woman seemed to think on it while the man continued to grumble under his breath. “Alright,” she said after a while. “A silver mark a head and I’ll throw in your room for free.”

Cassia smiled. “A silver mark for my bedroom, and a copper thaler for each of my troops,” she countered.

The woman frowned, and after an overlong silence, grunted with a nod. “I’ll show you to your room.” She turned to her husband. “Take care of the horses and show the soldiers inside.”

With the exact same grunt the woman had given Cassia, the man turned around and went outside. 

“Follow me,” the woman said, moving towards the staircase across from the fireplace. “What did you say you are lady of?”

“I… didn’t,” Cassia replied, exchanging a glance with Venia.

“You know,” Venia started, “that’s not really the proper way to—”

“Oh, don’t mind my manners,” the woman interrupted. “We’re just simple mountain folk, not used to your fancy customs. This way.” They had reached the first-floor landing and the woman directed them across the hallway.

“That’s quite alright,” Cassia said. “I am Lady Lyssandra Vendrast, but I’m not lady of anything, so to speak. We’re what is called ‘unlanded nobility’.” 

“Unlanded?” The woman had to stop, such was her shock. “What’s with all them soldiers, then?” 

Venia cleared her throat and glared at the innkeeper. “Let’s maybe watch our tone when we speak to our Lady?”

“It’s okay, Venia,” Cassia said. “The good woman is merely curious.” She turned back to the innkeeper. “I’m Vicereine of the Consular Corps. We’re on a diplomatic mission to Imuria.”

“Ah,” the woman said, resuming walking—or, rather, limping. “Then it’s good you brought the soldiers. All sorts of trouble been happening beyond the border, they say. Ever since that new High Chief, or High King, or whatever them savages call their leaders was elected. Anyways, this is you.” 

They had stopped at one of the dozen doors lining one of the walls, the opposite one filled with shuttered windows. A lonely lamp lit the corridor, its flickering flame making their shadows dance. The old woman rummaged inside the pockets of the dress beneath her grimy apron and produced a clinking bundle of iron keys. She tried one. It didn’t work, so she moved on to the next.

“The inn seems rather quiet,” Venia noted, scanning the length of the corridor. “No other patrons?”

Without even slowing down her process of finding the right key, the woman replied, “Just the two gents on the second floor. It’s always slow this time of year. As soon as the snows start dropping, we only get the occasional traveler.” The lock finally clicked, and the door creaked open. “There ya go.” She motioned them inside. “I’ll bring up some water, so you can wash the road off. There’s cold lamb pie, but I’ll have some shepard’s stew ready in a couple of hours. Best shepard’s stew east of the Black Peak, you can trust that.”

“Sounds lovely,” Cassia said with a smile. 

The old woman gave Cassia and Venia the key from her bundle before returning downstairs, leaving them to their room. It was small by every possible standard, but not without its charm. The frame of the double bed was intricately carved with low relief flowers and leaves. Thick, colorful woolen blankets covered most of the stone walls, and a brown bear skin bridged the distance between the bed and the tiny fireplace.

“I’m surprised she took that offer,” Venia said, closing the door behind herself. “She’ll barely make a profit.”

“Are you kidding?” Cassia asked. “This far away from civilization? I probably offered her more money than she’s seen in a year.”

“And what’s with the ‘Lady Vendrast’?”

Cassia shrugged. “Didn’t you teach me to stick to what I know when coming up with a fiction?”

Shaking her head, Venia knelt by the fireplace and began stacking kindling and wood. “You’re so sentimental…” she muttered. “Hand me that flint.”

Cassia complied. “It explains the large escort!”

“You could’ve told her whatever name you wanted to, and she’d buy it.” Venia started striking the flint, sparks flying everywhere. “Why use your mother’s name?” The kindling caught smoke and she blew on it until a tiny flame erupted. “Oh, and your grandmother’s job. I’m not really sure that counts as fiction.”

“It worked,” Cassia said.

As her fire came to life, Venia stood up. “Well, at least you didn’t say you are her Duchess.”

“Actually,” Cassia raised a finger, “that would’ve been a fiction. Tarsus forced me to pass the Duchy to Fadan when he was thirteen.” She stepped to the room’s only window, a tiny rectangle, opened the wooden shutter and stared outside. “He wanted to make sure Aric never inherited any titles.”

Venia looked at Cassia thoughtfully. “Huh… I had never thought about it like that.”

Cassia turned. “Like what?” 

“Aric… He could’ve been a Duke.” Venia paused. “You know, if things had been different.”

“If… A person like me can go crazy on ‘ifs’.” 

“Don’t tell me you don’t think about it.”

Cassia turned back to the window. “When I can’t help it. It just… comes uninvited. Sometimes I see it as clearly as a good memory. Aric, a grown man, in my father’s office. Which is strange, because Aric hasn’t been there since he was just a little boy. I always picture it the same way. He’s wearing one of Doric’s suits. On the wall, opposite his desk, he hung the banner of his grandfather, Faric, in a glass casing because he doesn’t want anyone to touch it. He writes letters to his brother, the emperor; discusses issues of the Duchy with his vassals.” She fell silent for a moment. “I’m never there, though. When I see it.” 

“Well, you’re watching.” 

“Sure, but not really there.” Cassia shook her head. “Just like the last fifteen years. For most of his life I was right there, but not really. Not the way he needed.”

Venia didn’t know what to say to that. Luckily, a knock on the door saved her from having to reply. It was the old innkeeper again. She brought a pitcher of water, a brass wash basin, and an iron pot. After informing them the legionaries had settled downstairs, the woman left, closing the door behind her. 

Cassia and Venia poured the water into the pot, then hung it over the fire, which had grown large enough that the empress could finally feel her feet once again. The two of them knelt by the fire, entranced by the dancing flames.

“This will all be over soon,” Venia said after a stretch of silence. “Arch-Duchess Margeth is almost certainly a member of the rebellion. She’ll take us in, and Tarsus will finally lose our trail. After that, getting to Fadan and Aric is just a matter of time. You’ll see.”

Cassia smiled but said nothing.

“Right!” Venia stood up. “I’m going to take a look around. Check on our fellow guests on the second floor.”

“What for?” Cassia asked, palms stretched towards the flames. 

“You’re the most wanted person in the whole empire. I want to know who’s sharing a roof with us.”

“Have I ever told you that you can be a little paranoid?” the empress asked.

“That’s what you don’t pay me for.” Venia opened the door. “Try to get some sleep. The blizzard won’t last until morning, and you know Darian likes to start marching before dawn.”

Cassia nodded. “I’ll save you some clean water.”

“Thanks,” Venia said, closing the door behind her.

The water in the iron pot took little time to start boiling, and Cassia poured a portion into the wash basin, reserving the rest in a corner. Beneath her clothes, Cassia smelled of sweat and dirt. It was her first chance to bathe in weeks. The journey from Augusta to Pharyzah should have taken no more than six or seven days using a direct route through the main imperial roads, but thanks to Darian’s detour, it had now been a month since the day Intila had smuggled her out of the Citadel. 

It was for the best, though. Tarsus would have mobilized his entire empire in search of Cassia. The further away from civilization she got, the safer she would be. 

Thankfully, their journey was finally close to its end. Pharyzah was a mere two days to the south—three if the snow slowed them down too much. There, Arch-Duchess Margeth Abyssaria would grant them refuge, maybe even tell them Fadan’s location, and Tarsus would lose her trace for good. The nightmare was about to end.




* * *




Cassia woke with the door slamming against the wall. She sat up with a jolt, keeping the thick blankets tightly around her. Blinking her eyes into focus, she saw Venia’s thin silhouette stride into the room.

“Wake up!” the spy said. She went to the fireplace, picked up a candle from the mantelpiece and used what few flames still burned to light it up.

“What’s wrong?” Cassia asked as the candle’s orange glow revealed the spy’s features. Her brows were pulled into a deep frown above her blue eyes.

“I can’t find them.”

“Who?”

“The other guests,” Venia snapped, pacing from one side of the room to the other. “I’ve searched every room in this place. I’ve even checked the attic. There’s no one else here besides us.”

“What?” Cassia asked, more to give her mind time to shove off sleep. “Why would the innkeeper lie about that?”

“She wouldn’t. She didn’t. Someone was in one of the rooms on the second floor. I found clothes and two travel bags. Just no people.”

Cassia thought about it for a moment. “Maybe they just… went for a walk?”

Venia stopped her pacing and gave Cassia a flat stare. “In the middle of a blizzard?”

“Right…” Shoving her covers away, the empress stepped out of bed. “We need to tell Darian.”

“What for?”

“What do you mean, what for?” Cassia was already halfway to the door. “He’s in charge of our security. He has to be informed about this sort of thing.” 

“I thought I was in charge of our security,” Venia mumbled, but went after the empress anyway.

Downstairs, the legionary maniple had taken over the whole tavern. The soldiers carpeted the floor, sleeping under their blue capes, their packs serving as pillows. Darian sat at one of the long tables near the fireplace, nursing a mug of something. His second in command, a sergeant named Clareana, sat next to him, head over her arms on the table top, snoring lightly. Darian was the only one still awake, and he raised his mug at Cassia and Venia.

As if trying to avoid puddles in a muddy street, Cassia skipped over the sleeping legionaries and sat across from Darian, Venia right behind her.

“Can’t sleep?” the captain asked.

“Something’s not right,” Cassia replied.

“I know,” Darian said. “Starting with this beer.” He tipped the wooden mug his way, grimacing down at its contents.

“No, not that, you oaf,” Venia said, leaning in closer over the table. “There were supposed to be other guests besides us. The old woman said so.”

“And?”

“And they’re nowhere to be found! I’ve searched the whole inn. Every single room is empty.”

“Okay… that does sound strange.” Darian shrugged. “But I’m sure there’s an explanation. Why don’t you ask the innkeepers?”

“Alright,” Venia agreed. “Where are they?”

The captain took a sip of his beer. “I don’t know. Somewhere upstairs.”

“Upstairs?” Venia asked. “I thought they were down here.”

“Not down here, no. I’ve been pouring myself this horrible beer for over an hour.”

The spy jumped to her feet. “Fire take us all!”

“What is it?” Cassia asked, confused.

“I’ve searched every room in this place,” Venia insisted. “Every. Single. One. There’s nobody upstairs. Nobody.”

“Well, they’re certainly not down here…” Darian said, then froze, realization dawning on him. “Goddess spit on my ancestors!” He grabbed the sergeant sleeping next to him by the shoulders and shook her violently. “Wake up!”

The woman sprang to attention with a sleep-slurred shout. “YESSIR!”

“Rouse the maniple,” Darian commanded.

“There’s only one place I haven’t checked yet,” Venia said, drawing a dagger and walking towards the counter.

 Darian walked after her, drawing his sword. Seeing both her captain and the spy suddenly ready for a fight, Sergeant Clareana seemed to finally wake completely. “What’s happening?”

“I said rouse the maniple!” Darian barked.

The empress followed Venia and Darian, who signaled her to stand back, a suggestion Cassia ignored entirely. Slowly, carefully, Venia stepped around the counter and towards an archway leading to the kitchen. 

A large pot boiled softly on a hook above a hearth, the savory smell of onions emanating from it. Dirty cups and dishes were piled on a wooden counter beside a basin in one corner, while clean ones lined the shelves covering one of the kitchen’s walls. A single door led out of the space, and Venia approached it as if afraid something would jump out and strike her. She wrapped her hand around the door knob and placed her dagger at the ready. Then, with a jolt, she pulled the door open, ready to stab anyone on the other side.

Cassia gasped, covering her mouth.

“Oh no…” Darian mumbled.

Venia straightened but said nothing.

The door opened into a pantry, and inside, on the floor, were two dead bodies. A man and a woman lay heaped over each other, dried blood staining their clothes, certainly not the two supposed innkeepers who had welcomed them several hours ago. They were both very old, at least seventy each, light blue eyes staring blankly at the ceiling, their mouths open in a last gasp, as if still not believing what had happened to them. 

“This isn’t good,” Darian muttered.

“Yeah, no crap!” Venia snapped. She turned on her heels and strode back to the tavern. 

“What is happening?” Cassia asked. “What do we do?”

Darian sighed. “We get ready for an attack.”

“Wha… why?” Cassia asked, her eyes fixed on the dead couple on the floor. But she already knew the answer to that.

“Because this is a honeytrap,” Venia replied. “And we fell right into it.”




* * *




A howl echoed outside.

“We’re surrounded,” Clareana said matter-of-factly, peeking through a slit in the window shutters. It took surprisingly little time to get all the legionaries up and ready to fight, probably because they all slept in their combat gear. 

“What do we do?” Cassia asked.

“We make a run for it,” Venia said. “A group of Darian’s legionaries can create a distraction while we extract you through a different direction.”

“They’re the empress’ legionaries,” Darian corrected. “And that’s a horrible idea.” He turned to Cassia. “Majesty, we should make a stand. This is a good tactical position. We’ll surely be outnumbered. Outside, they can take advantage of that, but not in here. This is a stone building, so they can’t smoke us out. The doors and windows will funnel them, making it easier for us to pick them off one by one.”

“They attracted us here for a reason,” Venia argued. “We’re exactly where they want us to be. If we stay, we’re done.”

Darian shook his head. “Majesty, with respect, this is a military matter. You should trust my expertise on this.”

Cassia crossed her arms, hesitating, and looked at Venia, expecting a counter-argument. The spy simply gave her a flat stare that said, Don’t be stupid.

“We have the superior soldiers,” Darian insisted. “Legionaries are the best trained, best equipped shock troops in all of Arkhemia. Let us do our job, your Majesty.”

With a glance around the room, Cassia studied the maniple. All the legionaries stood at attention, hands resting on top of the oblong shields in front of them. “I don’t like being cornered,” she said, “but I don’t think we have a choice right now. Prepare for an attack.”

Darian nodded and strode away, barking orders. 

“You place too much trust in your toy soldiers,” Venia said in a low voice.

“Your own plan required my toy soldiers,” Cassia retorted. “Involved sacrificing a bunch of them, if I understood you correctly.” 

Venia stood in silence, dark gaze fixed on one of the windows. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Another howl cut through the air, this time closer.

“I got movement,” Clareana said. 

Darian marched to her and looked outside. “Paladins…” the captain spat, as if the word tasted sour. He turned back to his soldiers. “Empress’s own, get ready!”

As one, the legionaries lifted their shields, slid them onto their left arms, then formed a line three-men deep, curving to face every entry point into the inn. Darian and his sergeant left the window and pierced the legionary line, the soldiers shifting to create a corridor, then quickly slotting back into position in a well-rehearsed maneuver. Cassia had seen less coordinated dance companies performing at the Citadel Amphitheater. 

“Don’t worry, your Majesty,” Darian said as he stepped next to Cassia and strapped on his helmet. “This is what we do. Those idiots out there have no idea what they’ve gotten themselves into.”

Cassia nodded, trying to look much calmer than she felt. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Venia shift her weight nervously. She could tell the spy did not believe a word Darian had said but was happy enough that she kept her feelings to herself.

How was this possible? How had they found her so deep in the middle of nowhere? 

Is there no limit to your reach, Tarsus? the empress wondered.

“Attention!” a voice shouted from outside. “Attention all within the inn! We know you are harboring the empress!”

Cassia and Venia exchanged a glance.

“I am Commander Gregorian of the third Paladin Cadre of Fausta,” the voice continued. “You are in violation of Imperial law. You are surrounded and heavily outnumbered. There is no escape. Surrender Cassia Elara, and your transgression will be forgiven. You will be honorably discharged from the Legion, and nothing will be added to your criminal record. If you refuse to hand us the fugitive, we will be forced to storm this building, and all those who survive the assault will be hung by the neck until dead for treason. You have until my count of ten to comply.”

“Spoken like a true Paladin,” Darian said, his voice carrying over the whole of the room. “But there are no Paladins in here. Only Legionaries. And we don’t know the meaning of surrender.”

The maniple slammed their right feet so hard the floor shook.

“Empress’ own!” Clareana called. “Shield wall!”

The blades of a hundred Legionaries sang as they left their scabbards, the same number of shields clattering as they interlocked with each other.

“Very well,” they heard the voice from outside say. “Have it your way.”

A tense moment of silence went by, only the sound of the fireplace still crackling away in the corner interrupting it.

There was a massive bang on the front door, dust flying off its hinges.

“Battering ram!” Darian announced. “Get ready!”

Another bang. This time, cracks appeared on the wooden boards of the door.

“Give me a sword,” Cassia told Darian. “Or a knife. Something.”

The captain was taken aback. “Majesty… it won’t come to that.”

“Here.” Venia handed the empress a small dagger, then looked at Darian. “Better safe than sorry.”

Darian nodded hesitantly. 

The door exploded, splinters showering the legionaries closest to it, and a torrent of paladins flooded through. The awaiting line of legionaries answered with steel, their swords thrusting forward. Four paladins fell instantly. Two windows burst inward next, one on each side of the door, and more paladins jumped through, attacking other sections of the shield wall. 

With their short spears and round shields, the paladins fought bravely, charging wildly, screaming like mad men. The legionaries, on the other hand, fought with the precision of a well-engineered machine, barely making a sound. Their wide, oblong shields covered most of their bodies, leaving only their heads and feet exposed, but even when an enemy spear found an opening, it was either met with a parry from an adjacent legionary or the thick plate of their armor. The paladins, however, did not display a similar cohesion, and their casualties quickly mounted.

The metallic scent of blood filled Cassia’s nostrils, and she felt her stomach turn. At least her maniple was managing to remain mostly unscathed. There were a couple wounded, but they were quickly dragged to the rear and replaced by a comrade from the second row. 

“What’s that?” Venia asked.

Cassia had no idea what her friend was talking about. “What’s what?”

The spy turned and looked up the staircase behind her. “Upstairs!” 

Cassia followed Venia’s gaze and her eyes widened, not for what she saw, but for what she heard. From somewhere up above echoed the pounding of feet.

“They’re on the upper floors,” Venia said. “Darian? Darian!”

The captain was busy commanding a section of the legionary line, but the sound of his name made him turn. “Huh?”

“They’re climbing the building and getting in through the first floor,” Venia told him.

It took Darian a moment to register what the spy was saying. He looked up, as if he could see through the ceiling. Just as he did, a war cry sounded from above, followed by a dozen feet thundering down the stairs. 

“Third squad, to me!” Darian roared, rushing to the new front. His small detachment plugged the breach just in time, blocking the base of the staircase just as Venia pulled Cassia away. 

The staircase was only wide enough for two men abreast, and it quickly became clogged with paladins. This time, however, they had the advantage. The stairs gave the paladins the higher ground, and it didn’t take long before one of their spears pierced the shoulder plate joint of a legionary. The man staggered back, and, for a moment, Cassia was sure the paladins would break through his position. Somehow, he managed to stand firm, pushing back with his shield until the legionary behind him took his place.

Helping his wounded soldier away from the fight, Darian sent Venia a wild look. “Quick, get to the kitchen. We can’t hold these stairs for long.”

“I thought you said this was a good tactical position!” Venia retorted, fuming.

“Just do it!” Darian snapped.

“Venia, let’s go,” Cassia said, a hand on her harm.

Grudgingly, the spy acquiesced, leaving Darian to scan the battle around him. The paladins now had a firm foothold within the tavern, and while his soldiers were holding the mounting pressure well, soon exhaustion would start to set in. 

“Sergeant, prepare to pull back,” Darian commanded. “We’ll protect the access to the kitchen. The empress will be safe inside.”

“Yes, sir!”

The order was quickly passed down the legionary line and, as always, the maniple executed the maneuver with remarkable efficiency. One step at a time, they retreated, reducing their perimeter to a smaller and smaller section of the tavern without ever breaking the cohesion of their shield wall. All the while, the paladins pressed their attack, growing waves crashing uselessly against receding cliffs.

Cassia skirted the tavern counter and strode into the kitchen, Venia close behind. The door to the pantry where the two true innkeeper’s bodies laid remained ajar and the empress closed it, not wishing to look at the macabre display.

“I told you we should’ve made a run for it,” Venia hissed, pacing like a caged animal. “Now we truly are trapped. In a goddess damned kitchen!”

Cassia gave her a thoughtful look. “I’m not exactly an expert on the subject, but don’t these places usually have rear entrances for the staff?”

Venia halted. “Yes…”

Cassia turned around and looked through the archway leading back to the tavern. Her maniple was now formed in a semi-circle around the bar top. She saw one of them struck in the neck by the tip of a spear. The man dropped his sword and grabbed his throat before collapsing. A moment later, his corpse was dragged to the rear of the formation by his comrades.

“But if there was one, we’d be finished by now,” Venia added.

“What if there’s an entrance neither us nor they know about?” Cassia theorized.

“Then we’d have an escape route.”

Cassia reopened the door to the pantry and stepped inside, trying to ignore the corpses’ stench. She looked around. There was no lamp or torch inside, but enough light from the kitchen bled in to reveal a series of dusty shelves packed with everything from sacks of beans to pots of honey. There were, however, no doors in sight.

“Beneath you,” Venia said.

“What?”

“Step back.” Venia pushed the empress out of the way and knelt. She dusted her hand over the floor, revealing a line separating the floorboards. “A trapdoor.”

“To a basement?” Cassia asked.

“Or an exit tunnel. Help me.” The spy rose and picked up the legs of the dead woman.

Grimacing, the empress grabbed the corpse’s arms, and together they rolled her on top of her husband. 

There really was a trapdoor there, and Venia grabbed its iron ring handle to pull it open. “I’ll check it out,” she said. “Stay here.”

“No. I’m going with you.”

“I’m a spy, not a bodyguard. Let me do my job.”

Cassia brandished the dagger Venia had handed to her earlier. “I can take care of myself.”

“Oh, really?” The spy slapped Cassia’s wrist and the dagger went flying out of the pantry and into the kitchen, landing with a clatter. “Stay. Here.” 

Venia disappeared into the trapdoor, leaving Cassia to curse under her breath. She walked to the fallen knife and picked it up, then looked through the archway to the tavern, where the battle still raged. Despite heavy casualties, the paladins kept up their unrelenting assault. Maybe the fact that the legionaries had started giving ground was spurring them forward, but their advance seemed to have halted now that the maniple was holding beyond the tavern counter.

The sharp blare of a whistle blew from somewhere outside, and for the first time since they had broken through, the paladins stopped their attack.

“Halt!” a paladin sergeant commanded. “Disengage!”

The raging clashes of blades and shields died off, and the paladin line retreated slowly, carefully.

What’s happening? Cassia wondered. Is it over? 

Then, her heart stopped.

She caught it out the corner of her eye. Someone by the tavern’s entrance hurled something; a small object no bigger than a jar. 

Except it was on fire. 

It felt as if time had stopped, and a scream of panic got trapped in her throat. She watched the object twirl in the air until it finally crashed in the middle of the legionaries. Her legionaries.

A dozen soldiers caught fire immediately, their horrific screams filling the tavern. In their panic, the burning men took off in random directions, arms waving around madly, stumbling on their fellow soldiers. Two more projectiles fell, and, quickly, about a third of the maniple was engulfed in the blaze.

Cassia rushed forward, hoping to somehow help those poor souls, but Darian blocked her way.

“No, your Majesty, stand back!”

The captain pushed the empress back into the kitchen, yelling for a full retreat. Those able to do so followed their captain, more out of despair than discipline. Sergeant Clareana was the last inside, trying to keep a modicum of order in the retreat. 

“Block the entrance!” Darian ordered. “You, you, get those shelves. You three, get that table. Everyone get busy!”

Under their steel helms, the legionaries’ eyes were wide with fear, all of them sweating and panting heavily. Still, they obeyed. Every object inside the kitchen large enough to make a difference was thrown at the archway, and soon there was a barricade separating them from the tavern area. 

Silence set in, only the chilling screams of their burning comrades outside interrupting it. 

“I… I’m sorry, your Majesty,” Darian said, panting. “I failed you…”

The poor man. He and his men were dying because of her, and he was apologizing? Cassia placed a hand on his arm and was going to say something when Venia burst in through the pantry.

“Everyone look alive! We’re getting away from here!”

The empress’ eyes lit up. “It’s a tunnel?”

“It’s a wine cellar,” Venia replied. “But it has a ventilation shaft wide enough to fit a person. I doubt there’ll be anyone waiting on the other side. If they knew about it, they would’ve used it by now.” 

Cassia exhaled loudly in relief. “Oh, thank the goddess!”

“An escape route?” Darian asked.

“Yes,” Cassia confirmed. “We’re getting out of here, captain.”

Darian nodded absently, then glanced around his soldiers. “Very well. Sergeant, choose ten legionaries and go with the empress. The rest of us will hold here for as long as we can.”

“What?” Cassia asked. “What are you talking about? We’re all going.” 

“We can’t,” Darian told her. There was no stubbornness in his voice, no fight. Just the practicality of a soldier who knew what needed to be done. “This barricade won’t hold them for long. We either buy you enough time to disappear into those woods, or they’ll be able to chase you.”

“I… We can’t…” the empress mumbled in protest.

“Cassia, he’s right,” Venia said. 

Darian shuddered. Despite it all, the poor man could still find it in himself to be bothered by the spy’s manners.

“There will be no pardon for anyone in here,” Venia added. “It’s either some of us or none of us.” 

“Listen to your friend,” Darian said.

The empress felt a lump grow in her throat and had a hard time swallowing through it. She nodded. “Very well. Thank you.” She looked around at the remaining soldiers. Little over half of the maniple still stood, sweaty and bloodied. “Thank you all. May the goddess watch over you.”

The legionaries slammed their foot on the ground twice.

“Let’s go!” Venia grabbed her arm and Cassia finally followed.

Darian and Clareana clasped each other’s forearms in a silent goodbye. The sergeant quickly picked her ten soldiers and joined the empress as Venia began her climb down. 

The wine cellar had a moldy, damp smell to it. It was nearly pitch black, with nothing but the light seeping through the trapdoor to guide them forward. Venia led them to a corner behind a pile of wooden barrels, each larger than a pig. A stream of moonlight shone through a rectangle in the ceiling, thick roots dangling from it. Venia placed one of the barrels directly beneath the shaft, stepped on top of it, and grabbed the roots, using them as a climbing rope. 

“All clear,” Venia said from above.

“Go,” Clareana told the empress. “You first.”

As Cassia climbed up and out, she took stock of her surroundings. They were in the middle of the woods at the back of the inn. What in the wine cellar had appeared to be moonlight, was, in fact, the lazy light of early dawn, painting the world in a blueish tint. Old, tall pine trees stretched in every direction, and a layer of snow carpeted the forest floor. As they waited for Clareana and the ten legionaries to make their climb, a wolf’s howl echoed from somewhere close by.

“We need to hurry,” Venia urged as the last soldier stepped out.

“Where to?” Cassia asked.

“Just follow me.” The spy took off, penetrating into the woods, and the group followed, boots sinking into the deep snow. 

“Won’t they be able to follow our footprints?” one of the legionaries asked his sergeant.

“We’ll worry about it once we’re far enough from here,” Clareana replied. “It’ll take them some time before they get past our men and women in that kitchen.”

Another howl wound around them, and Cassia hugged herself. She hadn’t even gotten her coat and furs. How was she going to survive in this cold? 

“What was that?” Venia asked, halting suddenly.

The group stopped around the spy, looking at her questioningly.

“What do you mean?” Cassia asked.

“That sound. That was…” Venia went gray.

Once again, there was a howl. Except…

“Goddess help us all!” Cassia said, realizing what Venia meant.

Those weren’t howls, it was the barking of dogs. There was another, and another.

“Hounds!” Venia spat. “Quick, we need to split up. Create multiple trails. Hopefully, it’ll throw them off.”

“We can’t keep splitting up, leaving people behind,” Cassia protested. “Soon there will be none of us left.” 

“I don’t have a better idea, your Majesty,” Clareana admitted.

Venia looked at Cassia. “I’m sorry. At this point, bad ideas are all we have left.”

The barking was getting closer, and the empress glanced over her shoulder in its direction. “Alright,” she conceded and looked at Clareana. “Split your soldiers into pairs. You’re with me and Venia.” She turned to the legionaries. “We’ll regroup on the road south, headed to Pharyzah.”

The soldiers nodded determinedly, and Clareana quickly divided them into pairs, assigning each a random direction and leaving north by northwest for the three of them. 

As they took off, Cassia saw the last remnants of her maniple disappear between the pine trees. The empress’ own, disbanded almost as quickly as they had been formed.

“We left Augusta with a hundred legionaries,” the empress muttered. Their path sloped steeply, and the cold burned her hands and feet. “All gone. How did this happen?”

“We’re not out of this yet,” Venia said. “We can wonder about that later.”

They walked for what felt like half an hour, and the sound of the hounds seemed to fade further and further. With each step, Cassia’s feet became number and number. She stumbled and fell, her hands and face sinking into the snow. When she tried to get back up, her legs failed her.

“Come on,” Venia said, helping her up. “We can’t slow down.”

Dogs barked close by—five hundred feet away, at most. 

“No!” Cassia said in utter despair.

“Fire take them all!” Venia spat.

Clareana drew her sword, cursing. “Go on, your Majesty. I’ll stall them.”

“No.” Cassia shook her head. “Enough!”

Venia squeezed the empress’ arm. “We have to keep going. Let her do her job.”

Cassia looked into her friend’s eyes. “Enough people have died because of me today.” Her fingers brushed Venia’s cheeks. “No more.”

“You think they’ll spare us if they capture you?” Venia asked.

 Cassia smiled; the smile of a doomed woman. “They won’t capture me.” She drew the dagger Venia had handed her earlier. “Not alive, at least.”

“Majesty!” Clareana yelped. 

“What do think you’re doing?” Venia demanded, glaring wildly.

“It’s over,” Cassia said. “I’ve had enough.” She glided away from her friend, her arm slipping through Venia’s fingers like vanishing smoke. “I’m not going back to Augusta. I’m not going back to him.”

“You won’t… you… we…” Venia stammered. “Think of your sons!”

A tear ran down Cassia’s cheeks. “He can’t touch them now. They’re free.” She broke into a sob.

The barks grew frantic, and the shapes of dozens of paladins appeared between the trees. They were surrounded.

“Put down your weapons!” The paladin’s command echoed between the trees, their circle tightening.

Fingers squeezing around the hilt of her dagger, Cassia wiped the tears off her face. “I made my own son a prisoner…” She placed the edge of the blade against her wrist. “If I’m gone, Aric and Doric won’t have to worry about Tarsus anymore.” 

“That’s not true.” Venia raised her arms in a plea, palms held out to stay Cassia’s hand. “They would rather have you alive. You know that.”

“Put down your weapons!” the paladin insisted.

Clareana aimed her sword at the man, seemingly ready to fight them all by herself. “Stand back!”

“Please don’t do this!” Venia begged.

“Thank you for everything.” The blade cut deep, a flood of red bursting from Cassia’s wrist.

“NO!”

Venia embraced Cassia and her weight as she fell pulled them both to the ground. 

“No, what did you do?!” Venia sobbed.

“You had your warning,” the paladin said. “Men, seize the fugitive!”

The paladins marched forward, closing on Clareana, Venia, and Cassia, and as they did, a war horn wailed, echoing all around them. 

Venia felt the ground tremble and she looked as the thunder of a thousand galloping horses filled her ears. Through the tears in her eyes, she saw a tide of horsemen surging from the west and breaking through the line of paladins like a tide flattening small mounds of sand.

Stunned, Venia tightened her hold on Cassia, a red stain spreading in the snow beneath them. All around them, it was a massacre. The horsemen cut the paladins down one by one, taking care to avoid Clareana, who circled herself speechlessly.

One of the riders trotted over to Venia, scaled armor glistening. “Is that the empress?” she asked, long black hair spilling from beneath her helmet.

“Who are you?” Venia asked, dumbfounded.

“Merciful mother!” the woman let out, noticing the growing pool of blood. She dismounted with an agile jump. “Thayden!” she called. “Thayden!”

A dark-robed man elbowed his way to the woman’s side, his thick brows carving a deep frown on his forehead. Without a word, he stretched an arm and Venia lost her grip on the empress and went flying until she crashed into a tree. Desperately, the spy clambered to her feet and tried to stagger back to her empress, but two of the strange soldiers restrained her. She struggled, kicking and screaming, and then she froze. 

The dark-robed man, clearly a mage, had his fingers curled a few inches above Cassia’s wound, a blue light glowing around him. In a couple blinks of an eye, the bleeding stopped, and Cassia’s pink flesh knitted itself back together.

Venia felt a long-held breath leave her chest and would probably have fallen to the ground if not for the men restraining her as her legs seemed to give up beneath her. 

“Majesty,” the warrior woman said, kneeling and removing her helmet. She had olive skin and long, sharp features. “I am Samyris Abyssaria. Niece and heir to Arch-Duchess Margeth Abyssaria. I have orders to escort you to Pharyzah.”
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“Another one,” Aric said, motioning to his glass.

The barkeep obeyed, collecting the coin Aric had placed on the counter. He was a young man. Aric could tell from the way he moved, picked up the bottles, washed the cups, that he had been working here since childhood. He had probably inherited the stall from his father.

Aric took a sip of his burning water, its comfortable warmth spreading through his chest. He wondered what his father’s villa looked like, the one he should have inherited one day if things had been… normal. 

Wouldn’t have been for me, he thought, staring through the translucent drink in his glass. He wasn’t an artist like his father. Or a businessman. Certainly not a farmer. What use did he have for a villa? 

He took another sip, throwing the thought away, and glanced over his shoulder. The aisle extended on both his sides, a merciless assault on the senses. Merchants yelled incessantly, repeating their sales pitches in simple rhymes that unwelcomingly dug themselves into Aric’s skull. Every stall was packed full. There were pyramids of fruit, jars brimming with pickled vegetables, nuts, and jams, even the skinned, still bodies of the days’ freshly slaughtered fare. Thin columns of steam and smoke from boiling tagines and sizzling grills danced into the sky, filling the market with a battery of competing smells. After so much time spent in the desert, this level of abundance was almost insulting. 

“You know, I’ve never had a dragon hunter before,” purred a girl leaning on the counter next to Aric. She had been there for a while now, quietly watching Aric with hungry eyes. Aric took another sip and looked sideways at her. Her jet-black hair reached down to her waist and did a better job of hiding the bronze curves of her body than her outfit. 

“Can I help you?” Aric asked.

“Maybe,” she replied. “Maybe I can help you.”

“Doubt it.”

“Oh, but I can.” She glided across the counter, closer to Aric. “Can you guess what it is I do?”

“Judging by the way you’ve been staring at my purse? Sure.” Aric took another sip of his drink. A large one this time. He grimaced. “You’re a fortune teller. And you’re new at it too. Your master taught you some pretty outdated stuff, though. Dragon hunters aren’t rich anymore. Haven’t been for years. I don’t have any gold for you.”

The girl smirked and reached for the hunter’s mark proudly displayed on Aric’s shoulder. She traced a finger along the four triangles beneath the V shaped symbol of the Guild. “Four dragons, huh?”

“Five actually. Just haven’t had the time to mark the last one.”

The girl’s smirk widened into a grin. “And you’re carrying the blood of the fifth dragon back to your fortress, aren’t you?” Aric didn’t reply but she obviously didn’t need confirmation. “It’s not your gold I want, hunter.”

“Seriously?” Aric looked around at the crowd in the market. “Like this? In public?”

She laid her right arm on the counter, palm facing upward, a green eye tattooed on it. “Paladins don’t worry about my kind.”

Aric grabbed her hand and inspected the tattoo. “Ah, I’ve heard of you people. The Cyrinian Order of the Seekers.” He dropped her hand. “Nothing but a bunch of untrained mages.” 

The girl’s smile vanished. “You have the simple mind of a northerner! You speak of what you do not understand!”

Aric chuckled. “Sure.”

“Seekers have immense power,” the girl said, fuming. “We can see the past, the present, and the future.” When Aric kept chuckling, she added, “I can tell you about your family.”

Aric’s drink froze halfway to his open mouth. “What did you just say?”

The girl’s grin reemerged, triumphant. “Your mother is in the east,” she said.

Aric downed the rest of his drink and smacked the glass so hard on the counter it made the barkeep jump. “This conversation is over,” he said lowly, stepping away from the stall.

“She’s being held against her will,” the girl pressed.

Like lightening, Aric drew one of the myriad of knives from his vest, the blade singing. “Open your mouth again.”

The Seeker straightened up in a jolt, her instincts of self-preservation obviously fighting her bruised dignity. She swallowed. “All I want is a tiny flask of dragon blood.” The words came out softly, almost like a whisper. “In return, I can answer all your questions.”

Slowly, Aric returned the knife to its sheath. “I don’t have any questions.” He walked away, noticing nearly the whole market was staring at him. No one was ever too distracted when a dragon hunter was in their midst, especially when they decided to draw one of their weapons.

Aric left the market, people willingly stepping back to clear a path. Leth was standing at the end of the aisle, a hand resting on the pommel of a sword.

“What was that?”

“Just a hack,” Aric replied. “Trying to score some dragon blood.”

“Ah. Careful. Paladins are getting smarter these days.” The two of them set off, headed for the town’s exit. “Everard of the fourteenth got collared a couple of months back. Ratted out by some girl he met in a pleasure house.”

“I heard. You got the supplies?”

“Yeah.” Leth handed Aric a pouch. “At a considerable discount.”

Aric felt the weight of the remaining coins. “Brilliant.”

“I am. It’s a well-known fact.”

They jumped over a gully, leaving the last cluster of houses behind. Their camp stood just outside of town, snugged in the recess of a rocky hill. Tharius stood watch at the entrance, a whetstone whistling as he sharpened his sword. Next to him, tied at the top of a three-foot lance, waved their banner. A broken silver crown in a field of red with the number twenty-three and the words The Half-Princes.

“Captain, Lieutenant,” Tharius greeted.

Aric and Leth offered him a nod and ambled into camp, the familiar sounds of the company welcoming them. Irenya and Lyra giggled happily as they prepared a fire for the evening meal. Orisius and Dothea practiced with the bow, throwing challenges at each other. Athan lead a small prayer, joined by Trissa, Jullion, and Nahir. The rest of the Company was practicing the sword, dueling in pairs.

“Your footwork is sloppy,” Clea told Artax, the company’s new addition, swiping his sword easily aside. “You’re always off-balance.” She proceeded to demonstrate by casually kicking his left knee. The poor guy fell flat on his face.

“Go easy on him, Clea,” Aric said. “I can’t use him if you break him.”

“Just toughening the rookie up a bit, Captain.”

Aric nodded, smiling, and sat down next to the fire. One by one, the hunters joined him, forming a circle around the roasting sand sparrows and desert hares Irenya and Lyra had prepared. It was a feast compared to what they usually had during a patrol. Animals were rare in the deep desert. Usually, they had to be satisfied with some nibbles on rock-hard cheese, salted meat, maybe some old bread if they were lucky. Tonight, however, there were even a couple of wine bags circling from hand to hand.

“Captain,” Orisius said, holding his mandolin, “may I?”

Aric shrugged. “I’m sure there isn’t a single dragon in miles. By all means.”

There were some cheers and Orisius quickly started playing a cheerful tune. It was an old Samehrian song, popular in every tavern in the empire. Soon, everyone in the company was singing. Except, of course, for Aric and Leth. Being noble-born, this wasn’t exactly the sort of song they were used to – or enjoyed. But when Aric glanced at Leth, even he was giggling at the raunchier portion of the lyrics.

They ate and drank until the wine bags were empty and only the bones of the hares and sparrows were left. The singing grew quieter as the group became sleepier, and finally, Orisius got tired and put his mandolin away, his head resting on Irenya’s lap.

The group became silent, the sky now dark above them. A soft wind was whistling, rattling dry bushes everywhere, a coyote howling in the distance. 

Tharius propped himself up on his elbows. “Hey, Leth, why did you join the Guild?”

Aric’s Lieutenant was sitting with his back to a wheel of one of the wagons. He held Clea with both arms as if she was a warm blanket. “For the thousandth time, I don’t like to talk about it.”

“And for the thousandth time, I’ll keep asking until you do.”

Leth rolled his eyes. “This is a game you can’t win, volunteer. I’m a very patient man.”

Clea twisted so she could look at Leth. “No, you’re not.”

“See, that’s the thing,” Tharius said. “You all call me volunteer as if I’m the only one in the company, but a third of you volunteered as well. I want to know why you joined.”

“Come on!” Dothea threw her arms in the air, exasperated. “Not this again. They’re not volunteers! Not really, anyway. They were forced to volunteer. They’re not like you, they don’t think dragon hunting is some noble cause or whatever. No one does.”

“I do,” Athan said timidly. “Dragons are mother Ava’s enemies. Our job is the noblest of all.”

“Alright,” Dothea conceded. “No one except the priest.”

Athan raised a finger, ready to protest that he wasn’t a priest, but Tharius spoke over him.

“That doesn’t make sense. If you’re volunteering against your will, you’re not volunteering at all.”

“Exactly!”

Tharius gave Dothea a sheepish look then shared it with the rest of the company. “I don’t get it.”

Jullion broke into a laugh, quickly followed by Trissa, Ergon, and Orisius.

“Just let it be, Thar,” Aric said. “People have a right to their secrets.”

Poor Tharius dropped the subject, looking miserable. As the fire died, the group was swallowed by darkness. One by one, the hunters unsheathed their Glowstone weapons, sticking them in the sand or simply laying them beside themselves like lamps.

“I miss my bed,” Lyra moaned, trying to flatten the lumps of sand beneath her.

“Tell me about it…” Artax agreed, his usually pink cheeks painted blue by the array of Glowstone crystals around them.

“Oh, shut up, rookie,” Jullion said. “What do you know about the desert?”

Artax was new to the company. Having just graduated Saruk’s course, this was his first patrol. Not that the rest of the twenty-third was much more experienced. They had graduated less than a year ago, but that wasn’t why Jullion disliked him. The truth was Artax was Prion’s replacement, and even though he could hardly be blamed for his predecessor’s death, that didn’t keep Jullion from treating him like he was. 

Ashur and Jullion had been the closest in the company to Prion. When Grand-Master Sylene had sentenced him to the Pilgrimage for desertion, both had clung to the notion that Prion could survive. They had waited for weeks and weeks, leaning out the windows of the mountain fortress, scanning the dunes in the hopes of seeing Prion staggering back home. They had been lying to themselves, of course. Everyone knew no one survived the Pilgrimage. Aric had done the only thing he could to help his former hunter – he’d had him killed, quickly and painlessly. It wasn’t much help at all, but at least he had saved Prion from the torture of a slow death at the hands of the Mahar. He knew all too well how cruel the desert could be.

“Who would have thought,” Leth said. “We actually miss that smelly hole that is our bunk.”

“It wouldn’t be smelly if Ashur kept his boots on,” Trissa said, yanking laughter from half the company.

Ashur was going to snap back at her when a shadow lunged over him, sharp fangs and teeth shimmering in the blue light of the Glowstone weapons.

Ashur jumped. “Fire take me!” he yelped. “I freaking hate that cat.”

Geric, Aric’s pet desert lynx, paraded himself among the giggling group.

“You shouldn’t talk to him like that, Ashur,” Aric said, welcoming Geric in a hug as the cat proceeded to lick his face from chin to forehead. “He’s the only one who likes your smelly boots.”

The whole company laughed. It was true, Geric did like Ashur’s boots. He had already chewed through four pairs of them.

“Very funny…” Ashur mumbled, covering himself with a blanket and turning on his side.

The laughter died and conversation scattered. Aric watched his hunters quietly, his cat nestling beside him. Leth pulled a book from his satchel and started reading, Clea snoozing on his shoulder. Orisius and Irenya whispered in each other’s ears, giggling occasionally. Nahir got up and began his evening series of pushups and sit-ups. Athan lit his prayer flask and whispered to his goddess. Lyra had fallen asleep, and her brother, Ergon, adjusted her blanket before closing his own eyes. Trissa, Dothea, Tharius, and Artax played cards, the two boys cursing under their breaths as the girls won round after round, grinning.

Aric sighed. This, right here, was home. Sure, Lamash was far more comfortable, but even here, in the sand, without a roof over their heads, it still felt more like home than Augusta ever had. 

In a way, it didn’t feel right. If the rumors were true, his brother, mother, and father were now fugitives, being hunted down like dogs by the emperor. How could he simply sit back, comfortably, when his real family was in such danger? Shouldn’t he try to help them? Wasn’t that what a good son and a good brother would have done? 

So why didn’t he? Why hadn’t he tried to flee north? Why couldn’t he abandon his new family?

The questions tumbled in his mind as he stared into the star-speckled sky, an arm around Geric’s warm fur. His eyelids became heavier and heavier and, just as he faded into sleep, he would have sworn the stars took the shape of Cassia, Fadan, and Doric.




* * *




Sand became gradually darker as the dunes turned into the tall mountain ranges where the fortress of Lamash had been sculpted, nearly two thousand years ago. It was a sight to behold, one Aric was sure would never fail to take his breath away. Five mountain peaks, tethered to each other by dozens of stone bridges, speckled by row upon row of windows, balconies, turrets, and terraces. 

It was home.

“I’m going to sleep for a whole week,” Trissa groaned, slumping on the lance she was using as a cane. “I swear to the goddess.”  

Aric glanced over his shoulder. His hunters formed protectively around the wagon containing their prize – the blood of their latest dragon kill. They were beyond exhausted. He could see it in the way their shoulders drooped slightly to one side, how their feet dragged across the sand. They were tough. True dragon hunters with five kills under their belts, one before they had even graduated. They were the ones who had faced off against a dark wizard of the Circle of Archons and stopped an evil god from being revived, but even they were no match for the Mahari desert. 

“Half-Princes!” Aric shouted, summoning energy he no longer had. His hunters did not let him down, their backs straightening, their shoulders widening. “We’re almost home. Let’s show our brothers and sisters up there how the twenty-third crosses the desert.”

The company raised their weapons, releasing a “Hurrah!”

“Double-time, on my mark.” Aric sent an arm forward and dashed away.

The company followed, matching his speed. It wasn’t exactly a screaming sprint, just a brisk jog. Still, considering how steep the mountain was, it was surely impressive enough. Most of the Guildsmen in Lamash would be watching their brothers and sisters return. They would welcome the twenty-third with a feast after a display like this.

They ran up the twisting path of the mountain. Aric was proud to see none of his hunters so much as slowed. In fact, he was sure the horse pulling the blood wagon would give up before any of them. 

When they finally reached the top, they came to halt. The draw bridge had been lowered, but there was no one there to welcome them. Not even the usual sentinels.

“Well,” Leth said, his chest heaving, “this is anti-climactic.”

“Where is everyone?” Tharius asked, panting and wiping sweat from his brow.

“Probably just a stupid prank,” Dothea said. “A bottle of burning water it was Andraid’s idea.”

Aric signaled them forward and they crossed the draw bridge, the wooden platform floating five hundred feet above a gorge, a cluster of sharp boulders like teeth waiting at the bottom for anyone unfortunate enough to miss a step. The clattering of the horse’s hooves and the wagon’s wheels on the entrance hall’s stone slabs echoed all around as the company scrambled to the water fountains trickling in the walls.

Aric drank a couple of mouthfuls then splashed water over his face. His wet fingers ran through his long, golden curls. They felt dry as parchment, as if they would crack at his touch and fall away. 

Goddess, I need a bath…

“Seriously, where is everybody?” Tharius asked, water dripping from his month-long beard.

“Probably in the dining hall,” Aric replied. “Just waiting to pounce on us.”

And then he heard it. At first, it was just a faint thrashing, but the sound quickly turned into the massive thundering echo of dozens of boots pounding the floor. The company huddled in the center of the entrance hall, watching in perplexity as a small army of Paladins marched across the great hall of Lamash. With their black cuirasses and red waistbands, the Paladins poured into the entrance hall, forming a circle and lowering their lances. 

Aric looked around at the deadly cage surrounding his hunters. “What is this?” he demanded.

“Aric Auron,” one of the Paladins said, a great feather in his helmet signaling him as the leader. He marched forward until he was an arm’s length away from Aric. “In the name of Tarsus V, you are under arrest.”
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Fadan woke with a jolt. He looked at the hand grabbing his shoulder and followed the arm attached to it. His magic tutor, Sabium, looked down on him with blue eyes, his features wrinkled like old parchment.

“Time for your meeting,” Sabium told him, long white beard wobbling beneath his mouth.

Blinking his eyes back into focus, Fadan took stock of his surroundings. He sat at his desk in Sabium’s study, a mess of books and parchment rolls spread across the tabletop in front of him.

“I fell asleep?” Fadan asked.

“You did.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“I just did.” Sabium turned around and walked to his own desk. A massive tome nearly the size of the tabletop awaited him, open about a third of the way in.

“I mean earlier!” 

“You needed to sleep.”

“I needed to learn magic,” Fadan argued. 

“Actually, what you need is to leave. You’re late.”

“What?” Fadan’s head jerked to the candle clock on the wall to his left. Most of the candle had melted away, the flame now nearly at the base of the device. “Goddess damn it, Sabium! This is the most important council meeting since I’ve arrived!” He rose so sharply the chair rocked on its hind legs, nearly falling behind him before settling back into place.

“An emperor should always arrive a little late,” Sabium said, his head now buried in the pages of his book. “It helps to remind his subjects of their place.”

“Sure,” Fadan said, opening the study’s door. “Except I’m not the emperor.”

Two bodyguards waited for him outside, and they rushed to pick up their weapons and stand at attention. “Good morning, Your Majesty!” one of the guards said. He was the most Candian person Fadan had ever met; pale blue eyes, milky white skin, freckle covered face, and curly red hair tucked underneath his helmet.

“Is it?” Fadan asked. “I’ve been in these goddess damned caves so long I can no longer tell night from day.” He looked from one side of the gloomy corridor to the other, sparse oil lamps hanging on the damp stone walls. “Which way to the council chambers, again?”

The red-headed soldier smiled. “This way, Your Majesty. We’ll take you there.”

Nodding, Fadan followed the two soldiers. He had been living in the underground facility for six months now, ever since he had abandoned Augusta to save Doric, Sabium, and all the other rebel prisoners. These were ancient tunnels, carved many centuries ago—when dragons still ruled the world—by the people of Ragara as a safe haven. Now they served as home for the clandestine Academy of Mages, as well as acting as the Rebellion’s main base of operations.

The soldiers led Fadan up narrow stairwells and through dark tunnels, and he wondered if he was ever going to be able to find his own way in this place. They finally arrived at a hall that, unlike most spaces in the Rebellion’s underground facility, was wide and spacious. It rose two stories high, a stairwell leading to a balcony overlooking the area. A great, gilded double door stood at the other end of the hall, its golden filaments gleaming in the light of a dozen oil lamps. Portraits of ancient Arch-Mages hanging on each side of the hall watched with stern gazes as the prince crossed the room. 

The gilded door was a work of art. The filigree covering its surface depicted low relief strands of fire that turned into water, then into stone, and then into smoke in a mesmerizing twirl. It was one of the Academy’s many symbols.

The two bodyguards assumed a position flanking the door, and Fadan straightened his white jacket.

“How do I look?” the prince asked.

The guards hesitated. 

“Quite regal,” the red-headed one said.

“Definitely,” the other one agreed. 

Concluding they were both horrible liars, Fadan pushed the gilded door open and strode through it.

An even larger room opened on the other side. Three chandeliers hanging from the ceiling lit the space with dozens of candles. About a dozen people sat on one side of a long table, their backs to him as he entered, and they all stood up. 

“Majesty,” the councilors greeted, bowing slightly.

“Councilors,” Fadan returned the courtesy, taking his seat. The others sat as well.

On the other side of the table, instead of more chairs, was a line of beautiful, golden framed mirrors, each large enough to fit the entire reflection of a person.

“Shall I begin the connection, Your Majesty?” Arch-Mage Persea asked, her elderly voice a stark contrast to the youth of her skin. The enchantments covering her were so strong Fadan felt every hair on his body prickle. 

“Please do, Arch-Mage.”

With a wave of Persea’s arm, the blue Glowstone crystals encrusted on the frames of the mirrors began to shine. Slowly, the reflections on each of the mirrors began to ripple, like small pebbles thrown into a calm lake. One by one, the image of a different person appeared in the mirrors. They all dressed lavishly and sat on extravagant chairs in exquisitely decorated rooms: the highest-ranking nobles in the Rebellion, Lords and Ladies of some of the largest and richest regions of the empire. 

Clearing his throat, Viscount Ultimer spoke from his seat at the end of the table. “Masters of the Academy; my Lords, my Ladies; Imperial Majesty. The Council of this Rebellion is now gathered and in session.” He was a short, fat man with a hairline that receded halfway to the back of his head. A Viscount in name only, with no wealth to speak of, he had been serving as the council’s Secretary long before Fadan had arrived in Ragara’s secret, underground facility. “We have before us, today, a matter of the utmost importance. However, before we proceed, there is something that requires the council’s attention, a matter of great urgency.” 

“Urgency?” the Marquis of Silusa asked, only his lower lip visible beneath a great white moustache. He sat on an ebony chair whose sharp angles seemed to bite into his body. On the left breast of his blue vest gleamed the laurels of a brilliant, yet distant, military career. “Can’t this wait for our vote?”

“I’m afraid not, my Lord,” Ultimer replied. He summoned a Page from a corner of the room and handed him a parchment. “This arrived a few hours ago.” 

With quick, small steps, the aid hurried to the Prince and handed him the document. There was a moment of pause as Fadan read the letter. His grip on it tightened, the crunch of the parchment creasing between his fingers breaking through the silence.

“Our agents arrived in Lamash quite some time ago, but it would seem your brother spent a rather long spell in the deep desert,” Ultimer explained. “The Guild’s patrols have been getting longer and longer. When Lord Aric finally arrived, it was already too late. The Paladins had taken over Lamash.”

“Tarsus has seized the Guild?” one of the Arch-Mages sitting next to Persea asked. “What of our runium supply?”

“Operational control remains—” Ultimer began to reply, but never got the chance to finish.

“Fire take your runium supply!” Fadan snapped. “Tarsus has arrested my brother!” He threw the letter onto the table. 

No one dared to say anything.

“First my mother disappears somewhere to the east, now this!”

“Our latest intelligence places your mother near Pharyzah,” Duke Nyssander of Ragara said. Effectively being the host of the Rebellion’s headquarters, he was the only high-ranking noble attending the meeting in person. “There is still hope we will find her before your father does.” 

“I have already dispatched a search party,” Arch-Duchess Margeth Abyssaria added, the thick smoke of several incense sticks burning around her blurring her image on the hypervisor. “I have placed my own niece in charge of the operation. If the empress is nearby, Samyris will find her.”

The prince sunk deeper into his chair, eyes focused on some spot on the distant wall across from him. “Thank you, Lady Margeth,” he said at length. “Let’s hope your niece is luckier than our agents in Lamash.”

“I’m sure she will be,” Margeth said soothingly.

Fadan turned to Viscount Ultimer. “My father will want to take Aric to Augusta. A rescue attempt will be much easier while he’s still in transit.”

“With the council’s permission, I will contact our agents in the Paladins.” Ultimer looked around the table and received a string of nods. 

“If Aric is allowed to reach Augusta, we might lose him for good,” the prince stressed. “It cannot happen!”

“I will make sure our best people are on it, Your Majesty.” Ultimer signaled another one of the aids to approach, whispered something in her ear, then waved her away. As the young woman scurried off with her instructions, the Viscount cleared his throat. “With this matter settled, and with your permission, Majesty, we would continue with today’s agenda…”

Fadan nodded, a tight, quick movement, as if it hurt.

“Very well, then,” Ultimer continued. “Would any of the esteemed council members like to say a few words before the vote is cast?”

“We have discussed this matter at length already,” the Marquis of Silusa declared. His name was Victor, a true son of House Agammar. Tall, elegant, and austere. The kind of man who talked with his sword and taught with his belt. “There is little more that can be said.”

“True,” Fadan agreed, “but, nevertheless, I would like to say something.” He paused and scanned the members of the council. Six months of hard negotiations had culminated on this vote, and now all he could think about was his mother trudging alone through the snow and his brother rotting in the darkness of a dungeon cell. 

Fadan pushed those thoughts away. There was only one way forward. When he had left the Citadel, he had felt like he’d already done the hardest part—turning his back on his father. But nothing could be further from the truth. If his mother, his brother, his whole empire even, were to have any future, there was a war that had to be fought and won, a war against a vastly superior enemy, and he hadn’t even started it yet.

“It took me a long time to come to terms with what needed to be done, what my duty was,” the prince began, leaning his elbows onto the edge of the table. “It is not easy admitting to oneself that your own father is a tyrant. As the Crown Prince and heir to the throne, it is my responsibility to fix my father’s crimes, and I am lucky that all of you, Lords and Ladies of the empire, have accepted this responsibility as well—and at great personal risk, I might add. Your bravery in creating this rebellion has laid the path to our victory, a path we now need to walk. 

“There is only one way forward, only one way that Tarsus will fall. It is when this rebellion emerges from the shadows and openly challenges him. Only then will the rest of the empire know that there are those who do not fear Tarsus V. Only then will the people know there is a flag behind which they can rally—and rally they will if you give them that chance. You have, all of you, shown great courage in getting this far. All that remains is the courage to take the final steps. Join me, and we will take this path together. Join me, and we will defeat my father.”

Fadan leaned back in his chair and, for a moment, no one said anything, his words hanging in the air. Viscount Ultimer opened his mouth to speak, but Lady Margeth spoke over him.

“The Prince is a brave and selfless young man,” Arch-Duchess Margeth Abyssaria said. “But the path he would have us take can be considered by some as…” she chose her words carefully, “brazen.”

“I would prefer the word ‘audacious’,” Fadan said. “But wouldn’t you say it takes a degree a brazenness to rebel against the emperor?”

Margeth grinned. “I would.”

“Maybe,” Lord Victor chimed in. “However, I would personally choose different words as well. Youth and idealism. Your Majesty, the course of action you propose would, I have no doubt, be our end. The emperor’s Legions outnumber our forces twenty to one, and that is assuming all remaining noble Houses would refuse the emperor’s call to arms, which is doubtful.”

“I’m the rightful heir,” Fadan argued. “And my father is unpopular even among the Legions. Many of them would flip to our side.” 

“That is a promise you cannot know if you can keep,” Victor told him.

“Promise?” Duke Nyssander asked. He sat right next to Fadan. “We all thought the exact same thing when the Prince walked through our doors a few months ago. This is how we beat Tarsus. We steal his Legions from under him. Who else is in a better position to do that?”

“The Legions will follow High-Marshall Intila,” Victor said. “Can the prince turn him to our side?”

Everyone turned to look at Fadan. The High-Marshall’s reputation was legendary—a natural-born leader, groomed from a young age to be the successor of the great Faric Auron, and there was little doubt he had lived up to his mentor’s legacy. Starting his career when the empire was still reeling from the Thepian Revolt, Intila had managed to reorganize the empire’s defenses, reaffirmed Arreline influence in the northern protectorates, and, of course, completely decimated the mighty Academy of Mages in a matter of weeks.

“The High-Marshall’s loyalty is to the throne,” Fadan explained, “not necessarily my father. There is an argument that can be made that supporting me would not constitute a violation of the High-Marshall’s duty or honor.”

Victor rolled his eyes. “Intila is not a magistrate you can convince using the letter of the law.”

“What is your alternative, then?” Nyssander asked heatedly. “How do we defeat Tarsus?”

“Slowly and steadily,” Victor replied without missing a beat, “the way we’ve always done it. We whittle away at Tarsus’ powerbase, undermine his rule until it crumbles.”

“Are you serious?” Fadan asked. “Does Tarsus’ rule seem to be crumbling to you?”

“A tower does not bend if you strike its foundations,” Victor retorted. “It remains upright until it collapses at the very last moment.”

Fadan looked from one side of the table to the other. “Does everyone here share this view? Does the Academy?” He leveled his gaze at Arch-Mage Persea. “Do you also think Tarsus’ rule is crumbling?”

“Our opinion is irrelevant in this matter,” Persea replied. “You have our allegiance, but we do not fight the wars of kings, so we will not participate in this vote.”

“No, of course not,” Lady Margeth sneered. 

“I tell you what, Your Majesty,” Victor said in turn, “persuade your fellow Mages to fight beside my soldiers, and I will field them immediately.”

Fadan felt a headache coming. This was what always happened. Whatever the route he chose, no matter what arguments he presented, the councilors always found a way to end up bickering amongst themselves. “In a few weeks, my father will bring his new law to the Landeen,” he seethed losing his temper. “What happens when he forbids the nobility from possessing their own military forces? Will you just disband your armies peacefully?”

“The emperor will not win that vote,” Arch-Duchess Margeth Abyssaria assured him. 

“I was there when you called for the Landeen on this law, my Lady!” Fadan reminded her. “My father only agreed because he knows he has already won it. Chancellor Vigild has made sure of it.”

There was no reply, only an uncomfortable silence, as no one seemed to have a counter-argument.

“We should take the vote,” Margeth murmured uncomfortably.

“Wait!” a sharp voice said from one of the mirrors. It was the Countess of Umbarad, a lively girl almost as young as Fadan. Her father, one of Tarsus’ most vocal opponents, had recently perished under suspicious conditions while on a river barge. “Margeth, are you saying you agree with Lord Victor?”

“I’m…” The Arch-Duchess weighed her words. “The Marquis raises valid points.”

“Margeth!” The young Countess was in shock. “You’re the bravest person I know. How can you say that?”

“This isn’t about bravery!” Victor protested. “This is about tactics. If we declare open war, we won’t just be outnumbered. We will be spread out across the empire in isolated pockets. We won’t stand a chance.”

 “Alicia, Lord Victor is right,” Margeth said. She sounded like an old mother still trying to bestow some wisdom upon an already grown child. “I agree with the prince that we have stalled, that something must be done, but this is not it.”

Fadan raised a hand. “If I may,” he said. “Marquis Victor raises interesting operational questions, but they are easily addressed. We can coordinate to make sure solid frontlines are established.”

“How exactly?” The question came from Count Udo, an obese man lying on a long couch at the end of the line of hypervisors. He had been chewing on a turkey leg since the beginning of the meeting, and mostly just bone remained. “Would some of us need to mobilize first? Which ones of us? Won’t they be at even greater risk?” He threw the bone on a silver platter on the floor next to his couch and exhaled loudly, rolling his eyes as if the question was too much of a mental strain. “This just will not do. I propose we delay this vote while the prince and his military staff draft an operational proposal of this offensive.”

“Another delay?” Alicia asked. “We’ve already postponed this vote twice!”

“Well it makes sense to me,” Victor said. “If the prince has solutions to the problems I’ve laid out, I’d like to know them before making a decision.”

“Lady Alicia is right,” Nyssander agreed, his voice growing. “The only thing worse than a bad decision is indecision. We cannot allow ourselves to get bogged down by endless discussion. We need to act.”

“Nyssander, we all thank you for hosting our headquarters in your lands, but you are not in charge here,” Udo said. “We will vote on this as we do for all matters.”

Nyssander leaned back on his chair wearing a defiant frown but defeated nonetheless. Next to him, Fadan studied the faces in the hypervisors. There were fifteen members to the Council of the Rebellion, as they called it. The Academy always attended the meetings with several Arch-Mages, but was considered a single member, and had only one vote, which, in this case, they wouldn’t even be using. Fadan himself was not a member of the council, since he had never formally joined the rebellion, and was instead seeking their support. That left the fourteen nobles. Nyssander and Alicia had already stated their support, which meant he needed six more votes to win. By his calculations, he barely had four.

Viscount Ultimer cleared his throat. “A vote has been called by Count Udo requesting the postponement of today’s planned vote, which would be held after a detailed operational plan is drafted by the Prince and delivered to the council. All those in favor of this proposal, please raise your hand.”

Eleven hands rose to the air in the hypervisors. It wasn’t even a close call. 

What a monumental waste of time. Six months stuck in these tunnels. Hours and hours locked in this room in discussions and negotiations, listening to these people bicker about pointless things, and for what? Nothing. Not even a refusal. Just another delay. 

“It will go better next time.”

The prince turned to the voice. Duke Nyssander stood at his side. They were now alone in the room, the hypervisors having returned to simple mirrors. Fadan hadn’t even noticed the end of the meeting. 

“I have very competent generals that can help us elaborate a plan of attack,” the Duke continued. “Lord Victor will be persuaded, and the others will follow. You’ll see.”

Fadan nodded absently.

Nyssander sighed. “You have to understand. These are good people, but they have a lot to lose.”

“I know. But they can rest assured. By the time Tarsus is finished with them, they won’t anymore.”




* * *




Doric read from the parchment in his hand—a list of basic food supplies. Some kind of request, or maybe an accounting ledger, he didn’t read it long enough to find out. Instead, he tossed the parchment back into the pile and picked another one. He wasn’t supposed to read these. Heck, he wasn’t even supposed to be in this place, but the clerk responsible for the post station had long given up on trying to kick him out. Besides, being friends with the Prince gave him enough clout to push low-level bureaucrats around.

“Anything from her?”

Doric turned at the voice. Hagon was standing on the threshold of the post office, steel armor plate gleaming from the oil lamps hanging on the wall. The clerk was nowhere to be seen. The coward had probably fled at the sight of one of the rebellion’s high-ranking officers so as not to explain why he had allowed someone without any real station in the rebellion to read the day’s correspondence. 

“Not yet,” Doric replied.

“Hardly anyone knows about the existence of this facility,” Hagon said. “The likelihood she will write here is—”

“I know.” Doric turned around and resumed siftingthrough the pile of mail.

Hagon stepped inside. “You should dedicate your time to something more useful. There are plenty of jobs you could do for us.”

Doric shook his head. “Finding her is all that matters. I know she’ll be looking for her sons, but if she had gone to Lamash, the Guild would’ve informed us, so…” He stopped midsentence, reading the letter in his hand, but quickly discarded it. “So she must be looking for Fadan.”

“He put you on this?”

“No, but I’m pretty sure he’s glad to know I’m giving it a try.”

Hagon nodded. “So, uh… would you like to go for a beer?”

Doric’s eyebrows jumped, and he turned around slowly. “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”

Doric and Hagon had known each other for decades. In fact, since Hagon was Cassia’s cousin, they were practically family. But they had never liked each other. Or, rather, Hagon had never liked Doric, a feeling that had only intensified in the years following Doric and Cassia’s forced divorce. Tarsus’ rule had gone from iron-fisted to cruel tyranny, and even when things had gotten personal, Doric had still refused to join the Rebellion. Hagon had labeled him a coward and lost all respect for him—what little remained, anyway. 

Their recent spell together in Tarsus’ prison, as well as Doric’s role during the fight aboard the prison ship, had brought them closer, but not enough to make them pals—or at least so Doric assumed.

“Can’t I just buy an old friend a drink?” Hagon asked heatedly.

Doric raised both hands as if surrendering. “Hey, you know me. I never refuse a drink.”

“Good,” Hagon said awkwardly, then motioned his head for Doric to follow and left the post office. 

The Rebellion’s underground compound had several taverns on each level. They mostly served as mess halls for guards and staff and weren’t particularly well stocked in alcoholic beverages in order to avoid too much… fraternization. Still, it wasn’t like there was a better alternative.

The tavern nearest to the post office was located on the upper level, so they climbed a narrow staircase whose steps were so worn their edges curved downwards. Like all other taverns in the compound, this one was a tiny affair with only a handful of small tables. A couple of half-melted candles burned on top of the counter, rendering the space even darker than most tunnels in the lower levels of the compound. Lunch had been served a few hours ago, so the tavern was almost empty. Besides a fat barkeep, there were two guards, practically sleeping over a card game, and a young mage reading a book in a corner, a tiny, magical ball of light floating above his head.

Doric chose a table in the middle of the tavern and sat down while Hagon fetched them two beers. Froth spilled onto the table when Hagon returned and placed them down. 

“Thanks,” Doric said, taking a sip of his drink. It was bitter and cold. Not bad, all things considered.

Hagon nodded, drank of his own beer, then stared silently into the contents of his mug like a Samehrian Shaman searching for the future in a tea cup. 

Was this it? Had Hagon brought him here just so they could sit in silence over a beer? Doric decided not to ask.

“It’s her birthday today,” Hagon said after a while.

Inside Doric’s mind, the pieces fell into place. “Shayna’s?”

Hagon nodded.

Goddess, Doric thought. The poor man. What sort of mess would he be like right now if Cassia was dead?

“We hadn’t been together for a while. Ever since those kids…”

“The magelings in your basement? What was that, eight years ago? Nine?”

Hagon looked up at Doric. “The oldest was just twelve. The youngest couldn’t even pronounce ‘runium’ right. Do you know what the Paladins did to them?”

Doric preferred not to think about it, so he just shook his head and made sure he didn’t. 

“Shayna blamed us both.” Hagon looked back down at his beer. “Just for being alive. Couldn’t even look at me. I still loved her, though.”  

Doric swallowed. What exactly did you say to something like that?  

Hagon smiled into his beer. “She was so flimsy when we first met. A couple of months into the Rebellion and she could disarm me faster than you could finish that beer.”

Doric snorted. He remembered Shayna well. There hadn’t been a flimsy hair on her body ever. People just mistook her sweetness for fragility. He raised his mug. “To amazing women.”

Grinning, Hagon brought his mug up and they toasted. “To amazing women,” he echoed.

“And their horrible taste in men,” Doric added.

Hagon laughed and they both took a long pull of their drinks.

“I suppose we’re the lucky ones, right?” Hagon asked. “I mean, for a time at least, we were happy. We had it all.”

Doric nodded. That was certainly true. He had so many good memories from those days it was almost too painful to just think about it. Cassia’s soft steps in their room in Fausta, the way she twirled when trying on a new dress, the warm sun on his face when they laid on the grass in front of their porch, her laughter at his silly jokes, Aric crying in his cradle just as he was falling asleep, Cassia pushing Doric off the bed because it was his turn…

“Anyway,” Hagon said, placing his beer down. “I just… wanted to remember Shayna with someone who knew her before… you know.” He stood up. “Feel free to finish mine. I need to be sober. The Prince has me drilling the new infantry regiments.”

“How’s that coming along?”

Hagon shrugged. “Better than expected, worse than required. Take care, Doric.” He walked away. “And good luck with the mail.”

“Hagon!” Doric called.

Hagon stopped in the tavern’s threshold and looked back.

“She still loved you. She just thought she didn’t deserve to be loved back anymore.”

“I know,” Hagon said. “I know.”




* * *




“Your Majesty,” the guard called. When there was no reply, he insisted, “Sir?” Again, nothing. “Prince Fadan!”

As if waking up, Fadan shuddered and turned to the guards following him. 

“We’re out of the base proper,” the guard informed him. “These old tunnels aren’t completely stable. It might be dangerous.”

Fadan looked around. They stood in a narrow corridor lit only by a torch in one of the guards’ hands. Dripping water echoed from somewhere beyond the darkness, and the air around them felt heavy and damp. He’d been walking aimlessly for hours and, apparently, he’d led them a bit too far.

“Where in the mother’s name are we?” Fadan asked.

“Somewhere in the ancient city’s lower levels,” the guard holding the torch replied. He had a soft, almost feminine voice.

“Oh… Do you know the way back? I got distracted.”

“Sure thing, Your Majesty,” the red-headed guard said. “This way.”

The guards started back the way they’d come.

“No, wait!” Fadan said. 

The guards looked over their shoulders. 

“I’m tired of these tunnels. I need to breathe. Take me outside.”

“Beg your pardon?” the red-headed guard asked, exchanging a glance with his colleague.

“Outside. To the surface. Anywhere, as long as there is a sky above it. I feel like these caves are crushing me. I need to breathe.”

“But… Your Majesty…” the guard with the soft voice mumbled in protest. “No one is supposed to go outside without proper authorization.”

“I’m the goddess damned prince,” Fadan replied. “What more authorization do you need?”

Once again, the guards exchanged a look.

“I suppose we could go to the Duke’s palace,” the red-headed guard suggested, more to his colleague than to the prince. “It’s safe enough there.”

“The palace is fine,” Fadan said, exasperated. “Just get me above the ground.”

Hesitantly, the guards led the prince back through the dark tunnel, then up the dozens of levels of the Rebellion’s compound. Once at the exit chamber, the guards at the door complained that a proper authorization was needed, and once again Fadan reminded them of who he was, so the door was opened. More guards stood on the other side, and the Prince had to shout his way through, his flustered bodyguards fast on his heels. When they finally arrived at the great hall of Duke Nyssander, everything was quiet. 

Moonlight poured through a stained-glass window above the ducal thrones, covering the hall in a shade of twilight. Fadan took a deep breath. He wasn’t exactly outdoors, but after six months locked in those tunnels, it sure felt like it.

“Maybe His Majesty would like to see the gardens?” the red-headed guard suggested.

“You know what? That will be all for today,” Fadan replied. “You’re both relieved.”

The guards waggled their jaws and mumbled something about their orders to never leave his side.

“I’m the goddess damned prince!” Fadan told them. “Whatever orders you have, I’m overriding them.” He turned on his heels and strode to one of the hall’s many side doors, leaving the two bodyguards to exchange worried looks.

Just as Fadan reached the door, the red-headed guard straightened up, his eyebrows jumping with a brilliant idea. “How will His Majesty find his way back to his room?” he asked quickly.

Fadan halted. That was a good question. He still wasn’t able to navigate the labyrinth of tunnels of the rebel base himself. “Alright,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “Wait here for me, then. I should be back in an hour or so. Just need to clear my head.”

The guards nodded, and the prince opened the small side door. It didn’t take long for him to get lost once more. At least this time that was the whole point. He needed to think. 

Walking past a suit of armor, he made a mental note of seeing Lord Hagon about the new infantry regiments he was training. Those men would be the template for the army Fadan planned to raise as soon as he officially declared war on his father. His hopes for victory relied on volunteers offering to join his cause as soon as it became public. But even if they did, those volunteers, no matter how numerous, would be worthless without a well-planned training program that could turn regular farmers and fishermen into proper soldiers. How exactly he was going to arm these soldiers, the prince still didn’t know, but compared to some of his other problems, this one almost seemed easy.

The palace felt almost abandoned. As he crisscrossed its hallways and staircases, Fadan did not run into a single person, servant or otherwise. For a moment, he was almost transported to his evenings exploring the Citadel with Aric. 

After what felt like the better part of an hour wandering the vast ducal residence, Fadan reached the top of a tower. There was a circular room there, shaped by the outer walls of the tower itself. It was empty except for a pair of chairs by two windows, long, thick curtains dancing in the wind between them. Fadan closed his eyes, basking in the cold air slashing across his face. How deeply one could miss something as simple as the wind. It felt so good that, at first, Fadan ignored the music in his ears, assuming his mind was playing tricks on him, overwhelmed with simple pleasure. Then, he realized there really was someone playing the lute somewhere. 

Following the sound, Fadan crossed a stone bridge leading to an adjacent tower, and the music grew clearer. He’d never heard it before, but the composition was clearly Arreline in style. It was also beautiful. Happy and yet sad, like the memory of a childhood summer one could never go back to. 

Carefully stepping into the new tower, as if afraid of scaring off a bird on the ground, Fadan found the source of the music. Someone sat on a chair on a balcony, legs up on the stone railing, playing the lute. The silhouette had long hair and broad shoulders and looked up into the night sky as if his fingers needed no direction in playing the song.

“Doric?” Fadan asked, recognizing the man.

The music stopped and Doric looked over his shoulder. “Majesty!”

“Are you allowed outside the base?” Fadan asked, stepping onto the balcony.

“Are you?”

“Technically no, but who’s going to forbid me?” Fadan grabbed the railing and looked into the distance. “We shouldn’t even be hiding in the first place,” he muttered. 

The view before him was magnificent. A full moon hung in the sky, shining down on the whole city. Ragara was like a smaller, more civilized version of Augusta. The streets were clean, detailed mosaics paving the most important avenues. The port section was organized and in good repair. Even the poorest neighborhoods had neatly cobbled streets and colorful stone buildings. There was no mud or wooden shacks falling over each other. It was a densely packed city, confined within a thick stone wall, but it didn’t feel like it. The plazas were roomy and the avenues spacious. Even the narrow back alleys looked more charming than scary.  

“I’ve heard of the council’s decision,” Doric said, taking his feet off the railing. “Or lack thereof. Can’t say I blame them, to be honest.”

Fadan turned to look at him. “Can I ask you a question? A personal one?” 

Doric nodded. 

“How did you and your father get along?”

Doric grimaced. “That’s a tough one.” He placed his lute on the ground. “Some people say we walk in the shadow of the gods. I think we walk in the shadow of our fathers.” He took a deep breath. “It wasn’t easy living up to the mighty Faric Auron, but, then again, I never wanted to. It made me angry that people had those expectations of me, but not nearly as much as my failing them made Faric. So, for many years, our relationship was… strained. Then Intila’s father died and he came to live with us. He was never formally adopted because it would’ve raised problems with managing the different estates. My mother didn’t want me to lose my inheritance, and Intila was the heir of House Faura, so he wasn’t exactly destitute. My father simply brought him home one day and we all acted as if it was normal. After that…” he shrugged, “everyone got what they wanted. I got to write my poems and sing my songs, Intila got to have a military legend as his father despite his real one having died in the war. And, of course, my father got to have his little soldier son after all.” Smiling weakly, he leaned back in his chair. “Everyone was happy.”

“Meaning…?”

“Meaning we weren’t exactly close, but we tolerated each other’s company. Towards the end, at least.”

“What about Intila?”

“Oh, they got along great!”

“No, no, I mean you and Intila.”

Doric scoffed. “Ah, right. Well… as long as my father was in the same room, we would mostly refrain from insulting each other.”

“Pity… I was hoping maybe you could help.” Fadan turned back to the city.

“Help with what?”

“Bringing Intila to our side,” he replied. “The council seems to believe that without him, we are doomed.”

“Well, that one is easy,” Doric said, picking up his lute. “All you have to do is find your mother.”

“My mother?” the prince asked. 

Doric gave him a nod. 

“What do you mean?”

Grinning, Doric strummed the chords of his lute, a soft, tender melody coming from the instrument. “Come on, you’ve lived with Intila in the Citadel your entire life. You must have seen it. I mean, I know she’s your mother, but open your eyes, son. You think Tarsus and I were the only ones craving her attention?”

Fadan stiffened, realization hitting him. 

“You want to know why I never felt less than Intila, no matter how my father treated us?” Doric asked, his fingers speeding up on the lute. “Because out of just about every man in Arkhemia, Cassia chose me.”




* * *




Fadan strode through the torch-lit tunnels, his two bodyguards struggling to keep up. As if he didn’t already have enough reasons to be looking for his mother, now she might actually be the key to defeating his father. But what more could he do? There were some indications Cassia was somewhere near the Phermian mountains, but even that wasn’t certain. Besides, he also needed resources to help Aric. Fadan made a mental note to see Ultimer about the rescue operation. He couldn’t allow the operation to fail. If Aric got to the Citadel… 

He shook his head. No, that wouldn’t happen. He’d make sure of it. 

Sighing, Fadan halted. It was so sudden his guards nearly bumped into him. He looked around. The hallway felt familiar. He turned and looked at the door to his left, recognizing it as the door to his chambers.

“Will you look at that?” He turned to the bodyguards. “I found the way to my room by—”

The glint of two blades slashed the air in front of him. The guards dropped their spears and grabbed their necks, blood gushing out between their fingers, screams trapped in their throats. As the men collapsed to the ground, a hooded figure jumped from the shadows holding the now bloody knives and lunged at Fadan. The door to the prince’s room flew open as they crashed into it, and Fadan fell on his back, the weight of the assassin crushing him. Kicking upwards, the prince sent the hooded man flying deeper into his room and scrambled back to his feet.

He felt a jolt of pain in his gut and looked down. The handle of a knife was sticking out from his belly. Cold sweat ran down his spine, and his legs felt suddenly weak. 

At the other end of the room, the assassin had landed with one arm inside the burning fireplace. His sleeve caught fire, and he tried to put it out with the bare palm of his other hand. 

Fadan looked down at the knife once again, and he went dizzy.

Oh, goddess… he thought desperately.

Taking a deep breath, he grabbed the knife’s handle with both hands and pulled, yelping loudly. It hurt so much, tears flooded his eyes. The wound gushed with red, covering his hands and spattering over the floor.

So much blood…

A scream brought Fadan’s attention back to the assassin in his room. Arm smoking, the man charged once more, wielding his second blade. Fadan’s weapons training kicked in and he feinted right, then swung left, avoiding the knife. With a quick tap of his powers, he searched for a runium reserve within himself. He had drunk some at the beginning of Sabium’s class earlier that day, before falling asleep. Luckily, it seemed his system had not digested it all. Fadan ignited the potion, felt its power coursing through his body, a tingling sensation in his fingers, and summoned a fireball.

Between Fadan’s curled fingers, sparks fizzled, but no fire came to life.

No! Fadan thought, eyes widening with panic. He looked at the hooded figure. On the man’s chest, a blue light pulsed brightly enough to be seen beneath his dark robes, and he grinned savagely.

A Syphon. Whoever this man was, he had come prepared to fight a mage. 

Fadan backed away, holding the knife he’d pulled from his own gut in front of him. He bumped into his desk and, with his free hand, started feeling along the tabletop, looking for anything he could use. His fingers found parchment rolls, a book, even a half-eaten slice of bread.

The assassin charged once more, knife swinging fast to conceal where the attack would come from. Fadan’s heart raced, and it felt like a heavy weight was crushing his chest.

His fingers brushed against something hard and cold and he wrapped his hand around it. An inkwell. Fadan threw the ink on the man’s face, covering it in a swath of dark blue.

The man covered his eyes, screaming and skidding to halt. Fadan took his chance. Screaming his lungs out, he stepped forward and stabbed the man’s chest, then his throat. Panting heavily, Fadan stepped back and watched as the assassin collapsed to the floor. 

Tears ran down Fadan’s face and he quivered. The pain in his abdomen became suddenly unbearable and he doubled over, falling to his knees.

He was going to die. Right here, in these goddess forsaken caves.

Swallowing a sob, Fadan looked at the man who had come to take his life. The assassin’s eyes were staring blankly at the growing pool of his own blood.

That damn Syphon… Fadan thought. But, then again, he didn’t even know any spell that could heal him.

Fadan shuffled forward, his knees scraping along the stone floor. He reached into the dead man’s robe, pulled the Syphon, and threw it into the fire. The blue crystal glowed momentarily on top of a burning log, then cracked, splintering into a dozen pieces. Its light vanished.

Help, Fadan thought, slumping onto his side. He was getting cold, his eyelids suddenly very heavy. Please help!

The air around him crackled, sparks flying everywhere. A deep rumble filled the room, like a herd of bison stampeding towards him. A gust of wind blew from the door, as if someone had opened a window in a storm, and…

BOOM!

Arch-Mage Persea materialized next to him, wrapped in a blue blaze. Her eyes shone like stars on a clear night. The air around her rippled in waves, magical power so raw Fadan could almost touch it. She studied the scene for a brief instant, then knelt next to him, placing a hand on the wound and another on his face.

“It’s alright,” she whispered.

The pain subsided, and his sight became murky. As Fadan fought the heaviness of his eyelids, he barely registered the cascade of booms as mage after mage teleported into the room, walls and furniture exploding to make way for their arrival.

“Everything will be alright.”
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  Broken Memories

  
  




Night had fallen hours ago, the streets now laying dormant and empty, the occasional dog barking in the distance. Engadi wasn’t a gigantic metropolis like Saggad, Victory, or Augusta, but its center felt just as packed. The city’s ancient streets were crammed between three-story buildings that seemed to lean on each other as if about to tumble. Most were in rough shape, centuries of makeshift repairs adorning their façades like ragdolls made from patches of cement, brick, and wood planks. The only exceptions were the impeccably kept temples that popped up everywhere, their sharp pyramids gleaming beneath the moonlight. Engadi wasn’t called the sacred city for nothing.

With a hop, Eliran shifted from one building’s shadow to another, getting in a better position to scan the alley. As she swung to press her back against a wall, the dagger hanging from her hip slapped her thigh and she nearly screamed from the pain. Even sheathed in thick leather as it was, the magical artifact still stung. It was almost as if the object was fighting her, like a furious dog trying to escape captivity and flee back to its owner. 

The torture was near constant. Even when she slept, the artifact flooded her mind with horrible visions of gore, destruction, and suffering. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had slept free from nightmares. After almost an entire year of this, Eliran was beginning to fear that she would eventually lose her mind. Still, the memories contained within the dagger were simply too valuable. She would not dare leave the artifact behind.

A shadow moved down the alley and the shape of a man came into view. With a glance in the opposite direction, Eliran made sure the two of them were alone and left her hiding spot. The man remained silent as she approached, his wide body hidden beneath a cloak as dark as night. When they were close enough that they could see each other’s face, he nodded. His name was Odamin, or so he claimed, and his nose and cheeks bore the marks of a lifetime of trouble.

“Boss,” he said. His voice sounded like a raven’s croak.

“I’m not your boss,” Eliran told him.

“You are for the time being. I have news.”

“You found Farshad?”

Odamin nodded. “I’m afraid the news ain’t very good, however.”

Oh, no… Another dead end? Eliran thought. “Please don’t tell me he’s dead,” she said. Eliran had been looking for Farshad for weeks now. She knew nothing about the man except his name, physical appearance, and that he owned a shady warehouse on the eastern part of Engadi. She had seen him in one of the dagger’s memories, and despite the lack of detail in the memory in question, one thing was obvious. He had done business with Astoreth at least once, probably often. It was very little to go on, but after a whole year of uselessly sifting through the memories within that cursed dagger, very little was all she could hope for. Every other lead to Astoreth had proven hopeless. Farshad was the last one that showed any promise. 

“Dead? No, no,” Odamin said. “Farshad is very much alive. That’s exactly your problem.”

The sorceress frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry. This isn’t personal.” Odamin’s cloak parted open and the glint of a blade flashed, slashing forward.

Her training kicked in without thought. Eliran moved like a cat, her left hand snatching Odamin’s wrist just in time. She felt the tip of his knife pressing against her ribs and gritted her teeth. Igniting her runium reserves, she made her muscles stronger. It wasn’t a spell she was very good at, but it was enough to keep the bulky man’s hand frozen in place, the blade trembling from the struggle. The next instant, she sent her free hand to Odamin’s forehead. 

“That was a really bad idea,” she hissed.

Her fingers pressing at Odamin’s temples, Eliran sent a jolt of pain into his head. Mind spells. Now this she was good at. His face twisted in agony as his body started to convulse, the knife falling to the ground with a clatter. Eliran pushed him down until he was laying on the muddy ground before she finally released his forehead, the spasms stopping immediately.

Odamin panted heavily, his eyes darting around, trying to focus. 

“Who do you work for?” Eliran demanded.

“Screw you, witch!”

“Wrong answer.”

Eliran squeezed the man’s temples and he began convulsing again like a freshly caught fish on a ship’s deck. This time she allowed it to go on for a little longer until the spit drooling from the corner of Odamin’s mouth began to foam.

“I’ll ask again,” Eliran said. “Who do you work for?”

Odamin panted heavily, as if he had been running for hours. “The–They’ll kill me. I can’t. They’ll kill me.” His muscles were still contracting violently as aftershocks from the spell coursed through his body.

“Believe me, I’ll do much worse.” Eliran moved to grab his forehead again, but Odamin spoke before she reached it.

“Farshad! I work for Farshad.”

Damn it! Eliran thought. This was beyond unlucky. “Who is Farshad? Why does he employ people like you?” she asked.

“He’s…” Odamin closed his eyes, steadying his breathing. When he reopened them, he looked like a man about to hang. “He’s the head of the Abdaleen Cartel.”

Eliran’s head tilted. She had been expecting Farshad to be some sort of criminal, but not the most successful one in the whole empire. During the past decade, the Abdaleen Cartel had vanquished all their rivals in Akham and now controlled the entire region. They were disproportionally larger than any other criminal organization in the empire. If Farshad was its leader, Eliran was dealing with someone even more powerful than the Grand-Duke of Nahlwar himself. 

The important question, however, was what was his involvement with Astoreth and the Circle?

“Runium,” Eliran guessed. “Does the Cartel deal in runium?”

Odamin nodded. 

Of course. This was good, though. This was really good. A chance to attack the Circle in multiple ways – killing one of their Head Archons and disrupting their runium supply. A whole year of torture, of sifting through Astoreth’s memories in the dagger, was finally going to pay off. It would be a monumental setback for the bastards.

Eliran stood and the man allowed himself to relax a bit, his head falling backwards to rest on the ground.

“You want to survive this?” the sorceress asked.

Odamin’s head tilted back up and he eyed her with suspicion.

“You can still survive this,” Eliran added. “I can take you west, help you disappear in some forgotten Thepian village. Somewhere even the Cartel’s tentacles can’t reach. But you’ll have to help me.”

“And if I refuse?” Odamin asked.

“I kill you. Right here and now.”

There was a flash in the sky, and after a moment of silence, a rumble of thunder rolled over them.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Eliran said. “You’re thinking you can just say yes, then shove a knife in my back when I’m not looking. There’s only one flaw in your plan. I’m guessing you told your boss I was looking for him, and he instructed you to get rid of me. When you don’t come back tonight, he’ll know you talked. You’re as good as dead anyway, so it seems I’m your best shot.”

The corners of Odamin’s lips twitched. “What do you want from me?”

“The next runium delivery,” Eliran said. “When is it happening?”

“There’s going to be one tonight,” Odamin replied, letting his head fall back to the ground again. “But you can’t possibly hope to steal it. Those shipments are too well guarded.”

“Don’t worry, I can take care of myself. Where will it happen?”

Odamin shrugged. “I don’t know where the drops are made. Only when they happen.”

“Do you know where they leave from?” 

“No.” He propped himself up on his elbows. “The warehouse changes. I’m not given that kind of information.”

Eliran narrowed her eyes. “You’d better think of something useful to say. I can feel my motivation to help you fading quickly.”

Odamin swallowed and seemed to think for a moment. “The Marius Bridge,” he said. “This morning, I heard some of the boys saying they were delivering a fat pouch to the Constable. You know, to leave the bridge unguarded tonight.”

Eliran smiled. “Not bad.” She offered Odamin her hand. “See? We make a great team.”




* * *




The Marius Bridge was an old stone construction harkening back to the post-unification days when a young empire attempted to solidify its influence over the newly annexed territories with a series of public works projects. It stood just outside Engadi, at its northern edge, connecting it to the imperial road headed for the Shamissai Mountains. 

Rain had started to fall about an hour ago, a relentless downpour so heavy it made the world dim. Eliran ducked beneath the thick canopy of an oak tree, Odamin kneeling beside her looking grim. They stood at a bend in the road, two hundred feet from the bridge. There wasn’t a single building in sight on this side of the river, only clusters of trees interspersed with occasional clearings where grass and underbrush grew wildly.

The rattle of cart wheels rolling over the cobbles of the bridge grew over the clattering of rain on leaves. Eliran peeked out from behind the oak tree. It was a small, two-wheel cart pulled by a single horse, escorted by twelve men on foot, half in front of the cart, half behind it. There were two more men on horseback, the riders trotting across the bridge ahead of the escort. As soon as they cleared the bridge, they snapped the reigns and sprung into a gallop. Scouts, checking the road for ambushes. Odamin had been right. These people weren’t fooling around.

Eliran shrank back into her hiding place as the riders turned around the bend. They halted their horses, checking the shadows of the trees around them. Eliran glanced sideways at Odamin, making sure he didn’t get any bright ideas. She leaned into his ear.

“At my signal, grab the horses,” she whispered.

The man nodded.

Eliran took another peek towards the river. The cart and the main escort had just cleared the bridge. She snapped her fingers. 

One of the riders froze and looked east. “What was that?” 

“What was what?” the other asked.

Eliran waited a moment and snapped her fingers again.

“Over there!” the first scout said, a finger stretched towards a clearing further down the road.

The two riders kicked the haunches of their horses and the animals dashed forward. Calmly, Eliran stood and walked out of her hiding place, emerging onto the road behind the galloping scouts. She lifted one hand and made a pulling motion and both riders were thrust backwards off their saddles, as if they had hit an invisible wall. The two men hit the ground like boulders, their horses halting and neighing from the sudden absence of weight at their backs.

“Now!” Eliran whispered towards where Odamin was still hiding.

She saw the man hesitate before obeying and lunging forward. He raced to the horses and stopped again as the two scouts tried to get back on their feet. They never got the chance. Eliran swung her arms, taking the air in front of herself in an embrace, and the men were sent flying towards each other. They crashed forehead against forehead, a sharp cracking sound followed by their bodies collapsing to the ground. 

With a gesture, Eliran spurred Odamin to get the horses, then jumped back into the cover of the oak trees. Between the small copse of tree trunks, she saw the man who she assumed to be the escort’s leader raise a closed fist. The group halted just before the bend.

Perfect, Eliran thought with a grin. She closed her eyes, focusing on the power churning within her and summoned a strong wind. Soaked leaves were sent flying off the ground and the rain started falling sideways. 

On the road, the Abdaleen goons were startled by the sudden change in the weather but stayed put. Around them, the tall oak trees began to swivel, and Eliran noticed the anxious glances they sent at the forest. 

She snapped her fingers. There was a massive crack, followed by a smooth, growing whine. A tree fell into the road right in front of the escort, the guards jumping backwards. Eliran snapped her fingers again and there was another crack, a second tree falling over on the road, this time behind the group, boxing them in.

The men scrambled immediately, unsheathing their blades and forming a protective circle around the horse-cart. Eliran heard the leader of the escort barking orders, preparing for a fight. She closed her eyes, focusing. 

Time for some real magic.

A blue light pulsed around her, slowly at first, then quicker and quicker until it turned into a blinding flash. Eliran disappeared, a blue speck taking her place. It flew out from the trees and into the road, and Eliran rematerialized behind a pair of guards. They didn’t even see her. She placed a hand over each of their heads and they fell to the ground without a sound, unconscious. A third guard fell before the rest of the group realized she was already among them.

“To me!” the group leader yelled. “To me!”

He was trying to sound like some military captain, but it was obvious these men weren’t soldiers, just the typical back alley thugs criminals usually employed. They wore simple clothes instead of armor, and their weapons were crude and ugly. Eliran saw an arrow fly towards her and batted it away as if it was an annoying mosquito. With a grappling motion in the air, she pulled the archer towards her. The woman screamed as she was dragged across the road, an invisible rope tied around her neck. None of her companions tried to save her. 

Eliran grabbed the woman by the neck and held her up as a child might a toy. She squeezed and felt the archer’s body sag as her muscles shut down all at once, letting go so the woman fell lifelessly at her feet.

The rest of the goons were clustering together, trying to imitate a battle line, except no one was carrying a shield. 

Eliran shook her head. “Pitiful,” she murmured. She could see the fear in their eyes, the hesitation in their steps. These men had never fought a mage before, and they were terrified.

The leader decided to take the initiative. He swung his sword above his head, yelling defiantly. It was brave, Eliran thought. It was also pointless. She punched the air in front of herself and the man was sent flying backwards as if a log had struck him in the face. 

The remaining goons fidgeted nervously, exchanging questioning looks. Eliran was sure they were about to flee. Unfortunately, that was something she could not allow. 

Closing her eyes, Eliran spread her arms and ignited her runium. She felt a familiar heat churning within and focused on it, concentrating more and more power until her chest felt like it was about to explode. The magic stampeded from her in a blue wave, knocking down all eight remaining thugs like the fist of a giant. 

Eliran exhaled, opening her eyes and lowering her arms. She felt drained, as if a portion of her soul had been yanked from her. Releasing that much magic at once always took its toll. 

Around her, the road was littered with bodies. None of them were dead, however. It wasn’t her style. Besides, she would need at least one of them to tell her where the runium was being taken. It had been the whole point of this ambush. 

The gust of wind she had summoned began to fade, but the heavy rain kept falling. Her clothes were so thoroughly sodden they clung to her body like resin. She moved to the back of the cart and, with a hop, climbed on top of it. There was only a small crate to be found, the name of some front company printed on its side. Apparently, this was a small shipment. 

“Odamin,” she called, the falling rain muffling her words.

The lid of the runium crate was nailed shut, but a quick glance around the bed of the cart revealed a crowbar. She decided to take the chance to restock. This night had already cost her two whole vials.

“Odamin?” Eliran called again. Where was the bastard?

The crate opened with a crack and Eliran froze, the crowbar firm in her hands.

“What the…” Eliran mumbled.

There wasn’t a single runium flask inside, just a goblet laying on a bed of straw. It was a magnificent thing. The design was clearly Fyrian, like the dagger containing Astoreth’s memories. It was made from a purple metal that seemed to glow almost as much as the Glowstone gems encrusted over its surface. Two dragons arched beside the cup, serving as its handles, their tails wrapping around its base. 

This was a holy relic if ever she’d seen one. Just not the kind mother Ava had created. What really gave Eliran pause though was that the goblet somehow looked… familiar. Like something she’d used to see in her grandmother’s house when she was little. Except she hadn’t. Never. Not once. She was as sure of it as she was sure that the goblet was right there instead of the runium flasks she had expected.

What in the mother’s name is going on? she wondered.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t just the creepy artifact before her. The woods around her seemed to have changed. Had the wind died completely? And where the heck was Odamin? 

Wait, she thought. Is that…

Eliran jumped, and as she did, an explosion blasted her forward. She crashed into the mud, splinters of charred wood raining down on her. Her head spun and she looked back. A hole had been carved into the cart right next to the crate, just where she had been kneeling. 

Magic…

She scrambled to her feet, skidding in the mud, her fingers tracing a complex pattern in the air as she conjured a shield. The next instant, a green bolt of energy melted against an invisible barrier in front of her nose. She was under attack by mages. 

No… Archons.

Whatever this artifact was, it was important. Even more important than a runium shipment.

Eliran reached into her pouch, removed the first Glowstone gem she found, and brought it to her lips, whispering an incantation. She didn’t even check if the spell was right as a second bolt of energy crashed into her shield, making her flinch. As soon as the gem began to glow brighter, signaling her magic had been stored inside, Eliran shoved it into the straw surrounding the goblet, then dashed off the road and into the forest, her feet having trouble finding purchase on the slippery mud. 

How many attackers were there? Was she surrounded?

Low branches slapped her arms and face as she raced between the trees. A third bolt hit her shield and she felt it shiver, about to collapse around her. She tried to focus on the protective spell to reinforce it. Not an easy task when one was running for their life, trying not to slam into a tree in the dark. 

She steadied her breathing, splitting her mind in two. One half focused on escaping, another on channeling her magic. She searched for more power to feed her shield, but a quick probe told her there was barely any runium left in her system. She reached for her belt, feeling for the spare runium flasks she usually carried. Instead of the familiar bulgy shape of the flasks, her fingers ran over shards of glass, slicing into her fingertip. Cursing, Eliran sucked on the bleeding wound. The vials must have shattered when she had fallen off the cart.

Her foot caught something and she fell face first on the ground, a green bolt flying by, missing her head by an inch. Eliran looked up and saw a smoking hole carved into a tree, then glanced back at what had made her trip. Odamin’s body was splayed in the mud, rain collecting in his open mouth, vacant eyes staring at the sky.

“Goddess damn it!”

She wanted to turn and fight, but she knew how stupid that would be. Facing archons without runium would be like trying to kill a dragon with a spoon. She had one potent spell left in her, maybe two. 

Footsteps echoed from several different directions. Eliran calculated there were at least three attackers, probably four, all of whom were closing in fast.

She cursed and levered herself to her feet, a layer of dark mud caking the front of her soaked tunic. With trembling fingers, she wiped away the thick strands of hair clinging to her face like leeches, pulling them behind her ears. She was freezing, yet another sign she really was running out of runium. The potion always made her feel warm. 

A flash of light flooded the forest, followed by a roll of thunder. Eliran couldn’t be sure, but she would have sworn she had seen the shapes of her attackers in the flash of light, like a pack of wolves surrounding their prey.

You haven’t caught me yet, she thought, gritting her teeth so they’d stop chattering.

Eliran closed her eyes, opened her arms, and faced up. Cold, heavy raindrops splashed over her face. She focused on them, channeling what little magic she still had delicately. She visualized the rain pouring over the forest like strings connecting the world to the clouds above. Feeling the magic seeping through her fingertips, Eliran ran through the incantation in her mind, whispering the mnemonic that helped her remember it.

At first, the drops of rain seemed to grow fatter, then, the shower became slower and slower, turning into a light drizzle before fading completely. The familiar, warm tingling in her fingers stopped, her runium finally spent. She lowered her arms and reopened her eyes.

A thick, gray blanket of mist covered the world. Eliran could barely see the tree right next to her or Odamin’s body at her feet. She realized her attacker’s footsteps had stopped and heard a series of curses. 

Eliran smiled. 

Try and catch me now, you bastards!




* * *




Eliran’s teeth had been rattling together for so long she was sure they would shatter at any moment. She tugged at the thick blanket, wrapping herself tighter. In a corner, Aldric struck a flint twice and blew on a handful of tinder until it started smoking. He was an elephant of a man. As large as most wardrobes and with a round belly that made it look like he was hiding a large pumpkin beneath his apron. He was obviously unfit for combat, so the rebellion had made him a station manager. Apparently, he was quite good at the job. 

Eliran had been in dozens of safe houses across the whole empire. This one was, by far, the tidiest and best supplied. The firewood was plentiful, there wasn’t a single cobweb in sight, and every room smelled earthy and dry, with not a single mold stain blotching the walls. Considering this was a basement in a city claimed from a swamp, it was rather impressive.  

“There you go,” the man said, pushing the nest of tinder under a pile of firewood.

Eliran saw the first slivers of flame, the mere anticipation of the fire seeming to calm her shivers a little.

“Anything else I can do, my lady?” Aldric asked, pushing on his ham sized thighs to help heave himself up. “Maybe something to eat?”

Eliran shook her head. “Just the runium, thank you.”

Aldric gave her a look that said he didn’t think that was a good idea but refrained from saying such out loud. Instead, he just said, “Yes, my lady,” and started towards the door.

Having arrived in Engadi only a couple nights ago, Eliran didn’t know much about the man, but she did know why he had joined the “cause”, as he called it: Guilt. It was a story like many others. In the aftermath of the Purge, he and his wife had taken pity on a group of fugitive child mages and hidden them in their home. The Paladins had tracked the children to Aldric’s neighborhood, and in the face of an imminent search, he had surrendered them. 

In the rebellion, there was no shortage of stories like this. Eliran had trouble remembering the faces and names of all the agents she had worked with throughout the years, but never their stories. There were children who had lost their parents, parents who had lost their children, and many other variations of the subject. The rebellion was a patchwork sewn together by loss.

The child mages Aldric had harbored had lost their lives, but something very similar happened to him that night he’d handed them to the Paladins. His marriage had collapsed shortly after. The man became a loner, hardly capable of leaving his own home. 

That was, at least, until the rebellion had given him purpose once again. Now, he dedicated himself to taking care of people like Eliran, feeding on the hope that their work could somehow avenge those poor kids.

“Aldric.”

The station manager stopped, his massive body halfway out the door. 

“You’re right. I should eat something.”

Aldric smiled. “I have some stew in the kitchen. I’ll heat it up for you.”

He disappeared out the door and Eliran waited, staring at the hypervisor in front of her. It was a simple, old thing. Its thin, bronze frame was rusty, making the Glowstone gems pop out even more than usual. The mirror had three long cracks shaped like a slanted Y, making Eliran’s reflection look like a puzzle whose pieces didn’t fit together quite right.

Aldric returned, a small flask in his hand. “The runium, my lady.”

“Thank you,” Eliran said, the sight of the potion making her sit up straighter. “And please, just Eliran.”

Aldric nodded and a set of glistening teeth appeared beneath his thick, dark beard. Eliran assumed he was giving her a smile. 

“Close the door, and please knock when you return,” Eliran told him as he turned to leave.

“Yes m— Eliran.”

Once alone, Eliran downed the runium in a single gulp, savoring the intense dizziness that always followed a generous dose of the concoction. She saw her blurred reflection breathe out a blue puff and sank in her chair as the cold that had been gripping her abandoned her body completely. 

Her arms flew open, tossing aside the blanket, and she got up with a hop. The spells in the hypervisor’s Glowstone were active and well charged. Eliran could feel them hum, like a tingling at the back of her awareness. She activated the magical artifact, summoning Persea.

In the mirror, Eliran’s reflection disappeared, replaced by a gray slab, rippling like a pond under a soft rain. Persea’s likeness came into view, first blurry and unshapely, then as sharp as if she was standing right there.

“Eliran, this is a surprise,” the Arch-Mage said.

“Mistress.”

“Your report is three weeks late. I didn’t expect to hear back from you for another three.”

“You’re the one who keeps complaining everyone insists on wasting your time,” Eliran said. 

Persea frowned out at her. “Not everyone is charged with a mission as important as yours! I must be kept appraised.”

“It’s simple, Mistress. If I don’t get in touch, it means I have no progress to report.”

“And how am I supposed to know you’re not… That you’re okay?”

“Oh, now you’re worried?” Eliran crossed her arms.

“I always worry, Eliran. I worry about all of you. You’re my students.”

“We’re your assassins, Mistress,” Eliran muttered. “It’s not the same. Now, I have news. You want to hear it or not?”

Persea exhaled loudly, letting the issue go. “Of course.”

“I have found the Circle’s runium supplier.”

In the hypervisor, Persea’s eyebrows jumped. “That’s incredible!”

“That was my initial reaction, yes. Except… instead of a runium shipment, I intercepted a sacred relic…”

“A real one or a forgery?”

“Oh, it was real, alright.”

“Eliran, you were by far the worst archaeology student in your class. How can you be sure?”

“There was this one little detail about it. The four archons who tried to kill me the moment I looked at it.” 

That got Persea’s interest. “I see… You brought it with you?”

“Did I mention the four archons trying to kill me? Of course I didn’t bring it with me!” Eliran exploded. She paused to collect herself. “I did place a tracker in the artifact’s crate.”

Persea crossed her arms, clearly not very impressed. “That’s something, I suppose. What was it?”

“A goblet. Fyrian design. Quite similar to the dagger, actually.” She motioned towards the magical dagger on her belt. “Other than that, I have no idea. I was hoping you could help. I can describe it to you in further detail.”

“It would take too much time,” Persea said. “Can you draw it?” 

Eliran nodded. 

“Good. Do it now. Memory is a fickle thing. I want you to go to Radir. Find the local rebellion cell and tell them to take you to Arch-Mage Mansakir. He’s our foremost expert in Pre-Magical age history.”

Eliran frowned. “That will take me days, mistress.”

“And doing your research for you would take me hours.”

Eliran closed her eyes and balled her fists, her knuckles whitening. “Yes, mistress,” she managed to say.

“Is that all?” Persea asked, finality in her voice.

“Yes,” Eliran replied. “No, actually…”

“Eliran I do not have all day.”

“Yes, yes, I know.” Eliran took a deep breath. This was important. “It’s the goblet. I… it looked familiar somehow, but I’m completely certain I’ve never seen it.”

“Familiar? How?”

“As if…” Eliran thought about it. “As if I had used it once. Which I never did, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Persea said. “Not you, at least.”

At first, Eliran assumed her mistress was mocking her, but when she looked at Persea, her face was serious. Her meaning hit her immediately.

“You mean the dagger,” Eliran said.

The Arch-Mage nodded. “Makes sense. After all, you’re carrying the memories of two different people.”

Eliran reached for the dagger, her stomach twisting immediately. She placed it on top a table and carefully unwrapped the thick leather strap that kept her from accidentally touching the artifact’s purple metal. Once all the wrappings were removed, the beautiful weapon stood there, gleaming tauntingly, as if daring her to touch it. 

“Goddess, I hate this!” 

“I’m right here, Eliran,” Persea said through the hypervisor.

“Actually, you’re on the other side of the world.”

“I know…”

There was a moment of silence and they exchanged a look. Was that concern Eliran saw? 

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and grabbed the purple handle. The shock was instantaneous, like embers eating away at her entrails.

The world went bright, explosions flashing all around. 

She was in a great hall, a gigantic statue of a dragon staring down at her. A hooded figure threatening her. 

Explosions flashed once again.

She was in a dark chamber, meditating, the walls draped with half-burnt candles. A corpse laying on the ground in front of her. 

More explosions filled her vision.

She was in a temple, before an altar, a small army of acolytes before her, each holding a dagger. She had the goblet in her hand, its purple hue almost blinding. She drank from it, tasted iron. She said something in a language she did not recognize. At once, the file of acolytes stabbed themselves in the chest, collapsing on the floor. She looked down, the magical dagger was in her hand. She whispered a prayer and… 

She stabbed herself.

Eliran dropped the dagger, returning to the basement and falling to the ground. She took a deep breath, fighting for air as if she had been about to drown.

“Eliran!” Persea yelled. “Eliran, are you alright?”

The door burst open and a wide eyed Aldric searched the room for some mysterious attacker. Eliran raised a hand. “I’m alright,” she said, panting. “It’s okay.”

“What happened?” the man asked.

“I’m fine,” Eliran said, standing back up. “Please, leave us, Aldric.”

Aldric sent Persea a suspicious look, but obeyed, closing the door behind him. Eliran spun, facing the hypervisor.

“What is it?” Persea asked anxiously. “What did you see?”

“Mistress…” Eliran mumbled, her eyes vacant, dumbfounded. “Astoreth killed herself.”
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  What Seeps Through the Cracks

  
  




It had been nearly a year since the last time Phaedra had set foot in the Rebellion’s underground base in Ragara. Her assignments usually lasted several months, but this last one had been abnormally long. It was strange, but Phaedra had to admit she actually missed the place.

She leaned back on the bench, crossing her arms and letting out a bored sigh. Two mages flanked the wooden door, a torch burning in an iron sconce next to each of them. Since when had Persea needed guards outside her study? And why had she moved her study to the fifteenth level? Wasn’t this where the infirmary was? 

Waiting to be called into Persea’s study was nearly a time-honored tradition. Sometimes it felt like Phaedra had spent most of her life doing just that. However, she had just returned from hunting down a couple of particularly elusive Archons on the marshes east of Belleragar. In fact, she could still smell the rotten, sulfurous stench of those murky swamps on her purple tunic. Making her wait under these circumstances was too much, even by Persea’s standards.

The door creaked open and a third mage stepped through, his bald head gleaming under the torch light. “The mistress will see you now,” he announced.

Exhaling loudly, Phaedra stood up and followed the bald man. Her muscles still ached from the long journey, and she felt her mind drifting from sleep deprivation. It was a very familiar combination of sensations. 

Beyond the door, a corridor stretched endlessly, feeding into dozens of other doors and corridors. It was absolutely quiet, and a sharp tang of disinfecting agents filled the air. This was the infirmary. Had something happened to the old woman? Somehow, that didn’t seem possible. Despite her age, Persea never got sick. One of the many feats of her prodigious powers.

The bald mage halted at a wide double door and knocked. Above the door, a wooden tablet read: Recovery Room – 1

Phaedra felt a sense of uneasiness wash through her. Something had happened to the Arch-Mage…

“Come,” a voice said from beyond the door.

The bald mage opened the door and waved Phaedra inside. With an uncertain glance at the man, Phaedra walked in. 

It was a large room, lit by several candles and oil lamps spread across tables and shelves. A young man, probably about Phaedra’s age, was laying on a bed. He had pitch black hair and a handsome face. White bandages wrapped around his abdomen, leaving his chest bare. He stared at Phaedra through tired, swollen eyes, thick, dark circles ringing them. Persea was there as well, but she was clearly not the one recovering. She sat at a desk next to the bed, drowning in parchment rolls, as usual. It was as if she had teleported her study to this room, which, come to think of it, was probably exactly what she had done. 

“Phaedra,” the Arch-Mage greeted as she stood, her long braid tumbling from her shoulder, “welcome back.”

“Thank you, mistress,” Phaedra replied. “It’s good to be back.”

“I would like you to meet his Imperial Majesty, Prince Fadan Patros.” Persea extended an arm toward the young man on the bed.

Phaedra looked at him, eyebrows jumping on her forehead. Really? she thought. Then she remembered her manners and bowed slightly. “An honor to meet you, Your Majesty.”

“Forgive me for not standing up,” the Prince said, his voice coarse. “I seem to have been mortally wounded.”

“I have not brought you here to be debriefed on your last assignment,” Persea explained. “I already know you have been quite successful. Congratulations.” She stepped from behind her desk. “Precisely one night ago, the Prince was the victim of an assassination attempt. He is no longer in any danger, but would’ve most certainly died had we not arrived in time.” She walked slowly to stand at the Prince’s side. “Great-Enchantress Clotilda and her healers spent twenty-two hours straight working on his Majesty. A few of the junior healers actually collapsed towards the end of the procedure, but everything is fine, now.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Phaedra told the Prince.

“There’s little to be glad about, I’m afraid,” the Arch-Mage noted. “An assassin infiltrated our headquarters and nearly killed the leader of this Rebellion. As far as we know, another such attack can occur at any time.”

“I wouldn’t go as far as saying I’m the leader of the Rebellion,” Prince Fadan croaked. “Not yet, at least.”

“I see…” Phaedra muttered. 

“As you know, the Prince doesn’t just share our ideals but is also a mage himself. The first one to ever be in the position of occupying the Imperial throne. For this reason, the Academy is heavily invested in the Prince’s success. His safety is of paramount importance to us. Which is why, for now, I am personally taking responsibility for the Prince’s protection. 

“However, for obvious reasons, this situation is untenable in the long term. This brings us to the reason why you’re here. I want you to be Prince Fadan’s bodyguard.”

There was a moment of silence where Phaedra was only able to blink. “Are you serious?” she asked at last.

“Quite,” Persea replied matter-of-factly.

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, this would be a waste of my skills.” Phaedra looked at her mistress. “You have plenty of talented mages you can use. Mages who don’t have my…” she searched for words, “responsibilities.”

“No need to hide what you do,” Persea said. “The Prince is well aware of the Circle’s existence and what your job is. I will miss having another Archon hunter in the field, but as I have explained, the Prince’s safety is of the utmost importance for us. I will not trust this task to anyone outside of my Chosen. And among that select few, you possess the skills that make you ideal for this task.”

“Like what? I’m available?”

“You’re my best tracker,” the Arch-Mage replied.

Phaedra was taken aback. Did she just receive a compliment from Persea? “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”

Persea sighed and rolled her eyes. “You have excellent observation and deduction skills, Phaedra. It’s no coincidence I always give you the targets that are hardest to find, and, in this case, your first task is to find whoever is behind this attack.”

“There isn’t much for you to work with,” the Prince chimed in. “But there is an obvious suspect. My father. The questions is how did he infiltrate us?”

“Your father?” Phaedra echoed, still recovering from Persea’s words. “No. No, it couldn’t have been your father. If he knew that you were here, that this is the Rebellion’s headquarters, he wouldn’t have sent a lone assassin. He would’ve sent every single one of his Legions. A moment ago, you said you’re not the Rebellion’s leader yet. What exactly did you mean by that?”

Smiling, Persea looked at Fadan. “See? What did I tell you?” She turned back to Phaedra. “Not everyone in the Council is as enthusiastic about the Prince’s leadership as we are. The Prince has been busy working to persuade them to his cause.”

“For months,” Fadan added. “So, are you are suggesting this could be someone from the Council?”

“I’m not suggesting anything yet,” Phaedra replied.

Fadan nodded. “But you are accepting this job, right?”

“Why, is it optional?” Phaedra asked, directing a smirk at Persea.

Instead of replying, the Arch-Mage simply said, “The Prince is correct when he says there isn’t much for you to work with. The assassin died in the scuffle. However, you are free to examine the corpse.” Persea turned and headed back to her desk. “Find out who’s behind this. Until then, I will remain by the Prince’s side.”

“I fear we might be sending you on a wild goose chase,” Fadan said. “I wish you luck.”

“There’s nothing harder than lying and keeping secrets,” Phaedra replied. “Somewhere along the way, people always slip up. There’ll be a breadcrumb, I’m sure. And I’ll find it.” 

“Excellent!” Persea sat down at her desk. “The mage outside will escort you to the scene. It has been kept undisturbed for the benefit of your investigation.” She picked up a quill and started scribbling on a piece of parchment. “I will maintain a mental connection to you, so keep me appraised.”

“Yes, mistress. Your Majesty.” With a short bow towards the Prince, Phaedra turned around to leave.

Just as she reached for the doorknob, Persea said, “And Phaedra?”

The Wizardess turned around.

“Be quick about it.”




* * *




Fadan was tired of laying still, his muscles growing restless from the complete inactivity. As if that wasn’t enough, his whole back itched as if an army of ants was crawling all over it, but he did not dare scratch for fear of the pain that came with his every movement.

Silence filled the room, broken only by the intermittent scratching of Persea’s quill. Fadan rolled his head to look at her.

“I wasn’t expecting someone so…” He searched for the right word.

“Pretty?”

“I was going to say small.”

“Yes, but you meant pretty.” With a bored expression, Persea stopped writing and looked at the Prince. “Phaedra is one of the most talented mages I’ve ever trained. On a good day, she could make some Arch-Mages I know look bad, so don’t let her looks fool you.”

“I know enough about mages not to judge them on their looks.”

“Also, if she is to be your bodyguard, you will have to put those thoughts aside,” Persea continued. “You have too many responsibilities to allow yourself that sort of distraction.”

Feeling his face grow warm, Fadan looked away from Persea and stared at the ceiling. “You’re being ridiculous. Besides, no one is more aware of my responsibilities than me.”

“That’s good to know.” The Arch-Mage resumed her writing.

Fadan took a deep breath. He felt powerless. Something was about to change—something big—and instead of preparing for it, he was tied to this bed.

“You’re so calm about this whole thing,” Fadan said.

“Why wouldn’t I be? You survived the assassination attempt, so it has now become an advantage.”

“An advantage?” Fadan rolled his head to look back at Persea, frowning.

“Nothing is safe that has not been attacked. It is that which seeps through the cracks that warns us of our vulnerabilities. We have an enemy we did not know about. Thanks to this attempt on your life, now we do.”

“Yes, I know.” Fadan looked back up at the ceiling. “That’s what I’m worried about.” 




* * *




Be quick about it. Persea’s words echoed in Phaedra’s mind like a taunt. The gall of that woman… She paced back and forth, pretending to inspect the scene, fuming. I knew that damn compliment couldn’t’ve been real. 

The room was a complete wreck. Charred remnants of what had once been furniture littered the floor, two walls had crumbled to the point where they barely existed anymore, there was even a hole in the ceiling.

“You’re probably assuming this was caused by a magic fight,” the bald mage said, indicating the destruction around them, “but—”

“But it wasn’t, yes, I know,” Phaedra interrupted.

“Oh… I thought I was supposed to brief you.”

“You are!” Phaedra shot back. “Except this is obvious.” She pointed at one of the gouges on the stone wall. “These are too clean and smooth—typical signs of spatial displacement bubbles, indicating that all of this was caused by a bunch of mages clumsily teleporting in.” She strode to the dead body, laying in a pool of his own blood. “He was killed by a blade and not magic, so obviously they all arrived after the fight.” 

The poor man just blinked back at her, probably wondering what he’d done wrong. 

Realizing she was taking her frustrations out on the wrong person, Phaedra cleared her throat and knelt next to the assassin’s corpse. “Let’s see what you have for me,” she muttered, hiding her embarrassment. 

The corpse had belonged to a middle-aged man in decent physical condition. Death had stolen most of the color on his skin, which now looked waxy. He wore cheap, plain clothes, tall leather boots, and a dark cloak to cover it all. 

“You should stand back,” Phaedra warned the bald mage.

Frowning, the man complied, stepping back a couple of paces.

Phaedra placed her fingers around the dead man’s head, like two spiders crawling around his scalp. She closed her eyes, tapped her Runium reserve, and ignited it, channeling a mind reading spell. Her stomach turned immediately, and a sense of revulsion swept through her body. Unable to contain it, she puked into her mouth. Grimacing, she turned and spat the vomit to the floor, nearly spattering over the bald mage’s feet.

Cursing, the mage stepped back even further, lifting his blue robe so its hem was as far away from the floor as possible.

“Sorry about that,” Phaedra said, standing up and spitting again, trying to rid herself of the foul taste in her mouth. The corpse was too far gone. There was nothing salvageable in that brain.

“What did you just do?” the bald mage snapped.

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t trying to raise him from the dead or anything.” She stepped around the body to stand over an adjacent pool of blood that, she assumed, must’ve belonged to the Prince. “I don’t do death magic.” The blood was smeared as if the Prince had dragged himself across the floor. “Not on weekends, at least.”

“What?”

Ignoring the man, Phaedra twisted her head. A serious wound such as the one the Prince had received meant that the moment he had collapsed to the floor, he was already too weak to fight. Which, in turn, meant that he had killed his attacker before falling to the floor. So why had he dragged himself to the already dead assassin?

To call for help, of course, Phaedra concluded, looking at the fireplace.

The assassin had been prepared. Knowing the Prince was a mage and not being one himself, he’d brought a Syphon to even the odds. That explained why the Prince had killed him with a blade and not a spell. 

Phaedra knelt before the fireplace and rummaged around in the ashes until her fingers ran against a small crystal about the size of a plum. She retrieved it and wiped the soot off by rubbing it on her purple robes, then inspected it. The crystal’s radiance was gone, stolen by the fire, rendering the Glowstone useless. What once had been a valuable magical artifact was now nothing more than a blue paperweight. Any clues it might have contained were gone as well.

Tossing the dim crystal aside, Phaedra turned back to the corpse. “Come on, what have you got for me?” She opened the assassin’s cloak and felt around the body, searching for pockets. She found a lockpick, some coins, and a ring with an amber stone that was probably worth less than any of the coins—nothing of use.

Phaedra scratched her chin. “Why do I have a feeling you’re keeping something from me?” She double checked his sleeves and collar, then took off the assassin’s boots and looked inside them. 

Nothing. 

With a knife, she pried at the seam of the soles, detaching them from the rest of the boot’s bottom, searching for any hidden caches. 

Again, nothing. 

Exhaling loudly, she unbuckled the man’s belt and pulled it off.

“Are you going to undress him here?” the bald mage asked, grimacing.   

“Why, you’ve never seen a naked man before?” Phaedra replied, running her fingers along the belt’s leather. 

“Not a dead man…”

Phaedra smiled. “There you are…” 

“What?”

There was a seam in the belt, a hidden pocket. Phaedra slid two fingers inside the pocket and found a small mirror half the size of the palm of her hand. Its silver rim was covered in tiny Glowstone crystals. They glowed as if she had reached up into the night sky and collected a handful of stars.

A portable Hypervisor.

“Got you!”




* * *




As far as clues went, used magical artifacts were among the most useful. Traces of magic were occasionally left in the Glowstone crystals, revealing important details about the mage who had cast the enchantments. However, gleaning such hidden secrets wasn’t easy. Only those highly skilled in the art of crafting magical artifacts—Artificers—were able to extract that kind of information. 

Phaedra was no such expert, but the Rebellion’s headquarters was also the heart of the Academy as it existed today. If there was a place in Arkhemia where she could find the best Artificers, it would be here. For that reason, her next destination was, of course, the Academy’s Department of Artifacts. 

Phaedra navigated the underground facility’s labyrinth of dark hallways and narrow stairwells with ease. She was surprised she still remembered the layout of the place so well. But this was, after all, her home, or at least as close to one as she had. After the Purge, Phaedra had been among the few magelings directed here as part of the effort to rebuild the Academy. As the years had gone by, she grew up, completed her studies, and watched as the Rebellion’s Headquarters expanded. In the very first years, they had occupied only a couple of levels—one for storage of supplies, kitchens, and baths, and another to accommodate mages as well as non-magical folk hiding from Imperial authorities. Slowly, the facility had grown, tunnel by tunnel, level by level, until it had become the small underground city it was today.

The Rebellion wasn’t anywhere near its goal of overthrowing the emperor and restoring the legality of magic yet, but they had indeed grown into a sizeable organization, and despite Phaedra’s duties being related to another, more secretive endeavor—fighting the Circle of Archons—there was no doubt she was proud of all they had achieved. After all, fifteen years ago the Academy had been on the brink of disappearing from the surface of Arkhemia, and now they numbered in the hundreds once more. 

As Phaedra strode across the compound, memories of her youth sprang into her mind. Small things triggered by familiar locations, like a cupboard near the kitchens where she used to hide every time she came last in one Persea’s challenges, or a nook at the end of a hallway with stone benches surrounding a small water fountain, where she had kissed a boy for the first time—Turek, of all people. 

After being selected as one of Persea’s Chosen, Phaedra’s world had revolved mostly around their small class. Their status among the students in general and the secrecy of what they were being trained to do had erected a wall between them and the rest of the people in the compound. It would’ve made sense that the twelve of them would become a tightly knit group, but the opposite had happened. Persea’s methods were harsh, pitching them against each other. The thorns of mutual distrust and suspicion had pushed them slowly apart, even though all they had were each other. They didn’t hate each other, either. Phaedra certainly didn’t dislike any of her classmates—except, perhaps, Turek—but they had been taught to survive even at the expense of their friends, and it had left scars.

Her youth, Phaedra thought, was clearly a very odd one. And yes, every once in a while she did miss them all. Even Persea. The strangest of all things, however, was this recurring dream she kept having. In this dream, she was back in the magic school of Ashan, attending classes in the same towers she remembered from her childhood, except her tutor was Persea and her classmates were the rest of the Chosen. Persea taught them patiently, sending warm, motherly smiles at them. Then, they would run out of class, laughing, headed for some game in the courtyard. Ursula and Eliran would grab her hand and challenge her to a race—last one to the courtyard wouldn’t get dessert. Apodyon and Ebomir would play pranks on other students, prompting her to laugh herself to tears. It was the kind of dream one wouldn’t want to wake up from. And then Phaedra would wake up, and it would all feel odd and uncomfortable, like wearing someone else’s pants.

“Phaedra?”

Startled from her reverie, Phaedra spun around. A tall young man, about her age, was standing outside the door to a study. He wore the blue robes of initiated mages and hugged a bundle of boring looking tomes. 

“It’s been so long,” he added, stepping to her.

His face was familiar, but Phaedra couldn’t quite place it, so she smiled faintly. “Yeah…” she muttered.

“How have you been? I mean, I know you can’t talk much about your work, but…”

The puzzle pieces fell into place inside Phaedra’s head and she remembered. They had been classmates after the Purge, in the months before Persea had chosen Phaedra for her private class. His name was Somlin. Phaedra remembered him as a sweet, quiet kid. She also remembered he’d had a massive crush on her.

“I’m great,” she replied, then pointed at the door he had just come through. “You have your own study now? Very impressive.”

“Oh, no.” Somlin blushed. “I’m doing an apprenticeship with Great-Enchantress Lowysa. The study is hers.” He laughed nervously. “Lowly mages like me don’t get our own studies.”

“Right.” Phaedra nodded, struggling to keep her polite smile on. “Well, it was good seeing you.” She stepped away, making to leave.

“Yeah, you too. Do you know how long you’ll be staying?”

“Hum, no, actually.”

“Well, if you’d like, we could go for a drink,” Somlin suggested as Phaedra started to pull away. 

“Sure. I’ll look for you if I have the time.” She turned and began to walk away in earnest.

“Okay, great,” Somlin said. “Bye.”

Phaedra waved.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Somlin called. “I was sorry to hear about Apodyon.”

Phaedra halted, a cold grip tightening around her spine. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Somlin giving her a pained look.

“I really liked him.” Somlin gripped his books tighter. “He was a good guy.”

“Yeah,” Phaedra said, her voice faltering. “Yes, he was.”




* * *




“You don’t work here!”

Phaedra lifted her head from the small desk. The voice belonged to a young boy of about sixteen years, who was frowning disapprovingly at her. With arms crossed over the light-blue robes of a novitiate, the boy waited patiently for an explanation.

“I don’t?” Phaedra asked, feigning innocence. 

“I’m quite sure you do not,” he insisted. “And since I’m the assistant to the Head Artificer, I think I should know.”

“Ah, just who I was looking for.” Phaedra dropped the pincers she had been playing with onto the pile of tools, metal scraps, and shavings on top of the small desk.

“Me?” the novitiate asked.

“No, your master,” Phaedra replied. “Take me to him.”

“You can’t just waltz in here and expect to be received by the Head Artificer. High-Wizard Talladin is a busy man.” The boy unfolded his arms. “What did you say your name was?”

“I am Wizardess Phaedra. And you are?” She offered her hand.

“Turmond,” the boy replied, shaking her hand. 

Turmond… Phaedra thought. Who’s so embarrassed by his low rank he doesn’t even preface his name with it. She almost shook her head in disapproval. Sure, he did look a bit old for a novitiate, but everyone learned at their own pace. The amount of pressure the Academy placed on its students was nothing short of indecent. No wonder so many mages were maladjusted misanthropes. 

“Pleasure to meet you,” Turmond said. “Now please leave. The Department of Artifacts is a restricted area.”

“Oh, I’m well aware.” Phaedra smiled. “I’m here on behalf of Arch-Mage Persea.”

The name had the intended effect, and Turmond stiffened. “Oh, I see. Well,” he muttered, “why didn’t you say so sooner?” He looked around as if he had suddenly forgotten where he was. “The High-Wizard’s study is that way.” He indicated a set of double doors behind him.

“Thank you,” Phaedra said, stepping towards the door. “By the way, would you mind giving me a tour of the place?”

“Uh, sure. You’ve seen our repair shop.” Turmond indicated the room they were in. There were dozens of desks facing the wall, surrounding the entire area, but most were vacant. Only a handful of mages hunched over what Phaedra now knew were broken magical artifacts. At the center of the room, a long table fit for a royal banquet occupied most of the remaining area, containing dozens and dozens of spare parts of every shape and size, all neatly organized into open-top, clearly labeled crates.

Phaedra nodded and stepped out through the double-door. Turmond lead the way, naming the different rooms as they walked past them.

“That’s the furnace. The storage room is through that door. The alchemy lab and main workshop is that way.” He climbed a narrow flight of stairs. “All head staff have studies up here. There’s also a small reading room where we keep blueprints and instruction manuals—the department’s version of a library, I suppose.”

Phaedra nodded along the way, absorbing the layout of the place. “How many people in the department?”

“Including apprentices? About forty or so.” 

They walked along a narrow corridor, portraits of Arch-Mages, High-Wizards, and Grand-Sorcerers hanging on the walls between doors. 

Turmond stopped at a small door and knocked. “Master, there’s someone here to see you.”

“It’s not a good time,” a muffled voice said from the other side. “Later, perhaps.”

“She says she’s here on behalf of Arch-Mage Persea.”

Like he’d said a magic password, the door clicked and slid open. 

“I trust you know your way back out?” Turmond asked.

“Sure thing.”

“In that case, I have some cataloguing to do.” The apprentice bowed his head slightly and took off.

Phaedra stepped into the Grand-Sorcerer’s study. It was a small place. Or at least it was made to look small by the piles of stuff filling it. Books and parchment rolls, some open, some closed, lay everywhere. Random tools were scattered all over the place. And the artifacts, myriads of them, either lining shelves or filling the large mahogany desk, came in all shapes and sizes—mundane objects like scissors and hammers, strange mechanical contraptions with pulleys and levers, even weird human or animal-like figures, all riddled with gleaming Glowstone crystals.

“One of Persea’s Chosen, I assume,” Talladin said in a deep, wise voice as he stood up from his desk. He was a twig of a man who seemed to float inside his black robes. His hairline receded as far as the back of his head, and what little gray hair he did have left partially covered his ears. “To what do I owe the pleasure? I hope there isn’t an Archon hiding in my workshops.”

“So do I,” Phaedra replied with a smile before offering her hand. “Wizardess Phaedra. Honored to meet you, master.”

“Yes, yes.” The High-Wizard shook her hand and indicated the chair across from him over the desk. “Please, sit down.” 

As she sat, Phaedra reached into her tunic and produced the small hypervisor she had collected earlier from the dead assassin. “I am conducting an investigation on behalf of Arch-Mage Persea and require your expertise.”

“Of course. Anything for the cause.”

Phaedra leaned forward and placed the hypervisor right between Talladin’s hands. “Have you ever seen this artifact or anything like it?” 

“I have not,” the Grand-Sorcerer replied after a brief inspection. “It’s nothing we’d produce in here, that’s for sure.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, it’s rather poorly engineered, isn’t it?” He picked the hypervisor up and looked at it from different angles. “I mean, it’s very portable, sure, but its spell life must be terrible.” He aimed a finger at the artifact’s array of Glowstone crystals. “Hypervisors tend to be quite thirsty. With shards this small, I imagine it requires constant recharging.”

“Interesting…” Phaedra muttered. “I’m told that very experienced artificers are capable of extracting previous communications from used hypervisors. Is that true?”

“Fragments sometimes remain etched on the crystal’s latticework, yes, but never entire conversations. Would you like me to give it a try?”

“I would.”

Clearing his throat, Talladin opened a drawer and retrieved a pair of round spectacles, Glowstone shards encrusted on their silvery rims. When he put them on, the shards began to glow. He then sifted through the mess on his desk and selected a tool that resembled a long, thick needle and began to prod the tiny hypervisor’s crystals with it, sparks flying off the needle as he did. “Hmmm,” he muttered, grimacing. He kept looking, his head tilting one way, then the other. He switched tools, choosing a thinner version of the previous needle. “I don’t think there’s anything here.” 

“Are you sure?”

“This was probably not used much since its creation.” Talladin placed the tool back on his desk. “Pretty sure, yes.”

Damn it! Phaedra thought.

“Although…” Talladin muttered but never finished the sentence.

“Although?”

“It’s… strange.” The Grand-Sorcerer removed the spectacles and looked at Phaedra. “As I said, the latticework is mostly pristine, indicating very little use, but there are signs of damage.”

“What kind of damage?”

“Some of the fractals have been shattered. It’s nothing that would impact functionality in the short-term, but at this rate, the hypervisor wouldn’t last more than a few months.”

“Shattered fractals… that can only happen while recharging the crystals, right?”

“That’s correct,” Talladin replied, returning the artifact to Phaedra. “It’s not much, but there really isn’t—”

“Thank you!” Phaedra cut in, jumping to her feet and holding out her hand to Talladin, her eyes gleaming.

“Huh… your welcome,” Talladin muttered, shaking Phaedra’s hand with a confused look. Phaedra almost ran out of the old man’s study, slamming the door behind her.

Mistress, Phaedra thought, calling out mentally. Mistress, are you there?

I am now. Persea’s reply came loud and clear, her magic as impeccable as always.

I think I found something about our assassin’s accomplice, Phaedra said, flying across the Department of Artifacts’ corridors. I’m headed for the magic school right now.

The magic school?

Yes, Phaedra replied. I’m pretty sure the accomplice is a mageling.




* * *




About fifteen boys and girls, all ranging from the ages of five to twelve years old, stood scattered throughout the classroom, a shiny metallic sphere floating in the air in front of their little noses. They all wore the mandatory light blue tunic of their station and focused fiercely on their spell, wrinkles and beads of sweat forming over their foreheads.

Phaedra remembered being in a similar class when she was still at the magic school of Ashan, before the Paladins had come and burned it to the ground. 

Shaking the memory away, Phaedra turned to the Headmaster standing next to her. “How many students do you have?”

“Sixty-one in total,” the Headmaster replied in a tired, rusty voice that didn’t fit with his looks. But it wasn’t just his voice that gave him away. The man looked far too young for his position, which meant he was covered in rejuvenating spells. Most older mages usually were. “Our numbers have been growing steadily for the past few years.”

“That’s good. Too bad these kids never get to see the light of day, though.”

“A small price to pay for the freedom to pursue their Talent without fear of being hunted down like dogs.”

“Probably,” Phaedra agreed. “How advanced are these students on the subject of Artificing?”

“The novitiates?” the Headmaster asked. “Not at all. They won’t even broach the subject until this year’s final trimester.” Then, as if he’d remembered something, “I’m sorry, why are you here?”

“Does my presence worry you?”

“It does, actually.” The Headmaster turned to be face to face with Phaedra and crossed his hands behind his back. “I know every student that has ever gone through our fledgling, underground school. You were handpicked by Persea and taken to her private class when you were nine years old, less than three years after you arrived here. Nevertheless, I remember you just as well as any other of my students. Phaedra, from the school of Ashan. You had the worst temper and the best memory in your class.”

Phaedra smiled.

“You seem to have grown up to be a fine young woman, despite Persea’s… methods.” The Headmaster placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “That pleases me. However, I know what you do. So please, tell me, what is an Archon hunter doing in my school?”

Phaedra reached inside her tunic, withdrawing the small hypervisor. “Have you ever seen this artifact?”

“I don’t think so,” the Headmaster replied, taking the hypervisor in his hands.

“An… enemy of the Rebellion and the Academy infiltrated this facility,” Phaedra explained. “A non-magical individual which had this artifact in his possession.”

“So this… infiltrator required the help of a mage to recharge this hypervisor.”

“Correct. However, the glowstone crystals on that artifact display a very specific kind of damage—shattered fractals.”

“I see. You’d have to be very inexperienced to make that kind of mistake.” The Headmaster returned the hypervisor to Phaedra. “So you think it had to be one of my students.”

“You just explained to me that none of your Novitiates are skilled enough to recharge a hypervisor. That means it must be one of your Initiates. I’m assuming there are about fifteen of them, so I have now narrowed my list of suspects to a rather manageable number. I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me narrow it down further.”

“Very impressive, but you’re wrong.”

“And why is that?”

“Because not one of my Initiates would make such a silly mistake. My Novitiates might not know how to enchant a Glowstone crystal yet, but to progress to the rank of Initiate, they need to be able to do so flawlessly.” 

“So you’re saying the Novitiates aren’t experienced enough to be my suspects, but the Initiates are too experienced?”

“Precisely. It would have to be someone somewhere in the middle of that learning curve. Of which there are none in this school at the moment. Whoever is helping this infiltrator of yours, it could not have been a student of this school.”




* * *




Phaedra and Persea met at the Academy’s archives, a quiet place where they could think. It contained every record, file, or document the Academy had ever written down. Well, the ones that had survived the Purge or had been produced after it, at least. That meant all the information the Academy’s remarkable bureaucratic machine had produced on its members was right here. The name of Phaedra’s suspect was written on one of the yellowed parchment rolls collecting dust on the archive’s shelves. 

Too bad Phaedra had no idea where to start looking. 

Phaedra sat at one of the reading desks, tall bookcases rising behind her, while the Arch-Mage walked in a wide circle around the remaining empty desks. 

If there was anything Phaedra hated, it was an unsolved puzzle. It chewed at her patience like a shrill shriek hovering just on the edge of her hearing. At this moment, however, it was Persea’s pacing that was really getting on her nerves.

“Shouldn’t you be with the Prince?” Phaedra asked. “I thought you were supposed to have personally taken responsibility for his security.”

“He’s with his personal tutor,” Persea replied. “Grand-Sorcerer Sabium. A competent mage. He should be safe enough.” She halted. “What if one of the Novitiates is more advanced in Artificing than the Headmaster realizes?” 

“I’ve considered it. It’s certainly a possibility, but… it’s not the most elegant theory. Kind of desperate, really.”

“Maybe,” Persea conceded, then resumed walking.

“When were you going to tell me about Apodyon?”

The Arch-Mage stopped dead in her tracks, the question echoing among the archives’ darkened archways. “You’ve heard,” she said, then cleared her throat. “There was no point in—”

“Goddess damn it!” Phaedra pounded both fists on the desk, and the boom they made reverberated so powerfully around them it seemed the shelves would collapse. “I’m not going to pretend like we are all the best of friends, but you and that little class of ours is the closest thing I have to a family. You could at least tell me if one of them gets killed!”

Persea exhaled. “You’re right, I should’ve told you. I simply did not want any distractions to interfere with—”

“My work, yes, I know,” Phaedra interrupted once more. She threw her arms in the air. “Our all-important work!”

“It is all-important work, and you know it.” The Arch-Mage took a step toward her disciple. “We keep a great evil in check, Phaedra, but that’s not what I was going to say. I didn’t want any distractions to interfere with your safety. When you’re out there, chasing those creatures, the slightest mistake can cost you your life. Then you came back, but there was this business with the Assassin. I was going to tell you when this was over.”

“I’ve been doing this for a while, now, mistress. I think I can handle some bad news.”

“Perhaps. But none of you chose this path. I made that choice for the twelve of you when you were still children, and while I do not apologize for it, I also will not gamble with your lives.”

Silence fell between the two of them. Phaedra leaned back in her chair and Persea turned around to look down a shadowy row of bookcases.

Phaedra took a deep breath. “There’s only nine of us left,” she said at last. The anger had left her voice.

Persea nodded, eyes on the floor.

“Do you ever think about training a new generation of… us?” Phaedra asked.

Persea nodded. “Sometimes. Alas, I have not had the time. Maybe next year. Our pool of candidates has certainly grown.”

Phaedra straightened up in her chair. “It has, hasn’t it?”

“Hmm?” Persea turned back around to face her protégé.

“Mistress, how do we get our magelings? I mean, in my day we all came straight here after the Purge. But what about the students that have come here since?”

“They’re mostly the children of families aligned with the Rebellion,” Persea explained. “We started conducting tests on all infants about three years after the Purge. Those with the Talent are sent here.”

“What about people from my generation? The ones who survived the Purge but weren’t sent here for one reason or another. I’m sure there’s a significant number of those scattered across the empire. Do we ever find any?”

“It’s extremely rare, but it does happen. Not all are invited here, and of those who are only a handful have accepted.”

“Right,” Phaedra muttered. “But those who do accept, they’re in an interesting situation, education-wise. They had some knowledge from before the Purge but then were interrupted in their studies. What happens when they come here? Are they assimilated into the regular classes?”

Phaedra’s implication became immediately clear to Persea. “No. They have personal tutors, much like our Prince.” She stretched an arm and one of the shelves spat out a narrow book. “These are their files,” Persea added as the book landed on the desk in front of Phaedra.

The young Wizardess flipped through the pages quickly. “It says here there’s a total of seven of them. Are they tested on the different subjects?”

“Their education isn’t as structured as that of the regular students, but yes, they do undergo some testing.” Persea walked to stand next to her disciple, then placed a finger at the bottom of one of the pages. “You can see their scores here.”

Each file contained all sorts of information about the young mages—age, height, the school they had attended before the Purge. Phaedra focused on the subjects they had been tested on and their respective grades. All had passed Basic Artificing except for one. 

“Turmond,” Phaedra read out loud. 
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Steps echoed through the hall, sharp as knives. As they came to a stop, Aric heard an exchange, the echo jumbling words together until he couldn’t understand a thing. From the tight cell where he’d spent the night, Aric couldn’t see them, but he knew at least a couple of paladins stood guard somewhere down the cell block.

The steps resumed and Aric looked up just as Sylene came into view on the other side of the bars. She inspected the cell with a disapproving look, as if it didn’t belong in her mountain. A stream of sunlight filtered through a high grate, framing the Guild’s Grand-Master in gold. Long, dark braids tumbled over her shoulders, partially covering a black cuirass with a scorpion etched into the leather of the chest. Aric noticed she wasn’t armed.

“I was wondering if you’d come,” Aric said.

“Have they treated you alright?”

Aric rubbed his wrists where the tight manacles were threatening to scrub his skin raw. “As you’d expect, I suppose. Where were you? Where was everyone?” He didn’t want it to sound like an accusation, but it did anyway.

“Confined to quarters. They’ve brought a small army.”

“I’ve seen it.”

“That was just a small detachment,” Sylene said. She took a breath. “Control of the Guild has been handed to the Paladins. They are now in charge of Lamash.”

 The notion hit Aric like a slap in the face. He could imagine how it must have felt to Sylene. 

“I see,” Aric muttered. “Is it… temporary?”

Sylene shifted uncomfortably and her eyes flitted towards the guards at the end of the hall. “Who knows.”

Aric’s shoulders slumped. “Fire take this… What about me? Why in the mother’s name have I been arrested?” 

“You haven’t been told?”

Aric shook his head.

Sylene paused, weighing her words. “You are to be taken north. To the capital.”

“What!?” The question echoed fivefold, falling over the cell-block like a hammer. “You mean to the Citadel?”

Sylene held his gaze but did not reply.

“No!” Aric said, standing up. “I’m not going.”

“There’s nothing I can do.”

With a step forward, Aric grabbed the bars and squeezed the cold metal until his knuckles went white. “I’m not going back there,” he said, ice in his voice.

Sylene glanced away, toward the paladin guards. “I don’t think you have a choice.”

“I’m a dragon hunter. I’ll find a way.”

“Yes, you are,” Sylene said, a reassuring hand wrapping around one of Aric’s. “I’m sorry.” 

She let go and strode off, her shoulders wide and back straight, the echo of her steps lingering when she disappeared from Aric’s view. He almost shouted after her. Instead, he slumped to the stone floor.




* * *




Aric wasn’t sure what was worse. The unbearable heat accumulating inside the prison wagon and threatening to cook him alive, the ceaseless climbing up and down the dunes turning his stomach inside out, or the fact that the whole thing felt so familiar. He could still remember the sense of inevitable doom, of being led to his death, locked alive inside his own coffin. For all he knew, even the prison wagon was the same. The difference was at least the last time he had been getting away from Tarsus, not being dragged back into his clutches. 

No, that wasn’t true. There was another big difference. The last time, he had been just a frightened child. Now, he was a dragon hunter. 

It hadn’t been that long ago, a little over a year and a half now, but so much had changed that the Aric from that memory almost felt like a stranger. If the emperor, or these paladins, thought they could ferry Aric across the whole empire this easily, they were sorely mistaken.

He stood up, the wagon swaying and sending him scrambling for balance. His hands found the bars of the only window in the compartment, a rectangle barely larger than his head. Aric sucked in the air from outside, not that there was any respite to be found. They were still well within the desert, and the wind blowing outside was hot enough to bake bread.

“Hey,” one of the Paladins of the escort called. He was talking to one of his comrades. “Have you noticed that thing up there?”

Aric followed his gaze to the top of a dune not far from them. The shape of a large feline glided across the crest of sand like an acrobat strolling over a high-wire.

“It’s been following us for hours,” the paladin continued. “Ever since we left the mountain.”

“And?” the other paladin asked without sparing his friend a glance.

“Well, what if it’s hungry?”

Aric inspected the pair atop their horses. The one that had spoken first had a glistening red nose that looked about to explode, while the other was practically drowning in the sweat streaming from beneath his helmet. They were the only members of his escort visible from his window at the back of the prison wagon, but Aric could hear the horse hooves of several other paladins either flanking him or riding ahead.

“That’s no dune lion, you idiot,” the sweaty one said. “It’s too small. Probably just a lynx or something. They don’t attack people.”

“They attack horses, though,” Aric said with a grin.

The pair of paladins looked his way but said nothing.

“You’ll have to stop for the night sooner or later,” Aric continued. “And then one of you will have to walk the rest of the way to Augusta.”

“Or maybe we make a nice lynx roast,” the red-nosed paladin retorted. “What do you say, Orun? Fancy some hunting?”

“Would beat the dried stuff we brought,” Orun replied.

Aric snorted. “I’d love to see you try.”

“You don’t think we can catch a miserable cat?”

“I don’t think you could catch sunstroke in this desert,” Aric replied. “On the other hand, that lynx was born in the Mahar. Has been hunting in it all its life. If it’s survived this long without being caught by a dragon, I’m pretty sure he can handle a couple of idiots like you.”

The sweaty paladin was about to retort but never got the chance.

“That’s enough,” a third voice said. Aric watched him ride into view, an ugly man almost as wide as his horse. He’d heard the other paladins referring to him as either Volfin or Sergeant, and judging by the way he’d been barking orders left and right since they’d left Lamash, he was obviously leading the escort. “You should sit down,” he told Aric. His voice was rough, like a broken musical instrument that could somehow still produce sound, albeit not a pretty one. “This wagon sways an awful lot. You might get hurt.” 

He drew a knife from his belt and struck out at Aric with the pommel. Aric fell on his back, hitting the floorboards hard. His hand went to his nose, fingers coming back bloody. It hurt so much his vision went blurry. He wanted to scream at the top his lungs, curse them all to the deepest abyss of the underworld, but managed to swallow it back. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

Slowly, he scooted backwards until he could lean against the wall. With careful fingers, he prodded his nose, a sickening taste of iron in the back of his throat. It was broken, alright. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d broken it, and he doubted it’d be the last. A loose rock on a climb, halfway up to a dragon’s lair had sent him tumbling down nearly fifteen feet, earning him a broken nose, a twisted wrist, and a sore ego. He had still charged the dragon later that evening. 

The second time had been worse. A dragon’s tail, whipping out of nowhere, had struck him across the chest. He had woken up with a start later, a bloodied Leth slapping him. Aric had jumped to clutch Leth’s throat and squeezed it for at least a couple breaths until he finally recognized his second in command, as well as the dragon’s corpse laying behind him.

The memory made Aric chuckle and he seized the moment to reset the fracture. This time, he did scream, tears flooding his eyes, but at least his nose was back in place. He lay still for a few moments, allowing the pain to fade away with each slow breath.

Whether it was the blood dripping from his chin or the thumping pain on the bridge of his ruined nose, suddenly it all felt more… real. The jittering motion of the wagon, the rough wooden walls carving into his back; it was as if he was looking at the inside of the cell for the first time. 

It was really happening. He was headed back to the Citadel.

Not a chance, Aric thought. He wasn’t going back to that place. There weren’t enough paladins in the world to force him. 

But where would he go? 

Lamash was obviously out of the question, and finding Fadan or his mother would be next to impossible. If they were hiding from the emperor, how could he possibly hope to find them?

It didn’t matter. He wasn’t a child anymore. He had to look ahead. 

Anywhere but Augusta would do. He would find work, maybe as a soldier in some nobleman’s household guard. It shouldn’t be too hard for someone with his skills. He would make new friends, find a new home, this time somewhere the emperor couldn’t find him. 

I’ll make up a new name. Start all over again. 

Without even noticing it, Aric sent a hand to the Guild mark on his shoulder. The memory of his first journey to Lamash returned, more vivid this time. It hadn’t been the sense of doom that had scared him so much back then. It had been how lonely it felt inside that swinging, wooden cell.




* * *




Aric woke when the wagon halted, its motion across the desert having rocked him to sleep. The poor light coming through the window told him the sun was finally setting. The paladins must have found a place to camp.

A quick inspection out the barred window told him just where he was. The Quazzar Valley, an ancient dragon nesting ground the Guild had cleaned out centuries ago. It had an underground aquifer that could be accessed from a handful of caves, making it a focal point for caravans crossing the Mahar. 

It was also crawling with all sorts of nocturnal predators. If these idiots didn’t know how to take care of their horses, there wouldn’t be a single one left alive by dawn. However, that presented all sorts of possibilities for Aric’s escape. If they didn’t have enough horses to pull the prison wagon, would they attempt to escort him on foot? 

Unlikely. They would probably just hunker down and send a party up ahead for new ones. 

But… that also meant fewer paladins guarding him. 

No. This was just wishful thinking. At least a couple of horses were bound to survive the night, and after such a loss, the paladins would become much more alert. 

For now, they seemed relaxed, confident that their task was an easy one. The time to escape would be now, as night fell. After all, Aric knew this valley well. The paladins didn’t. Losing them in the labyrinth of caves and ridges shouldn’t be too difficult. 

Aric got up and pressed his forehead against the bars on the window. Outside, his guards were setting up camp. He counted twenty of them, all reasonably well armed, but none looked like much. Still, twenty was too many for him to handle on his own.

“Hey,” Aric called as one of the paladins strolled by. “Hey, listen.”

It was the one called Orun. Sweat seemed to have finally stopped dripping from his hair. The man stopped and looked at Aric, but his expression soured. “Shut your trap,” he snapped. “Sergeant doesn’t want us talking to you.”

“I know, but I need to relieve myself.”

“What?”

“I need to take a crap,” Aric said, whispering the last word as if embarrassed by it.

“So? Do it in the corner or something,” Orun suggested. “There’s plenty of room in there.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s disgusting. I’m not going to cross the whole empire locked in a cell with my own crap.”

Orun shrugged and walked away. “What do I care?”

“Hey!” Aric kicked the door so hard Orun jumped. “I’m sure you’re used to sleeping in your own filth, but I’m no animal! Not like you lot.”

The paladin turned, a cold look in his eyes. “Getting your nose caved in wasn’t enough, huh?” Calmly, he walked to a pile of weapons near a supply wagon and picked up a spear. “I’ll show you who’s the animal, you miserable rat!” He shoved the spear through the prison wagon’s window.

With a hop, Aric stepped aside, grabbing the spear as it glided into his cell. Realizing he had missed his target, Orun pulled the spear back. When it didn’t budge, he glared, his mistake dawning on him. 

“Thank you,” Aric said with a grin, the spear firmly in hand. He pushed down with all his weight, the pole bending against the windowsill until it snapped with a loud crack, half in Aric’s hand, half in Orun’s. 

“Fire take you, you brainless idiot!” Sergeant Volfin stormed towards the prison wagon and smacked the back of Orun’s head. “Didn’t I tell you to keep away from the prisoner?” Orun was going to justify himself, but Volfin ignored him, facing Aric through the window. “You’re going to get yourself in a heap of trouble, boy.”

Aric spread his arms in a pacifying way. “All I want is to take a crap behind some rock. No need for trouble.”

Volfin studied Aric, a frown creasing his forehead. “Alright then,” he said after a while. “Throw that spear through the window and I’ll let you out.”

Aric chuckled. “You think I’m stupid? No. No, you let me out, and then I’ll hand you the weapon.”

Volfin thought about it for a moment. “Very well. Step to the back of the cell.” 

Aric obeyed, the spear half firmly in his hand. Volfin made a circling motion with a finger and, behind him, the paladin contingent scrambled. Aric heard more than saw Volfin fiddle with the lock, and after a couple of clicks, the door slid open.

“Now, very slowly, walk to the door. But don’t step out.”

Aric ambled forward until only the tips of his toes were outside the prison wagon. Sunlight was all but gone, a thin sliver of orange clinging to the valley’s mountain tops. 

“Throw it down,” Volfin ordered. “On the ground.” He pointed at a spot halfway between himself and Aric.

Instead of throwing the spear, Aric extended his arm and opened his hand, the broken weapon falling almost directly beneath him.

Sergeant Volfin didn’t acknowledge his insolence. “Orun, pick that up.”

The paladin sent his sergeant a nervous glance, but obeyed, scurrying to the spear, his eyes locked on Aric’s mocking grin.

“There,” Aric said when Orun had snatched the spear half and retreated to a safe distance. “I kept my end of the agreement. Your turn.”

“Fair enough,” Volfin replied coolly. “You can step out.”

Aric landed on the rocky ground without a sound. He inspected his captors. All twenty of them had gathered around him in a semi-circle, weapons at the ready. 

“Good to see you’re all on hand,” Aric commented idly. “One would think I have an army in that cell.”

Volfin stepped up to Aric. “No,” he croaked. “But I have an army out here.”

The first punch hit Aric in the jaw and nearly sent him spinning. A second punch to the stomach made Aric double over, and a third one hit him in the temple, sending him to his knees.

Aric spit out blood, blinking to bring the world back into focus. Boy, did Volfin know how to hit. His fists felt like logs.

Fingers snarled in Aric’s hair and he was jerked upward, Volfin’s blurry face coming into view.

“You sure know how to take a beating, kid. I’ll give you that. But I’m afraid that means I’ll have to double my efforts.” 

Volfin pulled a leg back and kicked Aric’s stomach so hard all air left his chest. As he tried to breath back in, he threw up, the jet of bile splashing the sergeant’s trousers.

“Fire take you, you miserable…” Volfin let go of Aric’s hair and turned to his men. “Someone fetch me a canteen and some rags.”

Aric was still steadying his breathing, his vision a mess from the punches and tears, but in moments like these, a dragon hunter was supposed to function regardless of their injuries.

Aric got up with a jump, one arm locking around Volfin’s neck, the other snatching the paladin’s knife from his belt and bringing it to his throat. A symphony of blades sang as the paladins unsheathed swords, drew knives, and fetched spears.

“Rule number one,” Aric whispered into Volfin’s ears. “If you punch a dragon hunter, don’t turn your back on him.” He skidded sideways until his back was to the side of the prison wagon. “Now, tell your boys to back off.” 

“Back off,” the sergeant muttered.

Aric pressed the blade harder against Volfin’s neck.

“Everyone back!” he yelled, lifting his voice. “Back, I said.”

The paladins obeyed, though not very eagerly.

“Now, here’s what’s going to happen,” Aric hissed in Volfin’s ear. “I’m taking one of your horses and riding until you can’t possibly follow my tracks. As a gesture of goodwill, I’m not going to kill you, but…” He paused for effect. “Any of you follow me, and this blade will skewer every last one of your men. Nod if you understand.”

Volfin nodded.

“Good. Sweet dreams.” Aric brought his arm up and struck the back of Volfin’s head with the pommel of the knife. As the paladin sergeant slumped to the ground, Aric darted to one of the horses, jumped onto its back, and kicked it to a gallop. 

The horse wasn’t saddled, and Aric was forced to wind his fingers into its mane so as not to fall. He glanced back, sure he’d find some pursuers, but he was surprised nonetheless. Volfin was standing back up, yelling orders and mounting a horse. Most men would’ve been knocked out cold by that blow. The bastard sure was tough.

No matter. He could still outrun them, lose them in the labyrinth of caves and ridges of the valley. A couple of arrows whirred by, their sharp heads skewering the ground not far from him, and Aric kicked the horse’s haunches, urging it to go faster. Instead, it was as if the ground disappeared from beneath him. 

It didn’t, but the horse certainly did.

Aric hit the ground hard and rolled to minimize the impact, but he still felt the skin from his hands, arms, knees, and forehead being scraped off as he glided across the gravel. When he finally came to a stop, even bending his elbows made his arms burn.

His first instinct was to rush for the knife that he’d dropped in the fall. He picked it up and only then did he look at his horse. The long pole of a spear was sticking out from one of its hind legs, and the poor animal was squirming in pain, panicked. Aric knelt next to beast’s neck and took it from its misery with a clean cut. 

As the horse took its dying breath, five paladins caught up with them, surrounding Aric. He met them with his blade.

“Give up, hunter,” a paladin said. When Aric kept his guarded stance, he thrust his spear forward.

Aric dodged the attack, grabbed the spear, and pulled the man from his saddle. Using his own momentum, Aric swung, hitting the chest of a paladin standing behind him with the pole of the spear and knocking him to the ground. He finished the spin with a kick to the first Paladin’s head.

“I can keep this up all night!” he roared, but even he noticed how heavily he was panting. A thick sweat was breaking out over his brow, and his whole body ached from the beating he had taken, as well as the fall from the horse.

More paladins kept pouring into the circle around him, most on foot, but some on horseback. Aric spun, knife in one hand, spear in the other.

So, he thought, this is how it feels to be the dragon…

“You’re gonna pay for this,” Volfin growled, a hand rubbing at the back of his head.

“I knew I should’ve killed you,” Aric snarled back at him.

“Yeah, you should have.” Volfin let go of the back of his head and calmly drew a sword. “Alright, boys. We need to deliver him alive, but severely wounded is just fine.” 

He attacked.

Aric parried, then shoved Volfin back with a high kick to the chest. He caught movement in the corner of his eye and spun, the pole of his spear catching the blade of a sword aimed at his head. The paladin brought his sword back for another strike, but when his blade came down, instead of parrying, Aric shifted back, allowing the sword to cut through the air. Seeing his attacker gone completely off-balance, Aric tripped him, sending him face first to the ground. 

The movement sent Aric into a spin, and he saw two more swords coming for him, one on each of his sides. He focused on the one on the left, knowing he couldn’t blindly parry the other one as well, even if he did have two weapons. Gritting his teeth, Aric waited for the other blade to strike him. Instead, a shadow flew by him and screams erupted from the mob of paladins.

Aric turned. A paladin was on the ground, a giant cat gnawing at his arm.

Geric!

“Kill that thing!” Volfin barked.

“No! No, I surrender!”

The blade of a sword glinted as it came downward at Geric’s neck, a jet of black sprayed across the ground, and Aric howled in anguish.

Something hard struck the back of Aric’s head, then his gut, and then his cheek. The world began to spin, everything merging into a dark, grey mess until he blacked out.




* * *




A punch woke him up, but it took Aric a while to get his bearings. Night had fallen, and he was on his knees, his hands tied to his ankles behind him. In front of him, a fire crackled. Across from it, Geric’s lifeless body hung from an improvised gallows, the lynx’s fur covered in dark, dried blood.

“You up, hunter?” Volfin asked, a mocking grin twisting up the corner of his lips. His knuckles were bloody.

“I’m gonna kill you all,” Aric croaked. His lips felt swollen, his voice rasping out of him. He tried to swallow and tasted the iron tang of blood.

“You hear that, boys?” Volfin asked the crowd around him. “Should we start running?” 

The circle of paladins laughed and Volfin returned his attention to Aric, taking a bite from an apple. 

“You hungry?” He threw a punch at Aric’s jaw. “Thirsty?” Another punch.

Feeling blood pooling in his mouth, Aric spat, slowly and deliberately, between Volfin’s feet. “My spit’s too good for you,” he said. “I could have killed you already. And a few of your boys if I wanted. That’s exactly what I’ll do next time.”

“There won’t be a next time,” Volfin sneered, taking another bite from his apple, juice dripping down his chin. “I’m going to teach you a lesson.” He motioned for one of his men to come closer. “You see, I have orders to deliver you to the Citadel alive, but…” the man he’d summoned brandished an axe, “I’m pretty sure the emperor won’t mind if a piece of you is missing.”

A third paladin cut the ropes binding Aric’s hands and planted his right hand on the cold, flat surface of a rock right next to him.

Realizing what Volfin meant, Aric’s eyes widened, his heart hammering in his chest. All his muscles cried out for him to kick and shove, scream and curse. It took everything he had to keep himself still. Only his nostrils betrayed him, flaring as he began to breathe heavier and heavier, his teeth clenched. He saw the orange hue of the fire reflected on the axe’s blade as the paladin brought it over his head, ready to strike.

Something whistled by, quick as the blink of an eye. The axe went still, as if the man holding it had been turned into stone. It took Aric a moment to process, but then he noticed it. An arrow had pierced the axe man’s throat, its ends sticking out on either side. 

A laugh broke out uncontrollably from Aric’s throat. Lots of creatures hunted in the Mahar, but only one used Glowstone-tipped arrows. 

Volfin had been right all along. Aric would never get the chance to kill them. They wouldn’t last long enough.

It was as brutal as it was fast. The hunters came as shadows, handing out death as if they were spirits from the underworld. The paladins barely put up a fight. By the time it was over, Aric’s laughter had died, replaced by a hole in his chest.

Cringing, Aric stood up, picking up a sword from a paladin’s dead fingers. He cut Geric down and kneeled, cradling his body.

Leth stepped beside Aric, blood dripping from his sword. “What happened?”

Gently, Aric laid his cat on the ground. “I tried to escape. Geric tried to help.”

Leth sighed. “You couldn’t have waited one night?”

“I didn’t think you’d come.” Aric stood. The tears took him by surprise, coming out of nowhere. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

“Oh, you bloody idiot,” Leth sighed, dropping his sword and taking Aric in his arms. “What the heck else were we going to do?”

Aric sobbed until he was out of breath. No one else said a word. When he finally managed to calm himself, and there was no other sound besides the crackling flames of the camp’s fire, Aric wiped the tears from his cheeks and sent Geric a blank stare. 

Nahir knelt next to the lynx. “I’ll take care of him,” he offered. Aric nodded and Nahir got back up with Geric in his arms. “Athan, if you don’t mind.”

“You guys should head back,” Aric said. “Before they notice you’re gone.”

“We’re not going back, silly,” Trissa replied.

“What?”

“We can’t go back,” Leth explained. “We’re your Company. Obviously, we’ll be the ones blamed for your escape.”

Aric scanned the group, his mouth gaping. “You knew this and you came anyway?”

“Of course!” Clea said. She sounded almost offended.

Aric looked at Tharius. “What were you thinking? Hunting dragons was your dream!”

Tharius shrugged. “Couldn’t let them take you, Cap.”

“What about you?” Aric asked, indicating Ashur. “You hate my guts.”

“Hate is a really strong word,” Ashur replied. He bent and picked up an apple from the ground. Volfin’s body was laying nearby. “To be honest, leaving this stinking desert isn’t exactly a sacrifice for me. Besides, now you owe me.” He brushed the sand from the apple’s skin and took a bite. “Big time.”

Aric could hardly believe it. Did they truly understand what they had just sacrificed for him?

“Every paladin in the empire will be looking for me,” Aric added. “And now for you as well. Tarsus will mobilize the Legions if he has to. Where will we even go?” 

“Well, Grand-Master Sylene had an idea,” Clea said. She took a rolled parchment from her shirt and handed it to Aric.

“What’s this?” Aric asked, taking the parchment. The seal held the Guild’s insignia.

“A letter. To your brother. Regretfully informing him that the Guild will no longer be able to continue supplying the Rebellion with Runium.”

Aric blinked. “I don’t understand. We’re supposed to deliver this?”

“Well she couldn’t exactly use the imperial courier service, could she?” Clea asked. “Of course we’re supposed to deliver it!”

“How?” Aric demanded, dumbfounded. “It’s the Rebellion. They don’t have a sign nailed over their door.”

“Oh, that’s the easy part,” Leth cut in. “We go to Radir and talk to Sylene’s contact in the Rebellion. She told us how to find him.”

Aric looked around, at his Company. They all looked as relaxed as if they’d just finished a patrol. He felt a gentle hand on his back and glanced over his shoulder.

“Captain,” Nahir said. “The pyre is ready.”

Aric nodded, then glanced around at the group. “You’re all insane,” he said. “Now come on. We just lost a hunter. Let’s send Geric across the veil.”

“Fire take him!” his hunters replied in unison. 
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Apprehending Turmond had been easy. The boy had been working on one of his projects in the artifacts department when Phaedra arrived flanked by two soldiers. The panicked look on the boy’s face had sealed away any remaining doubts that he was, in fact, a mole. There had been no struggle, not even a single complaint. Turmond simply cried his way to the dungeons. 

The echo of Turmond’s sniffs and whimpers came through the cell door’s iron grate. There were no other prisoners along this particular corridor of the dungeon, which meant Persea had something special planned for the poor kid. As much as Phaedra despised traitors, this knowledge still unsettled her quite significantly. 

“That’s him?” the Prince asked, peeking through the narrow window of the cell door. Fadan seemed to have recovered significantly from his injuries. Either that or some healer’s enchantments were allowing him to walk with the aid of a cane.

“That’s the traitor,” Persea affirmed, her calm hands crossed at her waist. “His name is Turmond. He went to the magic school of Fausta and disappeared after the Purge, as many other survivors did. We… found him about six months ago. Shortly after your arrival here. Obviously, no coincidence.”

“He’s just a kid,” Fadan commented.

“He’s fourteen,” the Arch-Mage rectified. “Old enough to fight in your armies.”

What armies? Phaedra thought, choosing to keep the comment to herself. 

The Prince turned to the Arch-Mage. “Has he said anything of value?”

“He’s been uncooperative so far,” Persea replied.

Fadan glanced back into the cell, then shook his head. “Has he at least explained why he wanted me dead?”

“Says he doesn’t, actually.” It was Phaedra who replied this time. She stood a couple of paces behind the Prince and her mistress, but still had a good enough view to Turmond’s dangling body within the cell. “In fact, he claims he had no idea there would be an assassination attempt.”

“Do you believe him?” Fadan asked.

Phaedra shrugged.

“That’s irrelevant,” Persea chimed in, taking a step towards the cell door and sending a look of contempt towards the prisoner inside. “Besides, we will soon find out the truth.”  

Fadan looked at the Arch-Mage. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means we have our ways of getting the information we need.”

Fadan straightened up as if he no longer needed the support of his cane. “Arch-Mage, I might not be able to read minds—yet—but I know how it works. I know accessing thoughts not volunteered has a price, and that the damage inflicted can be permanent.”

“The traitor has been given a choice,” Persea retorted, her voice rising. “We need to find out who is behind this assassination attempt. Preferably before they make another attempt and succeed.”

“I don’t care if he knows the way to the embrace of the Goddess herself,” Fadan argued. “You are not torturing a child!”

Phaedra’s eyebrows jumped, and she hoped to all that was good that she had not just gasped out loud. Before her, Persea seemed to grow taller. This was not a woman used to hearing the word “no”. In fact, Phaedra was quite certain it was the first time she had ever witnessed something of the sort.

“He is no child,” Persea said calmly. Too calmly. “Besides, he is an apprentice of the Academy. You have no authority—”

The Prince cut her off. “I have all the authority. I might have a single loyal vassal in all the empire, but Duke Nyssander owns the city above us and these tunnels beneath it, so these are my tunnels, my dungeon,” he aimed a finger at Turmond, “and my prisoner. You will not lay a finger on him. Understood?”

This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Phaedra thought, fighting with every fiber of her being to keep herself from smiling or even giggling out loud.

For a moment, time stood still as Prince and Arch-Mage faced each other, a storm brewing between them. In the end, the Prince gave Persea the courtesy of not forcing her to acknowledge his order out loud and turned around to leave. The clacking of Fadan’s cane on the stone slabs of the dungeon floor faded slowly as he disappeared into the adjacent corridor, leaving Phaedra alone with her fuming mistress.

“Should I… follow him?” Phaedra asked after a moment. “You know, as his bodyguard?”

The Arch-Mage took off in a quick stride, calling over her shoulder, “Just make the kid talk… somehow.”




* * *




The cell door closed with a shriek of hinges badly in need of lubricant. Over her shoulder, Phaedra noticed Turmond shuddering at the sound. Slowly, she turned around to face him. 

The boy stood in the middle of the cell, arms suspended above his head, tied to the ceiling with invisible, magical ropes. His head dangled, chin against his chest, streaks of dark, sweaty hair obscuring his features. The only source of light was that of the torch outside, filtering in through the metal grate of the cell door. 

“How much of that did you hear?” Phaedra asked. 

Turmond raised his head slightly but did not answer.

“Enough, I’m sure.” Phaedra stepped forward, the sound echoing in the darkness. “You know, I have no idea what I would’ve done in his position. Sure, torture is distasteful, but…” she shrugged, “you did try to have him killed.”

“I didn’t!” Turmond replied, head jolting up. “I just recharged the spy’s hypervisor. I didn’t listen to their communications.”

“Alright, I believe you.” Phaedra began circling the boy. There were tears on his light blue, apprentice robes. Clearly, one of the guards had gotten needlessly rough with him. “You didn’t know they wanted to murder the Prince before. You know now, and yet you still choose to protect them, whoever they are.”

“You don’t understand,” Turmond said, his voice trembling. He tried but failed to follow Phaedra with his eyes as she moved behind him. “I owe them everything. They saved my life during the Purge, took me in.”

“So you keep saying. I wonder who you’re really trying to convince—me or yourself?”

Turmond frowned, confused.

“Tell me, Turmond, didn’t the Prince just save your life, too?” Phaedra stopped in front of the boy. “In fact, he did more than that, didn’t he? He just sacrificed himself so you weren’t tortured. Goddess knows Persea would’ve done it, and I sure as all that’s sacred couldn’t have stopped her, even if I wanted. But the Prince just did, even though every moment we spend without knowing who these traitors are is a risk to his life. He can barely even walk without the help of the most powerful healing spells I’ve ever witnessed, and there he is, worrying about you, someone he’s never met. Someone who contributed to an attempt on his life. Let me ask you something—what kind of people would try to murder someone like him?”

Turmond’s unsettled eyes looked away from Phaedra and she saw him try to swallow. 

“I… They…” the boy stammered. “They’re good people.”

“Really?” Phaedra feigned surprise. “We must have different definitions of good. Did you know Prince Fadan faced an entire cadre of Paladins, all on his own, to save about a hundred rebels sentenced to death? Most of them mages, like you and me. Sailed into the broken sea like a mad man, boarded the ship they were being transported on, and brought them all safely here. Ask anyone.”

A tear ran down Turmond’s left cheek. “Oh, goddess…” 

“You can’t keep claiming ignorance, Turmond. Not anymore. Now you know all of it, so you will share the blame. What will it be, Turmond? Do you want to be responsible for saving the Prince’s life? Or do you want to be responsible for his death?”

 “I… I don’t…”

“Choose, Turmond!”

The boy choked on a sob and closed his eyes, a few more tears squeezing down his cheeks. “It’s Lady Margeth Abyssaria, Arch-Duchess of Pharyzah.”

A chill ran down Phaedra’s spine. She felt herself straighten up, but she was unsure what had shocked her more: the revelation, or the fact her interrogation had worked. After all, it was the first time she’d attempted such a friendly approach. Her usual captives tended to be more of the evil Archon variety. 

“Thank you, Turmond,” she said. Then, as if remembering something, she snapped her fingers. The invisible magical ropes tying Turmond to the ceiling vanished, the boy sagging to the floor.

“I will… speak to the Prince,” Phaedra added. “I’m sure I can convince him to pardon you.” 

She wasn’t sure. Not even a little. It just seemed the right thing to say at the moment. 

Fearing she might say something else she could regret, Phaedra turned and stepped towards the cell door.

“Wizardess Phaedra,” Turmond called.

Phaedra halted and looked over her shoulder.

“There’s more,” the boy said. He massaged his wrists, eyes locked on the floor. “I lied. I did overhear one of the communications between the spy and Lady Margeth.” He looked up, peeking between dark strands of hair. “The empress… she’s in Pharyzah. As a captive.” 




* * *




Phaedra finished her report, making sure her words remained as flat as possible. There was no need to add any further emotion to the news.

Before her, Persea stood eerily still, her features as blank as a statue’s. It wasn’t like her. The old woman usually dealt with bad news rather quickly. And angrily. On the other hand, Phaedra realized, she was probably giving the Prince time to digest it all.

Sitting next to the Arch-Mage, Fadan blinked once, as if to signal he was still alive. “Please leave me,” he croaked. “I would like to be alone.”

“Majesty,” Persea protested, “we must plan our next move.”

“She has my mother!” Fadan shouted, a flash of pink rising to his pale cheeks. “My next move is to save her!”

“We can send a rescue team, but you have other responsibilities,” Persea reasoned. “You can’t just leave to save her yourself.”

“Responsibilities to whom?” Fadan challenged, rising to his feet. “To the Rebellion? Because they clearly don’t seem to want me.”

“To the empire,” Persea replied.

“I am not sending a rescue team,” Fadan hissed. “I am going to march an army to the gates of Pharyzah and tear the whole damn city down unless my mother is returned safely to me.”

“What army?” Persea asked matter-of-factly. “The two regiments Lord Hagon is training?”

“Clearly that’s all I have! It’s not like the rest of the Rebellion is about to pledge their allegiance to me. For all we know, the rest of the Goddess-damned Council is in league with Margeth.”

“Unlikely,” Phaedra chimed in. 

Both the Prince and the Arch-Mage stared at her as if they had completely forgotten she was there.

“There would’ve been no need for such a covert approach if the rest of the Council felt the same way the Arch-Duchess does,” Phaedra explained.

“That doesn’t mean she doesn’t have allies,” the Prince retorted.

“True,” Phaedra conceded. “But, in any case, the worst thing you can do right now is let her know what you’ve found out. There’s a reason your mother has been made a hostage. If Margeth realizes you’re on to her, she’ll use her hostage. On the other hand, if you keep quiet, play ignorant, it’ll give us time to mount a rescue. A couple of good soldiers, a competent mage, and a cloudy night is all it should take.”

“We’ve just taken the boy out of play,” Fadan said. “How is Margeth not going to realize we know?”

“Put the boy back into play,” Phaedra replied. “He’s a good kid. All he wanted was to give back to the people who helped him during the Purge. He never knew he was a part of an assassination plot. Offer him a pardon if he acts as a double agent, feeding Margeth false information.”

Fadan stared at Phaedra for a while, his mouth agape, then turned to Persea. “Is she a mage or a spy?”

“She’s an Archon hunter,” the Arch-Mage replied, chest puffing ever so slightly.

“Actually, I’ve recently been demoted to bodyguard.” Phaedra smiled. “But I’m making the most of it.”
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The entrance to the cave system wasn’t much to look at. Eliran would’ve easily mistaken it for some abandoned basement whose trapdoor was simply missing. 

“So, he’s in there?” Eliran asked.

“Never leaves,” Tarek replied. He was nobility, of the unlanded type. The kind of man who had been born to lead armies. If his family hadn’t opposed the emperor during the Purge, he probably would have gone on to a promising career in the Legions. As it was, he led the Radirian rebel cell like an annoyed public servant. Too comfortable to quit, but not invested enough to care.

“You mean you never see him?” Eliran asked.

“I mean he literally never leaves those caves.”

Eliran searched Tarek’s features for a clue that he was kidding. “That’s not possible.” 

“Apparently, it is. At least for an Arch-Mage.”

“How am I supposed to find him? There have to be thousands of kilometers worth of tunnels down there.”

Tarek shrugged. “Can’t you magic folk sense each other or something?”

“What a silly idea… Who told you such nonsense?”

With a wave of a hand, Tarek told her it didn’t matter. “In any case, most of the ancient city is walled off by cave-ins. You should run into him sooner or later.”

“That’s your recommendation? I should wander in the dark until I bump into him?”

Tarek turned around with another shrug. “You know how to find the safe house, right?”

“Yes,” Eliran replied. She turned to watch him leave. “You’re a huge help.”

Tarek did not reply. He simply waved goodbye as he disappeared behind a couple of pine trees, leaving her alone. Eliran returned her attention to the cave entrance, shaking her head in annoyance. One expected a little more help if they were the person in charge of saving the goddess damned world.

Eliran flexed her fingers and a sphere of blue light, no bigger than an apple, flickered into existence. It flew into the tunnel, lighting the way ahead, Eliran following in its track.

Just about every city in the empire had its underground counterpart; hollow remnants from a time when dragons ruled the world and mankind was forced to hole up in the ground in order to survive. The entrance chamber was a wide area, certainly designed for temporary storage of any goods entering or leaving the underground city, but Eliran quickly found herself navigating narrow hallways. As she crossed the cracked, uneven tiles of the ancient floor, Eliran pictured the thousands of people who had once inhabited this place, toiling in these cramped, damp tunnels and caves. For them, this had been home, while the surface was a dangerous place they’d be lucky to keep away from. It had been thousands of years ago, but how many people had fought and died so humans could claim the surface? So that people like her could take it for granted?

I guess every generation has its own fight, she thought.

The worn-out steps of a stairwell led her deeper underground, the reek of stale air growing stronger with every step she took. Three tunnels fed into a small chamber at the bottom of the stairs, trickles of water running down the bumpy, fissured stone walls. Her sphere of light danced in the air, taking peeks at each of the tunnels. Ruined low-relief sculptures partially covered the tunnel’s walls, depicting brave Harvest Watchers combing the sky for incoming dragons. 

It was so surreal that such a world had once existed, that life had once been this dangerous. 

“Arch-Mage Mansakir!” she called. 

An echo was the only reply she got. This was going to be a long day.

Choosing a tunnel at random, Eliran began her search in earnest. The first few passageways she went through were narrow and short, but soon she found hallways as wide and long as any Augustan avenue. Every now and then the tunnels gave way to large chambers or tall cave openings. The place was so vast Eliran began to doubt she would be able to find her way back, let alone the old archaeologist. 

“Master Mansakir,” she kept calling at every turn. “Master, are you there?”

Eliran decided to go down a couple more levels. Traces of archaeological expeditions became apparent. Some walls were covered in scaffolding and temporary wooden pillars had been placed in tunnels whose ceilings seemed about to collapse. If they were the work of Mansakir or some other, previous expedition, she could not know, but it was encouraging enough to spur her forward. 

That was until two whole hours passed. 

She could feel her voice growing hoarse from shouting the old Arch-Mage’s name every few feet and her patience was wearing thin, but what else could she do? Go back to Persea and ask for another guru in sacred artifacts?

A sound caught her attention. It seemed like running water, as if a brook was nearby. Maybe it was an ancient sewer, either somehow still functioning or reactivated by some explorer. She followed the sound, turning a couple of corners until she hit something and nearly fell on her back. Rubbing her nose, Eliran inspected her surroundings but saw nothing. Carefully, she extended an arm until she felt something, a flat, invisible surface, like a wall made of the purest crystal, except it felt unnaturally warm to the touch. Eliran ordered her sphere to move back and forth. Whatever the barrier was, it couldn’t stop the ball of light.

A static kinetic shield, she thought. Impressive.

A Mage had put this here. One who didn’t want to be disturbed. Thankfully, disturbing Arch-Mages was Eliran’s foremost talent. 

“Master Mansakir!” she shouted, pounding on the barrier. “Master!” She sent a jolt of energy and watched its blue tendrils ripple across the invisible wall. “Master Mansakir!”

“What is the meaning of this ruckus?” an old voice echoed. The Arch-Mage turned a corner and came into view the next instant, black robes flapping around him and an angry frown twisting his eyebrows. “Stop that right this moment!”

“Arch-Mage Mansakir,” Eliran said, bowing slightly. “I am Enchantress Eliran.” 

“What do I care?” Mansakir scowled back at her. “Go away.”

“I’m afraid I cannot,” Eliran said.

“Of course you can. Just turn around and leave. I’m sure even an Enchantress could pull that off.”

Eliran allowed the jibe at her low academic level to pass. In the Academy, rank was everything, but Eliran was no researcher.

“As much as I enjoy disobeying Arch-Mage Persea, this time I think it would be a bad idea.”

That gave Mansakir a pause. He scratched his white beard. “One of Persea’s assassins, huh? What do you want?”

“I need your assistance. I’m currently—”

“Can’t do it,” Mansakir cut her off. He turned around and started back towards the corridor he’d come from.

Eliran spread her arms. “I didn’t even say what I needed.”

Mansakir looked over his shoulder but did not slow down. “Doesn’t matter. I’m busy.”

Eliran had yet to meet an Arch-Mage who didn’t claim to be busy all the time. “Master, this is important!”

This time, Mansakir did stop. He turned around, eyebrows raised. “Oh, I’m sorry. Were you under the impression that what I’m doing here is trivial?”

“Is it about preventing the end of the world?” Eliran asked flatly. Mansakir simply stared back at her. “Didn’t think so.”

Silence hung in the air, stretching for an uncomfortably long time. It was enough to make Eliran second guess her taunt until a smile broke through Mansakir’s thick beard. 

“Persea always did know how to pick them,” he said. “Very well. Come.”

Eliran felt a shift in the air as if someone had opened a window for the briefest of moments. When she reached for the invisible barrier, it wasn’t there anymore. She followed the old archaeologist through tunnels brimming with artifacts either awaiting to be catalogued or prepared to be packed and moved. Chisels, brushes, and trowels gathered around sections of wall or small holes on the floor. 

“You do this all by yourself?” Eliran asked. “No assistants?”

“Hm? Oh, no,” Mansakir replied. “Assistants require supervision. They’re more distraction than help.”

They arrived at a large chamber. Scaffolding was everywhere, reaching up to the domed ceiling. A pair of statues flanked an altar at one end of the room. Right next to it was a cot where, Eliran assumed, the old man slept. If he slept at all.

“What is this place?” Eliran asked, her sphere of light climbing to the ceiling and allowing her to inspect its intricate decorative patterns.

“A Temple of Fire,” Mansakir replied, sitting at a table lined with wooden statuettes. “Late period. Ancient Cyrinians worshiped the fake Fyr in here.”

“The human shaped one?”

Mansakir nodded and indicated the seat across from him.

“I never did understand that,” Eliran admitted. “How that cult came to be.”

“There’s no definitive answer, I’m afraid. Now, what is it you need?”

Eliran searched the contents of a pouch tied to her belt and produced a parchment. “As I’ve said, I’m one of Persea’s Archon hunters.” When she looked up, a pipe had materialized in Mansakir’s hands and he was using magic to light it up. “During a recent… let’s call it a scuffle, with the Circle, I discovered a sacred artifact in their possession. It was no forgery, I know that much. It is also quite valuable to them. I need to know why.” She handed the parchment to Mansakir. “Persea was sure you’d be able to identify the artifact. I drew it the best I could.”

White puffs rose from Mansakir’s mouth as he inspected the drawing. “Interesting,” he muttered.

“Oh, and one more thing,” Eliran added. “I am also in possession of another artifact. A dagger, imprinted with the memories of Head-Archon Astoreth. In one of the memories, she uses that cup. More specifically, she drinks from it.” She paused. “And then kills herself.”

“Really?” Mansakir asked. Curiously enough, he did not sound the least bit surprised. “Did she stay dead?”

Eliran tilted her head. “That’s usually how it works.”

“Is it?” The pipe shifted inside Mansakir’s mouth, the wood clattering lightly over his teeth. “Have you ever heard the Tale of Dagmar the Wise?”

Eliran shook her head.

“It’s an old legend. About the Sacred War.”




* * *




A long, long time ago, when the gods still walked among men, Dagmar was king of Radir and the bravest of Ava’s warriors. For decades, he kept Fyr’s armies at bay beyond the Cyrinian March. Impressed and grateful to her warrior, Ava came to Dagmar one night and asked what he wanted as a reward. Dagmar told his Goddess that there was little he could ask for. As a king, he had wealth, and as a warrior, he had the respect of others, but there was one thing he did not have. The love of a woman.

Intrigued, Ava asked how that was possible. Surely the famous Dagmar had no shortage of suitors. But Dagmar replied he did not want any of them. He had only fallen in love twice in his life, but it had not been reciprocated. Ava said she knew exactly how to reward him for his brave service, and from that day forward, any woman he fell in love with would also fall in love with him. 

And so the years passed. The Sacred War raged on with no end in sight. Many women crossed Dagmar’s path, but none could touch his lonely heart.

One day, Dagmar was invited to the wedding of Dathimor, king of Saggad, with Briseid, princess of Engadi. Upon arrival, Dagmar attended a pre-nuptial banquet in celebration of all the guests. Being regarded as the greatest among Ava’s warriors, Dagmar was offered the great honor of being seated next to the bride. Briseid was as beautiful as she was shrewd, as funny as she was kind. Before the night was over, Dagmar knew he was in love, and just as Ava had promised, so was Briseid.

The following day, Princess Briseid cancelled the wedding and went south with Dagmar. As the Sacred War continued, Dagmar and Briseid were married and had three children. They were happy, even though their hearts ached every time Dagmar had to go to war. 

However, Dathimor had not forgotten Brideid’s offense, and he had not forgiven her. After coming south to aid in the war, Dathimor spent a night in Radir and poisoned Briseid.

The poison was slow to act, and Dathimor was well on his way back to Saggad when Briseid fell ill. Each day, the bed stricken Briseid seemed to only get worse. Dagmar sought every physician in the land. He brought sages from Arrel and shamans from Samehria, but none could cure his wife. Unable to find help among the mortals, Dagmar called upon Ava. He begged his Goddess for help and even threatened to abandon her cause if she didn’t. Despite all her powers though, death was not something even Ava could stop.

Desperate, Dagmar decided to do the unthinkable. He sought Kallax, one of Fyr’s closest allies and the God of death. Seeing the mortal who had defeated his armies so many times approach his dark fortress all by himself, Kallax grew curious and granted him an audience. Crying and trembling, Dagmar begged Kallax to save his wife, but Kallax explained that Dagmar was wrong. He was not the god of death, but the god of the Threshold, controlling the veil that separated the world of the living from the world of the dead. He said there was nothing he could do to stop Briseid from dying, but he could still help Dagmar if he agreed to betray Ava and join the Dragon legions of Fyr. 

Feeling shame burn deep in his chest, Dagmar agreed and asked what Kallax could do. Kallax showed him a beautiful purple cup with countless Glowstone gems encrusted on its surface. He told Dagmar that it was his latest and greatest creation. An artifact that allowed mortals to safely traverse the Threshold, the veil of death, in either direction. With it, Dagmar could enter the underworld, find his dead wife, and safely return with her to the land of the living. 

Dagmar’s eyes widened in awe of Kallax’s creation, but Kallax warned Dagmar that once he and his wife touched the cup, their lives would belong to him, and if Dagmar refused to keep his end of the deal, Kallax would send them back to the realm of the dead.

Defeated by pain and sorrow, Dagmar returned home and waited for his wife to die. He kissed her cold lips and laid her to rest, then returned to Kallax and asked for the cup, promising to betray Ava and fight for Fyr once he returned to the land of the living with his wife. Kallax agreed, grinning, and gave Dagmar his cup. Swallowing his sobs, Dagmar held the cup of Kallax, crossed the veil of death into the underworld… 

And never returned.

Too late did Kallax realize Dagmar’s deceit. Furious for having lost his priceless artifact, which could have turned the tide of the Sacred War in favor of Fyr, Kallax entered the underworld to chase Dagmar.

 

* * *




“And thus, did Dagmar the Wise, in the pinnacle of his grief, sacrifice himself to save humanity from Fyr’s ultimate weapon.” Mansakir emptied the ash of his pipe into a bucket and refilled it with fresh tobacco. “It is said that to this day, Kallax wanders the vast, frozen wastelands of the underworld, desperately looking for his cup and the man who played him for a fool.”

There was a moment of silence. 

“You’re kidding me,” Eliran said. “Are you telling me the Circle has found a way to revive their dead?”

“No. I’m telling you that this,” he returned Eliran’s drawing, “is the Threshold Chalice. Also known as the Cup of Kallax.”

“So, you don’t know what it does.”

“I’m pretty sure I do.”

“Which is…?”

Mansakir puffed on his pipe until a cloud hung before his face. “It brings people back from the dead.”

“You’re kidding… It’s just a legend. A myth. It’s not supposed to be taken literally.”

“Correct.”

“Then the cup might not actually be able to bring people from the dead?” Eliran pushed.

“It might not,” Mansakir agreed. “But it does.”

Eliran had to restrain herself from punching the old man in the face. “You do realize you’re being rather ambiguous, right now. Which isn’t very helpful.” 

“I’m not being ambiguous at all. You wanted an expert’s opinion. You have it.”

“But… it can’t be. It’s not possible.”

“It is possible, and I am being helpful.” He leaned forward. “Listen to me, child. I do not envy your job, and I certainly wouldn’t want to be the one performing it, but I wouldn’t be making it any easier for you if I lied. The Circle found the Threshold Chalice. I’ll be damned if I know how, but they did. And by your own account, the memory you stole even proves they’ve tested it. Now they’re going to do something with it. Exactly what, I cannot know, but I suggest you move. Quick.”

 

* * *




“Wake up!”

Tarek jumped from his chair like a startled cat, sword quick in his hand. “W-what?”

“Where’s your hypervisor?” Eliran asked.

The station manager looked around, his sleep addled brain trying to make sense of things. “How did you get in here? The door was locked.”

“Yes, because that will keep a mage out. Where’s your hypervisor?”

“The what?”

Eliran rolled her eyes. “The big, magic mirror.”

“Oh, in the storeroom. Downstairs.”

“Show me.”

Tarek nodded sleepily, sheathed his sword, and led the way. The Radirian safe house was a large, underground complex that had once been the wine cellar of some now defunct noble house. They went through a narrow stairwell, thick cobwebs amassed between the wall and the iron mounts where torches lit the way. A large collection of disparate pieces of furniture occupied most of the storeroom. The hypervisor stood at a corner, covered by a rotting linen sheet that billowed a cloud of dust into the air when Tarek pulled it off.

“Get out,” Eliran said as she recharged the spells in the artifact’s Glowstone crystals. 

Tarek complied silently, probably happy to be allowed to return to his sleep. Persea’s image came into focus just as the door to the storeroom closed behind him. 

“By the look on your face, I’d say the news isn’t great,” the Arch-Mage said.

“Not in the least,” Eliran replied. “This is Sohtyr all over again. Ever heard of the Threshold Chalice?”

“Of course.”

“That’s what Astoreth has found, and apparently, she knows how to use it.”

Arch-Mage Persea stood quiet for so long Eliran began to doubt the hypervisor was functioning properly. 

“Mansakir is sure of this?” she asked at last, but didn’t even wait for a reply. “It certainly explains why she’d kill herself.”

“She was probably testing the artifact,” Eliran suggested. They’d always known human sacrifices were a part of the Circle’s vile religious rituals, but a Head-Archon taking her own life made very little sense. Until now, at least.

Persea shook her head, her eyes lost in thought. “No. She wouldn’t risk her own life. They already knew the artifact worked when Astoreth killed herself, so why did she?”

“Maybe she was just curious what the underworld looked like.” Eliran shrugged. “I know I would be.”

“No… there’s something we’re missing, but it doesn’t matter now. Every single one of those bastards we’ve killed over the years might already be back on their stinking feet. Or are about to be, if we’re lucky. We must recover the cup. Now.” Persea waved an arm and a map of Arkhemia floated to her, dozens of stone miniatures dotting the landscape. “It’ll be well protected. Maybe even more so now that they know you saw it.”

The implications were left unsaid, but Eliran understood them well enough. She wouldn’t be able to do this on her own. She would no doubt be outnumbered and outclassed. 

“I can have…” Persea studied her map, “Ursula, Ebomir, and Olaya down there in a week. Maybe even Freyda if I can reach her fast enough.”

“Mistress, we don’t have a week.”

Persea ground her teeth. “It’s our only option.”

“No,” Eliran said. “There’s another one.” 

“I forbid it!” The Arch-Mage’s voice echoed in the storeroom, which was remarkable considering it was packed full of old furniture.

“Mistress, in a week they may have raised an entire army. Generations worth of those goddess forsaken creatures. I have to try. At the very least I might be able to delay them. Give Ursula and the others time to get here.”

Persea took a deep breath and her features relaxed. “Very well,” she said after a moment. “But at the very least take a detachment of soldiers from Radir. The station manager should be able to find some on a quick notice.”

“I’m sure he’ll be very helpful,” Eliran said, managing to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. It wouldn’t have helped in the present situation.

Persea nodded. “Also, ask him for Glowstone. The Radirian cell will have a cache hidden somewhere. You can arm the soldiers with it.” She nodded encouragingly. “With the right spells, who knows. The soldiers might actually be of some use.”

“Yes, mistress.” 

It wasn’t a bad idea, but even with Eliran’s best combat spells stored in the Glowstone weapons, it would take the very best of soldiers to put up a fight against a group of well-trained Archons. Somehow, she doubted she would find any in this goddess forsaken corner of the empire. 

“Good luck,” Persea said.

Eliran wished it didn’t sound so like a goodbye. “You know me,” she said. “I always have it.” She waved a hand and Persea’s image faded away, the hypervisor becoming just a mirror once more.

Back upstairs, Tarek was asleep once more. He had his feet over a table drowning in incomplete ledgers. 

“Wake up! We’ve got work to do.”

Tarek had the decency to scramble to his feet. “Yes, ma’am,” he managed to say.

“I need soldiers,” Eliran told him gravely. “This is serious.”

“Soldiers?” The man was suddenly wide awake. “You mean we have an operation?” 

“Yes,” Eliran replied. “I’m afraid it’s the kind people don’t come back from.” She took a step forward. “Tarek, this is important. The council of Arch-Mages doesn’t send people like me unless the situation is dire, but I’m afraid what I found in those caves is much worse than what we imagined. I’m going to need the very best soldiers you can find. Do you understand?”

Tarek nodded and Eliran was happy to see determination in his eyes. “What are we talking about? Storming a fortified position?”

“Storming a bunch of mages,” Eliran replied. “Nasty ones.”

“Mages? What good will regular soldiers do against mages?” It wasn’t a protest, just a tactical observation, and once again Eliran was happy to see the man was actually going to work.

“We’ve thought about that. We’ll need your Glowstone cache. We can fashion weapons from the crystals and I’ll infuse them with protective and offensive spells. With the right preparations, and if your soldiers can keep their cool in a really messy situation, we can pull this off.”

Tarek chuckled. “Fire take me and my mother. The goddess does provide.”

Eliran frowned “What?”

“You’re not going to believe this, but I think I got just what you need. Follow me.” Tarek took off through one of the back corridors, shaking his head in utter disbelief. “They arrived just this morning, saying they wanted to join up. I met them just after I left you at the cave entrance.” He stopped at a door, knocked, then opened it. Inside, a small crowd turned to face the opening door and Eliran’s jaw dropped. 

“Hunter?” she asked.

There, sitting among the group, was the dragon hunter she’d met over a year ago. The one who had helped her stop Sohtyr and his plan to revive the dragon goddess Fyr. His whole company was scattered across the room, some doing pushups, some playing cards. Two of them were rolling over the floor, punching each other.

Aric smiled back at her. “Eliran!” 
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The Rebellion’s underground complex did not possess a market in the true sense of the word. Instead, there were all kinds of stores scattered throughout the compound, each selling a different assortment of goods. There was no apparent logic to it. At least none that Doric could understand. One store on the third level sold everything from fruit to woven baskets, to iron pots, while another on the fifth level sold nothing except firewood. It was completely ridiculous and certainly infuriating when one was looking for a specific item.

Doric had spent the better half of the morning climbing up and down the stairwells of the compound, making his way now to the tenth store of his trek. It was located at the very top of the complex, and Doric would not have tried it unless he had no other choice. Up there, where the air smelled clean, the temperature was mild, and the tunnels were wide and tall, was where the nobility taking refuge in the Rebellion’s headquarters lived. 

The store’s arched double doorway was wide open. Above it, painted on the stone in bright blue letters, was an inscription that read Tycho’s Emporium. You knew you were surrounded by pretentious people when even shopkeepers called their establishments ‘emporiums’. 

Rows of shelves and racks were neatly arrayed across the large room, creating parallel corridors draped with colorful clothes and tapestries, dotted with assortments of jewelry and scented oils. Doric navigated the store, looking left and right for what he needed, making sure he kept his head low every time he crossed another patron browsing the wares. When he didn’t find what he was looking for, Doric headed to the front counter.

A reedy man dressed in the finest silks greeted him across the counter with a curt bow. “How may I help you, my Lord?” he asked beneath a moustache as thin as a fishing line.

“I’m looking for sandalwood incense,” Doric said. “Do you have any?”

“I’ll have to check,” the shopkeeper replied. “We carry the finest incenses in all of Thepia, but we’ve recently run out of sandalwood. I’ll see if a new batch has arrived.” He turned and disappeared through a narrow door behind the counter. After a moment, he returned carrying a small wooden box.

Doric almost sighed out loud, his shoulders broadening with relief.

“You’re in luck,” the shopkeeper said, placing the little box on top of the counter. “These seem to have arrived just this morning.”

Doric smiled and reached for the box. “Fantastic!” 

“That’ll be a Silver Talent.”

“Oh…” Doric’s hand froze halfway to the incense package. “Well, actually, I don’t need a whole box. Two sticks will be enough.”

The shopkeeper looked at Doric as if he’d just chewed on a piece of spoiled meat. “We only sell them by the box.” He scanned Doric from head to feet, the bridge of his nose wrinkling as he seemed to only now notice his raggedy clothes. “My Lord…”

“I see,” Doric fumbled. This shop was his last chance. He’d checked every other possibility in the compound. Where else was he going to get sandalwood incense? 

“What’s the matter? Run out of the Prince’s stipend already? We’re not even halfway through the month.”

Doric turned to face the source of the voice, meeting the smug gaze of Thurvald Kaxar. His House had been utterly destroyed by the Emperor even before the Purge, so he wasn’t just one of the oldest members of the Rebellion, he was one of its founders. He was also one of the many reasons Doric only ever visited the top level unless he really needed to.

“Thurvald,” Doric greeted him dryly.

“Don’t tell me,” Thurvald mused, stepping next to Doric and leaning on the counter with a grin. “Spent it all on wine?” 

Doric grinned back tightly. “Good one, Thurvald. I’d never heard that one before. You remain as witty as ever.” 

“Here’s an idea, why don’t you enlist in the Prince’s regiments? I heard those soldiers make a good wage.”

Doric looked at the shopkeeper. “Thank you for your time,” he said, then turned around and stepped away.

“No, of course not,” Thurvald continued at his back. “Too much of a coward to pick up a sword.” When Doric didn’t react, he added, “Take care, Doric.”

“Doric?” the shopkeeper echoed. “Doric Auron? As in the son of Faric Auron?”

Doric stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Yes, yes, he was a great hero, I’m not. Anything else you’d like to add?” 

Thurvald chortled.

“If I’m not mistaken, the Aurons stem from Fausta, where sandalwood is considered sacred,” the shopkeeper said flatly.

“That’s correct,” Doric agreed.

Slowly, the shopkeeper opened the lid of the incense box, removed two sticks, and extended them towards Doric. “Compliments of the house.”

Hesitantly, Doric reached for the incense and took them from the shopkeeper’s hand, who quietly returned them behind his back. “Thanks.” Doric gave the man a nod and turned again to leave.

For a moment, Doric feared Thurvald was going to follow him and continue harassing him down the corridors. Luckily, Thurvald did no such thing. 

Doric found the closest stairwell, happy to be leaving the first level behind. He continued his descent until he was deep within the bowls of the underground city, and then followed through a narrow, dark tunnel flanked by two streams of fresh water. The sound of the streams followed him as he turned into another, even narrower tunnel lined with doors on both sides. Drawing an iron key from his pocket, he unlocked one of the doors and was greeted by the fading light of a nearly spent oil lamp. 

This was his room, his little corner within the Rebellion’s compound. It was a cubicle barely larger than the single bed where he slept. There was a wooden chest by the foot of the bed, and a plain brown carpet covering the floor beside it. As far as decoration went, that was it—not that Doric minded. He might have been born a noble but had long stopped caring about material possessions. 

He opened the chest. Inside was a bundle of ragged clothes. Doric rummaged between the shirts and pants until he finally found what he was looking for: a sword. It was a thing of beauty—silver guard shaped like flames, the roaring head of a lion as its pommel, red rubies encrusted in the beast’s eyes. Doric ran his fingers along the black sheath of the weapon, then shouldered it by its leather strap, closed the chest, and left his room, locking the door behind himself. He started walking down the residential hallway but quickly halted, intrigued. Instead of the familiar sound of running water from the nearby corridor, he heard a shriek. 

No, not a shriek, a wail. Someone was crying. 

Doric turned in a circle, trying to isolate the sound from its echoes, and it didn’t take him long to trace the crying to an ancillary corridor within the residential section. As he turned a corner, he almost stumbled on its source—a child no older than five. He was sitting on the ground, curled into a ball, his little body shaking as he sobbed.

“Hey there,” Doric said gently, kneeling beside the small form.

The boy peeked suspiciously over his arms, sniffing, but didn’t say anything. 

“You lost?” Doric asked. 

The kid’s teary blue eyes remained locked on Doric, but, once again, he did not reply. 

“I get lost in these tunnels all the time. They all just seem alike, don’t they?”

Seeming to ignore Doric’s question, the boy glanced at the sword at his back.

“You like it?” Doric asked, shrugging the weapon from his shoulder.

The boy nodded hesitantly.

“It was my father’s,” Doric added, turning the sword in his hand.

“Did he give it to you?” the boy asked, wiping a trickle of snot with the back of his hand.

Doric chuckled. “Not really, no.”

“Why not?”

“Oh, that’s a long story.” 

“Can I hold it?” 

Doric smiled. “You’re a bit young to be wielding a real sword, aren’t you?”

“My dad won’t let me train with a wooden one, either.”

“Is that why you were crying?”

The boy shook his head.

“Why then?”

The boy stiffened, his face darkening. He stared at Doric for a moment, then said flatly, “Just miss my mum.” 

“I see. Well, I’m sure she misses you, too, wherever she is.”

The kid looked at his feet. “The Priestess said she can still see me from up above,” he muttered, then looked up. “But I don’t think that’s true. Not while I’m down here.”

“You sure?” Doric asked. “I mean, I don’t know your mum, but… you think a few caves would get in her way if she wants to see you?”

A timid smile made its way over the boy’s lips. “No.”

Doric smiled, satisfied. “Yeah, I guessed not.” 

“Dennyel!”

The kid looked away, startled, and Doric stood up, re-shouldering his sword. A man strode from the other end of the corridor, holding a torch and bearing an angry frown. 

“Where in the mother’s name have you been?” the man snapped. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Hey there!” Doric greeted him. “I stumbled onto your kid. He was—”

“Yeah, yeah, thanks!” the man cut in, taking the boy’s hand and hoisting him to his feet. “You think I don’t have better things to do than look around these caves for you, huh?”

The kid didn’t reply, allowing himself to be dragged away by his father.

“Next time you pull something like this, I’m locking you in our room for a week, you understand?”

 Doric watched as the two of them disappeared into the darkness of an adjacent tunnel, the man’s reprimands slowly fading into jumbled echoes until they were no longer discernible. With a sigh, Doric turned around and returned to his residence’s corridor. He walked down several other tunnels, all seemingly alike under the dim light of the rare torches burning in iron sconces. Finally, he arrived at a small gallery with a fountain in its center. Across from the fountain was an archway, Ava’s Dawnstar sculpted above it, beyond which stood a small chamber no larger than Doric’s room. Inside was a statue of mother Ava, clusters of mostly spent candles burning on the ground beside it.

Doric knelt in front of the statue, lit the sandalwood incense sticks off one of the candles, then stuck them in two slots at Ava’s feet. He took a deep, tired breath. “Happy birthday, dad,” he said. “I brought you something.” He unshouldered the sword and laid it at the statue’s feet. “Found it while roaming the palace up above. You were right, it was in Ragara. I know you’d probably frown upon the stealing, but… considering I’m stealing it back, I assume you’ll be okay with it.” He paused. “Besides, I remember you were fonder of this sword than were your own son. By that, I mean Intila, of course.” He chuckled, knowing full well his father would not have approved of his gibe. 

“Got word of Aric,” he continued. “The Guild’s Grand Master says he’s leading a Company. Apparently, he’s already killed a bunch of dragons. Can you believe that? My little nugget, hunting dragons… You probably can. He’s just like you.” Doric’s expression dimmed. “At least I think he is.” His eyes drifted, getting lost on some distant point on the floor. “No word of Cassia, though. I know you don’t believe me, but I’ll find her someday. I’ll find them both, and then I’ll bring them here, and we’ll be together and safe at last.” He looked up into Ava’s stony eyes. “I give you my word.” 

Doric allowed those last words to hang in the air for a moment, then sighed. 

“Anyway, enjoy your birthday dad, wherever you are.”

Slowly, Doric stood up, shouldering the sword once more. As he turned, he saw a silhouette by the chapel’s door and jumped with fright, the sword tumbling from his shoulder and nearly falling to the ground as he scrambled to catch it midflight.

“Merciful mother!” Doric let out, finally clutching his fingers around the sheath of the sword. 

“I–I’m so sorry!” It was Prince Fadan. He looked mortified. “I didn’t mean to… I came looking for you, but I had no idea—”

“That’s okay, relax,” Doric said, his heart still pounding in his chest. “You just scared the life out of me. How did you find me?”

Fadan raised a hand, revealing a small, glowing pendant. “I still have my mother’s necklace.”

“Oh, right,” Doric said, his hand reaching for his own neck and touching his own half of the pair of Seeker necklaces.

“Doric,” Fadan stepped into the chapel, “I know where my mother is. We found her.”

“What? Where?”

“In Pharyzah,” Fadan replied. “She’s being held captive.”

“Captive?” Doric almost yelled the word.

Fadan nodded. “But they don’t know we know, and they don’t know we’re coming for her.” He grabbed Doric’s hand and placed the necklace in his palm. “How would you like to go rescue her?”   
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There was only one new face in the dragon hunting company. Eliran had no trouble recognizing the rest of them, even if they did look different. They all looked more… rugged. Some, like Aric, had allowed their hair to grow, tying it in braids which swung beside long claws and colorful feathers. Others had grown beards or tattooed strange symbols on their necks, arms, or even cheeks. Most had become taller or bulkier, dry muscles popping out from leather vests and loose tunics.

The group had been sitting around the table, nodding gravely as Eliran filled them in on her discoveries. The station manager, Tarek, had been left out of the meeting. This wasn’t the sort of information Eliran could freely share with everyone, so she had sent him to procure horses for their expedition.

“So, the guy we killed in the Frostbound may be alive again?” Tharius asked.

“He might be,” Eliran replied. “It’s hard to know what Astoreth’s plan is. What I do know is that the artifact’s potential dangers are nearly limitless. We need to steal it as fast as possible.”

Aric nodded. “Alright. How do we find it?”

Eliran dug a hand into her pocket and retrieved a Seeker bracelet. She placed it on the table, the candlelight making the Glowstone shard gleam even brighter. The Seeker tried to slither across the table, Eliran pinning it down with a finger.

“That’s… southeast?” Clea guessed, twisting her head so she could look at the Seeker from a better angle. “I thought you said you found the artifact in Engadi.”

“I did,” Eliran replied. “Astoreth brought it south for some reason. Maybe she needs to bring the cup to a specific place.”

“What’s southeast from here?”

“Not much…” Leth offered.

The group stared at the Seeker shard as it wriggled under Eliran’s finger, trying to escape its imprisonment. 

“So we’re really doing this?” Tharius asked, breaking the silence. “I mean, we’re just dragon hunters…”

“Not anymore, we’re not,” Dothea noted.

“So what?” Aric asked. “We did fine last time around.”

“Against one of them!” Ashur retorted.

Trissa scowled. “Oh, shut up, coward! You weren’t even there.”

“Yeah, shut up, Ashur!” Dothea added.

“Doesn’t mean he’s wrong,” Orisius said. 

“You’re siding with him!?” Irenya asked.

The group spiraled into a cacophony of insults and accusations, everyone shouting over each other.

“Guys,” Aric called, struggling to be heard over the uproar. He dropped a heavy fist down on the table. “GUYS!”

That managed to get their attention. 

“This is serious,” Aric continued. “The last time one of these people made a breakthrough like this, he levelled the city of Nish just so he could lure the guildsmen away from Lamash. Goddess knows what would’ve happened next if we hadn’t stopped him.” He paused. “Of course this is dangerous. They wouldn’t be asking for our help if it wasn’t. We’re dragon hunters. We don’t even get out of bed for less than life threatening.” 

The group chuckled smugly.

“The horses should be ready by now,” Aric added. “We shouldn’t waste any more time.”

To Eliran’s great surprise, most of them nodded in agreement. The rest of them seemed to have at least lost the will to protest. Except one.

“I’m not going,” Ashur said.

For a moment, no one said anything.

Ashur’s eyes swung around the table. “I’m not going,” he repeated. “I didn’t leave the guild so I could trade dragons for evil mages.”

“So, what, you’re just gonna leave us?” little Lyra asked.

“Calm down, Ashur,” Jullion said. “Let’s talk about this.”

“No talking.” Ashur stood, his chair’s legs screeching as it was abruptly pushed backward. “It’s one thing to hunt dragons because they’ll kill you if you don’t. And at least in Lamash they teach you how to do it. But this? This is insane!”

The silence returned. Heavy and thick like a winter fog.

“I can’t force you to follow my orders anymore,” Aric said after a while, his voice nearly a croak. “But if you’re not coming, you’re not following the rebellion’s orders, which means you’re out. You’re on your own, without their protection or ours.”

“Tell them you’re ordering me to stay behind. Make up some excuse.”

Aric huffed out a small laugh. “Why would I do that?”

“Because you owe me, that’s why,” Ashur replied, a finger aimed at Aric. “I saved your ass from the paladins.”

“Oh please…” Leth rolled his eyes. “We would have helped him just as well without you. He doesn’t owe you a steaming pile of dragon crap.”

“You’re a hypocrite,” Ashur told Aric, then glanced around the rest of the company. “And you’re all blind idiots. The half-prince gets in trouble and you all jump at the chance to save him like lap dogs, but when the day comes where you need his help, this is the answer you’ll get.”

Trissa shot to her feet, her chair tumbling backwards. “You want to leave us, and you have the nerve to say something like that?”

“You’re ridiculous…” Leth muttered, shaking his head.

“Guys, just let him go,” Aric said, looking at Ashur. “If you want to go, then go. I don’t want a hunter fighting next to me that doesn’t have my back.”

For a moment, it seemed like Ashur was going shout something back at Aric, but the two of them just stared at each other in silence until Ashur turned to leave. 

Jullion grabbed his arm. “Ash, come on…”

“You can either come with me or let me go, Jules.”

Jullion hesitated, glancing between Ashur and Aric until he dropped his hand.

“Suit yourself,” Ashur said. He stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

Silent, uncomfortable glances crisscrossed the table. Eliran wondered whether to say something or not. Trissa spared her the decision.

“I say good riddance.” Trissa lifted her chair from the floor and sat back down. “I just wish I had a drink to make a toast.”

“Shut up, Triss!” Jullion snapped.

Eliran looked at Aric, sure he’d keep Trissa from retorting, but the girl never really tried to open her mouth. Instead, she crossed her arms, staring at some point in the middle of the table, a deep frown creasing her brow.




* * *




Eliran’s Seeker bracelet led them through a dirt road a single shade lighter than the monotonously brown landscape surrounding them. Occasionally, a turn in the road revealed a hill speckled with dark green shrubs or the white ruins of abandoned houses.

“Sorry to have cost you your man,” Eliran told Aric.

They had been riding at the front of the column, Aric quietly scanning the distance as if he was still back in the Mahar on patrol. He had to stop himself a couple of times from ordering Clea or Orisius to scout the hills ahead for any dragons. It was still strange to think that they weren’t hunters anymore. 

“Ashur?” Aric glanced away. “That was bound to happen sooner or later.”

Eliran looked over her shoulder. “Your Arreline hunter back there.”

“Which one?”

“The blue eyed one,” Eliran replied.

“Tharius.”

“Tharius said Ashur was a volunteer. That it didn’t make sense he’d leave.”

Aric chuckled. “Tharius is too naïve. His father was a dragon hunter and he thinks it’s the noblest job in the world. Doesn’t understand why other people wouldn’t dream about joining the guild as well. Truth is, most volunteers join out of need, not because they truly want to. I have no idea why Ashur volunteered. Or Leth or Clea, for that matter.”

“You never asked? I mean, you’re not curious?”

“Of course I’m curious. But I can’t even begin to imagine what could be so bad that hunting dragons makes a better alternative. If they don’t want to talk about it, I’ll respect their privacy.”

Eliran nodded. “What about you?” she asked. “What’s your story?”

Aric looked at her. “You don’t know?” he asked, smiling, but didn’t wait for her reply. After all, how could she? “Alright, I’ll give you a clue. When I was made captain, my hunters named the company ‘The Half-Princes’.”

Eliran’s eyes went blank for a moment, then widened. “You’re joking… You’re the half-prince?”

“The very one.”

Eliran paused, a thought dawning on her. “You’re the stepson of the man who murdered my kind…”

“It’s not like that,” Aric assured her, urgency in his voice. “I was his prisoner, not his stepson. He’s the one who sentenced me to the desert, you know.”

“So, it’s true your mother is his hostage?”

Aric shook his head. “Not anymore. They say she escaped, like my brother. Is it true Fadan is leading the rebellion?”

“I don’t think anyone is leading the rebellion,” Eliran replied. “But, to be honest, I’m rarely in Ragara, so I’d be the wrong person to ask. I did hear something about the prince joining up.”

“Well, if we survive this, you’re taking me there to meet him.”

“My pleasure.”

They lapsed into silence again, the sound of their horses’ hooves trotting across the dirt road filling in for their conversation.

“Can I ask you a question?” Eliran said after a while.

“Sure.”

Eliran glanced over her shoulder at the other dragon hunters. “In Lamash, did you all sleep together? You know, in a dorm.”

Aric’s eyes widened. “That’s your question?” he asked, chuckling. “Yes, we did. I’m captain, so I get a bunk all for myself. Which means I hear snoring from every direction except above. Truly luxurious. We had a common room, too. You know, just to hang around. Me and Leth were trying to teach the gang to play Lagaht. Clea isn’t half bad. Dothea is actually pretty good. Sometimes we had our meals there instead of the dining hall. Not that we didn’t like the rest of our brothers. It’s just that sometimes we wanted to be with just the company.”

“Must have been nice,” Eliran said.

Aric studied her face, trying to decipher the wrinkles on her forehead. Was that longing? Did she miss someone?

“What about you? Is there anything like a Company in the Academy?”

“Not really, no,” Eliran replied. “But I used to sleep in a dorm as well. Back in magic school, before the Purge.”

“How many in your school survived the Purge?”

Eliran shrugged. “No idea. I got all the girls from my dorm out alive and safely, but we were separated afterwards.”

“What happened?”

“I had instructions to go to Ragara all by myself. Didn’t even know why, but, at the time, with everything falling apart, it felt like a good idea not to question orders. Eventually, I found out it was all part of a plan to preserve the Academy’s knowledge. Only a few of us were selected to carry it out.” 

“What about your dorm mates?”

Eliran took a deep breath. “I assume they’re out there, somewhere. Pretending not to be mages.”

“You didn’t go looking for them?” 

“How would I do that? If they did make it, they must have gone to great lengths to keep their identities a secret.” She paused, her eyes lost on the horizon. “Every once in a while, an old student is found and taken to Ragara. Every time it happens, I get hopeful it might be one of my girls, but…” 

The sentence hung in the air.

“I’m sure they’re fine. What about in Ragara?” Aric asked, trying to change the subject. “Made many friends there?”

What kind of stupid question is that? he immediately thought, feeling his cheeks warm.

Eliran didn’t seem to mind, though. She glanced at Aric and shrugged. “There was my class, I suppose.” She made the moniker of a solemn herald. “Persea’s chosen.”

“The archon hunters?”

The mage nodded. “But Persea’s training didn’t exactly lend itself to socialization. We didn’t play Lagaht to kill time.”

The way she said it almost made Aric feel guilty. “What did you do in your free time?”

“We didn’t have any,” Eliran replied. “Persea’s philosophy was to keep us in a constant state of struggle. We didn’t have sleeping quarters within the underground compound, for example. Instead, we had to find accommodations somewhere in the city proper, hiding from the paladins, and we couldn’t help each other either.” 

Aric blinked a couple of times, unsure what to say next. Apparently, his effort to change the conversation to a more cheerful topic had failed disastrously. 

“But I’m sure your training was rough too,” she teased.

Aric laughed, then shrugged. “Well, you know. For me it was easy,” he said nonchalantly.

Eliran laughed as well. 

Looking at the pair of them, no one would have guessed they were riding towards death itself.




* * *




Chasing a dragon using a Tracker-Seeker always took some guesswork. One never knew if the beast had flown away for miles, or was waiting just beyond the next hill. With the right amount of experience, however, a dragon hunter could tell when they were getting close to their target. Dragons always left trails of their passage: singed scrub brush, claw marks across boulders, uprooted cacti. The closer one got to a lair, the more frequent these disturbances became. Astoreth, on the other hand, had left no trail of destruction behind her, if she had even come across the road in the first place. 

As the sun dipped across the sky, rushing to its daily resting place in the west, temperatures dropped considerably. For the first time in a very long time, Aric felt himself shiver. He’d missed the feeling so much he welcomed it, breathing in the cold breeze wrapping around him. It smelled salty and fresh.

Wait… he thought. Is that…?

Aric turned his horse and spurred it off the road, climbing a hill. As he reached the top, he halted his mount and took in the view. 

Now there was something he hadn’t expected to ever see again. The ocean.

A vast, glistening blue mantle, sprawled before him as endlessly as the dunes of the Mahar. They had reached the Eastern Sea. Below the hill, cradling a narrow bay, was a small city. A fleet of a handful of fishing vessels was anchored in its port, crying seagulls circling above their upright masts.

The sound of horse hooves announced the arrival of the rest of the hunters. Eliran halted her horse next to Aric’s. She consulted her Seeker bracelet, then closed her hand around the glowstone jewel, eyes set on the city down below.

“Got you now, bitch!” she muttered.

Aric looked at the mage, raising a brow. “You have a history with this Astoreth?”

“I have a history with all these bastards. Come on, let’s not waste any more time.”

“That may be a problem,” Leth said, a spyglass held to his eyes. “I think news of our captain’s escape may have traveled faster than us.”

Aric quickly grabbed his own spyglass and so did everyone else who had them. Instead of the typical Legionaries, a veritable army of paladins manned the walls of the city. A queue of people stretched from each of the gates, paladins questioning them and searching their wares before letting anyone in.

“Crap!” Eliran hissed after taking a peek through Aric’s spyglass. “Now what?”

“We wait for nightfall,” Aric replied calmly. “We can climb the walls under the cover of darkness.”

Eliran ground her teeth. “I don’t like waiting. With every moment that passes, Astoreth gets closer to whatever it is she’s trying to do in there.”

“We could force our way through,” Aric suggested, “but that will just sound the alarms.”

“No. No, you’re right. You should wait for nightfall, but I don’t have to. I can get inside unseen. I have my ways.”

“What will that achieve?” Clea asked. “You’ll still need to wait for us before making a move.”

“True,” Eliran conceded, “but it’ll give me the chance to do some scouting. I would feel much better if I at least knew what it is she’s planning to do next.”

“Can’t hurt to know a bit more about the target before we attack,” Aric agreed. “How will we find you?”

“This place must have a Dawnmother temple somewhere.” Eliran tipped her chin towards the city. “Meet me there at midnight.”

Aric nodded and Eliran kicked the haunches of her horse, trotting downhill towards the main gate. As she descended Aric drew a circle in the air, then placed his hand over his head. The dragon hunters dispersed across the hilltop, hiding amongst the thicker bushes lining its ridge, taking care to keep a good view of the surrounding landscape. 

They remained hidden until the sun was gone, leaving only the moon to light up the sky. What had been a pleasantly refreshing breeze turned into a frigid wind, and soon Aric was fighting to keep himself from shivering. For a moment, he was transported back to one of those spring nights when he and Fadan had wandered the empty streets of the Citadel, pretending to be fighting all manners of evil.

Well, Aric thought, this isn’t pretending anymore. He whistled, got out from his cover, and ran downhill with his head low, a group of shadows following him.

They went for a wide bend of the wall where none of the city gates were visible. With his back against the wall, Aric signaled for Clea and Dothea. The two girls removed their backpacks, exchanging them for thick rings of rope that Nahir and Ergon handed them from their own equipment.

Every hunter was expected to be a good climber. After all, dragons didn’t bother building stairways to their mountaintop lairs. Clea and Dothea, however, weren’t just good climbers. They were uncanny. Aric was sure both could climb faster than they could run. 

The pair glided up the wall, their fingertips and feet digging into the crevices between the stone blocks. They disappeared over the battlements and, a moment later, the two ropes dropped from above, and Aric signaled his hunters to start climbing. They climbed up in pairs, leaving Aric and the rookie, Artax, for last. The poor kid had barely had the time to adjust to his new company, and they had already turned him into a fugitive. Worse than that, they had set him on what was probably a suicide mission against evil mages dealing in death magic.

With his feet propped against the wall, Aric climbed, his calloused hands barely feeling the fibrous bite of the rope. Once at the top, Aric jumped onto the battlement’s walkway and squatted next to the rest of the company. Clea and Dothea rushed to pull the ropes up and swing them over the other side of the wall, dropping down into the city. There was a small plaza below. No one was walking its cobbled streets this time of night, nor were there any lights shining through the windows around them. They had chosen a good place to make their climb.

Something creaked and Aric swung his head towards the sound. The wooden door to the tower at the end of the wall section had opened. A paladin walked out, torch in hand. The man was a good fifteen paces away, but even though it was dark and the paladin had his helmet shoved down over his head, Aric still noticed his eyes widening.

The paladin went for his sword and his mouth opened, but he never made a sound. All Aric heard was the whistle of two knives hurtling towards the man. The paladin’s body sagged to the ground and the torch tumbled over the side of the wall, falling to the street.

“Fire take this!” Aric whispered. “Good reflexes, guys.” Nahir and Trissa nodded back. “Quick, everyone, start climbing down.”

“What about him?” Leth asked, motioning towards the paladin’s body.

“We certainly can’t leave him there,” Aric replied. “Nahir?”

The Cyrinian nodded, then strode to his victim and threw him over his shoulder. By the time he returned to the ropes with his passenger, most of the company was already down on the street. 

Clea and Dothea waited up on the battlements for everyone to get down safely, including Nahir and his cargo, then untied the ropes and got down the hard way, just like they had climbed up in the first place.

“What are we supposed to do with him?” Irenya hissed, grimacing as Nahir placed the corpse down on the ground to rest his shoulder. “We can’t just walk around with a dead body.”

“We don’t even know where to go,” Leth added. “How are we going to find the local temple?”

“Nahir?” Aric asked.

The Cyrinian shook his head. “Don’t even remember the last time I was here.”

“Well, in that case, we ask the locals.” Aric aimed a finger at the other end of the street. “There’s a tavern down there. I’ll go and find out. The rest of you look for some dark alley you can dump the body in, then meet me back here.”

“You’re going alone?” Leth asked.

“I’m asking for directions,” Aric replied, “not storming a castle.”

“You’re dressed like a dragon hunter,” Leth clarified. “In a city on lockdown because of Guild fugitives. Us, more precisely.”

Aric looked down at himself, examining his metal plated leathers. His intricately sculpted golden vambraces alone looked more impressive than a Legionary’s. At least he had decided not to wear his dragon scales and Glowstone armor today. 

“Right… I suppose you and Clea can come with me. Just in case.” He motioned to the rest of the group. “The rest of you, make sure no one finds that body for at least a couple days and meet us back here.”

“I wanna go to a tavern, too,” Orisius whined.

“Yeah,” Trissa agreed. “Why do you guys get to have all the fun?”

“We’re not having fun!” Aric retorted, his whisper growing too loud. “We have work to do. Now go.”

There were some grumbles, but everyone eventually obeyed and the group split in two. The tavern down the street had a couple of windows flanking the front door, but both had their shutters closed, the thin shafts of light and muffled laughter escaping through thin cracks in the wood the only indication of what lay inside. As they neared the establishment, the inscription on the boot shaped sign hanging above the door became visible – The Sweaty Shoe.

“Okay,” Aric said, grabbing the door knob. “We’re just regular patrons. We’ll order a drink, strike up a conversation with the bartender, and casually ask about the local temple.”

Clea nodded, but Leth wasn’t so sure. 

“Just regular patrons? You’re carrying three different swords, for Goddess’s sake. You have knives coming out of your ears.”

Aric dismissed Leth with a wave of his hand. “It’ll be fine. People will be drinking in there, having fun. They’ll barely even notice us.” 

He pulled the door open. A jumble of laughter and yelling swathed out, deafening the creaking of the door. Inside, heads turned, noticing the newcomers. 

As they did, one by one, every conversation ground to a halt, patrons stopping mid-sentence, mouths hanging half-open until the only sound in the tavern was the weeping of a mandolin. Sitting at the back of the tavern, the lonely bard must have noticed the sudden silence and, without stopping his music, raised his head towards the door with a curious frown. His fingers stopped, the last notes ringing so wrong it was as if the instrument was out of tune. The ensuing silence was thicker than the haze of pipe smoke hanging in the air.

“Yep,” Leth said. “We’re practically invisible.”
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Fadan woke up drowsy and sore. He tried to roll onto his side to reach for a vial of Runium on his nightstand but immediately regretted the decision. The wound on his abdomen exploded with pain like a hot iron twisting deep into his gut, pushing him back onto his pillow with a grimace.

Goddess damn it!

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” Fadan called, still wincing.

The door slid open and a sphere of light flew into the room, painting the space with a tint of blue. 

“Phaedra?” the Prince asked, recognizing the sphere.

“You remember my name.” The Wizardess walked inside, purple robes flowing around her. “I’m honored.”

“Of course I remember your name.”

“Oh, he doesn’t have a sense of humor,” she remarked to herself, moving to the side of his bed. She crossed her arms behind her back and inspected Fadan from head to toe. “How disappointing…”

Fadan felt his cheeks grow warm and pulled the covers up as if he could hide deeper beneath them. “I… Erm…”

Phaedra reached for the vial of Runium on the nightstand and handed it to the prince. “Here.”

Fadan frowned up at her. “Are you reading my thoughts?” 

“Me?” Phaedra dangled the vial over his nose, the red, metallic liquid swirling inside. “That would be a very rude thing to do.” 

Fadan snatched the potion, downed it in one gulp, then used a spell Great-Enchantress Clotilda had taught him to numb the pain. As the warmth of the Runium spread across his body, he pushed the covers away and sat up straight. “Are you going to dress me as well?”

Phaedra chortled. “You wish.” She turned and stepped out of the room, going back to the antechamber where she now slept. 

Fadan found a pair of black pants and a blue shirt and jacket to go with it. Back at the Imperial Citadel, a small army of servants would’ve helped him to wash, find an outfit, help him dress, fill him in on the day’s schedule, and a dozen other things that went into the minutiae of a prince’s morning routine. Here in Ragara, however, his life had become a lot more… simple. Not that he minded it. If anything, Fadan liked it much better this way. At least he didn’t have Sagun breathing down his neck, spying on his moves and reporting back to his father. 

“So,” Phaedra called from the other room, “what exciting adventures await us today?”

“Meetings,” Fadan replied as he pulled on his trousers. “Then some more meetings, and maybe some paperwork if we’re lucky.”

“Yay…”

“You know,” Fadan joined Phaedra in the antechamber, buttoning his jacket, “I wish I wasn’t down here even more than you do. You have no idea what I would give to go with Doric and Hagon to Pharyzah to save my mother.”

Phaedra nodded. “I can imagine.”

For the first time, she didn’t sound like she was mocking him, which was unsettling in a whole new way. 

“Right, so… I guess we go about my princely duties, then.” Fadan strode to the door of the antechamber.

“What exactly are you trying to achieve, here?”

The Prince froze in his tracks. He turned, staring at the Wizardess with a confused look. “Defeating my father, of course.”

She was standing in the middle of the antechamber, and her arms parted open, encompassing the cramped space. “From down here?” 

“If it was up to me, I’d be up there fighting already!”

“Why aren’t you, then?”

Fadan blinked, stunned. “Because…” he blurted out after a long moment. “It’s not that simple.”

Phaedra shrugged. “If you say so.” She stepped to the door. “Shall we?”

What was it with this girl and his brain freezing up around her? “Huh?”

Phaedra motioned towards the door handle. “Go about your princely duties…” 

Fadan glanced at the door as if only now realizing it was there. “Oh, right. Yes, of course.” 

He opened the door and fled outside.




* * *




They crossed the damp corridors of the underground compound, headed for the study of Arch-Mage Persea, in utter silence. The whole way, Fadan made sure to keep one pace ahead of the Wizardess.

When they reached the Ach-Mage’s study, Fadan adjusted his jacket, then raised a balled fist to knock, but stopped himself. “You’ve known her for a long time, right?” He lowered his hand, glancing back at Phaedra. “How do I persuade her of something she doesn’t agree with?”

“You don’t,” Phaedra replied flatly.

“Come on, you could at least try to be a little helpful.”

The Wizardess let out a bored sigh. “I’m not your assistant.”

Boy did she not want to be here. Fadan tried to tell himself not to take it personally, but it was hard to not be at least a little bit hurt. 

He knocked, and the great double doors parted with a soft whine. Inside, Arch-Mage Persea sat behind her desk. She stood up with a curious frown.

“You Majesty?”

“Sorry to interrupt.” Fadan walked inside. “I know how busy you are, but I need with speak to you.”

The Arch-Mage indicated the chairs across from her. “No problem at all, but why didn’t you summon me?”

“I didn’t want to wait,” Fadan replied, taking a seat. He looked over his shoulder to see Phaedra still standing outside of the study. “You’re not coming?”

“I can guard your body well enough from out here.”

“Suit yourself,” Persea said, then flicked a finger, shutting the doors in Phaedra’s face before sitting down again and turning her attention to Fadan. “Ignore her. She bores easily, but she’ll get over it. How can I help?”

“Well, now that Doric and Hagon are on their way to Pharyzah, I’m trying to focus on our next steps,” Fadan explained. “Since I can’t go with them, I can at least do my part—take my father down.”

“Of course. But there’s not much I can help on that regard.” Persea leaned back, intertwining her fingers in front of herself. “I thought you had a meeting with Duke Nyssander and his Generals this evening.”

“I do, but we both know how that will go. We’re outnumbered. We’re outclassed. It’s suicide to openly attack my father. Et cetera, et cetera…”

Persea tilted her head, regarding him with curiosity. “You disagree?”

“No. That’s the worst part. With the exception of Nyssander and one or two others, I’m no longer willing to trust any of the members of the Council. That leaves me with a very small number of troops, all of which are levies, not professionals like my father’s Legionaries. Facing my father in open conflict in these circumstances is suicide.”

“They’re your Legionaries as well. Wasn’t that the plan all along? You steal your father’s Legions?”

“How? People respect strength, especially that of soldiers. If they see me as a lost cause, there’s no way they’ll join me.” Fadan leaned forward against the edge of her desk. “My position is too weak. I need your mages. This cannot be done without them.”

Persea took a deep breath, then shook her head. “I’m sorry. We’ve been through this at length. Our—”

“Why?” Fadan cut her off. “I don’t understand. What good was your neutrality policy when my father came after your people? It didn’t work! It failed! How many more mages needed to die for you to see that?”

“The neutrality policy predates the empire by more than a thousand years!” Persea sat up straighter, her hands squeezing the arms of her chair. “The crimes of one tyrant do not erase millennia’s worth of work. Entire kingdoms have come and gone, but the Academy has remained, free and independent in its mission to pursue knowledge for the sake of knowledge alone, not as a tool for the powerful.”

“The world has changed. You’re fugitives. You—”

“I’m sorry,” Persea said, finality in her voice. “Your cause is a righteous one, but not righteous enough for us to abandon who we are.” 

“Our cause,” Fadan corrected. He was about to add something else, but a knock at the doors behind him cut him off.

“Now she wants to come in,” Persea muttered. “Excuse me.” She made a come-hither gesture and the doors opened. “What?”

 Instead of Phaedra, Fadan turned to see a young man in a simple tunic slide through the doors. “Imperial Majesty. Arch-Mage.” The man bowed at each in turn with his greeting. “Duke Nyssander requests your presence in the Council Chambers. There is an emergency.”

Fadan frowned. “Emergency? What’s happened?”

“News has arrived from Augusta.”

“From out agents?” 

The messenger hesitated, shifting his weight from one leg to the other. “No, Your Highness,” he said at last. “From the Emperor himself.”




* * *




It was a warm, sunny day, and a clear blue sky stretched in every direction. Seagulls cried overhead, and the hull creaked soothingly with every sway of the caravel. 

The ship’s captain lowered his spyglass. “Well, it seems this is as far as I can take you.” 

The captain handed his spyglass to Hagon, who took a look, then cursed.

“What is it?” Doric asked.

“It’s your goddess damned luck following us, is what it is,” Hagon replied. “There’s an imperial fleet blockading the port. And that’s not all,” Hagon added as he looked north. “There are two Legions just outside the city. They’re still mustering, by the looks of it.” Hagon handed Doric the spyglass. “I’d say they should be ready to march in a couple of days.”

 “Ready to march?” Doric echoed. He peeked through the lens of the spyglass and quickly found the first in a line of war galleys bristling with ballistae. He traced along the blockade until he found land. A mass of tents covered the hills north of Capra, like a second city sprawling beyond its gates. “What does this mean?”

“I don’t know, but it can’t possibly mean anything good.” 

“You think they knew we were coming?” Doric handed the captain back his spyglass.

“I don’t know… It’s possible, I guess. Still, mobilizing two entire Legions just for the two of us seems like a bit of an overreaction.” Hagon turned to the Captain. “What are our chances of breaking through that blockade?”

The seaman went pale. “I… not good, My Lord.”

“Ignore him!” Doric said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Do we even know what they’ll do if we get close? Will they turn us around? Board us? Search us?”

“Sink us,” Hagon suggested lowly.

“They wouldn’t.” Doric looked at the captain uncertainly. “Would they?”

“You want to find out?” Hagon asked.

Doric crossed his arms, looking out over the water thoughtfully. This made no sense. Why would an imperial fleet be blockading an imperial city—especially Capra, the most important trade hub in the world?

“You need to turn this boat around, Captain,” Hagon instructed. “Whatever’s happening here, the Prince must be informed.”

“What about your mission, My Lord?”

“We’ll take one of your skiffs, row to shore, then make our way to the city like regular people. I know a ship captain in the local rebellion cell. Name of Drusus. A bit too fond of brandy for my taste, but he should be able to sail us up the Saffya.”

With a nod, the captain scurried away, ordering the helmsman to turn the ship about and the crew to prepare a skiff for departure. Doric and Hagon went below deck to pack their clothes, weapons, and some food, then were lowered to the sea aboard a small rowboat that could sit no more than four people. Doric grabbed hold of the rudder at the back of the boat while Hagon picked up the oars. They turned south, steering clear of Tarsus’ fleet, and headed towards a small beach nestled between two rocky promontories.

“Hey, Hagon,” Doric called as the caravel that had brought them from Ragara disappeared over the horizon to the west, “I never thanked you for coming.”

“I didn’t come because of you.” Sweat broke over Hagon’s temples as he rowed. “The Prince ordered me to, remember?”

“Still, I know you’d rather stay behind and fight the war on Tarsus. So, thank you.”

“She’s my cousin, Doric. I’m glad to be here.” He stopped rowing, panting heavily. “You want to thank me? Here, take the oars.”

“Uh, yeah. Sure…” 

They switched seats, the boat nearly tipping over as Doric shuffled awkwardly to the oars. He tried his best to imitate how Hagon had been rowing, but his lack of experience was hard to hide and their advance became significantly slower.

It must’ve taken them nearly half an hour to make land, because when they finally reached the beach, Doric could no longer feel his arms and his lungs were on fire. By the time they climbed from the small vessel into the shallow water to push the boat onto the bank of sand, Doric was soaked in sweat, and he felt like he was about to puke. 

They didn’t bother hiding or tying the boat. After all, they were headed to the other side of the world. Who knew if they’d be coming through here on their way back? 

If they were coming back at all.

A small fishing village hemmed the beach. They lumbered through the sand and onto the village’s main street, a collection of pale houses quaintly painted in either yellow or blue stripes greeting them. An old man with parched skin, repairing fishing nets on his porch, pointed them towards the Imperial road, and soon they joined a throng of travelers and merchants headed for Capra.

“So how does this work?” Doric whispered. “How do we find the local rebels?”

“Why? You thinking of finally joining up?”

Doric gave Hagon a bored look. “We still playing that game? I thought we were past it at this point.”

“Crap!”

“Oh, come on, Hagon. I mean it, after all we’ve been through—”

“No, not that.” Hagon stretched an arm forward, pointing. “That!”

Doric followed the line of Hagon’s arm. They had just crested a small hill, revealing the sprawling city of Capra on the other side and the huge crowds milling at each of the city’s gates.

A grim looking man in a Cyrinian turban walked past them in the opposite direction, leading a donkey loaded with amphorae. Hagon reached out to grab his arm, looking to gain the man’s attention. “Excuse me, friend, what’s happening?”

The man stopped and threw a miserable glance at the city behind him. “It’s closed. Cursed Legionaries have closed Capra.”  




* * *




“So… this is what, a new tax?” the Prince asked as he read from a roll of parchment.

Duke Nyssander had gathered his staff of Generals as well as some of his administrative councilors and, together with Viscount Ultimer, they sat around the large table where the Council of the Rebellion usually met. The set of large hypervisors normally used to remotely communicate with other members of the rebellion was turned off, their wide surfaces acting as regular mirrors. 

Arch-Mage Persea had come as well, and she stole the letter from the prince’s hand, unable to contain her curiosity. Even Phaedra had elected not to wait outside and was instead sitting off in a corner of the large room, albeit still within earshot of the proceedings.

“No, it’s an old tax on small farmers,” Ultimer replied. “Which was raised about two years ago.”

“Raised to impossible levels,” Duke Nyssander added.

“So the farmers stopped paying?” Fadan guessed.

“They couldn’t afford to,” Nyssander said. “They payed as much as they could. Some even borrowed money from banks and still couldn’t keep up with the payments. Most just went bankrupt.”

“And my father wants you to arrest them?”

“And execute them.” Persea gasped, dropping the letter on the table with a horrified look on her face.

Fadan couldn’t believe his ears. “For tax evasion?” 

“That’s right,” Nyssander confirmed.

Fadan scanned the group of Generals and administrative staff the Duke had brought to the meeting, hoping for clues that he was misunderstanding something—anything. “Let me get this straight. My father bankrupts small farmers by hiking taxes, and when they fail to pay these taxes through the following years, he orders you to kill them?”

“Not just me.” Nyssander pointed at the letter. “This was sent to every landed noble in the Empire. This is a new Purge.”

“Of small farmers?”

Nyssander nodded gravely. 

Silence fell over the table. Fadan glanced around at the rest of the gathering, receiving the same series of grave looks he’d gotten before. 

“We should gather the Council of the Rebellion,” Ultimer suggested.

“What for?” Nyssander asked. “So those cowards can bicker about the tactical approach?”

“To coordinate,” Ultimer argued.

“What’s there to coordinate?” Persea asked.

“What to do next,” a young bureaucrat said.

“You want to coordinate the murder of innocent citizens?” Nyssander shouted.

“We can stall. We need to at least discuss this—”

The group broke into an argument, everyone speaking over each other. Everyone, except Fadan. The Prince stared at the stone slabs of the floor silently.

Farmers? he thought. Since when do you concern yourself with lowly farmers, father? 

His head snapped up, eyes widening. “This isn’t about them!” Fadan blurted out. 

The table went silent, and he felt the weight as all eyes were directed at him.

“This is about the nobles,” Fadan went on. “More specifically, about the rebels. Tarsus wants to see who will disobey his orders.” He looked at Nyssander. “He’s flushing you out.”

“In that case, he’s going to succeed,” Nyssander said. “There’s no way I’m following that order.”

Fadan nodded. “I guess we’re going to get that war we wanted so badly…” 

It felt like a punch to the gut, and Fadan suddenly feared he was going to puke over the table. Silence filled the room, thick and heavy, and a series of worried glances were exchanged among the rest of the table’s occupants.

A General with an eyepatch over his left eye cleared his throat. “My Lord, if the Emperor invades…” he paused, weighed his words, then continued, “we can’t possibly hope to resist his forces.”

“Hopefully—” Nyssander’s voice faltered and he coughed, trying to find it once more. “Hopefully, we won’t be the only ones he’ll have to contend with.” 

“Which is why we should coordinate with the Council,” Ultimer insisted.

“As if that can make a difference,” the General with the eyepatch countered. “We’ll still be heavily outnumbered.”

“Arch-Mage—” Nyssander started, but Persea raised a hand, silencing the Duke. 

“Don’t. It won’t happen.”

“We’ll be destroyed,” another General told her. Others piled on, shooting to their feet, pointing accusatory fingers towards an unmoved Persea.

Fadan watched as the squabble became more heated, his breathing speeding up and his heart hammering in his chest. It was as if the sounds of the argument grew distant and jumbled. Feeling his head spin, he turned to Phaedra, still sitting in her corner. She was looking at him intently, and they exchanged a long, drawn out glance. 

His breathing calmed and it was like waking from a fever dream. The world around him returned to focus and Fadan’s mind stilled.

This is how Tarsus operates, he thought, glancing back at the table. The emperor would get what he wanted regardless of cost, innocent citizens be damned. This is why I left Augusta in the first place. It has to stop. It has to end. 

The Prince looked to his side. A wall-sized map hung from the ceiling, detailing every city, port, and fortification in the empire in blue ink. “We rush to the Castran gate!” he said suddenly, standing up.

The bickering halted, and all eyes around the table followed the Prince as he stepped to the map.

“It’s the only way into the peninsula,” Fadan added, pointing at a chokepoint between the Asterian mountains and the Arreline sea. “If we secure it, my father’s numerical advantage is gone.”

“Greatly reduced, sure,” the General with the eyepatch said. “But your cousin Varinian is standing right in the middle between here and there.”

“With two entire Legions,” Ultimer added.

Fadan nodded. “Which is why I’m going to Aparanta to pay my cousin a visit.” He looked at Phaedra, who was now watching him with an intrigued look. “Those are my Legions, not my cousin’s. It’s time I did something about it.”
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Aric closed the tavern door behind him and walked to the bar, ignoring the stares following him. “Burning water,” he told the bartender, resting both arms on the counter. “Three cups.”

Across the tavern, conversations gradually resumed, although most eyes remained locked on the three dragon hunters.

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Clea asked, joining Aric at the counter, Leth trailing behind.

“Relax, it’ll be fine,” Aric replied, unsure if he needed the encouragement as much as Clea did.

The bartender staggered towards them, a pyramid shaped bottle of burning water trembling in his hands. “Please, you should leave,” he whispered as he poured the three glasses. “I don’t want any trouble here. This is a peaceful tavern.”

Aric pushed a cup towards Leth and another towards Clea, but both ignored them, their eyes scanning the room. 

“If this is such a peaceful tavern,” Aric took a sip from his drink, “why would there be any trouble?” 

The man didn’t reply, instead sending a nervous glance across the room.

“You fellas new around here?” a rough voice asked, originating from one of the patrons sitting closest to Aric. He rose from his chair, boots leaving a trail of dried flakes of mud as he sauntered towards the bar. A toothpick moved across his yellow teeth. When he stopped, the man hooked both thumbs into his belt right next to a skinning knife and a hatchet.

“Why, are you the welcoming committee?” Aric asked. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Leth and Clea tense. All around the tavern, patrons got up slowly. Any hope the situation could still be salvaged was quickly dissolving.

“Fergan here is right,” the man said, tilting his chin towards the bartender. “There’s no need for trouble. Just drop your weapons, come with us, and no one will get hurt.”

“You know, threatening a dragon hunter isn’t a very smart thing to do.”

The man held Aric’s gaze. “That might be. But coming in here just the three of you wasn’t very smart either.” He glanced back at the men who had joined him. Aric counted ten of them. All armed, none looking like the kind of person one would want to fight. At the end of the room, one more man got up, placing his mandolin on the floor. Apparently, even the bard wanted a piece of the action. 

The tavern had lapsed into silence again. Most people were trying to pretend nothing was amiss. However, they were doing a very poor job of it. 

“This isn’t personal,” the yellow toothed man added. “I actually like you hunter types.” He shrugged. “But that’s a hefty reward the paladins are offering, and you did break the law, so…”

Aric chuckled. “I’m sure the law is very important to you.”

“Crossbow,” Clea warned, stepping away from the counter and positioning herself between Aric and the front door to give herself a clean line of sight to the man in question.

Aric glanced at the other end of the long counter. A crossbowman had his weapon down, but his eyes were focused on Aric like a feline ready to pounce. Thick drops of sweat rolled down his glistening red cheeks. The man was clearly a wine lover, and by the look of his belly, he seemed to have swallowed a whole cask. Right behind him, wearing a mocking grin, the bard grabbed a jug and swung towards Aric as if making a toast, red wine spilling over his fingers as he did.

“Clea, if he raises that crossbow, kill him.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The leader of the group of thugs flashed yellow teeth in an intimidating sneer. “See, that’s what I like about you guild folks. Always so confident. But, you see, the reward did say dead or alive, so I don’t really care how you choose to come in.”

There was a thud and Aric turned towards it. A second man had drawn a crossbow, laying it on the table in front of him. He started petting the weapon as if it was a beloved pet. 

“Our tactical situation seems to be deteriorating, Captain,” Leth noted casually.

“So it seems,” Aric agreed, doing his best to sound as calm as his Lieutenant. “Any suggestions?”

Leth tipped his chin towards the yellow toothed man. “This one seems to be the leader of this merry group. Throw-knife to his throat might do the trick.”

The thug’s leader’s smile disappeared. “This how you wanna play it?”

Aric nodded gravely. “You’ll definitely die first.”

The man’s face dimmed as if a candle had been snuffed behind his ears, but, to his credit, he did not hesitate. He drew his skinning knife, thrusting fast. His attack, however, never landed. Aric shuffled out of the way, punching the man’s nose juts as he came into range. The yellow toothed man staggered back, hand covering his nose while blooded poured through his nostrils like a fountain. 

“Groan, shoot tha—”

His words were cut off by the sound of pottery being smashed. Everyone’s head swung towards the sound, just in time to see the fat man who had drawn the first crossbow sink to the floor. Behind him, the bard dropped the handle of what had once been a wine jug, picked up the fallen crossbow, and covered the distance to the leader of the thugs with quick stride.

“No one makes a move or Torvad gets it,” the bard warned, shoving the tip of the bolt into the back of the yellow toothed man’s head.

“What in the mother’s name are you doing?” Torvad asked.

Confused glances were exchanged among the mass of goons, but none of them moved.

“You getting greedy?” Torvad pressed. “Trying to get that reward all to yourself?”

The bard smirked. “I won’t be getting any money for this, that’s for sure. Now tell your boys to step towards that wall.” He waited, but Torvad said nothing. “I’m serious, Torvad.” The bard grabbed his hostage’s chin with one hand and pressed the crossbow with the other so hard blood started dripping from the back of the thug’s neck. “You know I’m a bad shot, but at this distance, Fergan will still be finding pieces of your brain to clean up by this time next week.”

Aric’s eyes swung from the bard to the goons to Torvad. What was happening?

Leth stepped carefully next to Aric. “Should we make a run for it?” he whispered.

“No,” Aric replied, still studying the situation. “I want to see how this plays out.”

Things seemed to be at a standstill. The wall of goons was staring menacingly at the bard holding their boss hostage, seething with rage, but paralyzed nonetheless. 

Torvad, gritting his teeth so hard they seemed to be getting even yellower, finally caved. “Step to the wall, boys,” he muttered. 

Nothing happened. 

“I said get to that wall!”

There were mutterings among the men, but slowly, one by one, they all stepped to the wall furthest from the front door. 

“Now tell them to turn around and place both hands on the wall.”

“You’re dead, Darpallion,” Torvad hissed, but another jolt of the crossbow behind his head persuaded him to comply.

As the goons arranged themselves with their hands to the wall, the bard walked backwards, dragging his hostage at his side, locked in a tight grip, until he was standing next to Clea.

“Open the door, sweet face,” the bard said.

The huntress raised an eyebrow. “Captain?”

“Do as he says,” Aric replied. “But next time he calls you something like that, feel free to stick a knife in his eye.”

Darpallion chuckled. “We’re gonna get along just fine. Come on, let’s get out of here.” 

The bard allowed the three hunters to exit the tavern. Then, as quickly as his fingers had played the chords of the mandolin, he knocked Torvad to the floor with the butt of the crossbow and ran outside, blocking the door with a chair he stole from beneath a table along the way out.

“Old town is that way,” Darpallion said, taking off. “We can lose them in the tight streets.” 

Aric stopped him and aimed a finger in the opposite direction. “The rest of our company is that way.” 

“That works too.”

They raced back to the meeting point, the ancient cobble stones too polished and slippery for Aric’s taste. Behind them, the tavern’s door sounded as if a bull was trying to tear it down.

The rest of the company was waiting for them around the corner, at the end of the street, where they had split up earlier. As they skidded to a halt, everyone noticed the newcomer, eyebrows raising.

“Making friends, captain?” Trissa asked.

“You know me,” Aric replied. “This is… Darpallion, was it?”

“Darpallion six fingers.” The bard took a deep, flourished bow. “Master Laureate of the seven instruments by the Lyrical College of Awam. World renowned poet and bard extraordinaire. Composer of many classics, including Tears of Pharyzah and Red Cheeks Nelly.”

“But you only have five fingers on each of your hands,” Irenya noted.

“And Red Cheeks Nelly has to be at least two hundred years old,” Dothea added.

Darpallion straightened up, preening like a peacock as he looked down at the dragon hunters along the length of his long, sharp nose. “The epithet is figurative, of course. And the song may have existed before, but it only became popular after I composed its modern arrangement. Now, are we going to debate my talents all night, or get the heck away from here? That chair won’t hold Torvad’s gang for long.” 

“It seemed to be your gang as well,” Aric retorted. “But you’re right, we should get out of here. Can you take us to the local Dawnmother temple? We’re supposed to meet someone there.”

“Certainly. This way.” Darpallion flicked a finger, indicating where they were going, and dashed away.

Exchanging amused glances, the dragon hunters followed.

The temple wasn’t far. Either that or the town of Tabriq was simply very small. Darpallion was careful though, checking every corner for unwanted presences before advancing. The man clearly knew what he was doing.

As they progressed, the stone houses became older and the cobbled streets became narrower. They were forced to hide in shady corners a couple of times and wait out paladin patrols, the astringent tang of urine biting in their noses.

Once at the temple, Darpallion made short work of the lock on the temple’s side door, motioning the hunters inside. Countless candles burned in clusters around the rows of pews. Behind the altar, hanging from the ceiling, was a crimson tapestry upon which Ava stood, clad in white robes, her arms opened as if embracing all who walked into her temple. The most remarkable thing inside, however, was the fresco filling most of the ceiling above the central nave. In it, Ava’s Dawnstar shone down on a group of men, women, and children, sheltering them from an onslaught of dragons, the dark beasts hitting the light and turning tail to flee from the goddess’s power.

Aric scoffed. “Pathetic…” he muttered.

“She can hear you, you know?”

Aric looked down from the fresco. Athan was standing next to him, his prayer flask piously lit in his hands. 

“I don’t think she ever liked me to begin with, so what difference does it make?” Aric motioned towards the painting. “You’re a dragon hunter, Athan. You think that’s an accurate depiction of how dragons are killed?”

“How would we kill dragons without Ava’s Glowstone?” Athan asked. “That is figurative. Much like our new friend’s nickname.”

“Then why are we depicted cowering?” Aric looked at Athan, waiting for a reply. When all he received was a short glance, he turned to Darpallion “Speaking of our new friend, I have some questions for you.”

The bard was sitting on one of the pews, bitterly inspecting the crossbow he’d stolen. “Shouldn’t have left my mandolin back at the tavern,” he muttered. “Doubt I can make any music out of this thing.”

“I remember you playing it quite convincingly back at the tavern,” Aric said. “I have to say, I’m rather curious as to why someone would risk their life to help some random strangers.”

“Risk my life and throw away a small fortune,” Darpallion replied. “Let’s not forget I would’ve received a share of the reward.”

“Reward?” Dothea jumped over the pew and sat on top of the backrest, next to Darpallion. “How much are they offering for us?”

The rest of the company approached, similarly curious, forming a tight circle around the bard as if the man was about to perform.

Darpallion smirked. “Enough for an extravagant man to retire on.”

“If the reward was that large, you’d never receive it,” Leth said skeptically. “The Paladins probably intended to kill whoever delivered us to them.”

“Smart man,” Darpallion commended him. “But that’s not the reason I helped. Truth is, I’m with the rebellion, and I’m well aware of everything the Guild has done for the cause.”

“So, what? This is your way of saying thanks for the smuggled dragon blood?” Aric asked.

“We’re on the same team,” Darpallion replied. “I felt compelled to help.”

“Actually, we’re with the Rebellion ourselves now.”

Darpallion spread his arms. “Then we are definitely on the same team.”

“What will you do now?” Clea asked. “Those men will be looking to kill you.”

“I’ll have to leave town.” Darpallion shrugged. “But Tabriq isn’t exactly brimming with opportunity, is it?”

“Well, for now, you can stay with us,” Aric offered. “We should be able to keep you safe enough, for the time being. It’s the least we can do. Unfortunately, we are on a mission, and that will take precedence over your safety. I hope you understand.”

Darpallion nodded. “Where is the friend you’re meeting? I thought you said he’d be here.”

“She,” Aric corrected. “What time is it?” He looked at the candle clock on a column near the altar, but never really took the reading. The click of a door being unlocked echoed across the nave and Eliran’s deep purple robe flowed inside through a small door behind the altar.

“You’re here,” she said, closing the door behind her. “Good. We shouldn’t waste time.”

“What did you find?” Aric asked.

“Not much,” she admitted, starting towards the group. “Astoreth must have…” Eliran froze once she’d drawn closer, eyes locking on Darpallion. “You?”

The bard rose to his feet, a nervous smile playing with his cheeks. “Eli! So good to see you.”

Aric looked between the two of them. “You know each other?” 

Eliran lunged forward, grabbed hold of Darpallion’s neck, and took him down to the floor, the bard gasping desperately for air.

“I’ll kill you, you miserable rat!”




* * *




Darpallion massaged his neck, red stripes marking where Eliran’s fingers had nearly squeezed the life out of him. By the time Aric had finally managed to pull Eliran away, the bard had already turned purple.

“I don’t understand,” Aric said. “I thought you said you were a member of the Rebellion.”

“Because he’s a liar!” Eliran thundered, her voice echoing from one side of the vaulted room to the other, the flagstones on the floor seemingly about to crack beneath her feet. “He’s a traitor.”

“I’m not a traitor!” Darpallion protested.

Eliran spun on her heels and aimed a finger at the bard. “You sold out the entire Ashan cell!”

“I was tortured. I cracked.”

“Twenty people were killed because of you that day. I was nearly killed because of you that day.”

Darpallion shot to his feet. “And I’m the one who has to live with it!”

Aric stepped between them, two pacifying hands raised. “Alright, settle down, both of you.” He looked at Eliran. “You know we have more important things to deal with right now. Can you please let this go? He did save our lives.” 

The mage clenched her jaw tight, taking in a breath so harsh it looked like fire would gush out from her chest. After an overlong pause, she nodded. “Get out of my sight, Darpallion.”

“No,” the bard replied, his chin raising haughtily. “I’m not going anywhere. I want to help.”

Eliran’s head swung backwards as she cackled loudly. “You have got to be delusional.”

“I can help,” he insisted. “I know who you’re after. It’s that evil woman who took over the port, isn’t it?” 

Eliran gave him a stare and Darpallion cracked a smile. 

“I knew it! The moment she arrived, I knew what she was. Everyone from gang leaders to the local paladin commander were treating her like royalty. She even hired my gang.”

“Hired your gang for what?” Eliran demanded.

Darpallion’s smile widened. “See. I can help.”

Eliran took a step forward. “You can help by getting the heck away from me,” she said, ice in her voice.

“No. I can help by telling you exactly how to steal whatever is in that crate.”
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  The Victories That Do Not Last

  
  




“You sure you don’t want to stop for a moment?” Fadan asked. 

“The city’s right over the hill,” Sabium replied. “Why stop now?”

“Because we’ve been riding for two days straight. You must be tired.”

Sabium frowned. “I’m not so old that I can’t ride a horse.” 

“A silver Talent he’s been using a pain killing spell the whole journey,” Phaedra said with a grin. She’d been riding behind the two of them since they’d left Ragara, swivelling atop her horse as if she was about to doze off. 

“To be honest, I wasn’t expecting you to say yes when I asked you to come,” Fadan told his tutor.

“I didn’t come because I thought you needed help if that’s what you’re thinking.” Sabium glanced around. The road to Aparanta wound between rolling green hills crowned with cypress trees. Occasionally, a farm would pop up, surrounded by orchards and cereal plantations. “I came for the view. There’s only so much time you can spend in those tunnels before you start losing your mind.” He looked over his shoulder. “And for your information, I haven’t drunk any Runium since before yesterday.”

Phaedra was facing the sun, her eyes closed, basking in the warmth. She simply smiled.

“Well, your old apartment in Augusta wasn’t much better than the Ragaran tunnels,” Fadan noted. “And you didn’t exactly go out much then.”

Sabium’s frown deepened. “I’m a mage and lived right under the emperor’s nose, what did you expect?”

“Sure, but it’s not like you have the Academy’s symbol tattooed on your forehead. My point is, I didn’t even expect you to stay in Ragara.”

“Of course I stayed in Ragara.” The old mage sounded hurt. “I committed to be your magic tutor. Wait… what are you trying to say?”

“I don’t know.” Fadan shrugged. “Maybe you did come to help me.”

Sabium stared at him for a while. “Oh, I know what this is. This is about Alman. You think that I, what, feel some kind of obligation to him? Because he’s dead, I have to join his Rebellion, now?”

“Your words, not his.” Phaedra opened her eyes. “Who’s Alman?”

Fadan chuckled.

“Shut up!” Sabium barked at her.

The prince turned back on his horse to face Phaedra and mouthed, His brother.

She replied with a long, silent, Oh!

They crested a hill and halted their mounts. Down below, the city of Aparanta sprawled, its myriad buildings so jam packed together they threatened to burst through the city walls and spill over the green fields surrounding it. The gates were wide open, a steady stream of citizens entering the city under the watchful eyes of the Legionaries atop the battlements—dozens and dozens of Legionaries, their steel armour plates gleaming under the sun.

“Regret not bringing an escort, yet?” Phaedra asked.

“You’re my escort,” Fadan replied.

“Not if we have to fight all those soldiers, I’m not.”

“We’re here to get those soldiers on our side, not to fight them.”

“What about your cousin?” Sabium asked.

“What about him?”

“Aren’t you going to try to get him on your side as well?”

“We’re not exactly the best of friends.”

“What does that mean?” Phaedra asked.

“Well, the last time we saw each other we were twelve,” Fadan replied. “And I punched him in the face.”

“What?” Sabium snapped. “Why?”

“He lost a game of Lagaht to Aric. Being as bad a loser as he was at Lagaht, he accused my brother of cheating and threatened to take this accusation to my father. Tarsus never needed any excuses to punish Aric, and he could sometimes get rather… creative. So, I prevented Varinian from carrying out his threat.”

“With your fists?” Phaedra asked, smiling.

Something in the way she said it made Fadan’s cheeks grow warm and he found himself suddenly tongue-tied, so he shrugged. 

“That was a long time ago,” Sabium said. “You were kids. I’m sure he’s over it.”

“Maybe,” Fadan sighed. “But there’s also the case of him being next in line for the throne after me. Call me a cynic, but I wouldn’t count on his support for my cause.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t either,” Phaedra agreed.   

“Alright, then how exactly are we going to steal his Legions?” Sabium asked.

“We?” Fadan echoed, grinning. “I thought you weren’t here to help me.”

“Doesn’t make me any less curious.”

“I have to say I’m equally curious,” Phaedra said. “How does one steal two Legions?”

“The Legions stationed in Aparanta are the fifth and the seventh,” Fadan replied. “Together they make up army group three, which, if I’m not mistaken, is commanded by General Vardrada. She was Intila’s second in the Expeditionary Legions. If she’s half as honourable as him, I think I can persuade her. So, first, we need to find her.”

“And then?”

“Then the war begins.”




* * *




Hagon pushed a log deeper into the fire, waking it into a frenzy of sparks and crackles. Around them, a veritable city of tents and wagons had grown out of merchants and travellers too stubborn to be turned back by the Legionaries blocking the gates of Capra. 

“You know, I always enjoyed the company of sailors,” Doric said, grabbing a wineskin from one of their travel bags. “On dry land, I mean. I was never crazy about boats.” He unstoppered the wineskin and took a whiff. “You can always trust a sailor to know where the drinks are stronger.”

“We should be scouring the wall, looking a for a way in,” Hagon said with a frown.

“What for? So we can get stuck inside the city?” Doric drank from the wineskin and grimaced. “Ugh! This is not the finest red from Campere.”

“We won’t get stuck inside. Drusus will know how to break the blockade. He’s an expert smuggler. Breaking blockades is what he does.”

“How much did we pay for this again?” Doric asked, eyeing his wine with suspicion.

Instead of replying, Hagon snatched the wineskin from Doric’s hands, stoppered it with a smack, then shoved it back into the travel bag. “We should be looking for a way into Capra!” 

“That sounds like looking for needless trouble. The Saffya river isn’t the only route to Pharyzah. We could buy a couple of horses.”

“The river is the fastest way,” Hagon argued. “Taking the road would delay us for weeks, even on horse. You want to leave Cassia rotting in a cell any longer than strictly necessary?”

Doric gave him a bitter glare. He had waited over fifteen years for Cassia. Each additional day without her was yet another stab into his ruined heart. Still, making sure he actually got there and saved her was far more important than trying to go faster.

“Sorry,” Hagon muttered after a moment, returning his attention to the fire. “Shouldn’t have said that.” 

“It’s fine,” Doric said, pretty sure he didn’t mean it. He looked away, trying not to think about the moment he would finally meet Cassia once again. For some reason, that was the scariest part of all this. What would he say? What if she wasn’t in love with him anymore? Fifteen years was such a long time…

Around them, merchants hunched over fires of their own, either in groups or by themselves, preparing their dinners. A somewhat larger than average group caught Doric’s attention. There had to be at least ten of them - the darkness didn’t allow for an accurate count - but instead of cooking dinner, they had put out their fire and were busy packing their belongings back onto their wagons.

“Hey, Hagon, check that out.” Doric motioned his chin towards the large group.

“What about them?” 

“I saw them arrive this afternoon.” Doric thought for a moment, then added, “Why go to the trouble of laying camp only to leave just as the sun drops?”

Hagon’s frown told Doric he’d made a good point. 

“Stay here.” Hagon dropped the stick he’d been using to poke at the fire and took off toward the group of merchants.

Doric followed.

“You’re not very good at following instructions, are you?” Hagon said over his shoulder.

“I like to think I follow them creatively.” 

“Good night, friends,” Hagon greeted cheerily as they approached the group of packing merchants. “Leaving so soon?”

The merchants carried on with their packing. All he got from them were a couple of hard stares. 

Doric and Hagon exchanged a glance.

“You’ve probably guessed it from my accent, but we’re from Fausta,” Hagon added. Once more, silence. “We’re jewellers. All Faustans are either miners or jewellers, am I right?” He chuckled at his own quip, but this time he didn’t get as much as a glance. “Could we interest you in some fine earrings for your wives?” He walked toward the only woman in the group. “Maybe an arm bracelet for your husband, madam?”

“We’re not interested,” a broad-shouldered man said as he tightened the leather strap of a horse’s saddle. “You should try your luck with someone else.”

“Okay…” Hagon said slowly. “A pleasure meeting you. Have a safe journey.”

Without getting so much as a “good night,” Hagon turned around and walked away.

“Where are you going?” Doric asked, nipping at Hagon’s heels. 

“Shush!”

“Those guys are definitely up to something,” Doric pressed, this time lowering his voice to a whisper. “We shouldn’t give up this easily.”

“I know they’re up to something,” Hagon hissed. “Just trust me!” 

When they were finally out of earshot from the merchants, Hagon halted and grabbed Doric’s arms. 

“I saw under the tarps of one of their wagons. They’re carrying fruit and vegetables—perishable goods. If they don’t sell it quick enough, it’ll spoil. My guess is they know a way to smuggle their goods into the city, but they’re not about to trust a couple of strangers that show up in the middle of the night.”

Doric nodded. “Right, makes sense. What do we do, then?”

“First, we get out of sight.” Hagon looked around, searching for any eavesdroppers. “Then, we follow them.” 




* * *




Fadan decided to find an inn where they could drop their horses. He had no way of knowing how quickly things would develop or how long it would take to persuade General Vardrada, so having a place to stay at night seemed like a good idea. An overweight innkeeper with a bushy moustache welcomed them. Fadan introduced himself as Aric Dolbara, an unlanded noble traveling with his sister and his grandfather.

“Are you in Aparanta for business?” the innkeeper asked as he wobbled through a corridor lined with numbered doors. “Or did you come for the executions?”   

“Executions?” Phaedra echoed.

The innkeeper stopped at one of the doors and unlocked it. “Sure. Lots of folk in town to witness them.” He pushed the door open, then stepped aside, waving them in. “As I promised, cleanest rooms in town. You should come down later for supper. My wife’s clam stew is famous from here to Nosta.”

“Wait a moment, you mean the farmers?” Fadan asked. “They’re executing the farmers?”

The fat man sighed, then nodded. “Apparently they owe some taxes. Don’t seem enough reason to hang someone, but…” He raised his hands as if surrendering. “I’m just a simple innkeeper. What do I know of these things?”

“When is this taking place?” 

“Should start within the hour.”

The three of them exchanged a look.

“Thank you, my good man,” Sabium said, placing a coin in the innkeeper’s hand.

The three of them walked into the room and the man gave a small bow before wobbling away.

“We can’t let that happen,” Fadan said, shutting the door behind him.

Sabium nodded. “Agreed.”

“If you take command of the Legions…” Phaedra suggested.

“There’s no time,” Fadan said. “You heard the man. The executions start within the hour.”

“What other choices do we have?” Sabium asked. “There’s just the three of us.”

Phaedra turned around and paced along the room. “I knew we should’ve brought soldiers.”

“And we’d still be outnumbered,” Fadan told her. His eyes wandered, lost in thought. “Maybe… maybe we can convince Varinian to release them.”

“You mean the guy who wants you dead so he can become the next Emperor?” Phaedra asked.

“Exactly,” Fadan said. “We give him something better, a bigger fish to fry.”

Sabium and Phaedra frowned at him.

The Prince spread his arms. “Me!” 




* * *




Crouching behind a wagon, Doric and Hagon watched the group of merchants. After they’d finished packing, the merchants simply sat in silence, doing nothing for hours. Doric’s knees began to ache, and he shifted position about a dozen times until he was sitting on the ground with his back to one of the wagon’s wheels. As the hours kept creeping by, his eyelids grew heavier and heavier until he fell asleep, only to wake up moments later with Hagon’s elbow stabbing between his ribs. 

Doric shook his head, trying to wake himself. “Have they moved?” 

“Not an inch.” Hagon sighed. “What are they waiting for?”

“For everyone in the camp to go to sleep, maybe.”

Throughout the camp, most fires had died out and the buzz of scattered conversation had faded, replaced by occasional snores from nearby tents. 

Doric yawned. “Maybe we should sleep, too. We could take turns.”

“Shush! Something’s happening.”

Doric looked towards the group and saw one of them stand up. Quietly, the others did the same, each grabbing the reigns of one of their packing mules and horses. 

“Finally,” Hagon murmured. 

Heads low, they followed the group, skittering between wagons, tents, and horses. As the merchants left the camp behind, vegetation and larger boulders was all Doric and Hagon could use to keep out of sight, so they allowed the merchants to pull ahead. The group followed a strange path with no road. The rough, uneven terrain made it difficult for their wagon train, but they pressed on, pilling up behind the wagons to push them every time one got stuck. 

“What if we’re wrong?” Doric whispered as they knelt behind a large, round boulder. “What if they’re just going somewhere. They seem to be getting away from the city.”

“Doric, if we’re wrong, I’m paying for your drinks for the next six months.”

“Careful, I could drink you to bankruptcy if I wanted.”

“Trust me, I know.” Hagon peeked over the boulder. “Look, they’re entering a cave of some sort.”

Practically crawling, Doric skirted Hagon so he could peek around the boulder as well. The group was trickling into an opening on the face of a hill, a dark stream of water flowing from it. “That’s not a cave, Hagon. That’s a sewage exit.” 

“Really?” Hagon took another look, then nodded confidently. “I knew it! What did I tell you?” 

“So much for my drinks, I guess…” 

“Come on.” Hagon slapped Doric’s chest. “Drusus will have you drowning in brandy as soon as we’re aboard his ship.” He made to get up and leave, but Doric grabbed his arm.

“Shouldn’t we wait? We found their way into the city. No need to keep following them.”

“You’re assuming we won’t get lost in there. It’s safer to just go where they go.”

“I suppose…”

“Come on.”

Tiptoeing, the two of them approached the tunnel entrance, a foul smell filling their nostrils. There was no doubt about it—this was a sewer. 

Hagon stopped just before the entrance, his back to the rock of the hillside. With an index finger over his lips, Hagon made a silent shush, then peeked around the entrance. “Clear,” he whispered.

The stream of sewage water covered the entire width of the tunnel. It wasn’t so deep it didn’t allow them to walk over it, but it was enough that their boots sloshed as they walked inside. The noise echoed in the tunnel and they froze, grimacing. They waited a couple of heartbeats, holding their breaths, but nothing happened. The merchants seemed to be well ahead of them. Hagon gave Doric a reassuring nod and stepped forward, treading as lightly as he could.

Darkness enveloped them, and Doric stretched his arms in a feeble attempt not to bump his head into a wall. “I can’t see a thing,” he whispered.

“Quiet!”

Doric had expected Hagon to be on his right, but the sound of his voice came from the left. What in the world were they doing?

“We should go back and make a torch,” Doric said. “We can’t keep going like this.”

“No, you can’t,” a deep voice said. “But you’re not going back either.”

There were several bursts of sparks in the darkness and an oil lamp came to life, lighting the tunnel. They were surrounded, ten blades glinting around them. Beside Doric, Hagon cursed.

“I told you to try your luck elsewhere.” It was the same broad-shouldered man from earlier who spoke, and he looked just as unfriendly as before.

Their horses and mules were nowhere to be seen, and judging by the way they held their swords, these were no ordinary merchants.

“So, you guys know about this tunnel, too?” Doric asked, smiling weakly. No one else found it amusing. “Well isn’t that a coincidence!”

“Debra, tie them up.”

“I speak for myself,” Doric continued, “but I was not expecting to find you guys here.”

“Shut up, Doric!” Hagon hissed.

“Yeah, shut up, Doric,” Debra said, then punched him in the nose.




* * *




The crowd filling the Imperial plaza of Aparanta stood eerily still. Executions were usually noisy, chaotic affairs where the audience participated in the sentence almost as much as the executioners, hurling insults, stones, fruit, and rotten vegetables at the condemned. Today, however, the silence was such that Fadan heard the wooden boards of the gallows creak as the prisoners were led to the dangling ropes. 

Wearing dark cloaks over their heads, Fadan, Phaedra, and Sabium wiggled their way through the crowd until they were within an arm’s length from the line of Legionaries protecting the gallows.

Varinian stood atop the gallows clad in steel. He wore the golden Imperial lion on his chest and the blue cape of the Legion flowed down his back. Behind him, five senior officers stood like statues of heroes in some Augustan plaza.

“That’s your cousin?” Phaedra asked in a whisper.

Fadan nodded. 

“He certainly looks the part,” she added. “What about the General? Is she here?”

“Right behind him,” Fadan replied. “The red haired one.” He had never actually seen her, but he had heard her described, and her hawkish features, along with the way the remaining officers seemed to shrink next to her, made it an easy bet.

“Who are the others?” Phaedra asked.

Fadan didn’t get to reply, as Sabium shushed them when Varinian stepped forward.

“Aparantans,” the Imperial Governor started, his voice carrying over the whole of the plaza, “Candians. Citizens of the Empire. We’re here today because terrible crimes have been committed. Taxes are not optional. They’re the lifeblood that keeps the empire alive. Without them, there would be no law, no security, no peace. In failing to pay their taxes, these criminals endanger us all.”

One of the farmers, a middle-aged man, took a step forward. “We tried paying them. It bankrupted us!”

An executioner punched him in the gut and he fell to his knees, doubling over.

“The prisoners will be silent!” Varinian commanded.

Another prisoner, an older woman this time, broke down crying.

“I said silence!”

The poor woman tried to swallow her sobs and the crowd started murmuring.

Okay, now what? Phaedra’s voice echoed inside Fadan’s mind.

Now I stop this.

This is a horrible idea, Sabium added. 

As the murmurs in the crowd grew, Varinian scanned the sea of people filling the plaza. His body seemed to tighten. He looked over his shoulder. “Begin.”

The executioners stepped forward and pulled black sacks over the prisoners’ heads, then shoved the hanging nooses around their necks. The prisoners began to quiver, yell, and cry, and there was a commotion in the crowd.

“STOP!” 

Fadan stepped forward, breaking the line of spectators. One of the Legionaries immediately stepped to meet him. He pulled his hood back and looked up, staring into his cousin’s eyes. Behind him, Phaedra and Sabium stiffened.

Frozen in place, the executioners sent inquisitive looks towards the Imperial Governor, but Varinian ignored them. He looked down at the small man beneath his feet.

“Cousin,” he muttered, a wolfish grin creeping across his cheeks. “What a wonderful surprise!” 




* * *




“What should we do with them, Andon?” one of the supposed merchants asked.

Andon, clearly the leader of the group, thought on it for a moment. Long, blonde hair fell over his broad shoulders and he looked at his prisoners down a sharp, pointy nose.

“I say we kill them,” the woman named Debra suggested. Her olive skin gleamed under the faint light of the oil lamps.

They had tied Doric’s and Hagon’s hands behind their backs, then shoved them on their knees in a puddle of what Doric kept telling himself was water. 

“I agree,” another one said. “We can leave them to rot here. The sewer rats should take care of the bodies.”

Doric shifted so he was facing Andon. “Interesting suggestions, but, in my opinion, you should consider other options.”

“In my opinion, you should consider being quiet,” Debra told him, showing him a closed fist that suggested she wanted to use it on him again. 

“Tell me your names,” Andon commanded.

“Hum…” Hagon stammered, eyes darting around. “I’m, uh… We’re…”

“It is not in your best interest to lie to me, right now.”

“We’re not merchants. You’ve figured that out,” Hagon said quickly. “But neither are you, clearly.”

“Clearly…” Doric mumbled.

“Answer my question,” Andon demanded. “Who. Are. You?”

Hagon ground his teeth. Doric could almost see the wheels turning inside his head—Protect the secrets of the Rebellion! Protect the secrets of the Rebellion! — What was he afraid of, though? If these people were trying to sneak into Capra, they couldn’t possibly be aligned with the emperor, could they?

“We’re with the Rebellion,” Doric blurted out. 

Hagon glared at him, but their captors just sniggered.

Debra scowled. “He’s lying.” 

“We’re on an important mission to Pharyzah,” Doric insisted. “We followed you because we needed to get into the city.”

“You were trying to get into the wrong city, then,” Andon said. “Pharyzah is a long way from here.”

“Exactly. Which is why we need to find a man named Drusus. He’s a ship captain in Capra’s Rebellion cell.”

The supposed merchants exchanged a few glances amongst themselves.

“You know Drusus?” Andon asked. “How?”

“I don’t,” Doric replied, then nodded towards Hagon. “He does.”

“Wait a moment,” Hagon said, “you know Drusus?” 

“I’m asking the questions!” Andon snapped.

This time, it was Doric and Hagon who exchanged a look.

“Well, go on,” Doric told his friend. “What do we have to lose?”

Hagon hesitated, then sighed. “We’ve worked together on several occasions, Drusus and I. Rebellion operations. I was with the Augustan cell. Every time we needed to smuggle something up or down the Saffya, he was the man to do it.”

“Was with the Augustan cell?” Debra echoed.

“Well, not much of it is left, as I understand it,” Hagon replied. “The two of us were captured almost a year ago, along with other members of the cell. We got rescued shortly after by the prince, and we’ve been with him at the Rebellion’s headquarters ever since.” 

 “That’s… quite a tale,” Andon remarked. Debra approached him and whispered something in his hear. He nodded. “You say you’ve been at the Rebellion’s headquarters. Where is that?”

Hagon grinned. “Mister, you might not believe a word I’ve said, but believe what I’m going to say next. There is no amount of torture that you can subject me to that can force me to answer that question. The emperor has tried. For months.”

“Yeah…” Doric nodded, not very convincingly. “That is… also applicable to me.”

“You think you’re protecting the Rebellion’s secrets from me?” Andon chuckled. “You’re either very confused or very good liars.”

“I’m both, actually,” Doric said. “Hagon is a terrible liar, though.”

“Hagon? Your name is Hagon?”

He nodded and raised his chin proudly. “I am Lord Hagon Sefra.”

“Really?” Andon seemed to size Hagon up. “How’s your wife?”

Hagon’s proud look melted away. “You knew Shayna?”

Andon nodded.

“She’s… gone. Died aboard the prison ship during our rescue.” Pride returned to Hagon’s features. “She went down fighting like a goddess.”

“Yes, she did.” Andon looked at Debra and seemed to think for a moment. “Cut them loose.” 

Debra was taken aback. “You sure?” 

“Oh, I’m sure,” Andon replied. “The emperor’s spies might know a lot of things, but they sure as all that’s sacred don’t know what happened aboard that prison ship.” He looked at Hagon. “A lot of people died that day, including my sister, Lucilla. She and Shayna were close.”

Hagon and Andon stared at each other in silence as Debra cut the ropes.

“Wait, so you guys are with the Rebellion?” Doric asked, massaging his wrists as he got to his feet. “Then you can take us to Drusus.”

“Wish we could,” Andon told him. “That’s actually why we’re here. There’s been a massive raid. The entire Capran cell has been dismantled.” He looked back at Hagon. “Drusus is dead.” 




* * *




 “Arrest the Prince!”

The Legionaries formed around the gallows glanced between Fadan and Varinian, hesitating.

“The Prince has been aiding the Rebels,” Varinian pressed. “By order of his Imperial Majesty Tarsus V, arrest him!”

This time, his command was obeyed. A sergeant stepped out of formation and advanced towards the prince. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Fadan saw Phaedra take a step forward. Stop! he ordered.

She froze. This isn’t going to work.

I know what I’m doing.

It doesn’t look like you do, Sabium chimed in.

The sergeant grabbed Fadan’s hands and placed a pair of shackles around his wrists.

“You don’t have to do this,” Fadan told him.

“I… the Governor…” the man mumbled.

Fadan turned around to face the crowd. “I am Fadan Patros. Crown Prince of Arrel.”

Whispering broke out across the plaza.

“I’m here for the same reason you are,” the Prince continued. “Because innocent people are being murdered here today.”

“That’s quite enough,” Varinian told him from atop the gallows, but the crowd seemed stirred by Fadan’s words, and there were some scattered shouts of protest.

“I consider my father’s orders to execute these people to be immoral, illegal, and wrong in every conceivable way.”

“I said enough!” Varinian drew his sword. “You will be quiet, or I will silence you myself.”

Fadan ignored him. “I might be the Prince, but my voice alone is not enough. I need yours as well. Join me and we can end this injustice.”

“Soldier.” Varinian aimed his sword at the sergeant. “Gag the Prince.”

The crowd booed, and there were even a couple of insults thrown their way. 

“I appreciate your situation, soldier,” Fadan told the sergeant. “But you have a decision to make.” He addressed the remaining line of Legionaries. “You all have a decision to make.” Then, he looked up at General Vardrada. “All of you.”

A stone shot through the air, originating from somewhere in the middle of the crowd. It struck Varinian’s chest, clanging and ricocheting harmlessly off his armour plate. The Governor spun, eyes wide with rage, searching the crowd for his attacker. Another stone hit him, this time on his back, followed by a third one that missed its target and fell at his feet.

“Traitors!” Varinian shouted, seething. “Legionaries, disperse the crowd!”

“Maniple, shield wall!” the sergeant commanded. 

The soldiers raised their shields, interlocking them, and the shouts and insults intensified, rocks and pebbles raining on top of their helmets.

“Disperse this crowd immediately!” Varinian insisted. “Use force if necessary.”

“You do not have to follow that order,” Fadan told the sergeant. 

The sergeant hesitated, and Fadan could see the looks of uneasiness on the Legionaries behind him.

“We’re the Legion,” the sergeant said. “We do not disobey our orders.”

“You can obey my orders instead.” Fadan looked up. General Vardrada was staring at him with an intense look, and he looked right into her eyes. “You’ve been made into the tools of tyrants, oppressing and murdering innocent civilians. That is not why the Legion exists. Your duty is to the empire and its people. You can still make your own decisions.” He raised his shackled wrists. “Your oaths do not make you prisoners.” He spread his arms and his hands went through the rings of the manacles like they were made of steam. The shackles clattered to the ground at his feet, sending the crowd into a frenzy of cheers.

“Long live Prince Fadan!” someone shouted.

“Long live Prince Fadan!” the crowd echoed.

Varinian’s face went red. “By order of his Imperial Majesty Tarsus V, all practice of magic is punishable by death. Sergeant, execute the Prince immediately!”

The man glanced from Fadan to Varinian, hesitating.

“Sergeant, I gave you an order!” the governor shouted, spittle flying from his mouth.

The crowd began to push forward and met with the Legionary’s shield wall, who pushed back, trying to hold their ground.

I’m getting you out of here, Phaedra said.

Stay. Put. Fadan commanded.

“Sergeant, you will kill the prince immediately, or you will be court-martialled for disobeying orders and conspiracy to commit treason.”

Sweat trickled from beneath the man’s helmet. “I’m sorry,” he told Fadan, then grabbed his sword. “I’m under his command.” The blade’s metal made a scratching sound as it slowly left the scabbard. “I’m sorry.” 

Fadan! Sabium called.

Stay. Put.

The Sergeant raised his sword and closed his eyes. “Goddess forgive me.”

“Belay that order!”

The sword froze in the sergeant’s hand.

General Vardrada stepped forward, blue cape billowing behind her. “Sheath your weapon, soldier.” 

The crowd became suddenly quieter and stopped pushing on the line of Legionaries.

“What?” Varinian asked in utter disbelief. 

The General ignored him and looked at the prince. “Imperial Majesty, what are your orders?”

Fadan stepped around the sergeant and climbed the steps of the gallows. “Release the prisoners.” He pointed at Varinian. “And arrest that man.”

The crowd went insane.
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  The Heist

  
  




For as long as Eliran could remember, there had been plenty of people in her life capable of turning her stomach with anger. Back before the Purge, there had been the Trilara twins, who liked to chase her across the school corridors, hidden from sight, setting fire to her hair with magic. Then, in Ragara, there had been Justinian, an arrogant Arreline boy who liked to torture every girl he had a crush on, and there were plenty of them. Even in Eliran’s class, Persea’s chosen, most students didn’t really like each other, and since they were so forced to compete, most of their time was spent in an attempt to aggravate one another. Not to mention Persea herself, of course. The woman had made psychological torture into an artform, designing tests where no student could pass if not at the expense of the others, maintaining an atmosphere of intrigue and distrust, all while policing their every move and choice, a frown permanently etched on her face.

Out of all these people, however, none could drive Eliran to the limits of rage quite like Darpallion. 

“How would you know about the crate?” Eliran demanded, blue sparks flying off her fists. “And how would you know it’s what I’m after?”

Darpallion took a defensive step back. “Easy, Eliran. I can explain.”

“Start talking!”

“My gang. Or, rather, my former gang,” the bard mumbled, hurrying to his explanation. “We were hired by this woman – Astoreth is her name – to escort the crate from Saggad. We’re part of her security detail.”

“So?”

“So we weren’t the only ones hired for this job. There are five other crews involved. You could fill the damn crate with gold and it wouldn’t be enough to pay for all that muscle. Whatever is in there is clearly very valuable, and all of a sudden you show up. Surrounded by a company of fugitive dragon hunters, no less.” Darpallion opened his arms. “I put two and two together.”

“And you say you can help us get it?” Aric asked.

For a moment, Eliran had forgotten about their audience, but she was happy to see Aric there, calm and collected, judging the situation without her own personal bias getting in the way. The mission, after all, was more important than her feelings.

“Well, I put it where it is,” Darpallion replied. 

“I already know where it is,” Eliran said.

“Then you know it’s as well guarded as the emperor himself.”

Eliran gritted her teeth. “I have reinforcements on their way. They’ll be here in five days.”

“You don’t have that long,” the Bard said, shaking his head. “You’ve seen the tall ship in the harbor. It belongs to your enemy. This Astoreth, who I’m now assuming is an Archon, is preparing some kind of maritime expedition. She’s been loading the ship with supplies for days and she’s about ready to depart.” He took a step forwards. “I can help, Eliran. Let me.”

“He knows about the Circle?” Aric asked Eliran.

“He was well trusted in the rebellion,” Eliran replied, her lips twisting as if the words tasted sour. “A trust he threw away and spit on.” She turned to Darpallion. “What’s in it for you?” 

Darpallion straightened. “I’ve been marked by the paladins. No noble will grant me patronage for fear of being associated with the rebellion. For the past couple of years, I’ve been forced to associate myself with the worst scum in Arkhemia. The only crowds I get to play for are drunkards who can barely tell the difference between wine jugs and piss pots.”

Eliran crossed her arms. “Forgive me if I don’t break down in tears for you.”

“I want back in.”

“Back in?” Eliran asked amusedly. “I don’t decide who joins the rebellion and who doesn’t.”

“Surely not. Simply allow me to help you. When you have your… whatever it is, take me with you to Ragara and tell the higher ups about my contribution. You’re well respected. A good word from you will go a long way. That is all I ask.”

“You really expect them to let you back in?”

“What does it matter to you?” Darpallion asked. The bastard had the nerve to sound hurt. “By then you’ll have accomplished your mission. Convincing the bosses to trust me again will be my problem.”

Eliran considered it for a moment, then looked at Aric. For some reason, just looking at him seemed to calm her down. “What do you think?” 

“Doesn’t seem like we have much to lose,” Aric replied with a shrug.

Eliran sighed then turned back to the bard. “Alright then. What’s your brilliant plan?”

Darpallion clapped his hands once, triumphantly. “Excellent! Let’s get to work.”




* * *




“This is the port of Tabriq,” Darpallion said, indicating the model he had built on the floor using religious paraphernalia, like chalices and dawnstar chords, pilfered from a cabinet behind the altar. “Nothing more than a set of run-down warehouses and abandoned buildings. Back before the Purge, when the dragon blood trade was still legal, this place was abuzz with activity. Today, it is but a husk, the perfect place for any large-scale, clandestine operation such as the one Astoreth is conducting.” He pointed at a worn prayer book next to the gold chain that indicated the waterfront. “The crate is being held here, in the old customs building. To get to the building, we need to pass through two different gates: the main port gate, which gives us access to the fishing section, and the commercial section gate. Both are heavily guarded.”

Aric raised a hand. “Gates means walls. We can jump them.”

“Afraid not,” Darpallion said, pointing at the trail of candles indicating the walls in question. “Both walls are manned, one guard every couple of feet. And these are not your garden variety thugs. No, sir. We are talking about seasoned mercenaries, veterans of the expeditionary legions.”

“Do they have Syphons?” Eliran asked. “Because if they don’t, I could—”

“What do you think?” Darpallion asked, cutting her off. When Eliran didn’t reply, he continued. “Moving on. Once at the customs building, we’ll find that every side door and window has been walled shut, leaving only one entry point: the main entrance. A ten-inch-thick, steel reinforced beast of a door. Which is fine, because tearing it down would be too noisy anyway. Make no mistake though, my friends. We’ll either come in and out undetected or not at all.” 

Dothea raised a hand. 

“Unfortunately, trying to pick the lock is not an option either, as there are always five guards on either side of the door.” 

Quietly, Dothea lowered her hand. 

“The crate is in the basement. There are guards patrolling every floor, and there will be two more guarding the safe.”

“Safe?” Aric asked.

“Where the crate is being stored,” Darpallion replied. “A triple-locked, Samnivadi steel safe. The same used by the Imperial Treasury to store and transport the salaries of both Legionaries and Paladins in the field.”

“So…” Aric paused, scanning the model of the port. “We have no way to get to the customs building, no way to get inside the building, no way to get the safe out of the basement, and no way to get the crate out of the safe.”

“Correct,” Darpallion said. “And don’t forget we’ll still need to leave with our stolen goods.”

Aric exchanged a glance with his hunters. They all looked mystified. “So… what exactly is your plan?”

“Well, I never said it would be easy, did I?”




* * *




The cold iron of the shackles bit into Aric’s wrists. It didn’t bring him very good memories. There were some occasional dog barks coming from the city, but otherwise, the streets were as empty as they were silent. Eliran had a delicate hand on Aric’s arm, guiding him gently forward. Despite the lightness of her touch, he could feel a tingling sensation where her fingers pressed against his skin. Aric had to wonder if there was magic at work here. Or was it something else?

They came to a stop at a small guardhouse, the city walls rising behind it. There was little sign of movement up on the ramparts, with only a couple of lonely torches burning here and there. The guardhouse itself seemed similarly empty, judging from the lack of light coming from the two windows.

Eliran knocked three times on the door, quickly glancing over her shoulder as if afraid of what the sound might wake up in the city. Somewhere in the distance, some nocturnal bird cawed, but nothing else happened. 

Three more knocks. This time, Eliran pounded the door as if to punch a hole through it.

“Alright, alright,” a faint voice called from inside. “I’m coming.”

The door creaked open, revealing a man in a black paladin cuirass. A flickering candle in his hand showed a poorly shaven face, hair in a mess, and one eye closed as if half of him was still asleep.

“I found him,” Eliran said, motioning towards Aric.

“What?” the paladin asked, halfway through a yawn.

“The one you’re looking for,” Eliran replied. “One of them, I mean. I think it’s the leader.”

Finally managing to get both his eyes open, the paladin took a good look at what was in front of him. He straightened up immediately. “Is that…?”

“It is.” Eliran nodded. “So, let’s start talking about that reward.”

“Uh, yeah, of course, right,” the paladin mumbled. “Come in.” He opened the door wider, stepping aside and motioning them inside.

“Move!” Eliran pushed Aric and he stumbled into the guardhouse, blonde curls falling over his face as he did. Surprisingly, the place looked even smaller inside. As the paladin shut the door behind them, all three became sandwiched between a weapon’s rack and a tiny desk.

“Put him in there,” the paladin ordered, waving a hand towards a holding cell that occupied a third of the area. “I’ll take care of the paperwork.”

“No need,” Eliran told him. She placed a hand on the back of his head and the man crumbled to the floor with a loud thump. “No Syphon, good. Less blood this way. Now quick, move.”

Aric spread his arms and the unlocked shackles fell, clanking to the floor. He grabbed the paladin’s limp arms and pulled, dragging him along the floor and into the cell. At the same time, Eliran scrambled for the door, opened it, and whistled. A moment later, Dothea slipped inside like a shadow.

“Over there,” Eliran told her, pointing at a cabinet behind the desk.

With a nod, Dothea approached the cabinet and opened it, revealing a block of steel the size of a chest trunk, three locks along the seam of its lid. Dothea let out a long, impressed whistle. 

“Is that it?” Eliran asked.

“Well, I’ve never been this close to one,” Dothea replied. “But it certainly looks the part.” 

“What about you?” Eliran asked Aric. “Ready?” 

Aric finished unfastening the paladin’s cuirass and pulled it over his head. “I don’t think I could ever be ready for this.”




* * *




The three carts rolled along the cobblestones, clattering so loudly Leth couldn’t stop swinging his head around, scanning the windows around him, sure everyone on the street would soon wake up and come check what all that noise was about. 

Closed merchant stalls filled the plaza leading to the port, the outline of the port wall rising beyond them. It wasn’t a very impressive wall. Maybe as tall as two men on top of each other. There were no towers along its length. To Leth, it resembled the wall a wealthy family would erect around its estate, except there were dozens of guards up on this wall’s ramparts. No noble house he knew had the need to field this much protection. 

One of the guards at the gate raised an arm. “Where in the mother’s name do you think you’re going?”

The three of them halted and Ergon stepped around his cart, Orisius joining him. Leth, however, stayed put. He was a man of many talents, but impersonating a plebeian was certainly not one of them.

“Where the heck do you think?” Ergon asked. He waved towards the sea. “To work, of course.”  

“Not right now, you aren’t,” the guard said. “Turn back. Go home.”

“Are you kidding me?” Ergon took a step forward. “I got my boat in that harbor. I have every right to get inside.”

The guard stepped forward as well, meeting Ergon head on. “I said to turn back.” He reached for his sword. “Before you get in trouble.”

“Trouble?” Ergon asked, glaring. “Oh, you’re going to get me in trouble, is that it?”

Orisius jumped between them and pushed Ergon back. “Easy, Phiddyp. It’s not worth it.”

“Listen to your friend before you get hurt,” the guard said. “Freaking idiot!”

Ergon went red. “Who are you calling idiot!?” he roared, spittle flying off his lips. His arms were suddenly everywhere, uselessly trying to slip away from Orisius’s clutch.

Leth couldn’t help but be impressed. Those two were good. 

“What seems to be the problem here?”

Everyone turned to the new voice. His Paladin uniform was impeccable. The light of the torches hanging on the port wall reflected off the black cuirass like two tiny suns, and the red waistband waved in the wind, trailing behind him like a banner. Still, Leth had no trouble recognizing Aric beneath the feathered hat. He sauntered forward, both hands sitting magnanimously at his waist.

“Sir paladin, sir,” Ergon said. “My boat is in the harbor. He has no right to block me out.”

“Alright, settle down, Phiddyp. We’ll see what we can do” 

Aric approached the guard and motioned him back as if requesting a private meeting. 

“You know who’s calling the shots around here,” the guard whispered to him. “I’m not about to disobey orders from these people.”

“No, no. Of course not,” Aric agreed, then paused pensively. “Any idea when they’ll reopen the port? At least the fishing section?”

“Not until dawn, that’s for sure.”

Aric nodded and turned back to Ergon, Orisius’s arms still locking him in place. “Phiddyp, listen. I’m truly sorry about this whole mess, but there’s some… work, going on at the harbor. Why don’t you come back in a few hours okay? You know, after sunrise.”

“We can’t!” Ergon objected.

“Oh, come on,” Aric replied. “Now you’re just being unreasonable.”

“No, it’s true, sir paladin,” Orisius said. “We’ll miss the tide. If we don’t sail in the next hour or so, we won’t sail at all. We’ll miss a whole day of fishing.”

Aric turned back to the port guard with a dramatic sigh. “Fire take this… Is there anything we can work out, here?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know…” Aric thought about it for a moment, then motioned towards Ergon. “That guy is my wife’s cousin. Well, second cousin, actually. A bit of a jerk, to be honest, but he does have three kids to take care of. All sick. And there’s his mother-in-law. Poor woman can’t even get out of bed by herself.” He sighed again. “What if I go in with them?”

“Oh, I don’t know, sir. I don’t mean no disrespect. I know we’re on the same side here, but—”

“Listen, the guy is a fisherman. He can barely feed himself but has more people under his care than the Legion. If he misses a whole day of work, he’ll end up borrowing money from either me, or my wife’s mother, and you can guess when he’ll pay, which is never, so come on. I’ll go with them, make sure they get on their boat, and that no one sees them. If anything happens, it’ll be my responsibility.”

The guard chewed on his lip and looked over his shoulder, at his own men. “Your responsibility alone? I’m totally off the hook?”

“Completely off the hook. Listen, I know you guys aren’t from around here, but I’m well known in this city.” He extended a hand. “Sergeant Talbek, second Cyrinian Cadre. Everyone in Tabriq knows who I am. You’ll make a good friend here.”

The guard hesitated for a moment but ended up accepting Aric’s hand with a nod. “Sure. Go ahead. Just be careful.”

Aric smiled. “Don’t worry.” He looked at Ergon, Orisius, and Leth. “Alright, Phiddyp, you owe me one. Go ahead.”

The three fake fishermen broke into a flurry of thank-yous and hurried to the backs of their carts, pushing them under the disapproving eyes of the guards. Aric was first through the gate, followed by Ergon, then Orisius, and finally Leth.

“Wait, stop!” one of the guards said, grabbing Leth’s arm just as he crossed the gate’s threshold. “What do you have in there?”

Leth’s jaw moved, but he produced no sound. He looked ahead and received a set of worried glances from his companions.

“Did you hear me?” the guard asked impatiently.

“Wha… what do you think I have?” Leth stammered. “It’s… fishing paraphernalia.”

“Fishing what?”

“You know… Nets and harpoons and…”

“Harpoons?” the guard leader asked, approaching Leth. “What kind of fishing do you do?”

Instead of coming up with an answer, Leth found himself trying to remember the last time he had been rendered speechless. Funnily enough, he failed to remember any such event.

“Any kind,” Ergon shouted from up ahead, answering in Leth’s stead. “We ain’t picky! Now come on, or we’ll lose the tide.”

Instead of adding anything else to it, Leth simply stared at the guards, trying his best to look stupid until he received a dismissive hand wave, motioning him inside. At the very least, he managed not to sigh with relief, or at least not so loud the guards would notice.

Leth followed the others into the labyrinth of old crates separating the port’s main gate and the docking peers. The cart felt heavier than a bull and he groaned as he pushed, beads of sweat swarming on his forehead. He would have sworn he felt the veins in his neck about to pop. It was almost like trying to roll a boulder up a hill.

Row upon row of crumbling wooden containers passed by as Leth followed Ergon and Orisius deeper into the fishing section of the port, the stink of rotten fish swathing him. Or was it cat urine? He honestly couldn’t tell. His nose was capable of distinguishing between a floral perfume from Arrel and a woody fragrant oil from Akham, however, these sorts of scents were not his expertise.

When they finally reached the waterfront, they came to a stop.

“Excellent acting back there,” Aric said, stepping next to Leth. 

“I felt I was pretty convincing.”

“If you were trying to impersonate a mute, sure.”

Darpallion’s head popped from beneath the tarp covering Leth’s cart, a thick fishing net framing his face. “Keep it down,” he whispered. 

Aric and Leth pulled the tarp and the fishing net beneath it back while Ergon and Orisius did the same on their carts. The four stowaways on each cart jumped out one after the other, and soon the entire group was gathered.

“Goddess these carts stink!” Trissa complained, dusting her clothes off as if that would make any difference.

“Not much better out here,” Leth assured her. He looked at Darpallion. “What now?”

“Now is when it gets interesting,” the bard replied. He stretched a finger towards the other side of the harbor, across the water, where a large, rectangular-shaped building stood, the only one in the port with any lights on. “That’s our target. The safe with the artifact is in the basement. The lot of you will climb the adjacent building, cross the roofs, and wait for us there. Eliran and I will go in through the front door, make the switch, take the safe up to you guys on the roof, then leave the way we came in. We’ll all meet back here. By the time they realize something’s up, we’ll be long gone. Remember, the last thing we want is for the alarm to be raised, so if there’s any killing to be done, do it quietly.”

“What about the large body of water standing in our way?” Leth asked. “Are we stealing a boat?”

Darpallion shook his head. “Too conspicuous. We’ll need to swim across.”

“Well, I can´t swim,” Nahir replied, hauling a steel safe from one of the carts and placing it at his feet.

“Forget about you, what about this?” Dothea asked, kicking the safe. The block of metal didn’t so much as move.

“I can take it across,” Eliran replied. She reached for a bottle at her belt and took a swig, blue puffs forming with her breath.

“Is there anyone else who can’t swim?” Aric asked. When no one said anything, he added, “Alright. You’re sitting this one out, Nahir. Wait for us here. Make sure no one finds the carts.” Nahir nodded and Aric addressed the rest of the group. “Let’s do this.”

“Wait,” Eliran said. “There’s still one part I don’t understand. How exactly are we supposed to go in through the front door, Darpallion?”

The bard smiled. “Just leave that to me.”




* * *




Eliran took some time drying her clothes and Darpallion’s using a mild heating spell. Whatever the bard planned to do to persuade the guards to let them in, it wouldn’t do to show up at the customs building’s front door drenched. The rest of the group, however, was forced to carry on with wet clothes. Drying them all would’ve just taken too long. 

As Eliran finished drying the last patch of moisture from Darpallion’s jacket, a speck of light twinkled over the roof of the customs building, as if a star had decided to come down from the heavens to live there instead. The light shone twice, then three times, then twice again. The dragon hunters were in position. Now, all they needed was to get the safe containing the artifact up to them.

Eliran and Darpallion set off, each holding one of the handles on the side of their bogus safe. As they turned the corner of a warehouse, the customs building’s front door came into view, as well as the five men standing guard outside of it. All of them reached for their weapons immediately, the one in the middle stepping forward, head tilting slightly as he searched the darkness, trying to identify the incoming shadows.

“I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Eliran whispered.

“When I have ever let you down?” Darpallion replied lowly.

Eliran’s head snapped to the bard. “Is that a joke!?”

“Oh, right! Poor phrasing, my apologies, but you know what I mean. We made a great team.”

“We did not make a great team… We did a couple of missions together, that’s all.” 

“Oh, come on… we did more than a couple of missions.” Darpallion sent her a wolfish grin. “A lot more.”

Eliran returned the grin with a murderous glare. “Another word from you, and I’ll tie your feet to this safe and throw you into the harbor.”

Darpallion complied, a smug smile on his face. 

The guard at the front kept peering and squinting until finally, he said: “Darpallion? I thought Torvad’s gang had the night off.”

“Norwan, I had a feeling it was your turn to get this crappy shift,” Darpallion called. “We did have the night off. Or, rather, they do. Me and the rookie, here, got on Torvad’s bad side. This is our punishment.” He lowered the safe to the ground, Eliran mimicking him, and started massaging his hand with a grimace.

The guard chuckled. “What did you do this time?”

“Me?” Darpallion aimed a thumb at Eliran. “Not my fault this one decided to swing her hips at the boss.”

The guard’s chuckle turned into a cackle. “Let me guess, you’re the one who ended up swinging at her hips.”

The other guards joined in on the laughter and Eliran felt her cheeks warm along with a sudden urge to blow them all up into small pieces. 

Too bad they’re all wearing Syphons, she thought. She even knew a spell that could do it silently.

“Well, Torvad does tend to get a little jealous, I’m afraid,” Darpallion said.

Norwan wiped a tear from one of his eyes and motioned his chin towards the safe. “What do you have there?”

“Bogus safe.”

Eliran nearly blurted out a “What!?”

“Bogus?” Norwan asked.

Darpallion nodded. “Another security measure. The mistress wants there to be several copies of the safe so if someone comes for it, they won’t know which is the real one.”

“Ah, I see,” Norwan said. “That woman is nothing if not smart.”

“And devious.”

“Indeed. Where are you taking it, though?”

“In there.” Darpallion gestured at the building. “It’s supposed to go in the basement.”

Norwan frowned. “I wasn’t informed about anything like that…”

“Oh, come on…” Darpallion spread his arms in frustration. “I already got that same crap at the two checkpoints. Listen, if you want to go get the higher ups, be my guest, but I’m not going to go all the way back to the office. I’m already having a bad enough night as it is.”

There was a moment of silence as Norwan considered. “So, what, you just need to drop that off inside?”

“Just drop this off in the basement, yeah. Tell you what, why don’t you take it yourself? Goddess knows the two of us have better things do.” Darpallion winked at Eliran.

Clenching her fists in an effort to keep herself from punching him in the nose, Eliran managed to produce a smile.

 “No, no, no. I’m not your page. It’s your assignment, you carry it, thank you very much.” Norwan turned around and knocked loudly on the large double door. “Open up. Two to get in.”

As Eliran and Darpallion knelt to pick up the safe once more, they exchanged a glance.

Was this really going to work?

As if in reply, a lock clicked open and the double doors slid apart, a lantern glowing on the other side.

“Delivery for the basement,” Norwan added. “In and out.”

The guard holding the lantern aimed a finger at Darpallion. “You bastard! Where are my pints?”

“Hey, a bet is a bet,” the bard replied, smiling. “You’ll get them.”

“That’s what I’ve been hearing for a week.” The guard waved them inside. “Follow me.”

The atrium of the building was a wide, empty rectangle surrounded by a collection of doors leading in every direction. With the lantern swinging in his hand, the guard led them through the widest of the doors, just opposite from the building’s entrance. There was a smell of neglect in the air, and even in the dark, Eliran could tell there was a thick layer of dust covering the wooden floor.

Two more guards stood at a staircase Eliran guessed led down to the basement. They’d need to be dealt with on their way back.

“Basement delivery,” their escort announced. “Two. In and out.” The staircase guards nodded back at him and stepped apart, opening a path down the stairs. He turned to Darpallion. “You know your way back, right?”

“Sure.” Darpallion pointed at the basement entrance. “You don’t have to come in with us?”

“Can’t. None of us are to go down there. New orders.” The man patted Darpallion’s back. “Meet you back at the front door. Don’t linger.” 

Eliran and Darpallion watched him leave then exchanged a glance with the two remaining guards. Both looked like they were about to fall asleep on their feet. 

Something in the pit of Eliran’s stomach turned uneasily. She looked down the stairs. The opening leading to the basement glowed faintly as if she was staring down the throat of a dragon about to spew its fire.

“Let’s get this over with,” Darpallion said. 

Eliran nodded and the two of them started down the stairs, the handle of the safe threatening to slide from her sweaty palm. At the bottom of the steps, a corridor stretched on for about twenty feet, ending at a wooden door. They walked beneath the trembling light of a torch hanging in a sconce on the wall.

“I thought there would be two more guards down here,” Eliran said.

“Maybe they’re inside,” Darpallion replied. “What’s that smell?” 

Eliran thought she knew the answer, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Something inside her told her to turn back and get away from this place, but she was too close now. She had to get to the chalice.

With a light push, the door creaked open. Eliran nearly dropped the safe, a scream frozen in her throat. There were indeed two men inside, except instead of standing guard, they were both hanging from the ceiling, metal hooks through their shoulders, heads tilted backwards, mouths open, and eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. Their skin held the pale grey tint of a cloudy winter sky. Between them, with its lid wide open, was an exact copy of the safe they were carrying, a single sheet of parchment inside.

Darpallion drew his knife and his eyes darted around like lightening. 

“Shush!” Eliran demanded. “Don’t make a sound.” 

Darpallion looked at her, then nodded, his eyes wide with panic. At Eliran’s signal, they slowly lowered their safe. Those two guards weren’t just dead. She had seen a similar scenario once before. Over a year ago, in the blood house of Nish. This was cleaner, though. The Circle was certainly improving their technique. 

There was one major difference, however. This was no blood house. There was no brewing chamber here, which meant the two dead men were nothing more than theatrics. A show put on exclusively for her. 

Carefully, Eliran stepped forward, as if afraid to set off some trap. 

“These men…” Darpallion whispered, voice shaking, eyes locked on one of the bodies. “They… they’re…”

Eliran put the words together for him. “They’ve been drained of all their blood.” She knelt and picked up the parchment from the safe, the message upon it written in blood:




DEATH WAITS FOR NO ONE, LITTLE MAGE.

COME AND DANCE.
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“You must be feeling quite happy with yourself.” Varinian sat on the wet floor of his cell, his features barely lit by the dancing flames of the torch in Fadan’s hand.

“I’m not feeling bad.” The Prince looked around. He had ordered that his cousin be placed in an empty block, to save him from the humiliation of being paraded in front of common thieves and murderers. Probably for this reason, the cell block corridor had no other source of light besides the torch in his hand. Dripping water echoed somewhere beyond the darkness, and there was the sharp tang of urine in the air. “You know, I’ve been stuck in caves just like this place for months, playing politics, trying to rally support from bickering nobles, and achieved exactly nothing. It appears I should’ve come here right away.”

“Enjoy your victory, cousin. It won’t last.”

“We’ll see.” Fadan placed the torch in an iron sconce next to the cell door. “I’ve secured your treasury. There’s enough there to raise a handful of Legions. I’ve also initiated a recruitment drive. People are literally lining outside my door.”

“I thought you were supposed to be the man of the people. Instead, you’re spending all your gold on soldiers… just like your father.”

Fadan shrugged. “I’m under no illusions. There will be plenty of pain and death before all of this is over. But you’ll find that people are always willing to sacrifice, as long as it serves a worthy purpose.”

“And you’re the one deciding what’s worthy, right?” Varinian chuckled.

Fadan smiled. “You remember what happened in the plaza very differently from me. Anyway, I just came to check if you were being well treated. I’ll leave you the torch and I’ll make sure the food is acceptable.” He turned on his heel and stepped away. 

“As I said, enjoy it while you can.” Varinian jumped to his feet, grabbed the bars of his cell, and yelled at Fadan’s back. “You may think the entire city is on your side, but there are those who remain loyal, and you’ll never know who they are or what they are doing to undermine you.”

Fadan halted and looked over his shoulder.

Varinian smiled. “By now, they’ll have informed your father. You think Vardrada’s two Legions can save you? The emperor will send a dozen of them, and they’ll be knocking on your door within the month.” His smile vanished, the corners of his mouth twisting with disgust. “Good luck raising your new army before that.”




* * *




The ropes came off Doric’s wrists with a quick, expert cut from Debra’s knife. “Thanks, Deb,” he said, getting back on his feet.

Debra ignored him and grabbed Hagon’s ropes.

“Can I call you Deb?” Doric asked. “I just feel like we’ve been through a lot, you and I.”

“Your friend really doesn’t know when to shut up, does he?” she asked Hagon as she cut his ropes.

“That punch you gave him seemed to work quite well, actually,” he told her.

Andon signalled his people by circling a finger in the air. “Let’s move out,” he ordered, then turned to Doric and Hagon. “You two are welcome to follow us into the city. But, as I said, there’s no one there to help you.”

“That’s not entirely accurate,” Doric replied. “I mean, there’s you.”

“We have our own mission,” Debra told him, sheathing her knife and moving to Andon’s side.

“We do,” Andon agreed. “The few rebels who weren’t killed in the raid will be hung by the neck tomorrow. We need to break them out of jail, and we don’t have much time.”

“You’re attempting a jailbreak with the city on lockdown?” Doric asked. “That’s suicide.”

“You think sailing a ship through the Rivergate is going to be any easier?” 

Doric and Hagon exchanged a look. The man had a point.

“Should we turn back?” Doric asked Hagon. “There’s always the land route.”

Hagon exhaled loudly, turning his attention back to Andon. “There has to be something you can help us with.”

“We told you. There is no time,” Debra said. “Unless…” She glanced at Andon. “You help us first.”

Andon shrugged. “We could always use a couple more men.”

“Nuh-huh.” Doric wagged a finger. “It’s too risky! If we’re caught—and let’s face it, the odds are pretty good we would be—there’ll be no one to rescue Cassia. Not gonna happen.” 

“Rescue who?” Andon asked.

“My wife. Former wife, actually.”

“Also, the empress,” Hagon added.

Debra’s eyebrows climbed up her forehead. “Excuse me?” 

“Wait a moment.” Andon took a step forward. “You’re Doric Auron. The Doric Auron.”

Doric exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Hagon. “I… didn’t realize I was famous. But yes, I am.”

“But you said your mission was in Pharyzah,” Andon said, looking confused.

“Where the empress is being held hostage,” Hagon explained.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Debra said. “Arch-Duchess Margeth is a member of the Rebellion.”

“Margeth is a traitor!” Hagon snapped. “She tried to have the prince assassinated and now she intends to use the empress as leverage, somehow.”

“No…” Debra shook her head. “Margeth has been with us for over a decade.”

“Which is probably why she believes she owns the Rebellion or something, I don’t know,” Doric said. “The fact is, she has my wife captive, and I’m going to get her.”

Andon and Debra looked at each other.

“You believe them?” Debra asked.

“I don’t know…” Andon looked too taken aback for someone not taking the idea seriously. “So, what, she’s in league with the emperor?” 

There was a moment of silence as they mulled the notion over.

“Goddess… if that’s true…” Debra mumbled.

“It would explain how she was the only one to magically survive the raid in Augusta last year.”

“Not to mention what’s going on in Capra right now,” Debra added. “Merciful mother, how did we not see this? Who else knew about Drusus’ warehouse?”

“Fire take her!” Andon exploded. “I’m gonna kill her. I’m gonna kill her with my bare hands.”

“Sounds great to me,” Doric said.

Andon chewed on his lower lip, anger twisting his features. “Alright, we’re going with you.”

“Fantastic!” Hagon said.

“What about our people in the dungeon?” Debra asked.

“Just the two of us.” Andon inclined his head towards the rest of his crew. “The boys can take care of the rescue.”

“Okay…” Debra didn’t sound so sure about that. “I guess I can take us to Drusus’ ship. But how are breaking through the Rivergate?”

Andon spun, striding away. “I’ll think of something.”




* * *




The Imperial Governor’s palace of Aparanta was a sumptuous affair. Built for the younger brothers and sisters of emperors throughout the generations as a kind of consolation prize, it was as large and luxurious as the Core Palace of the Citadel itself. Unlike its Augustan counterpart, however, it wasn’t surrounded by a city of empty palaces. Instead, the city proper sprawled in every direction, visible through the tall, wide openings that led to the balconies circling the building. Flowing white curtains danced like flags on almost every wall of the palace, and its marble floor gleamed with the sunlight pouring in from outside. Every room was so bright and airy, Fadan thought this should be what it felt like to live among the clouds.

“In short,” Vardrada concluded, “we’d need at least three more months than what we have.” 

Fadan had gathered his new War Council at the Imperial Governor’s office – his cousin’s office. The General and her officers sat on one side of a long table, facing a handful of bureaucrats the Prince had plucked from Varinian’s administration to help with the transition. 

“But for how long can we hold the Castran Gate?” Flanked by Phaedra and Sabium, the Prince sat at the head of the table in a sculpted chair with a back so tall it resembled a wooden throne. 

“Assuming Intila brings ten Legions? Our two could last…” Vardrada shrugged. “A month. Two if we’re lucky.”

“I don’t understand,” Fadan said. “Doesn’t the Gate nullify their numerical advantage?”

“Theoretically, yes. But in practice, things are much different. Larger numbers will allow the High-Marshal to mount a continuous assault. Persistent fighting will gradually decrease our combat effectiveness. Even without casualties, the number of our fighting personnel will slowly dwindle due to fatigue, injuries, and gear damage. Then there’s the logistical issues. Can we maintain a steady supply of food? Will we run out of arrows? Or raw iron for repairs?”

“Or ale,” one of Vardrada’s officers added.

The General nodded, then gave the Prince a professorial look. “The ale is important for morale.”

“Yes, yes, General, I get it.”  

“You’re not without reinforcements, Vardrada,” Arch-Mage Persea said. She was floating inside the mirror-like surface of a tall hypervisor at the other end of the table and had been listening skeptically so far. “Duke Nyssander is rallying his troops as we speak.”

“What about the rest of the Rebellion?” the General asked. “All the other landed Lords and Ladies? Are they mobilizing their forces as well?”

Fadan and Persea exchanged a glance.

“I’m doing the best I can,” the Arch-Mage replied. “The politics of the Rebellion are… complicated.”

“But…” one of the bureaucrats mumbled. “I thought that the Prince… That we were with the Rebellion now.”

“The situation is complex,” Fadan explained. “Besides, Duke Nyssander is the only noble with the Rebellion on the right side of the Castran Gate. Even if the others eventually decide to join the fight, they can’t send their troops to us.”

“But they could create other frontlines,” one of Vardrada’s officers noted. “Force the emperor to split his forces.”

“My father has plenty of troops in reserve. I doubt his attack on the Castran Gate would be affected.”

“What about Intila?” Persea asked. “Are we sure he can’t be persuaded to our side? Most of the Legions would follow him if he did.”

“They would,” Vardrada replied, “but the High Marshall has a very strict interpretation of his duties. He will not change his allegiance.”

“You did,” Persea said matter-of-factly.

Vardrada stiffened. “Yes, I did. And I’m not cowering in some cave in Thepia. You do not get to question—”

“Peace, General,” the Arch-Mage interrupted, raising a hand. “It wasn’t a provocation. I was merely trying to understand what makes Intila so different. As for my cowardice, let’s just say we have our own, very strict, interpretation of our duties. Mages do not fight the wars of kings. We’ll help the cause as much as we can, but we will not join you at the battlefront.”

“That’s all very good,” Vardrada said, shifting anxiously in her seat. “But if we’re defeated and the Castran Gate falls, the Emperor will march on Ragara. Will you still not fight the wars of kings then?”

“Let us hope it won’t come to that,” Persea said after an overlong pause.

Fadan glanced from the Arch-Mage to the General, wondering why he seemed to only surround himself with exceedingly stubborn advisors. “Well,” he finally said, “I obviously agree with the General, but I know better than to argue with you, Arch-Mage. Whatever help the Academy can provide will be greatly appreciated, and let’s leave it at that.

“Now, let’s focus on what can be done. Lord Doric Auron seemed convinced my mother would be able to persuade High-Marshal Intila to our cause. Considering Doric and Intila grew up in the same house, I would say he’s in a good position to judge. Now, General, you say you can give us two months…”

“If we’re lucky,” Vardrada interjected.

“If we’re lucky,” Fadan conceded. “Hopefully, it’ll be long enough. We will move what troops we have to the Castran Gate and begin training of new forces immediately. All we have to do is hold out long enough for my mother to join us.”

One of the bureaucrats raised his arm timidly, asking permission to speak. “Forgive me, but does that mean the Prince knows the whereabouts of the Empress?”

“There are, um… search and rescue operations being carried out in the locations where the Empress is most likely to be, according to our intelligence,” Fadan replied tactfully. “On that front, I have the Rebellion’s complete cooperation, isn’t that right, Arch-Mage?”

Persea nodded solemnly. “That is correct, Your Majesty.”

“Excellent!” Fadan stood. “That will be all, then. And don’t worry. I’m sure my mother’s rescue party has everything under control.”




* * *




The Legionary straightened up and reached for his sword the moment he saw Doric.

“Excuse me, is this the way to the library?” Doric asked. 

The blade of the soldier’s sword sang as he unsheathed it. “What are you doing outside at this hour, citizen?”

“I seem to be a little lost,” Doric replied. He spun, looking around as if he’d dropped a Silver Mark somewhere. “I mean, I could swear the library was this way…” The sheer lunacy of what he’d just said dawned on him as he remembered this was the river docks (not to mention how late it was), but Doric was making it up as he went.

“The library? The city is under martial law, citizen! Breaking curfew is punishable by death!”

“Yes, of course, but if you could just point me in the direction of the library, I would be much obliged.”

The soldier grabbed Doric by the collar of his shirt and aimed the sword at his neck. Doric’s legs turned to mush, and he heard himself blabber something incoherent. He was used to improvising. In fact, playing by ear was kind of his specialty. As it turned out, this was much easier to do on a mandolin than on, well, a Legionary. 

A shadow moved behind the soldier and there was a metallic pang, followed by the soldier’s body sagging to the ground.

“What took you so long?” Doric protested. 

Debra sniggered. “To be honest, I was just enjoying watching you flounder. Quick, help me hide him.”

The two dragged the Legionary behind a line of barrels, covering him with a bundle of fishing nets lying alongside them.

“Is he dead?” Doric asked.

“Lower your voice, you idiot!” Debra hissed, finishing tucking the soldier under the nets. “And no. But he will wake up with a nasty headache. Why do you care, anyway? Just another of the emperor’s hounds.”

Doric looked straight into her eyes. “This man’s not to blame for Tarsus’s crimes.”

Debra seemed taken aback, almost embarrassed by his response. “He was going to kill you!” she finally shot back.

“He’s following orders. It wasn’t personal.”

“Well, neither was this.” Debra brandished the club she had used to knock the Legionary down. “Come on. The others are waiting.”

They headed toward the waterfront. The river docks of Capra were a series of artificial canals feeding the mouth of the Saffya, which in turn led to the ocean docks on the western end of the city. All kinds of riverboats stood lined across the waterfront, tied either to narrow wooden piers or simple poles sticking out from the water. 

“Okay, there it is,” Debra said, kneeling next to a crate that smelled of smoked meat. She aimed a finger at a small river barge just in front of them.

“That’s Drusus’ ship? I was expecting something… I don’t know, better.”

“It’ll take us to Pharyzah. Now, follow me, and do as I say.”

Debra slipped out from their hiding place and Doric followed, racing to the river barge. There were two ropes tying the barge to the shore, and each took care of one them, tossing them onboard as the knots came loose. The barge swayed when they jumped inside, and Debra grabbed hold of a large oar at the back of the ship.

“Alright, now hide under that tarp.”

Doric complied and felt the ship being propelled into motion. Moments later, Debra joined him beneath the canvas.

“Wait a moment,” Doric whispered, frowning. “Who’s going to steer the ship?” 

Debra gasped overdramatically. “Oh no! I didn’t think about that. What are we going to do?” 

Doric gave her a bored look. “You know, if I was teaching you to play the harp, I wouldn’t be making fun of you for asking questions.”

“If I ever try to learn the harp, I most definitely deserve to be made fun of.” She shifted, trying to find a comfortable position over the wooden boards of the barge’s hull. “We got lucky. The tide is lowering, which means the current will take us right to the Rivergate. If any guard spots us, they’ll just assume a ship got loose and went adrift.”

“Ah, interesting. And when we reach the gate? What then?”

“Then, Hagon and Andon jump aboard, and we sail right through the gate. Assuming they did their part of the plan, of course.”




* * *




“This is not what we planned!” Hagon snapped over his shoulder as he bolted through the street. 

“No plan survives contact with the Legion,” Andon replied. Behind him, a pair of Legionaries lumbered around a corner, chasing them far too quickly considering how much armour they were wearing. “Isn’t that what you Augustans always say?”

“I’m Faustan, you bloody idiot!”

Hagon darted around another corner, quickly followed by another, and then another, always choosing the narrowest, darkest alleys he could find in an effort to lose the Legionaries. 

And then, he ran out of street.

“Fire take us!” Hagon cursed.

They had reached a dead end; a foul-smelling alleyway blocked by some stone ruin covered in moss.

“Well, the plan was to lure them away from the Rivergate,” Andon said. 

“Yeah,” Hagon croaked, reluctantly drawing his sword and turning around. “They fell right into our trap…”

Clanging steel announced the two Legionaries’ arrival just before they came into view, swords and shields in hand. Beneath their helmets, thick beads of sweat dripped down their foreheads.

The one on the left sneered at their quarry. “Cornered like rats.” 

“You really shouldn’t have run,” the other added breathlessly. “I hate running.”

“What, you tired already?” Andon asked. “We haven’t even started to fight, yet.” He drew two daggers from his belt and assumed a guard stance.

The Legionaries must have found it amusing, wide grins growing on their clean-shaven faces as they brought their oblong shields forward, a wall of metal covering most of their body, the tip of their swords peeking over the top.

How in the mother’s name had these two managed to keep pace with them for so long, carrying that much steel? Hagon’s lungs were burning as if a dragon had sneezed over them and his legs felt like stumps, and he was wearing nothing but a simple tunic.

“Okay,” he said, testing the weight of his sword. “Let’s get this over with.”

The Legionaries advanced as one, a single, well-rehearsed step at a time, approaching their prey with the patience only a very experienced predator could have. Andon decided not to wait. He threw one of his daggers, which flew in the air, spinning madly until it clanged harmlessly against one of the Legionaries’ shields.

“Really?” Hagon asked him.

He shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt to give it a try.”

Hagon shook his head, focusing on the soldier in front of him. All he could see was metal. The man was covered in it from head to feet. How in the mother’s name did one win a fight like this?

The Legionary shoved the lower end of his shield at Hagon’s shins and he stepped away, backtracking. The move was so quick he barely saw the sword slashing towards his neck. He parried the blade sideways and took advantage of the small opening it created to strike. His blade hit the Legionary’s left pauldron, sliding off the steel plate with a shriek. 

Goddess damn it!

Hagon recovered, assuming a different guard stance that placed more distance between his body and the enemy. 

“How about that?” the Legionary quipped. “He can use a sword.” Hiding his blade behind his shield, the soldier stepped forward.

Hagon swung right, trying to escape the Legionary’s angle of attack. Still, the sword came for him anyway, aimed at his left arm. Hagon spun slightly as he parried. 

Mistake!

The Legionary barrelled forward shield-first as if trying to run him over, catching Hagon off-balance. In the panic of trying to keep himself from being pushed to the ground, Hagon exposed himself. Pain shot through his shoulder and he found himself spinning. His heart exploded in his chest and his mind went into a blur, focused desperately on nothing except putting distance between himself and the Legionary.

When felt he was at a safe distance, he stopped, panting heavily.

“What, you tired already?” the Legionary mocked. “We haven’t even started to fight yet.”

His left shoulder felt like it was on fire, and when he resumed his guard stance a jolt of pain shot through his arm, his face contorting in a grimace. He heard Andon scream with pain but resisted the urge to look for him, not daring to take his eyes off his opponent.

The Legionary charged and Hagon sidestepped, evading his attacker—or so he thought. He must not have been fast enough, because he felt a blade slash through his right thigh. He fell to his left knee, screaming in pain.

Was this it? Was this how he died? 

A shadow loomed over him and he looked up. Moonlight gleamed over the steel plate of the Legionary’s armour. Hagon saw the man grin.

Merciful mother…

Behind the Legionary, Andon was still fighting his own opponent, but he was slouching heavily, holding a hand against his left flank, blood running between his fingers.

Hagon looked back at the soldier towering over him. “End it quick. Please.”

“You don’t get to pick how you die, rebel scum.”

“No one does,” another voice said from behind him.

The Legionary was twisting to look over his shoulder when his entire body broke into convulsions, bright blue tendrils crisscrossing him like serpents made of lightning. White foam formed at the corners of his mouth and his eyes rolled back until nothing but white showed.

Hagon blinked, not fully understanding what was happening. After a handful of breaths, the blue tendrils vanished, and the Legionary fell into a loose heap at his feet. He looked to Andon and found him straight ahead, just as baffled as he was, the smouldering body of his own opponent lying on the ground.

A young man in dark robes ambled towards Hagon, hands casually crossed behind his back. “You must be Doric. I was told you were quite dim-witted but picking up a fight with a fully armoured Legionary is frankly very stupid.”

“I’m Hagon,” was all he managed to say.

“Oh.” The man sent a disinterested look at Andon. “Then you must be Doric.”

“No…” he mumbled. “I’m Andon.”

“I wasn’t briefed on any Andon.”

“We… just met,” Hagon tried to explain. “He was helping me.”

“He most clearly was not.”

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Andon asked.

“Name is Emrys. Arch-Mage Persea sent me.”

“Persea? How did she…?”

Emrys raised a hand, cutting Hagon off. “Don’t even. I’ve long stopped trying myself. The woman just… does these things.”

“You’re a Mage!” Andon said in belated realization.

“And you’re very astute.” Emrys stepped to Hagon. “I suppose I should take a look at those wounds…” He sighed. “Seeing as I’m to be your wet-nurse, now.”
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The retreat from their failed heist was such a chaotic affair, Aric couldn’t believe they actually made it out of the port. Darpallion led them to a basement he had been renting in the center of the city – which none of his former associates knew about – where the group could vent their frustrations safely. Eliran’s arms were shaking and her voice had a high-pitched quality Aric didn’t remember. Still, her presence of mind returned rather quickly. One moment she was breaking every piece of crockery in the moldy cellar, the next she was planning their next move, ordering Darpallion to hire a ship and crew that would allow them to chase Astoreth.

“Where am I going to find the money for that?” the bard asked. 

“You worry about the ship,” Eliran replied. “I’ll get us the money.”

And that she did. Aric had no idea the kind of toll it took to do magic like that, but in a matter of hours, Eliran had traveled to Radir and back. When she returned with the gold, Eliran looked as pale as the Supreme Sister’s robes, blue veins streaking her face. She handed Aric a fat leather pouch without a word, then staggered to a straw mattress in the basement’s corner and collapsed on it.

As the sun rose over Tabriq, Aric ordered his hunters to assist Darpallion in finding them a way to sail after Astoreth and stayed with Lyra, watching over a feverish Eliran, muttering and shuddering in her sleep. The hours went by as Lyra dutifully changed the wet cloths she lay over Eliran’s forehead, a single candle lighting the room. Aric sat beside the mage, studying the lines of her cheeks and jaw, the curves of her dark lips. He realized he had been staring for a while and raised his head, snapping out of it. Lyra was looking at him. She had noticed, of course. Aric blushed and the two of them remained in silence. When Lyra finished soaking and replacing the cloth on Eliran’s forehead, she got up and walked away, a stern look on her face. 

What did I do? he wondered.

The door to the basement opened and conversation flooded inside, waking Eliran. As Darpallion and the others descended the stairs into the basement, Aric shushed them, but Eliran told him it was okay with a gesture.

“How long was I out?” she asked.

“Just a couple hours,” Aric replied. “You should rest more.”

“You slept for four and a half hours, to be precise,” Darpallion told her. He had a sonorous voice and spoke loudly, his presence filling the room.

“Do we have a ship?” Eliran asked.

“We do,” Darpallion replied. “The Heron. It’s just a small sloop but she looks fast. It did, however, cost more than anticipated.”

“We had to sell them some of our glowstone weapons,” Leth explained, looking at Aric. “Not all of them, though.”

Aric nodded.

“Captain Griggor called it the ‘in a hurry fee’,” Darpallion added. “But it does mean we can leave whenever we’re ready.”

“Good,” Eliran said, getting up with a grimace. The color had still not returned to her face. “We should leave right away, then.”

Aric got up as well, his hands helping her keep balance. “You need to rest.”

“I’ll rest on the ship. Here.” Eliran dug her Seeker bracelet from her robes and placed it in Aric’s hands. “I’ll probably pass out again soon enough. Make sure we stay on her trail.”

“I will.”

“Whatever happens, we need to keep following her.”

There was something about this whole thing that felt completely wrong. Astoreth knew she was being hunted, which meant she knew about the Tracker shard Eliran had placed on the chalice. So why was she encouraging them to keep their pursuit with taunting letters? Aric’s every instinct screamed ambush. 

He took a deep breath, then nodded. “Whatever happens.”




* * *




Balancing a food tray in one hand, Aric pushed the door gently with the other. Worn hinges whined in protest but clearly not loud enough to wake Eliran, her hammock swaying along with the ship. The food on the tray Aric had brought earlier was mostly undisturbed, exactly where he had left it. There were a couple of nibbles on the slice of bread and a smudge on the spoon from what had probably been a single mouthful of stew. It had been the same for the past three days, ever since they had departed, but Aric dutifully returned every meal with freshly cooked food. As he placed the new tray on the small desk by the cabin’s window, he heard Eliran stir behind him.

“So, I don’t have a food fairy after all.” Eliran’s voice came out rough and sleepy.

Aric smiled at her. “No. It’s a food goblin, I’m afraid.”

She chuckled. “Well, I’m certainly not complaining.”

Somewhere in Aric’s stomach, something turned. He cleared his throat, pulling himself together. “Feeling any better?” He wished he had thought of something cleverer to say.

“A little.” Eliran pressed on her temples and closed her eyes with a grimace while exhaling loudly in a strange mixture of pain and relief. “It’s that damned dagger, you know.”

Aric glanced at the artifact, its exquisite purple hilt gleaming beside the food trays. “The one with the memories? I thought it was from all the magic you used to go to Radir and back.”

“That too, of course. And the fact I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in weeks. Maybe months. We can use runium to keep going, you know? But it comes at a price.”

“I can see that.”

Eliran chuckled again. “I must look worse than that stew you keep bringing me.”

“Oh, no. I didn’t mean that at all,” Aric blurted out. He nearly said she looked beautiful, but he stopped himself. Instead, he just froze, staring into her blue eyes.

Eliran smiled. “How long since we departed?” 

“Three days,” Aric replied, his eyes darting away. “Still no sign of Astoreth’s ship, though.”

“She has a decent head start on us.”

Aric nodded and silence filled the room when he failed to think of anything else to say. “You need to rest,” was the best he could find, adding, “I should go.” Hurriedly, Aric picked the old food tray up and started to the door.

“Aric,” Eliran called, stopping him. “Thank you.”

“Sure.” Aric smiled and opened the door, stepping out into the darkness of the ship’s corridor. As he closed the door behind him, he let out a deep sigh, which left him rather confused.

“Ah, I see.”

Aric spun, startled by the voice. Across from Eliran’s door, Darpallion stood halfway in the doorway of his own cabin.

“What?” Aric asked.

“Well, she always did have terrible taste in men.” Darpallion winked and stepped fully into his room, closing the door.

Aric stood there for a moment, trying to decipher what he’d just heard until he shook his head and started down to the kitchen. “Jerk…” he mumbled under his breath.




* * *




As the rest of the day dragged by, Aric led a small training session down in the hold. Whether on patrol or in Lamash, dragon hunters trained every day. Now that they had been away from the desert for over a week, Aric didn’t want their form to lapse. Dragon hunters were expected to be in perfect shape at all times, and being away from the Mahar didn’t change that. 

He took the opportunity to give Artax a one-on-one sword lesson. The rookie had been well taught by Saruk; a reasonable scout, a decent shot with a bow, and he could run for hours on end. But for some reason, the sword just didn’t sit with him. Even little Lyra had caught up to the weapon faster, and she was by far the worst fighter in the company, maybe even the Guild. The difference was, as company physician, Lyra’s fighting skills didn’t matter all that much. Artax’s did.

After the training session, the first mate told Aric captain Griggor needed to talk to him. It was the third day in a row. The old sailor kept telling Aric his crew was growing worried, restless even, that they kept sailing east. At first, Aric had dismissed it as typical sailor superstition, but Leth had explained there was a good reason for the captain’s worries. Apparently, just like the western sea was bordered by the perpetual storm of the broken sea, so was the eastern sea bounded by what Akhamis called the Stilltides, a region where no winds blew and where the water was as still as that of a small pond. Any ships unfortunate enough to sail into the Stilltides would find themselves stranded, left to wither in the sun until everyone aboard dehydrated.

Aric found captain Griggor at the aft castle, searching the horizon through a spyglass, his gray raincoat waving in the wind.

“You wished to see me, captain?” Aric said, announcing his presence.

Silently, the old man lowered his spyglass, then held it out to Aric.

“What am I looking for?” Aric asked, lifting the lens to his right eye.

“The distance.”

At first, Aric wasn’t sure what to make of Griggor’s words, but their meaning became evident quick enough. A wall of darkness lined the horizon, reaching as far up as the clouds as if every shadow in the world had gathered there to swallow the ocean whole. Aric forgot to breathe for a moment. 

“That’s a ship killer, that is,” Griggor added. “I’ve been telling you we can’t keep sailing east. Well, now we really can’t.”

No, Aric thought. This couldn’t be. If they turned back or simply tried to go around the storm, they would lose days, maybe weeks. Astoreth would get away with her plan. He reached into a pocket on his vest and drew Eliran’s Seeker bracelet. The glowstone shard danced in the air, fighting the wind. 

East. Still east. Somehow, the Head-Archon had sailed into that storm. 

Or maybe she had summoned it to keep them away from her trail. 

Aric returned Griggor’s spyglass. “Stay on course.”

“What? We can’t sail into that.”

“If the ship we’re chasing did, then so are we.” Aric took a step towards the ship captain. He towered over the old man by a full head. “Is that understood?”

Intimidating people wasn’t exactly Aric’s style, but a dragon hunter had to deal with a lot more than just dragons – desert raiders and free-lances, ruthless Cyrinian merchants when they most needed supplies, Nagari nomads looking to take whatever they could – so a Guildsman required a wide assortment of tools in his belt. In his dealings in the Mahar, Aric had learned that threats didn’t always work. That some men had such sense of pride they would rather die than suffer the indignity of being coerced. They were like boulders standing relentlessly in the middle of the Mahari dunes. Griggor was not one of those men. Aric had realized this the moment he’d heard the man speak for the first time. 

The old sailor clenched his teeth and squeezed the telescope until his knuckles turned white. “If your enemy has sailed into that storm, then she is at the bottom of the sea by now,” Griggor said, trying to sound fierce. “And we’ll be too if we don’t turn back.”

Aric understood, of course. Unlike him and his hunters, these sailors had not made the reckless commitment to hunt Astoreth, to whatever consequences that may entail. Worse than that, the crew of the Heron didn’t even know who they were chasing or why. On the other hand, they also hadn’t seen what the Circle was capable of. 

This had to be done.

“You have your orders,” Aric said, turning to leave. As he did, he found his path blocked by a blue-eyed man as wide as Nahir. A scar running up to his cheek twisted the corner of his mouth into a snarl. “First mate… Naquad, was it?”

“I would be remiss if I did not remind the master hunter that pursuing this course of action might result in a mutiny.” The man spoke in a guttural rasp as if he had just drunk a shot of burning water.

Aric smiled. This man was a different story altogether, not at all the tame animal his captain was. Unfortunately for him, he was alone. Aric had studied the ship’s crew closely. There wasn’t a single impressive man or woman aboard the Heron besides Naquad, and there weren’t that many of them in the first place.

“And I would remind you, first-mate, that the crew has been well compensated, in advance, for this job,” Aric replied soothingly.

“What does compensation matter if we all end up dead?” Naquad retorted, his voice rising dangerously.

“Alright, here are your options. You can either take your chances against a full company of dragon hunters and one mage, or you can face that storm. Considering you have twenty sailors and, let’s face it, a single fighter, I would suggest you stick to what you know.” He pointed east. “You know your ship and you know the sea. Do your damn job.”

Naquad stared at Aric, the fight not leaving his eyes. “You’ll regret this. You’ll get us all killed.”

“The master hunter is right,” Griggor chipped in appeasingly. “We’ve sailed through storms before.”

“What if that’s not just a storm?” Naquad asked his captain, an arm stretched towards the darkening horizon. “The men are already talking. We’re too far east. The dancing isle might be in there somewhere.”

Arching an eyebrow, Aric faced the captain. “More sailors’ superstition?”

“Naquad, the master hunter isn’t interested in—”

“Many of us have seen it,” Naquad said, cutting Griggor off. “I’ve seen it.”

“Right,” Aric said skeptically. “I’ll… leave you to it, then.” He brushed past the first mate, then stopped himself, turning around. “Oh, by the way, captain. When we embarked, you told me to feel free to pick something from your library?”

Griggor grumbled something, waving dismissively, which Aric happily interpreted as a yes. Wanting nothing to do with what was clearly going to be a heated argument between the two, Aric walked down the aft castle’s stairs and into Griggor’s cabin. Naturally, he took no pleasure in antagonizing them, but all this had to be done, and he had already gone too long without the familiar pleasure of a book to distract his mind from the troubles ahead. It felt like a lifetime ago when books were all he had to escape his life in the Citadel. He chose The Fault of Logic, by Ambrosius Calva, which he knew Leth would love, and Marching South, An Account of Luric Auron’s Samehrian Campaigns by a collection of historians from the Academy of Augusta, for himself. 

After, he looked for the best reading spot on the ship, finding it to be the stairs to the aft castle. It had a great view of the ocean and an oil lamp dangling from above, near the helm, which would allow him to keep reading as the sun dipped behind them in the west. Luckily, by the time he’d sat down, Griggor and Naquad had either already settled their differences or taken them someplace else. It didn’t really make any difference to Aric as long as they kept heading east, so he opened his book, drawing in a satisfied breath. It wasn’t exactly one of the balconies of Lamash, but there was something to be said about the cold, salty breeze blowing in his face and the soothing sound of the waves crashing against the hull as the ship glided forward.

“I didn’t take you for a reader.”

Aric lifted his eyes from the book. Night had fallen without him realizing, and the thickness of the two halves of the tome in his hands indicated he was already a good third into it, which said good things about the book. Eliran stood at the bottom of the stairs wrapped in a purple shawl. She looked somewhat less pale than before.

“You’re up,” Aric said. “You’re feeling better?”

Eliran nodded. She looked overboard and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. It lasted only a moment, but for Aric, it felt like time stopped, the lamp’s light glowing on her milky cheeks, her red hair blowing in the wind like flames…

“Why?” he asked.

Eliran looked at him questioningly.

“Why didn’t you take me for a reader?” he clarified.

The mage shrugged. “It’s just not how you picture a dragon hunter.”

“Well, not everything they say about us is true.”

Eliran smiled. “Like what?”

“For starters, it’s not dragon meat that gives us our super strength.”

Eliran laughed. “You must have tried it, though. At least once. You had to be curious, right?”

It was Aric’s turn to smile. “Let’s just say that’s not an experience I would like to repeat.”

Once again, the mage laughed. The sound felt warm and sweet, like a child receiving a present.

“You mind if I sit with you?” she asked, pointing at the empty space on the step next to Aric.

“Of course,” Aric replied, scooching to his right.

Eliran snuggled between the rope which served as a handrail and Aric and took a deep breath. “You know, it’s been a long time since I could just…” She allowed the missing words to hang in the air as if the idea was too fragile to survive being said out loud. Then, she seemed to snap out of her reverie. “I’m disturbing your reading. You can just pretend like I’m not here. It’s alright.”

“What?” Aric looked at his hands and saw the book still open on the same page as before. He had forgotten all about it. “Oh, no.” He closed the book, the pages clapping loudly. “I would much rather enjoy your company.”

Eliran’s eyebrows jumped. “Wow! I’ve heard that one before. Or variations of it. But you actually mean it…”

First, Aric blushed, then, the frightening thought that she was reading his mind occurred to him, followed by a stream of other thoughts, like the fact that Eliran had to be at least six years older than him. She probably thought of him as just an awkward kid. Helpful and pleasant, but nothing else.

Aric shook his head, feeling as though it could explode at any moment. He tried to think of something to say.

“Have you ever heard of the Dancing Isle?”

Eliran’s expression changed, becoming suddenly unreadable. “I have. Why?”

Aric shrugged. “Just something one of the crewmembers said. He’s convinced the island might be hidden in the middle of the storm. Which makes no sense, because there’s no island out here. I’ve seen my share of maps. I know there isn’t one, I’m just surprised he doesn’t. He sounded pretty scared of it, too.”

“Storm?”

Aric pointed a finger in front of them. Somewhere beyond the bow of the ship, in the distance, a light flashed. He counted silently until thunder rolled lazily overhead. “We should be upon it sometime after dawn.” 

“Oh…” Eliran muttered. “And Astoreth is in there?”

Aric showed her the Seeker bracelet. “She sailed that way, yes.”

“There you are.”

Their heads turned as one. Darpallion stood at the bottom of the stairs, clad in black leather with an elbow length cape around his shoulders. 

“Looking for me?” Aric asked. “Why?”

“Not you, master hunter,” he said, then looked to Eliran. “Eliran, I understand why you are mad at me, but I think you owe me at least a chance to explain myself.”

Eliran didn’t reply right away and Aric felt some shame when he caught himself wishing she’d turn Darpallion down. She didn’t.

“Talk to you later?” the mage asked with a smile, rising from the stair.

“Sure,” Aric replied. He watched the pair walk across the deck towards the ship’s bow, dissolving into the darkness. What the heck is wrong with me? he thought. With a sigh, he decided to find his hunters.




* * *




The company had set up quarters in the hold, where the crew of the Heron usually stored the goods they transported. After hanging a series of sleeping hammocks from the hold’s ceiling, the hunters had brought a long table and some benches from the mess in an attempt to recreate their old common room. There wasn’t a Lagaht board on the ship, but one of the boatswains had lent them his deck of cards which, beside their training sessions, was the only thing keeping them busy.

A meaty smell filled Aric’s nostrils as he descended into the bowels of the ship, and when he arrived in the hold, his hunters were gathering around a large, steaming stewpot.

“Captain,” Tharius called. “Right on time.”

“Saved a seat for me?”

“Always.”

Just the sight of them was enough to lift his spirits. Why did he even care that Eliran and Darpallion were talking? In fact, they had every reason to.

He sat next to Leth and handed him the book he’d brought from Griggor’s collection. “Here. For you.”

“Nice!” Leth let out as he read the title on the cover. He grabbed the book and opened it immediately.

“Great,” Clea said. “Now he won’t be talking to anyone for hours.”

 “I’m perfectly capable of reading and talking to you at the same time,” Leth retorted, his eyes on the pages of his new book.

“No, you’re not,” Clea sighed.

Leth lifted his head and looked at her. “I’m sorry, what?”

There were some chuckles around the table and Clea made a show of laughing before Leth returned to his reading.

One by one, Tharius filled everyone’s bowls with the brown sludge the ship’s cook called stew and the hunters started eating. Trissa, Nahir, and Athan said a short prayer before digging into their food. Dothea made fun of Tharius for holding the spoon with just the tips of his fingers, as if he was highborn, the rookie Artax jumping in to defend Tharius’s honor. Little Lyra carefully picked the pieces of vegetables and meat she didn’t like from her stew and dropped them in Ergon’s bowl, her brother patiently waiting for her to finish. On the far end of the table, Jullion told Orisius some obscene story, making him laugh to tears, Irenya sitting next to him with an angry frown, not enjoying the story one bit. 

Aric felt warm inside. There was no point in pretending. He knew he liked Eliran. He probably had since the moment he’d first seen her over a year ago, in that attic in Nish. The thing was he’d convinced himself he’d probably never see her again, and now that they were on another of their insane suicide missions, all he could think of was her. Considering the fate of the whole world was at stake, just how immaturely selfish was that?

With a sigh, Aric looked around the table. It didn’t matter. As long as they were together, everything was good. He nodded to himself and dug into his food. That was when he heard the steps and looked up.

“Eliran!” Aric stood.

“I was told you guys were eating down here,” the mage said, standing by the stairs. “I hope I’m not intruding.” 

She was trying to smile, just a little twist in the corner of her lips. It was sweet and shy and Aric couldn’t help but smile back at it.

“Of course not. Are you hungry?” Clea asked, indicating their table.

“I am.” Eliran revealed a wooden bowl she had been keeping behind her back. “I even came prepared.”

“Excellent!” Tharius said. “Join us.”

“Yeah, take a seat,” Aric said, pushing Leth away and sitting back down.

“Thank you!” Eliran smiled wider, a hint of pink returning to her cheeks for the first time in days. She sat next to Aric and gave Clea her bowl when she reached for it. “Let me guess, stew again?” 

Clea mixed the steaming sludge in the pot before pouring it. “Well, the ship’s cook is nothing if not consistent.”

“Consistently revolting, maybe,” Leth murmured, turning a page in his book. 

“You’ll note that each day there’s less meat in it,” Orisius added. “Which is a good thing, because I’m pretty sure the only meat they serve on this ship is rat.”

Irenya grimaced. “Ew!” She elbowed him. “Orisius!”

“What? Ask Ergon, he’s an expert.”

“One thing’s for sure,” Ergon said. “Lamb isn’t this chewy.”

There was a mixture of chuckles and sickened grimaces around the table, but Eliran accepted her bowl from Clea without hesitation.

“We feast like kings, then,” she said.

“That’s how the Half-Princes do it,” Tharius told her, raising his spoon as if in a toast.

“Oh, that’s right. Aric told me you gave yourselves that name.”

“Despite my firm objections,” Aric said. “But I suppose it beats the Desert Farts.”

Eliran raised her eyebrows and Clea leaned in closer. “The Desert Farts came second in the vote,” she explained.

“What?” the mage asked, bursting into laughter.

“Whose idea was that, by the way?” Ergon asked.

Jullion raised an arm and flashed his teeth proudly.

Placing an arm around Jullion’s shoulders, Orisius said, “Your finest moment, Jules. Your finest moment.”

“Okay, story time!” Tharius announced. “Who wants to share why they joined the Guild?”

Half the table rolled their eyes, grumbling.

“Not this again,” Dothea complained.

“If no one wants to share theirs I’ll gladly tell mine again,” Tharius threatened. 

“You don’t have a story!” Dothea told him. “You just walked into a damned recruiting station and freaking volunteered.”

“That’s not the point of my story,” Tharius retorted angrily. “It’s about following in my father’s footsteps. The family tradition.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Dothea waved dismissively.

Tharius ignored her. “Leth, come on. Tell us.”

“I’m reading.”

“We want to know why a noble would join,” Tharius insisted.

Leth pretended not to listen.

“I don’t mind telling mine,” Jullion said.

Everyone turned to him.

“Really?” Tharius couldn’t believe it. “I mean, great! We’d love to hear it. Right?” He looked around the table expectantly. “Right?” 

“I would,” Eliran said timidly.

“Yeah, sure!” Aric agreed.

“Alright, then,” Jullion said. “Here goes.” He cleared his throat. “During the Purge, my parents took in some magelings on the run. Hid them away in our basement. It didn’t take long before some paladins showed up searching for them. They started burning houses, threatening to burn the whole village to the ground if the mages weren’t found. I was just a kid.” He shrugged. “I got scared. So, I told the paladins about the mages hiding in my house.” He paused. “The paladins, they hum… burned my house down. With my parents and the magelings inside.” A long, thick silence took over the hold. “The rest of the village blamed me. I mean why wouldn’t they, right?” He sighed. “I had no other family to speak of so I fled to Ragara. I begged at the temple door, stole, worked the docks. Then one day I fell ill, seriously ill, and was picked up by the Temple Graces. Everyone expected me to die. The Graces pretty much told me so, but I didn’t. In fact, I recovered so fast, the holy sisters branded it a miracle and offered me a place as an acolyte.” Jullion gave the table a knowing smile. “Free food, clean clothes, and a bedroom all to myself just for wearing a silly robe and singing some canticles behind the priests? Don’t mind if I do.” He snorted, then paused again. “But I guess it’s never that easy. One day I saw something I shouldn’t have. Not only were the priests and priestesses sleeping with each other, but they were also bedding the younger acolytes.” He shook his head. “I mean, I’m no saint. I’ve done a lot of bad things in my life. I stole, I lied… But that was just too much for me. I couldn’t take it, so I threatened to tell everyone.” He grinned. “The next day, I was inside a prison wagon, headed for Lamash. Sure showed them, huh?” 

The group took its time dealing with what they’d just heard.

“Well, at least now you all know why I hate it when you call me priest,” Athan said.

There were some timid smiles along the table.

“Thank you, Jullion,” Aric said. “That can’t have been easy to share.”

Jullion shrugged. “It wasn’t easy not sharing it either.”

“You must’ve looked so ridiculous in those white robes,” Orisius teased.

“Brother, I made those robes look good and you know it!”

The two of them kept making fun of each other and conversation scattered around the table. When everyone had finished eating, Orisius played a few songs on the mandolin. Trissa, Irenya, and Nahir even danced a little. Eventually, Eliran excused herself, as she still didn’t feel fully recovered and needed some rest. Aric volunteered to walk her to her room. 

“That was fun,” Eliran said as they reached her cabin door.

“You should join us more often.”

“I will.” She smiled and walked into her room.

They exchanged an awkward “good night” and Aric found himself alone in the corridor grinning like an idiot. 

He decided to go back up to the main deck and continue reading his book. 

Night had fallen, but the oil lamp hanging on the staircase to the aft castle still shone brightly. The book was exquisitely detailed. To the point where some letters written by Luric Auron to his subordinates were reproduced, offering an insight into his brilliant military mind.

“How is it?” 

Aric recognized Leth’s voice and looked up from the book. His friend’s silhouette stood at the bottom of the staircase, a long cape waving behind him.

“Quite good, actually,” Aric replied. “Either that or I haven’t read anything at all for far too long. Yours?”

Leth shrugged. “Mediocre. But that’s to be expected from an emotionalist philosopher.” He paused. “You never asked me why I joined the Guild.”

Aric closed his book. “I wanted to respect your privacy. I felt that if you wanted me to know, you’d tell me.”

“Very well.” Leth nodded. “I want to tell you now.” 

Aric’s brows shot up. “I’d love to hear it.”

Leth took a deep breath. “I was three when my father fell into a coma. My oldest brother, Carth, being of age, took command of the Grand-Duchy. Carth was… young, at the time. He didn’t expect the challenges he faced. We were closely tied to the Runium trade. When the Purge came, our House took a hit. A big hit. Carth tried to shift the family investments to other businesses but failed miserably. 

“By the time I was twelve, we were broke; illegally stealing public money to cover our expenses. Carth became obsessed with returning the family to its proper status. ‘The most powerful family in the east!’” Leth scoffed. “He grabbed every opportunity to get some gold into our coffers. Accepted every bribe, associated with anyone rich enough, criminal organizations included—especially the Abdaleen cartel. 

“That was when Nalwar entered into disarray. The economy collapsed. Crime and poverty became rampant. My second oldest brother, Aramn, tried to intervene. Carth accused him of treason and arrested him. Me and my two remaining brothers didn’t know what to do. We were scared. Carth was too far down the Abdaleen cartel’s pocket to ever turn back, and he was becoming paranoid, so we each made a decision. Erum and Seligh became Carth’s lapdogs, and I… I openly opposed him.” He swallowed. “Do you know what it’s like to live in your own home and never know if a knife is waiting for you around the corner? If your food has been poisoned?”

Aric stared at his friend. “Goddess… Leth, I don’t know what to say. What about your mother?”

“Oh, she didn’t know what to say either. Or what to do. So, she said nothing. Did nothing. Except maybe drink. Lamash was Seligh’s idea. He persuaded Carth it was a more ‘elegant’ solution to the problem. When Seligh came to me, he told me it was the only way he could keep me safe—you know, because hunting dragons is so harmless.” Leth shook his head. “And I caved like a coward.”

“Leth, you were just a kid…”

“I am a son of House Ranraik!” Leth snapped. “The worthy among the great.” He looked overboard, breathing heavily. “I should’ve stayed. I should’ve done my duty. Not hide in the desert like a coward.”

“I don’t think anyone would ever call you that.”

“I do. Every day.”

Aric stood up and walked down the stairs until he was face to face with his Lieutenant. “Well, that’s because you’re an idiot.”

Leth chortled.

A flash of lightening blinded them for a moment followed immediately by the loud crack of thunder. Thick droplets of water hit Aric’s forehead and he looked up.

“I suppose we should get below,” Leth said as the rain intensified.

“Yeah,” Aric agreed. “And Leth. Thanks for telling me.”




* * *




Aric woke up with the entire ship tilting to one side with a loud creak, sending him rolling out of his hammock and slamming onto the floor. 

“What in the mother’s name is happening?” Orisius yelped.

There was a single oil lamp hanging from the ceiling, swaying madly, but it allowed Aric to see his whole company scrambling, trying to find something to hold on to as the ship lurched further and further to starboard, the hull groaning loudly. 

 A whistle blew frantically somewhere up above, and finally, the ship swung back into position, sending them tumbling over each other.

Feet thumped on the stairs as the dragon hunters tried to once again regain their footing and one of the crewmembers appeared, his eyes wide. “Everyone up top! The captain wants all hands on deck. We’ve reached the storm.”




* * *




“Heave, lads!” a boatswain yelled, pulling a rope along with three other sailors.

Rain fell nearly horizontally, thick as a waterfall, leaving Aric’s vision a blurry mess no matter how many times he wiped his face. A wave crashed into the side of the ship, water flooding the main deck. It caught Trissa and Tharius and they slipped, sliding across the deck until they slammed against the larboard railing. All around them, the sea had come alive with a vengeance, waves rising and falling steeply, some of them so tall they dwarfed the ship.

Grabbing onto hanging ropes, railings, and masts, the dragon hunters waited for captain Griggor to finish handing out orders across the deck. When he was finally done, he stumbled over to them. 

“We caught up to the storm faster than I expected,” he yelled over the howling winds. “It just crept on top of us out of nowhere.” He aimed a finger at the sails up top. “There’s too much wind. We need to furl those sails or we’ll be dismasted, but I don’t have enough men to do it fast enough.”

Aric nodded, wiping water from his eyes for the hundredth time. “Just tell us what to do.” 

With remarkable efficiency, captain Griggor assigned each of the dragon hunters to one of his sailors with very specific orders. Some were sent to help pull the braces running along the main deck, others to climb to the yards of the fore and mizzen masts to raise the sails. Aric was paired with first mate Naquad, who signaled Aric to follow him. 

With the grace of someone who had done it thousands of times, the first mate swung onto the lattice of rope tied from the deck railing to the main mast, his body dangling over the water.

“Try not to fall,” Naquad said coldly, then sprung up, scaling the rigging like a cat.

Bending, Aric looked overboard. It was at least a ten-foot fall into the raging black swirl beneath, which was nothing compared to where he had to climb. Not that the height mattered. If anyone fell into that sea, they weren’t coming back. 

Aric swung to the rope, imitating Naquad as best he could and climbed after him. The first mate looked comfortable as if there was no storm raging around him. Aric had fairly calloused hands from handling his weapons, but he still felt the rope burn his palms as he hung on for dear life when the ship first climbed, then dropped down a wave so steep it was nearly vertical. It took him at least twice as long as Naquad to get up there, and when he did, he was out of breath. 

“Hurry, hunter,” Naquad greeted him, his hands already grabbing the sail. He waited for Aric to prop himself on the yard. “Grab onto the canvas like this, then fold it onto itself.”

There was only one other sail above them. The height was dizzying. Aric nodded and wiped water from his eyes, gasping. The sky flashed, followed by a roll of thunder. 

“Quick!” Naquad urged. He and two more sailors beside him had already started.

Aric obeyed, mimicking the first mate’s movements. It was hard to fold the sail while hanging over the yard without sliding off or losing his footing on the precarious rope. If only the ship would stop moving. Unfortunately, being up on the mast only amplified the vessel’s swaying.

The wind blowing around them suddenly seemed to pick up even more strength, and Aric was forced to stop his task to make sure he didn’t fall. He heard a deep, loud groan as if the entire ship had come alive, leaning to starboard. The side of the ship hit the surface of the water and a wave climbed inside, the vessel shuddering as if it had struck a wall.

There was a scream, and out of the corner of his eye, Aric saw the shape of a man being dragged overboard, disappearing in the swell. Who was that? Was it one of his hunters?

“Keep pulling!” Naquad shouted. “We need to raise these sails!”

Aric focused on his task and resumed folding the canvas, his muscles beginning to ache. They rolled the last inch of sail and began tying it to the yard. Looking around them, Aric saw most of the other sails had been furled, but still, the ship remained nearly on its side, creaking and groaning like a sea monster on a rampage.

Beside Aric, Naquad looked up. The sail above them was still down, three sailors hanging from the ropes around it, pulling on them like mad.

“Goddess damn it, Roajid! Get that t’gallant up!” Naquad barked.

The sailor looked over his shoulder and down to the first mate, a look of despair in his eyes. “It’s stuck. The halyard won’t budge.”

Naquad cursed and an alarm bell began to toll hysterically.

“Land ho!” The voice came from one of the other masts, nearly inaudible due to the wind. “Two points off starboard.”

“What?” Aric asked. “That’s impossible. We’re hundreds of miles away from the mainland.” Yet he looked over his shoulder and there it was; a set of boulders jutting out of the water like dragon fangs.

Aric heard several sailors muttering “Dancing Isle” as if they were afraid of the words.

“Hard to port!” Griggor bellowed somewhere in the aft castle.

The ship began to turn. Slowly. Too slowly.

Naquad aimed a finger at Aric’s face. “This is your fault!” His nostrils flared and he bared his teeth. He looked up at the stuck sail then back at Aric. “We need to furl that t’gallant or it’ll drag us under water.”

“I’m right behind you,” Aric assured him.

Naquad faced the remaining sailors. “Down! Everyone get down below!”

“But sir—”

“We’re about to crash, you idiot, get to safety!” 

The sailors acquiesced and started down the ladders. Aric followed the first mate up to the topgallant and saw the bow of the ship plunge under water, disappearing for an uncomfortably long moment. Beyond it, no more than a few hundred yards, the teeth of stone were getting closer and closer.

The two of them propped themselves on the yard of the topgallant sail, their heads level with the tip of the mast, as tall as one could get on this ship. At that height, everyone down on the main deck looked as small as an ant. Raging gusts of wind threatened to rip the sail apart or thrust them off the yard pole and Aric wondered how far he’d fly if he lost his precarious grip on the wooden structure. 

Naquad began pulling on a rope coming from the top of the mast and through a sheave. Aric joined him.

“On three,” Naquad instructed. “One, two, three.”

They pulled and pulled until their hands were on fire and the veins on their necks seemed about to pop, but the line did not slide an inch. 

“It’s jammed,” the first mate snarled, panting heavily. “There’s no use.”

“What can I do?” Aric asked, struggling to be heard over the storm.

The first mate considered the question, measuring the shrinking distance to the incoming rocks. Beneath them, the ship groaned as it began to tilt sideways once more. 

“There’s nothing else to do,” Naquad said. He unsheathed a knife from his belt. “This is all your fault.”

He was right. It was.

Aric didn’t move. He simply stared at the knife and waited.

“Damn you!” Naquad lunged forward, but to Aric’s surprise, bent over himself and started cutting at a rope beneath their feet that tied their own mast to the tip of an adjacent one.

“What are you doing?” Aric asked, confused. The rope Naquad was cutting was as stiff as a wooden beam, tension keeping it absolutely still despite the furious storm around them. “What are you doing!?”

“What I have to,” Naquad replied grimly, his knife already halfway through the thick rope. “This is your fault, so I’m taking you with me.”

There was a crack and Aric looked at the portion of their mast beneath his feet. The wood was splintering, ragged lines spreading across the wooden surface like fingers of lightning. 

Realization hit Aric like a punch in the gut. He grabbed Naquad’s arm, stilling his blade. “Stop!”

“If I don’t do this, we will all sink. This is—”

“My fault, I know,” Aric finished in his stead. He unsheathed his own knife. “So get down below. I’ll do this.”

Naquad just sat there, staring at Aric, the rain cascading down his face.

“Hurry up, you fool!” Aric shouted. “While there’s time!”

For a moment, Aric questioned if the man had even heard him, but Naquad finally nodded, sheathing his knife. “When you cut the line, there won’t be much time,” he warned. “Let yourself fall and grab one of the ropes if you have to.”

Aric nodded and Naquad began to descend the rigging. Taking a deep breath, Aric resumed cutting the already fraying rope. As the tiny threads of the bundle snapped one by one, Aric studied the nearby rigging, trying to choose a direction in which to fall where he’d have something to hang on to when—

CRACK!

The mast exploded, splinters of wood flying everywhere. Time stopped for a moment, and Aric felt completely weightless, an ice-cold hand reaching into his chest. 

No, he thought. This can’t be.

His hands and feet flailed, trying to grab onto something, anything. The ship was slipping further and further away at an impossible speed. He heard himself scream, and when he looked down, all he was was that scream, that despair, that disbelief.

The last thing he remembered was the dark, foam trimmed whirlwind racing up at him just before he hit the water.
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The landscape had changed significantly after they had sailed past Augusta. As they penetrated deeper into the Arreline Valley, the green fields had slowly grown into taller and taller hills, which threatened to become snow-covered mountains soon enough. They had been gliding across the Saffya for three days now, and the journey had been as boring as it had been uneventful—which, considering Doric’s usual luck, was fantastic.

Sitting on a pile of fishing nets in the middle of the barge, Doric turned his father’s sword in his hand, wondering why he’d brought the damned thing. It wasn’t like he had suddenly learned how to use it, but at the time, when he had packed for this little adventure, bringing his mandolin instead had seemed like a really stupid idea. 

He looked around the barge, at the rest of their crew. Andon snored lightly, curled into a ball next to the ship’s single mast. At the aft of the ship, it was Hagon’s turn to hold the rudder while Debra teased him with relentless questions, batting her eyelashes like an infatuated youth. Not that the poor idiot could even tell she was interested. 

The latest addition to their team, Emrys, stood at the bow of the barge, arms crossed at his chest, staring out at the twists and turns of the Saffya as if that would somehow make the ship go faster. He wasn’t much of a talker, but Doric had squeezed some information out of him during their paltry meals. He was apparently some kind of mage spy or assassin working for Persea, but he had refused to provide any more details, despite Hagon’s insistence.

The ship turned a wide bend in the river, and as it did, brown city walls came into view, tall towers creeping up to the sky behind them.

“There it is!” Doric said, standing up.

Hagon exhaled loudly. “Finally!” 

Something in the way he said it, like spotting the walls was a relief, made Debra frown. 

Next to the mast, Andon stirred, waking up. “What?” he muttered groggily. He sat up, scratching his several-days-old stubble. “We there yet?”

Emrys looked over his shoulder. “The river gates are open, but if the guards stop us, this is Hagon’s ship, and we’re his passengers.”

“Where did we board?” Doric asked.

“Debra and Andon came all the way from Niveh,” Emrys replied. “You and I joined them in Augusta.”

The group nodded and they waited silently as the gates grew closer. Red banners cascaded from the tops of the walls every couple of feet. There was no insignia of any kind on them, just flat, crimson banners running almost the entire height of the walls.

A cheerful guard standing on a wooden platform under the arch of the gate waved at them. “Happy Sacred Fire!” he called.

Doric waited for Emrys to reply, but the mage simply stared back at the guard with a confused frown.

“Happy Sacred Fire, friend!” Doric said, jumping to the front of the ship and smiling as wide as he could.

The guard pointed at the piers just beyond the archway. “You should dock right here,” he suggested. “The city is bursting at its seams with travelers. You won’t find any available docks beyond this point.”

“Don’t worry, we know the drill,” Doric assured him. “We come every year.”

The guard nodded as if that was to be expected. “Have fun!”

“We always do!”

The two of them shared a knowing laugh, then waved each other goodbye as the ship glided past the gate.

“What was that all about?” Hagon asked.

“No idea,” Doric replied. “I just played along.”

Emrys directed his frown at Doric. “You’re a good actor. I guess you might be of some use to the expedition, after all.”

“Thank you, Emrys. Has anyone ever told you how delightful you are?”

“Believe me,” Emrys said, returning his attention to the river ahead, “I was not brought here for my personality.”

“No, that’s just an added bonus,” Doric said, yanking a chuckle from Hagon, Debra, and Andon.

They tied the ship to one of the few available piers, then paid a hefty docking fee to a customs employee who was, quite clearly, heavily intoxicated. And he was not the only one. Around them, people sang, laughed, and yelled. There were musicians playing on street corners, jugglers strutting down the street flipping all manner of objects in the air, and salesmen handing out bottles of wine or burning water everywhere.

“Merciful goddess,” Doric said, astonished. “I’ve found paradise.”

“What in the mother’s name is going on?” Hagon asked.

“Some kind of local celebration,” Emrys replied. “Religious, judging by the guard’s greeting.”

A pretty girl in her twenties strutted towards them, smiling wide. She laid a crown of flowers on Doric’s head. “Happy Sacred Fire!” she said, then splashed his face with the bottle of burning water in her hand before scurrying away, giggling.

The whole group was paralyzed for a moment.

“Pharyzians are weird…” Debra muttered.

“Are you kidding me?” Doric said, burning water dripping down his chin. “Pharyzians are great!”




* * *




Fadan strode across the palace, adjusting the leather straps of his vambraces. It had been a while since he’d worn a full suit of armor, and every single piece of it either felt itchy, too tight, or both.

“I said I refuse!” Sabium barked, chasing after the prince. 

“This is not your student speaking to you, Lord Larsa, it’s your Prince.”

Their steps echoed as they entered the great hallway of the palace, Legionaries saluting as they passed.

“But I’m still just a magic tutor, not a liege lord. What do I know of ruling a city?”

Fadan halted and spun to face the old mage. “You’re are the rightful Duke of Niveh. Act like it!” He resumed his stride, and two servants opened the double doors at the other end of the hall at his approach. 

“I abdicated in favor of Alman when I joined the Academy,” Sabium argued. “I was five! I was never trained for this sort of thing.”

“Unfortunately, Alman is dead.” The Prince stepped through the doors, the sun welcoming him outside. Before him, a grand staircase lead down to the courtyard, where Phaedra, Vardrada, and the other officers waited atop their horses.

“And this isn’t Niveh!” Sabium retorted, following Fadan down the steps.

“No, it’s Aparanta,” the Prince said, taking the reins of his horse from a page. “An imperial province. Which is why I’m nominating you as its Governor.”

“But why? It makes no sense.”

“Because I trust you.” Fadan turned to Sabium and added in a low voice. “I can’t leave the city in the hands of Varinian’s bureaucrats. I need someone I can trust.”

“But I… what do I do?” Sabium muttered.

“You’re overthinking this.” Fadan mounted his horse, his long blue cape covering the entirety of the animal’s thighs. “Start by fixing a single problem. Just one. Then take it from there.”

“This is my third day in this place. I have no idea what problems the city has!”

Fadan smiled. “There’s your first move, then. You find out.”

Sabium sighed but seemed to lose the will to protest, and Fadan turned his horse towards the courtyard’s exit. Two maniples formed a corridor leading to the gate, their silver armor gleaming under the sun. The rest of his Legions awaited outside the city, mobilized and ready for war.

Fadan kicked the haunches of his horse, sending it into a trot. “Prince’s own!” he shouted.

Two hundred fists smashed against the steel plates on their chests.

“We march!”




* * *




Doric paid the vendor and handed a packet of roasted chestnuts to Emrys, another to Hagon, keeping a third one to himself. They stepped away from the stall, navigating the thick crowd around them.

A young couple, locked in a deep kiss, bumped into Emrys, nearly tumbling to the ground. The lovers escaped the fall, but Emrys’ chestnuts didn’t, rolling over the muddy street. The couple fled, giggling, and Emrys watched them dissolve into the crowd with a murderous glare. 

“Easy there,” Doric told him. “We’re supposed to be having fun, remember? Mingle.”

Emrys crunched the brown paper that had once contained his snack and threw it to the ground. “I wasn’t even hungry anyway…”

Hagon chuckled while Doric offered Emrys some of his own chestnuts, which the mage promptly declined.

They were in a wide plaza presided over by the Grand-Palace of Pharyzah—Margeth’s palace. Separated by a tall, steel fence resembling an arms rack packed full of spears, the gardens around the palace were as empty as the plaza was crowded. People sang, danced, and drank as if all the problems in the world had simply vanished and nothing but euphoria remained. Doric couldn’t help but feel like these people had figured out the greatest secret in existence. This was how life was supposed to be.

“I can’t believe how lucky we got,” Doric said. 

“I wish I could share your enthusiasm,” Emrys muttered.

“I’m serious. With everything going on in the city, it’ll be far easier to infiltrate the palace.”

“And you say this based on your vast experience in these sorts of operations?” Hagon asked.

“Am I wrong?”

“You’re celebrating ahead of time,” Hagon replied.

“And you’re making assumptions,” Emrys added. “We don’t even know the empress is being kept in the palace.”

Doric seemed to deflate a little. “I’m sure Margeth would want to keep such an important prisoner close to herself.”

“Probably,” Emrys conceded. “In any case, we don’t have the time to develop a network of informants, so we’ll have to breach the palace regardless.”

“Meaning I was right,” Doric said, smiling. He aimed a finger at the palace’s main gate. “Look.”

Five soldiers stood guard, the crowd keeping a healthy distance between them despite the overall chaos. A group of three men in bright, colorful clothes approached the guards. One was carrying a mandolin slung across his back, another was hauling a heavy-looking harp while the third held a couple of flutes in each hand. After a brief inspection, the guards waved them through the gate.

“See,” Doric said. “There’s a party going on inside the palace as well. We have a way in.”

“You want us to disguise as the help?” Emrys asked as if the notion was somewhat nauseating.

“As the entertainment,” Doric corrected. “We steal some instruments—somewhere—and we pretend we were hired to play at the palace.”

Hagon scratched his chin. “It’s not a bad idea, actually.” 

Emrys rolled his eyes. “It’s needlessly convoluted. How many times do I need to say this? I could just do it all by myself. It’s really not that hard.”

“You’re just saying that because you hate everyone and want to be alone.” Doric motioned his head to the left. “I see Debra. Come on.”

The mage sighed and followed Doric through the crowd, Hagon right behind him. Debra and Andon waited for them, eyes swinging around as if scanning every single face in the throng around them. 

“Found anything?” Doric asked.

She shook her head. “Not really. The eastern side seems to be just a long, flat wall. Guards every couple of feet. We’re not getting in through there.”

“The north and west is no good either,” Andon added. “There are barely any side doors and the ones we found are heavily guarded. You?”

“I think I have an idea, yes,” Doric said, enthusiasm seeping into his smile.

Debra nodded absently, her eyes lost in the crowd. “We should find a quiet place to talk,” she suggested. 

“Hey, no need to get so excited!” Doric teased.

It was like she didn’t even hear him. “Come on, let’s go.”

Doric shrugged, ignoring the intense look on Debra’s face and complied, piercing the mass of carousing people. He made his way towards one of the plaza’s exits.

After a few feet, Debra said: “Okay, don’t look now, but you three have picked up a tail.”

“What?” Doric nearly spun around, but Debra’s hands stopped him.

“I said don’t look!”

“Who…?” Doric stopped himself, then added in a whisper, “You think it’s one of Margeth’s people?” 

“I guess we’ll have to find out.”




* * *




A cold, salty breeze slashed across Fadan’s face. He could hear the waves crashing against the cliffs to the east. Beneath his feet, the ancient stone of the Castran Gate was worn and uneven. He placed his hands over the battlement and leaned forward, peeking down at the muddy road crossing under the wall.

“It’s beyond ironic that the Castran Gate doesn’t actually have one,” the Prince said.

“The Sappers will begin repairs within the hour, Your Majesty,” Vardrada said. “The gates should be up before nightfall.” She stood next to Fadan but was staring in the opposite direction, where their Legions kept pouring over the hills.

“What about those?” Phaedra was hugging herself in a feeble attempt to stave off the cold and pointed quickly at a v-shaped hole in the wall about the size of a small house. There were two others just like it further to the west.

“That… will take longer,” Vardrada admitted. 

“How much longer?” Fadan asked. “A week? A month?”

“Yes,” the General replied.

Fadan and Phaedra exchanged a shocked look.

“Merciful mother, General…” the Prince said. “This was supposed to be a fortress, not a ruin.”

“The Castran Gate was devastated during the Thepian Revolt,” Vardrada explained. “Neither your grand-father nor your father ever saw the need to repair it.”

“Good call,” Phaedra muttered.

“You didn’t think to tell me this before?” Fadan asked.

The General stared at her marching troops in silence, as if inspecting a parade. “I always said we needed more time.”

“Because of the reinforcement situation, not because of…” Fadan waved his arms around, “this!”

“We have solutions for this sort of problem. Our Sappers are experts at Earthworks. It’s hard work, but as long as the enemy is not here, we can commit all of our men to the project. The holes will be plugged. You have my guarantee.”

Fadan took a deep breath. “Okay, then.”

“I’ll be sure to send some of the non-combatants to restore the towers and castles along the wall as well. In the meantime, I would suggest that Your Majesty take residence in the main tower. Now, I should get down there and coordinate with my staff.” Vardrada smashed a fist against her breastplate. “By your leave.” She marched off, heading toward the wall’s staircase.

“General,” Fadan called.

She halted and looked over her shoulder.

“You supported me when no one else was brave enough to. I appreciate that you understand our odds even better than me and that you know what you’re doing, but going forward, you will need to keep me better informed.”

Vardrada turned so that she was facing the prince and bowed low from her waist. “Understood, Imperial Highness. It was not my—”

Fadan raised a hand, interrupting her. “That’ll be all.”

The General nodded, then skipped down the stairs.

Left alone with Phaedra, Fadan exhaled loudly and returned to the battlements, looking over the plain stretching in front of the fortification. He could picture Intila’s troops marching out of the treelines and charging towards them. Thousands upon thousands. Enough to cover the whole ground.

“You surprise me sometimes.”

Fadan looked at Phaedra and blinked, waking from his reverie. “What?”

She smiled. “Never mind.” 




* * *




“Go! Move!” Debra hissed, pushing Doric forward.

The crowds were getting thinner as they drew deeper into the alleys of Pharyzah’s old town, but it was still hard to keep up with Debra’s brisk pace without barrelling into someone every couple of feet. Luckily, most people were having far too much fun to be bothered by some bumps on the shoulder.

“When I say, turn left,” Debra commanded.

Doric nodded and kept pushing through the crowd. 

“Now!”

Pushing an old man aside, Doric turned a corner into a tight back alley, ignoring the man’s protest. The alleyway was squeezed between two, three-story high buildings, and could barely accommodate two people abreast, which explained why it was completely empty.

“Are we still being followed?” Doric asked, looking over his shoulder.

“I think so,” Andon said. He was bringing up their rear.

“Just keep going!” Debra insisted.

A similarly narrow backstreet cut the alley half in what had to be the smallest crossing Doric had ever seen. “Straight ahead?” he asked.

Instead of replying, Debra grabbed his sleeve and halted in the middle of the crossing. “You three,” she said, pointing at Andon, Hagon, and Emrys. “Over there.” She turned to Doric. “You’re with me.”

They split, each group taking one of the crossing’s flanks. They all shrank back against the moldy, wooden walls. Beside Doric, Debra drew a knife.

Oh dear… he thought, the weight of his father’s sword suddenly growing at his waist. Closing his eyes, Doric grabbed the sword’s handle and started to draw it, but a hand stopped him. Reopening his eyes, he saw Debra shaking her head. Yeah, probably a good idea. He shoved the weapon back into the scabbard.

On the other side of the crossing, Hagon and Andon had also drawn weapons and a blue aura was pulsing around Emrys. 

Footsteps sloshed in the mud, breaking through the echoes of the distant revelry. From the sound of it, it seemed like there was just one pursuer. 

Just one person, Doric thought. Surely it would be no threat. 

Right?

The footsteps slowed, then stopped altogether.

Crap! He knows we’re here. Wait, what if he calls reinforcements?

“Doric Auron!”

The name echoed five-fold in the alley. 

Debra stared at Doric, mystified. What the heck? she mouthed.

Doric shook his head, shrugging. How in the world should he know?

“You don’t know me, but I know you.” It was a woman’s voice. Arreline accent. “You’re looking for your wife. I can tell you where she is.”




* * *




The wall of the Castran Gate stretched for one mile. A castle stood on each of its ends, one over the cliffs of its eastern edge, and another at the base of the Asterian mountains to the west. A single tower stood at the very middle of the wall, rising thirty feet into the air until it ended diagonally, revealing a cross-section of its interior as if a gigantic axe had sliced off its top. 

The tower’s state of decay was even more apparent from the inside. Dirt and bits of masonry covered the floor at the ground level while dust covered everything else. Instead of shutters, thick cobwebs waved in the wind on every window, and some cheeky climbing plants had even made their way into the building. Fadan and Phaedra had to climb up to the fifth floor to find a walled room whose door was still standing. 

The space was small but had a hearth in one corner. On the other hand, it didn’t have window shutters or curtains to stave off the cold wind. 

“I suppose this will do,” Phaedra said, walking into the room. “I’ve slept in worse places. I’ll get us some wood and we can sleep by the fire.”

Fadan’s eyebrows shot up. “We?”

Phaedra turned to face him. “Is there a problem?”

“Problem?” Fadan blinked twice. “No. No problem.”

Phaedra rolled her eyes. “I can sleep outside if you prefer.”

“No, of course not!” Fadan’s hands flailed around. “We can sleep right here. By the fire. As you say.”

Shaking her head, Phaedra turned and made for the door. “Don’t worry, your innocence is perfectly safe with me. I’m sure I can resist the temptation.”

“What? No, that’s not…” 

She was out the door before Fadan could finish.

Goddess damn it! Exhaling loudly, the prince stepped over to a window. It faced north, so he could see the wide plain beyond the wall. Once again, his mind conjured up the image of thousands of Legionaries marching across the field, and he shook his head to force the thought away. 

It’s alright. Let them come. We’ll be ready.

He stepped away from the window, once more inspecting the appalling condition of his new bedroom. His and Phaedra’s. The thought set butterflies loose in his belly.

A horn wailed from above and he shuddered at the blast of sound. Confused, Fadan raced back to the window and peeked outside. The horn sounded once again, and then again, becoming more urgent. He heard gasps and looked down to the wall. Soldiers were climbing up to the ramparts and looking into the distance, covering their eyes and pointing to the north. Fadan followed their arms and a cold hand wrapped around his spine. 

To the northeast, by the treeline, the silhouettes of three horsemen circled themselves, keeping their excited mounts from going any further.

Merciful mother… Fadan thought. Scouts! 
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Aric turned on his side, coughing up salty water and gasping for air.

“He’s alive!” someone shouted.

As the last dregs of water cleared his lungs, Aric managed to finally take a deep breath, but it felt as if there was no air around him to inhale. He breathed in again urgently, lungs aching, and a soft hand touched his shoulder.

“It’s alright. Relax,” the voice said soothingly. 

Aric turned further, stopping on his back, gasping desperately. Several blurry shapes floated around him. He pointed at his chest, his attempts to draw breath seeming to somehow fail.

“I know it feels like you can’t breathe, but please relax.”

With a couple of blinks, Eliran’s shape came into focus, then Lyra’s, then Leth’s. The mage moved her hand to Aric’s cheek. The warmth of her palm alone calmed him significantly.

“I need you to trust me,” she added. “Just keep breathing. Nothing will happen to you.”

Aric obeyed and breathed mechanically. His lungs kept begging for air as if they had been replaced by a hollow cavity, but he somehow kept functioning. If anything, his senses grew sharper and he propped himself up on his shoulders, wet sand shifting beneath him.

“Good, that’s good.”

As his heart slowly steadied in his chest, Aric inspected his surroundings. They were on a beach beneath the dark clouds of a twilight sky. The air felt unnaturally still, no wind blowing as if they were inside a locked basement. However, out at sea, a storm raged, flashes of lightning dotting the horizon. He looked over Eliran’s shoulder and saw several more people, some sitting or lying on the sand, others dragging all kinds of debris from the water. 

That’s when his eyes widened. The Heron, or rather, its forward half, loomed in the middle of the beach, waves washing into its bowels through the open cross-section.

“We thought we’d lost you,” Lyra said. “I have no idea how you survived that…” She smiled. “The goddess must really like you.” 

Aric sat up straighter. “Well,” he croaked, his voice coming out in a rasp, “from where I’m standing, it sure doesn’t feel like she does.” 

Every inch of his body ached. His muscles were sore, his arms and legs were covered in bruises and cuts, visible through the rags his clothes had turned into. Only his glowstone and dragon scale cuirass, which he always wore beneath his vest, looked intact. 

Leth tapped Aric’s knee. “I’m glad you’re okay, cap.”

“Me too.” Aric smiled. “Is everyone else okay?”

Leth, Lyra, and Eliran exchanged a couple of uncomfortable glances and Aric immediately braced himself for the worse.

“Jullion didn’t make it,” Leth replied, staring at the sand. “The crew of the Heron also lost five people, including captain Griggor.”

Aric dug his fingers into the sand, squeezing the grit tightly. “Any injured?” he asked after a moment, voice cracking.

“Nothing serious.”

“Okay…” Aric nodded to himself. “We need to start organizing. How are we on food and water?” He pushed himself up with a grimace, Leth and Eliran slinging arms under his elbows to help him up.

“We’re still going through the wreck, but there isn’t much we can use,” Leth replied. He paused. “There’s something else, captain. Tharius spotted a dragon less than half an hour ago. It flew behind a mountain, though, and we’re positive it didn’t see us.”

“Goddess damn it!” Aric scanned the beach. “We’re too exposed here. We have to get inland.”

“Already sent Clea and Dothea to scout ahead. They found a small cave not far from here.”

“Good. Then we need to start moving the sailors there now. Is Naquad in charge of them?”

Leth nodded. “He’s been cooperative so far, even if he wasn’t too excited when you washed ashore.”

“Well, I’m not blaming him for that. Just tell him about the dragon. Only our people are to remain out in the open, and only until we’re sure we got everything we can out from the wreck.”

“Yes, captain.” Leth turned and started back toward the rest of the survivors. There was a moment of silence until Lyra nodded awkwardly and left after Leth, leaving Aric and Eliran alone. 

Aric touched his chest. His lungs felt on fire, and he was struggling to keep himself from drawing bigger and bigger breaths as instinct told him to. “This… breathing thing. Does anyone else feel it?”

“We all do.” Eliran looked inland. A tall mountain peak rose in the middle of a black forest. “I think it’s this place.”

Aric followed her eyes. “And what place is this, exactly? I know my geography, Eliran. There wasn’t supposed to be any island where we were sailing.”

“That’s because there isn’t one. Do you still have my Seeker bracelet?”

That was a good question. He had kept the artifact in his vest, which was now in tatters. By some miracle, however, the pocket containing the bracelet was intact, and Aric’s fingers found it wrapped in a muddy patch of sand. 

“We’re in that Dancing Isle the sailors kept talking about, aren’t we?” Aric asked, handing her the bracelet, which wiggled in the air, pointing towards the tall mountain.

Eliran nodded faintly. “I think so.” 

“Alright, what do you know about it? Why would Astoreth come looking for it?”

“Well,” Eliran sighed, eyes lost in the line of trees at the edge of the beach, their canopies as still as if they were a painting with no wind to ruffle their leaves, “if I remember my theology correctly – and remember, these things vary depending on your sources – the Dancing Isle is the resting place of one Kallax, god of death.”

“Ah… that certainly explains Astoreth’s interest. What else do you know about it? Besides the fact that it seems to… I don’t know, pop in and out of existence.”

Eliran turned to him. “Aric, the island doesn’t pop in and out of existence. It pops from the world of the living to the world of the dead.”




* * *




There wasn’t much in the wreckage they could use. A small barrel of water, some canvas and rope, a few blankets, an assortment of pots, pans, and tools, and, finally, a crate of bread drenched in sea water. The group itself was in terrible shape, especially the Heron’s crew. Broken arms, twisted ankles, and fractured skulls abounded, not to mention the dreadful overall mood, which was what worried Aric the most. A few wounds wouldn’t stop most men and women, but a broken spirit could be the death of an entire army. 

With Nahir’s help, Aric carried Jullion’s body from the beach to the cave and the company gathered around him, sullen looks fixed on the rocky ground. 

“Should we prepare a pyre for him?” Tharius asked.

“We can’t,” Aric replied. “It would draw attention to us. In our present state, we need to stay hidden.” He sighed and placed a hand on Jullion’s cold forehead. “Don’t worry Jules. As soon as we’re done with Astoreth, we’ll build you a proper pyre. The flames will be so tall the goddess herself will feel their heat.”

“Fire take him!” the company said in a mechanical unison. 

“Athan, there’s some linen from the wreck,” Aric said. “It’s still drying, but you could use it to wrap him in a shroud.”

“I will. Should we say a few words?”

“Sure. I’ll start.” Aric took a deep breath. “Jullion and I didn’t always get along. But he always thought with his own head, and when his best friend, Ashur, stubbornly refused to let our feud die, Jullion didn’t listen to him. I’m proud to have earned his respect and his friendship, and I’m proud to have hunted next to him.”

Orisius wiped a tear from his eye and sniffed. “Jullion was great. No one could tell a dirty story like him.” He paused, smiling as if one such story had just occurred to him. “I know he made up most of the stories he told me, even though he told them as if they’d happened to him, but I also know he only did it because it made me laugh.” He paused again, his smile now gone. “After Aric was made captain, and he slowly started making friends among the rest of us, he could have easily shunned Ashur. Goddess knows we would have all liked him better for it. But that wasn’t Jullion. He wouldn’t abandon his friends, the same way he didn’t abandon us when Ashur did. I’m gonna miss him.” 

He looked down and a tear ran down his cheek. Irenya wrapped her arms around Orisius and he buried his face in her long, golden hair.

Tharius cleared his throat. “Jullion always refused to share his story of how he joined the Guild, just like many of you. But he did tell it to me once. We were on night watch duty, near the Makhtar Mesa. He may have been drunk.” He looked around the group. “I think… I think he would like me to share it with you guys, now that he’s gone. 

“During the Purge, his parents took in some magelings on the run. Hid them away in their basement. But then the paladins came and started burning every house in the village, looking for them. Jullion was just a kid. He got scared, and he told the paladins about the young mages hiding in his house. That day, he became an orphan. The paladins burned down his house with his parents and the magelings inside. The rest of the village shunned him, and Jullion fled to Ragara. He begged at the temple door, stole, worked the docks, until he fell ill, seriously ill, and was picked up by the Temple Graces. Everyone expected him to die, but he didn’t. In fact, his recovery was so fast, the holy sisters branded it a miracle and offered him a place as an acolyte. But during his stay at the Temple of Ragara, Jullion witnessed things he shouldn’t have. He threatened to tell everyone that not only were the priests and priestesses sleeping with each other, they were also bedding the younger acolytes. The next day, Jullion was inside a prison wagon, headed for Lamash.” Tharius raised his head. “I’m proud to have hunted next to him.”

The others nodded gravely and silence fell over them.

“He was terrible with the spear, though,” Trissa added. “You couldn’t trust him to distract a dragon if his hair was on fire.”

There were a couple of timid chuckles.

“Remember that time he lost the tip of his spear and kept whacking the dragon’s hind legs with just the pole?” Ergon asked. 

This time, the chuckles were more numerous. Some even laughed.

“Oh, that was the Northern Blue Back, wasn’t it?” Nahir asked. “Beast of a dragon, that one.”

There were a couple more anecdotes before the group went quiet. One by one, they said their goodbyes and stepped away from Jullion’s body, leaving Trissa, Nahir, and Athan to wrap him in a shroud with some final prayers.

Aric stepped to the cave opening and studied the sky. It looked the same as when he had woken up on the beach. How could that be? At the very least, one hour had passed. Twilight didn’t last that long.

“Captain, a word.”

Aric turned and saw Lyra. “Everything alright?”

“It’s the wounded,” she replied in a low voice, keeping the issue between them. “Our people are fine, but some of the wounds on the Heron’s crew don’t look so good. Infections are starting to spread. If I had my kit, I’m sure I could take care of it, but…” She opened her arms helplessly.

Aric nodded. “There have to be some herbs on this island you can use. I’ll get on it. For now, keep an eye on the wounds and do what you can.”

Little Lyra nodded. “What about you? Are you okay?” She touched Aric’s hand.

“I’m fine,” Aric replied stiffly.

“You sure? I should take a look at those cuts.”

Carefully, Aric removed his hand from Lyra’s soft grip. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Right. Of course. I’m sorry.” She turned around and fled.

Aric sighed, then refocused. There was a lot to be done. “First mate Naquad, Eliran, and Leth, join me outside, please?”

Aric stepped out of the cave and the others joined him shortly.

“Alright, first things first,” Aric began. “We need to ensure our survival. We have a shelter, but now we need food, water, and medicine. Leth, I want you to create search parties in pairs, but leave at least four people to watch over the camp. And have Lyra brief everyone on the herbs she needs, what to look for.” Leth gave him a nod and Aric turned to Eliran. “We’re also going to need your magic. How is your runium stock?” 

The mage showed them a flask, a red, metallic liquid glittering within. “My stash is at the bottom of the sea, I’m afraid. I’m down to my last.”

“You’ll have to make it count, then,” Aric said, shrugging. “Finally, first mate Naquad, I would like for you to choose from your crew those who are able to assist with the searches. Give Lieutenant Leth their names so he can—”

“And who in the mother’s name decided you were in charge here?” Naquad interrupted.

Aric sighed. “Listen, we don’t have time for this. I can understand how you feel, but you have to believe me. Our deaths are nothing in the face of what this woman will do if we don’t stop her.”

“Aric is right, first-mate,” Eliran said. “You can’t imagine just how important our mission is.”

“Enlighten me, then.” Naquad stubbornly crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Who is this woman? What is she trying to do?”

Eliran exchanged a glance with Aric. “She is a mage, of sorts. As for what she wants… it would take too long to explain, but I fear it will soon become quite clear.”

“There’s something else,” Leth chimed in. “For now, we’re stranded on this island, which isn’t helping with the overall mood of the group. But if Astoreth is here, then so is her ship. If we can find it—”

“We find our ride home,” Aric finished. “Excellent! Make sure you put one of the search parties on it.”

“I’ll look for the ship myself,” Leth said.

Aric looked at the sailor. “Are we good, Naquad?” 

The man stood still for a moment. “My sailors will help with the searches, but our priority is staying alive and finding a ship to get us out of here.”

Aric looked at Eliran. “That leaves the two of us to look for Astoreth’s party. Your bracelet should lead us right to them.”

The mage reached into a pocket and produced her Seeker bracelet, the glowstone shard pointing deeper inland. “She’s expecting us, so I suppose we shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

“You mean you’re walking into a trap?” Naquad asked. “Willingly?”

“Why not? We walk willingly into dragon lairs, too,” Aric replied. 

“It’s a question of style,” Leth added.

Eliran chuckled.

“A question of insanity, maybe…” Naquad mumbled, turning around. “I’ll check on my people. See who’s in condition to help.”

“Thank you,” Aric said to the first mate’s back, receiving a dismissive hand wave.

“Good luck, captain,” Leth said.

Aric nodded. “You, too.”

Leth started after Naquad, leaving Eliran and Aric alone. The two of them exchanged a glance and Aric was about to say something when someone jumped from a tall boulder and landed with a thud next to them. Aric nearly drew his sword, but he recognized Darpallion in time. 

“I’m going with you,” the bard said with a grin. “I’m sure you can use the help.”

“Merciful mother,” Aric let out, taking his hand off his sword’s hilt. “I could have killed you.”

“You were eavesdropping?” Eliran asked.

“Are we keeping secrets, now?” Darpallion replied, feigning injury. Eliran rolled her eyes.

“You’re not coming with us,” Aric said. “Leth needs as many people as possible here. Report to him.”

Darpallion saluted. “Yes, captain.”

Aric shook his head and took off.

“Don’t be childish,” Eliran told Darpallion, stepping after Aric.

“Funny you should say that,” the bard said to their backs. “How old are you exactly, master hunter?”

 Aric said nothing and simply kept walking, branches and fallen leaves crunching beneath his boots. In his chest, next to the sense of breathlessness the island seemed to cause, something else began to burn.




* * *




The entire island seemed not to belong to this world. Eliran had been to every corner of the empire, from the frozen mountains of Fausta to the sizzling desert of the Mahar, the misty marshes of her home region of Niveh to the green pastures of Thepia, but she had never seen anything quite like this. Everything looked gray, from the muddy soil to the thick tree trunks. The dim dusk light had trouble filtering through the thick canopies, making it hard to see anything under the trees. When the leaves from low hanging branches brushed across her face or arms, they felt slimy and sticky, making her skin crawl. 

However, by far the creepiest thing was the absence of sound. There were no leaves rustling in the wind, no birds chirping or small animals skittering over the detritus of the forest floor. Just a stale, dead silence.

After about half an hour of following her Seeker bracelet deeper and deeper inland, she saw Aric raise an arm and stopped. The dragon hunter pointed to their right and went in that direction. A few moments later, Eliran heard the soft trickle of a brook. She almost giggled out loud. Goddess, was she thirsty! When had she last drunk any water?

Kneeling on the pebbled shore, they dove their water skins underwater. Eliran barely waited for her own to get half full before bringing it to her lips. She drank and drank, each mouthful larger than the previous, then stared at her water skin in disbelief. In front of her, Aric had a similar look. 

The water felt like… nothing. Like taking air in instead of a liquid. There was no sweet flavor, no freshness coating her throat. 

Aric looked at the brook’s clear water running beside them in utter confusion.

“Just drink a bit more,” Eliran told him, wishing she sounded more confident than she felt. “We need to stay hydrated.” She drove her point further by taking a couple more sips herself and was happy to see Aric do the same, albeit reluctantly.

Where in the mother’s name did I bring us? she wondered.

Aric sat on the polished surface of a rock. “We should rest a little,” he said.

With a nod, Eliran sat opposite Aric and began massaging her legs. They felt sore, some temporary relief coming as her fingers dug into her muscles.

“So…” Aric said, hesitating. “You and Darpallion…” The words hung in the air as Aric tried to find a way to finish his thought.

“A mistake,” Eliran replied. “An old mistake. Everyone makes them. I’m sure you’ve made some yourself.”

Aric blinked. “Sure,” he said eventually. “Of course I’ve made mistakes. Plenty of them. I mean not plenty. You know what I mean.”

Eliran tried to keep herself from smiling and failed. How could a guy be brave enough to hunt dragons, to follow her on a suicide mission like this one, and still blush for so little? 

“Listen, you’re a sweet guy. Darpallion doesn’t understand that, so he’ll do what idiots do. He’ll mock you for it. Just ignore him.”

“Sweet…” Aric echoed, testing the word.

His thoughts were interrupted by an echo of a voice and their heads snapped in its direction. 

Another followed it, this time crisper. Someone was talking, but too far away for the words to be discernible. Silently, Aric made a motion for her to follow and darted off with his head low. They climbed the slope to a low ridge, the slippery ground forcing them to use their hands as well as their feet. A willow stood at the top of the ridge and they slid beneath its lowest branches, Eliran shrinking away from the moist, sticky leaves. 

A clearing opened before them, revealing the source of the sounds. At least ten tents gathered around a bonfire, dozens of black robed figures kneeling in a tight formation before the flames.

“Is that—?”

“Shush!” Eliran ordered in a hiss.

In front of the kneeling group, across from the bonfire, a tall woman wearing the same black robes as the others held a chalice over her head. The artifact’s purple metal and glowstone gems gleamed magnificently despite the fading light. The woman chanted something, but the words became jumbled as they echoed throughout the clearing. 

There it was, finally within grasp, and Astoreth herself, too. It had to be her. 

Did the Head Archon expect Eliran so soon? Could they catch her by surprise if they acted now?

Down in the clearing, Astoreth’s chant died and the small crowd in front of her mumbled something as a response. Finally, Astoreth brought the cup down to her eye level, dipped her head to it, and turned to step into a tent standing behind her. 

Eliran held her breath, the ache in her lungs forgotten for a moment.

“What do you think happens now?” Aric whispered.

“Wait,” Eliran replied, her eyes not leaving the tent Astoreth had walked into.

A moment later, the Head Archon – it had to be her – walked out, the chalice no longer in her hands, and her minions dispersed. Whatever that ceremony had been, it was over.

Glaring, Eliran shot Aric a look. “We can take it right now.”

“Just the two of us? There have to be at least thirty of them down there.” 

“You’ve scattered your hunters across the island, foraging. It would take hours to gather everyone and get back here. Who knows what’ll happen in the meantime? For all we know, they could move camp at any moment.”

“In the middle of the night?” Aric asked, a skeptical look across his face.

Eliran looked up. The sky had turned from a dull gray to a dark blue. “How long did it take for night to fall?”

“Long enough that I don’t want to think about it.”

“An hour? Two?” Eliran pressed. “Dusk is supposed to last about a quarter of an hour, at least in our part of the world. Now, granted, the storm could have pushed us away several miles, but not that far away.”

“Sure… but what’s your point?”

Eliran took a deep breath. “My point is that nothing on this island feels natural, including time. Under regular conditions, I would agree with you. There’d be plenty of time to go and get reinforcements. As it is, we don’t even know when the sun will rise. They could be about to raise camp at any moment. We should not waste this opportunity.”

Aric thought about it, studying the Archon camp. 

“Come on, we can do this,” Eliran insisted. “We can sneak through the back of the tent. They’ll never even see us.”

“You know what? I’m usually the reckless one, but you’re making me sound like Leth.”

A smile played on Eliran’s lips. “And you do have a reputation to maintain, so…” 

Aric smiled back at her and rose to one knee. “So let’s get that damn cup.”




* * *




They practically crawled their way around Astoreth’s camp, the thick tree line covering their advance. The tent where the cup had been placed stood at one edge of the camp, its rear panel facing the crumbling walls of some moss-covered ruins. 

Aric was happy to have darkness cover their approach, but it also meant it was harder to detect any lookouts. He saw Eliran drink half of her last vial of runium and stepped next to her, the two crouching behind a massive oak tree. 

Eliran scanned the darkness, her pupils dilated, her eyes unblinking.

“You can see in the dark?” Aric asked, his voice barely registering as a sound.

The mage just nodded, then skittered out of the tree line and into the ruins at the edge of the camp, gesturing for Aric to follow. Trusting she knew what she was doing, Aric obeyed. 

Granite columns, some fallen over the ground, others standing upright but severed at a portion of their length, were scattered here and there, implying whatever building had once stood here had probably been considerably large. The question on Aric’s mind, however, was who had built it, and what had happened to them?

The sounds of the camp grew louder as they maneuvered through the remains of the building, mostly casual chatter and the crackling of the bonfire. They reached the wall right behind the tent they were headed for and Aric peeked around it. 

We have to assume there will be guards in there, Eliran’s voice rang inside Aric’s mind. He had almost forgotten she could do that and was quite proud of himself for not yelping when she did.

Any way you can find out how many? Aric asked, unable to avoid feeling awkward with their odd method of communication.

Not without looking inside, no. I’ll tear a hole in the canvas. I can do it silently, but I need you to be ready to jump in and take out whoever’s inside without making a sound. If they hear us, we’re done for.

Aric drew a knife from his forearm and another from his thigh, making sure the blades didn’t ring as they slid from their sheaths. 

Ready? Eliran asked

Aric took a deep breath. Ready. He glanced around the wall and immediately shrank back as two Archons walked by another tent about five yards away. His heart pounded and he counted a handful of breaths before taking another peek. This time the coast was clear, and Aric tiptoed to the rear of the tent, Eliran in tow.

On the count of three, step inside, Eliran said.

Aric acknowledged her with a nod. 

One.

A slit started to magically form itself near the top of the gray canvas.

Two.

 The tear in the canvas grew longer and longer, and Aric tightened his grip on his daggers, palms suddenly sweaty.

Three!

The opening reached the bottom, met the ground, and Aric pounced, blades at the ready. The tent was lit by a couple of candles, casting an orange glow over two women flanking the sacred artifact. They swung towards Aric as if they were mirror images of each other, raising their arms, but that was all they had time to do. Dashing forward, Aric slashed both blades horizontally in a single, wide arc. 

Both Archons grabbed their throats, blood flooding between their fingers. They staggered and Aric moved to the one on his left, finishing her with a stab to the heart. As he did, he looked right and saw the remaining Archon stumbling towards the tent’s exit. He reached for one of the throwing knives on his shoulder. Just before he hurled it, Eliran materialized right in front of him, grabbed the Archon’s head, and the woman fell lifelessly at her feet.

Struggling to keep his heavy breathing silent, Aric faced the chalice. 

It was incredible. There was enough glowstone on the artifact to fashion a quiver full of arrows. Its handles were shaped like roaring dragons, the sculpting so perfect it seemed as though actual baby dragons had been used as molds. The purple metal reminded him of the magic sword he had used in the Frostbound to defeat Sohtyr.

We need to move! Eliran told him, breaking through his thoughts and snatching up the chalice.

Aric nodded. I’m right behind you.

The mage went first, leaving through the tear in the back of the tent. When Aric followed her out, it was like he’d stepped out into a nightmare. 

An old woman stood in their way, grinning. Silver hair, tied in dozens of tight braids, spilled over the shoulders of her black robe, reaching down to her chest. “Going somewhere?”




* * *




The voice felt like a chill, and every hair on Eliran’s body prickled up.

Astoreth…

In the dagger’s memories, everything had always been presented from the Head Archon’s eyes, so Eliran had never seen the woman’s face. 

The sight was terrifying. 

Her skin had the sickly, gray hue of a corpse’s. Instead of wrinkles, her face was riddled with cracks like old, dry leather. But the worst of all were her eyes. No white, no iris, just the deepest black, as if her pupils had dilated to fill out the whole socket.

“So you’re the one they sent after me,” Astoreth said, her voice a whispered screech. “I have to admit, I was expecting someone more…” she seized Eliran up, “highly ranked.”

Everything, from the way she looked to the way she sounded, seemed like it had come straight out of a horror story, and Eliran had to force herself not to curl into a ball. “Well, I do hate to disappoint,” Eliran replied, knowing she couldn’t freeze, couldn’t panic. She reached inward, feeling her runium reserve, its warmth giving her a sliver of comfort. 

Magic, she had always thought, was more about not doing magic than actually doing it. Runium, as it turned out, didn’t like being trapped inside a human body. It always tried to escape, which was why young mages had to be trained to control it, to keep it still within their systems. Otherwise, if left to its own volition, the potion would simply boil up inside them until it burst out in an unbidden gush of energy which would probably kill whoever had failed to keep it still. 

At that moment, in the face of that creature and her minions, Eliran did just that. She released her runium. 

It was a magnificent sensation. One of power absolute as her body seemed to burn from the inside. Then…

The world detonated, Eliran exerting one final bit of control over her magic to keep it from hurting Aric. 




* * *




Her ears were ringing, and a bright light burned her eyes. A long moment must have passed, but Eliran had no way to know exactly how long. The next thing she remembered was hearing someone yelling at her over the ringing.

“We need to go! Now!”

Eliran tried to focus on the voice.

“Get up! We need to run!” 

It was Aric. He was tugging at her arm.

Eliran looked down herself, her body coming into focus, and realized she was on her knees. Were her limbs smoking?

Her brain finally caught up and her heart exploded in her chest, bringing with it a sense of sudden clarity. Unfortunately, it also brought the pain. She gasped and tried to ignore the searing agony across every inch of her skin as she got to her feet, Aric holding her hand. Goddess how it burned… 

“This way,” she heard Aric say, pulling her into motion. He was holding the artifact.

The chalice, she thought. They could still pull this off. It gave her the drive to speed up. She was barely able to see, so she allowed Aric to guide her. Runium… I need runium.

She still had some, having been careful enough not drink the entirety of her last flask. Fiddling with her belt, her trembling fingers found the vial. It felt like touching a red-hot iron, and when she brought the flask to her lips, she saw flakes of blackened skin peeling off her hand. The sight made her knees buckle. She tumbled forward but never hit the ground.

“You alright?” Aric asked, holding her as gently as he could.

The look on his face told Eliran more about her condition than the state of her hands.

“Don’t I look alright?” she croaked.

Aric chuckled, the briefest of things, like the blink of an eye, and then his fear returned. “They’re coming,” he said. “I can hear them.”

Eliran brought the runium to her lips again and tipped her head back, downing the potion in one gulp. Immediately, she began to feel better, the pain slowly replaced by a tingling. It wouldn’t heal her, but at least it would allow her to function. 

Taking a deep breath, Eliran got to her feet, suddenly feeling herself again. “Let’s go,” she said.

Aric’s face relaxed and he gave her a determined nod. 

They took off, swerving between trees and thickets. Somewhere behind them, there were shouts, first from her left, then from her right. Astoreth’s people were closing in around them. Eliran looked over her shoulder, saw the flare of a green light, and ducked. A bolt of energy whirred past her and exploded against a tree, cutting it in half, the top of the tree hitting the ground with a loud crunch.

Merciful mother!

She took another glance over her shoulder and this time saw the shape of the Archon before he fired. A green bolt crackled menacingly, but it wasn’t headed for her. She lurched to the side, tackling Aric, the spell missing both their heads by an inch, and they tumbled down a steep slope, rolling over each other. About a dozen different rocks found their way to her head, ribs, and arms, and when they landed on a bush at the base of the hill, instead of cushioning their fall, its thorny vines ripped at her skin.

Warm tears ran down her cheeks and she whimpered as Aric helped her to her feet.

“Get behind me,” he said, chalice in one hand, long knife in the other.

Stepping behind Aric, Eliran looked around, getting her bearings. They were in a hollow, two ridges towering around them. One by one, the dark shapes of Archons appeared up at the crests. They all stood motionless, statues of ebony until one stepped calmly down the slope. It was Astoreth, her silver hair now a mess over her head.

“Enough,” the Head Archon croaked. “This folly ends now.”

If she had looked sinister before, now she was hideous, a portion of her face having melted away.

“Hey, did something happen to you?” Aric asked, attempting a crack of humor. “You don’t look so good.”

Astoreth didn’t reply. She simply kept scuffing towards them, a predator ready to finish its prey. 

Taking a deep breath, Eliran began whispering an incantation, preparing an array of defensive spells. It wouldn’t be enough. Even with an indefinite supply of runium and on her best day, there was no chance she would withstand so many of them.

“You know what, forget what I just said.” Aric spread his arms in a pacifying gesture. “On you, it’s actually an improvement.”

Astoreth flashed her teeth in a snarl. “Dragon hunters,” she spat. “No matter how many of you get killed performing your ridiculous occupation, you all still think you’re indestructible.”

“Not all of us,” Aric said. “Just the ones who don’t get killed.”

Opening her arms, Astoreth shrieked. Green tendrils rippled around her sleeves. Eliran’s stomach turned upside down, a cold hand of panic reaching inside her chest. Still, she managed to raise her shield, bracing herself. 

Except the attack never came.

Eliran’s shield collapsed somehow, as if her power was being sucked away by the forest itself. She looked at Astoreth, and the Head Archon had a look of disbelief about her as she inspected her hands, every visible sign of her magic gone.

“Put your weapon down, Avashun!”

The command came from above, on the ridge, and when Eliran looked up, every single one of the Archons was being held by a hooded figure, glowstone blades trained on their throats. One of the mysterious figures stood above the rest atop a bolder, a mighty staff in his hand draped in glowstone gems and gleaming powerfully.

“I said, put the weapon down!” the one with the staff demanded again.

An arrow whistled thought the air, striking Aric’s shoulder. He cried out in pain, dropping his knife, and staggered backwards. Eliran wrapped both arms around him, steadying him.

“What’s happening?” Aric asked. “Who are they?”

Eliran swallowed. “I don’t know.”
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The day after the sighting of Intila’s scouts, Fadan woke with a chill. It was warm enough beneath the thick blankets he was wrapped in, but the room was freezing. A bitter wind blew through the wide-open windows. On the hearth, only cold ash remained, and outside, a gray slab in the sky announced a sunless day. He propped himself up on his elbows. Next to him, Phaedra still slept, wrapped in a bear skin like a furry sausage. Her breathing was slow and silent, and Fadan imagined she was having a calm, peaceful sleep. Not like his.

He had dreamed of his father dragging his mother by her hair across the hallways of the Citadel. He had tried to scream for him to stop, but his voice had failed, coming out in gasps like he had run out of air. 

Fadan shook his head, pushing the fragments of the dream away, and stood. He walked to the window, wrapping the blankets tighter around his shoulders. A cold breeze welcomed him. To the north, the forest was quiet. Could Intila’s troops be hiding beneath the shadow of the treetops already? Probably not. But they couldn’t be far, either.

“Did you sleep well?”

Fadan looked over his shoulder. Phaedra was still laying on the floor, covered in her furs, eyeing him through droopy eyelids. He considered lying to her.

“Not really.”

She nodded. “It’s okay to be nervous.”

Fadan turned to her. “Have you been in many situations like this? I mean, considering what you do, you must have faced some pretty bad odds.”

Phaedra sat up, thought on it for a few seconds, then shrugged. “I’m usually all by myself. I don’t depend on other things or people.” She glanced around their room. “A well-maintained fortification, loyal subjects, competent officers, thousands of troops—you have a lot more to deal with. When things go badly for me, I can just… poof. Disappear.”

“I can make a tactical retreat.”

“Sure, but you’re trapped on a peninsula. Sooner or later, you’ll be cornered.”

“Wow, you’re just brimming with confidence, aren’t you?”

Phaedra grinned. “Are you?”

Fadan stared at her in silence for a moment. Of course he wasn’t, but that’s not the sort of thing a prince says out loud. “When Intila comes, will you fight?”

Phaedra frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Mages don’t fight the wars of kings.”

She exhaled loudly. “Persea wants me to keep you alive, so if a Legion comes at you, what else am I going to do?”

“Well, I’m sorry she put you in this position.” Fadan turned to look back through the window. “I know how much you hate this assignment.”

“That’s not what I meant. It’s just—” 

There was a knock at the door, interrupting her.

“Come in,” Fadan said. 

A soldier stepped inside, smashing a fist against his chest plate. “Imperial Majesty, General Vardrada wishes to see you. There’s news from our scouts.”

Fadan threw his blankets on the floor. “I’ll be right back,” he told Phaedra and followed the soldier out of the room. 

Vardrada had established her command tent just outside the main tower. When the prince walked inside, the General and her staff stood and saluted.

“At ease,” Fadan bid them, approaching the long table. “You have news?”

“Indeed.” Vardrada waved a creased sheet of parchment in her hand. “Report from our scouts. They engaged Intila’s light cavalry about twenty miles north of here. The skirmish was quick, and there were no casualties on our side. We’ve also captured an enemy soldier.”

“That’s fantastic news! Has he talked?”

“He has bragged.” Vardrada placed the report down on the table. “Their main force is five days away. Eleven Legions. All at full strength.”




* * *




Taking a deep breath, Doric rounded the corner, coming to face their pursuer. For a fraction of a moment, he was sure a knife would fly out of nowhere and sink into his heart. It was all he could do to stop himself from grimacing in anticipation. 

When the blade didn’t come, he focused on the person in front of him. She had an amused look as if his uneasiness pleased her. Long silver hair framed what had to be the palest, thinnest face Doric had ever seen.

“You have a name?” he asked, distantly pleased that his voice came out steady.

“Venia,” she replied. “You look good. Although to be fair, the last time I saw you, you were rotting in a prison cell.”

Doric frowned. “I don’t remember seeing you there, but something tells me you weren’t a prisoner like me.”

“I doubt you remember much from those days. I was keeping an eye on you—as per Cassia’s instructions.”

“Cassia?” Doric echoed. “You’re on a first name basis with the Empress?”

The woman grinned. “I guess I am.” She lifted her chin in order to peek over Doric’s shoulders. “Your friends can come out. I’m no threat to any of you.”

“Maybe not, but you never know who might have followed you here.”

“I can assure you, I am very much alone. Have been for months, ever since your wife was captured.”

“You were with her when this happened?”

“I’ve been by her side for the past five years.”

“Have you? Well, aren’t you the lucky one. Feel free to explain.”

She let out a bored sigh. “It’s a long story. What matters is we escaped the Citadel and Tarsus’ Paladins chased us. We fell into a trap in the Phermian Mountains. Margeth’s niece saved us and brought us here.”

“So Margeth saves you only to arrest you after?” Debra asked incredulously. She’d left her hiding place and stepped next to Doric, dagger glinting in her hand. 

“She did,” Venia replied.

“You don’t look very arrested, right now,” Doric noted.

“At first, we were treated as guests. It may have been a ploy from the beginning, or maybe something changed, I don’t know. What I do know is that a week after our arrival, the Arch-Duchess decided to lock us up. I saw it coming. When you’ve been doing what I do for as long as I’ve been doing it, you learn to see the signals. I tried to warn Cassia, but she said I was being paranoid. So, when the guards came, I managed to escape, but not with the empress. I’ve been looking for a way to rescue her since.”

“I’m guessing you haven’t found one,” Doric said.

“She’s too well guarded. It’s not a job for a single person. Which is why I was pleasantly surprised to find you, of all people, in the middle of the crowd this morning.” 

“The Goddess provides, huh?” 

“Does that mean you have a plan to get her out?” Debra asked. 

Venia nodded.

Debra crossed her arms in a way that allowed her to display her dagger. “Well, isn’t that convenient?” 

“You don’t believe me?”

“I believe you are one of Margeth’s spies,” Debra replied. “And I also believe you think we’re stupid.”

Venia grinned. “Less and less stupid by the moment.” She motioned her chin towards Doric. “I can see you brought the two Seeker necklaces. I was there when Cassia gave hers to the prince. That’s how he found your prison ship and why you’re still alive.”

Doric brought a hand to his chest, where the small Glowstone crystals bulged under his shirt.

“Your first kiss was in the Moon Garden,” Venia continued. “Cassia was wearing a pink dress. You had combed your hair for the first time in months. You once wrote a song called The Limp, but you never played it in public because she warned you it was not as subtle as you thought, and everyone would be able to tell it was about Intila.” She held Doric’s gaze as her expression turned sullen. “When Tarsus’ men came for her and Aric, she hugged you one last time and whispered in your ear: ‘I will love you forever, nothing can rip you from my heart…’.”

There was a small moment of silence.

“‘Remember me with a smile,’” Doric muttered, finishing the sentence. His eyes welled, nose tingling. “She told you all these things?”

“For the past six months, as I roamed the streets of this wretched city, turning my head around, looking for a way to break her free, I had ample opportunity to review the last few years of my life. I can’t even tell you when exactly I decided to stop spying on her on Tarsus’ behalf. She never paid me a single copper Thaler, never promised me any land or titles. Nothing. And yet, here I am.” Venia spread her arms, motioning towards the decaying buildings around them. “Following her ex-husband into a foul smelling back-alley in the vague hope that we won’t die trying to save her.”

“Don’t feel bad, that’s what she does,” Doric said. “Draws people in. It’s uncanny.”

“Wait.” Debra lowered her dagger and grabbed Doric’s shoulder with her free hand. “You trust this woman?”

“If Cassia trusts her, so do I,” Doric replied.

“Are you sure?” Debra pointed at Venia. “She could’ve—”

“I’m sure.”

Debra seemed like she was going to press the issue, but something in the way Doric looked at her made her change her mind and she exhaled loudly. “Okay, then…” She looked over her shoulder. “It’s clear! You can come out.”

Emrys, Hagon, and Andon stepped around the corner, suspicious frowns etched upon their faces. 

“Our little group just keeps growing, huh?” Hagon commented, sheathing his sword.

“Indeed,” Andon muttered.

“So, what is your plan, exactly?” Doric asked. “Is she being held in the main palace?” 

Venia shook her head. “The summer residence. It’s on a small island in the middle of a lake just outside the city. There’s no bridge to the island, only a tiny ferry, and the residence itself has more guards than the Imperial Citadel. I’m not going to lie, this will be tricky.”

“That’s actually cute,” Emrys said with a grin. “You’re worried about a lake.”

“Emrys here is a mage,” Doric explained.

“That’s the other problem,” Venia said. “Margeth has a mage, too.”

Emrys’ grin dissolved. “She what?”

“She has a mage. He was with Margeth’s niece, Samyris, when she rescued us in the Phermian Mountains. I saw him use magic to heal Cassia. It was a mortal wound, but he closed it like a seamstress fixing a rend in a dress.”

Emrys stepped forward, an intense frown on his face. “You are sure of this?” 

“Saw it with my own eyes,” Venia assured him. “His name is Thayden.”

“I don’t know any Thayden…” Emrys muttered. “Follow me.” 

He took off, headed for the street they’d come from. Sharing quick looks, the others set off after him. 

“Where are you going?” Doric asked, speeding up to keep pace with the mage.

Emrys ignored him and turned a corner, leaving the alley. They returned to the busy streets of Pharyzah. This was nothing compared to the great plaza, but there were still clusters of people here and there, drinking and singing. Emrys stopped at the first door he found and placed a palm over it. 

“Hey, did you hear me?” Doric insisted. “What are you doing?”

“Be quiet.” The mage closed his eyes and waited for several breaths.

The others exchanged confused glances again.

Emrys grunted, reopening his eyes and stepping away from the door. He marched to the next one, once again placing his hand over it and closing his eyes. After a while, he said, “This one.” He made a gesture like he was fanning a fly away and the door swung slowly inward. “In here.”

Doric looked around, certain that any of the dozens of Pharyzans nearby would notice a group of people breaking into someone’s home. If any of them did, however, they were clearly having too much fun to care. 

They followed Emrys inside and he quickly found the stairs leading down to the residence’s basement. A thin strip of light fell obliquely into the room, revealing a thick spray of dust kicked up by passing feet floating in the air. The space was mostly empty, save for some broken chairs lurking in a corner, a couple overturned buckets in another, and a tall bundle of sailing rope next to them. Once the party had all descended, Emrys reached inside his dark robe and produced a hand-mirror. It was clearly a magical artefact if the Glowstone gems lining its silver frame had anything to say about it. Emrys released the mirror and it suspended itself in the air, the crystals coming to life with a powerful internal glow. An instant later, the face of a young woman appeared in its surface. Doric recognized her immediately: Arch-Mage Persea.

“Mistress,” Emrys greeted her, his head bowing slightly. 

“Emrys,” Persea replied, her aged voice betraying the rejuvenating spells covering her features. “Have you completed your mission?”

“There has been a development.” The mage signalled Venia to approach. “This woman is a spy in the employ of the Empress. She was with her when Arch-Duchess Margeth captured the Empress.” He turned to Venia. “Please, tell the Arch-Mage what you’ve told us.”

Venia cleared her throat. “Well, Margeth has a mage of her own.”

Persea’s expression turned deadpan, and there was a long moment of silence. “What kind of mage?”

“There’s more than one?” Venia asked.

Persea returned her attention to her mage. “Emrys, this… changes things.” 

Emrys nodded. “Indeed.”

“Your mission has changed. You are to capture and interrogate this… mage. This is your absolute priority. Everything else is secondary.”

“Wait, what?” Doric asked.

“What about them?” Emrys nudged his head towards the group behind him.

“I’m afraid this is sensitive information,” Persea replied. “You are to deal with this alone.”

“Understood, mistress.” Emrys bowed his head, then waved a hand through the air. The Arch-Mage’s image disappeared from the magical device and it flew back into Emrys’ robes like a well-trained pet answering its owners beckoning. 

“What was she talking about?” Doric pressed. “What about Cassia?”

“What did she mean you are to deal with this alone?” Debra demanded.

Slowly, Emrys turned towards them. “She meant exactly that. My apologies.”

Before anyone could do or say anything further, a blue aura burst into being around Emrys. He swung his arms in a wide, sweeping arc, and Doric, Hagon, Debra, Andon, and Venia were sent flying across the room. They crashed against each other in a heap over the dusty floor, their arms and legs tied together by some invisible force.

“What in the mother’s name are you doing?” Doric protested.

“You bastard!” Andon cursed, spittle flying off his mouth.

 Emrys ignored them. He turned around and extended an arm towards the lump of rope in the corner of the room. It came to life, snaking its way to the helpless group. With a few more sweeping gestures, Emrys wove the rope around his prisoners until they were firmly tied together in a tight circle.

“Relax,” the mage said. “I will not harm you. I just need you to stay here.”

“Emrys, you can’t do this to us,” Doric insisted. “Please. We need to save Cassia.”

“I’ll do what I can, but you heard the Arch-Mage. My mission has changed. I wish I could make you understand.” He turned and made for the stairs.

“Emrys!” Doric shouted after him. 

“I’ll come back for you once my mission is complete,” Emrys said over his shoulder.

“EMRYS!”

 

* * *




Waiting for the enemy to arrive. They didn’t teach one how to deal with that in military theory. At least, not in Intila’s classes. 

Fadan had once heard a Samehrian saying: The only true master is he who is surpassed by his student. Had Intila taught him well enough? Thinking back to those endless afternoons at the Green Tower, trying not to fall asleep as Intila droned on about the campaigns of some long forgotten General, Fadan had his doubts. Still, he had placed his Lagaht pieces on the board. Now it was time to play them. 

Luckily for him, he was the only one holding spell cards in his hand.

He looked to his right. Phaedra stood next to him, purple robes flapping in the wind. She was staring into the distance, not blinking even once. Fadan knew she was using a spell that allowed to see a great distance away and wondered what exactly had caught her attention.

Intila’s troops had arrived that morning—a day later than Vardrada had expected (which was still several weeks earlier than they had hoped for). By some miracle, the three gaping holes on the wall of the Castran Gate had been sealed. The sappers had finished work just that morning, using wooden scaffolding and copious amounts of soil dug from the field before the wall, the resulting holes now serving as traps for the enemy troops.

“What are they waiting for?” Phaedra muttered, her unblinking eyes still focused on something far away.

“Nightfall,” Fadan replied. The sun had already dipped behind the mountains to the west, an orange halo crowning the snow-covered peaks.

Phaedra blinked repeatedly, grimacing, then looked at Fadan. “Why?”

“Intila knows our troops have been hard at work repairing the fortress, and even though his own troops have been marching, ours are bound to be far more exhausted. The later it gets, the more tired our soldiers will be. You know, theoretically. See anything interesting?”

“I did. Intila.”

Fadan raised his eyebrows. “You’ve met Intila?”

“No, but everyone seemed to be taking orders from him.” She paused, and her fingers played with a dagger on her belt. “You know, I could just slip into their camp. No one would see me.”

This time, Fadan frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on. I may be playing the bodyguard right now, but you know what it is I do.”

“You want to assassinate Intila?”

“It’s not like he’s an innocent civilian. Besides, if his death could stop this battle, how many lives would we be saving?”

“It wouldn’t.” Fadan turned to face her fully. “If there is even a small chance that my mother can persuade Intila to our side, we need him alive. This is our best chance, right here. We hold this fortress. We hold it for as long as we possibly can. Hopefully, it’ll be long enough for Hagon and Doric to bring my mother.”

The wail of a horn echoed in the distance, sending a chill down Fadan’s spine. The horn sounded again, and then again. From the small sea of white tents beyond the tree line, Legionaries began to pour forward, forming themselves into a march of perfectly shaped rectangles deployed in a chequered formation. 

“I think they heard you.”  

If the continued blowing had stopped, Fadan had no idea. The sound of his heart hammering in his chest seemed to silence everything else. Instinctively, he reached for his helmet on top of the battlement before him and shoved it down onto his head.

“You ready?” Phaedra asked.

He heard her, but it took a couple of breaths for the question to register. He nodded quickly. “Of course.” 








  
  19

  
  
  The Order of Kallax

  
  




Aric woke with the sound of dripping water echoing in the chamber. Rusty, iron manacles affixed to the ceiling through chains bit into his writs, forcing him to keep his arms straight above his head. Tiny glowstone shards cast a pale blue light over his cellmates, Astoreth and Eliran, both shackled just like him. They had been left in the uncomfortable standing position for hours. That he had fallen asleep like this was a tribute to how exhausted he’d been. To think that he’d washed ashore after surviving a shipwreck just that morning… or had that been yesterday?

Eliran must have noticed him waking. She turned to him, her chains clinking as she did. Her burnt skin was beginning to scab and Aric tried not to think how much it had to hurt. 

“Did I miss something?” Aric asked, his voice hoarse.

Eliran tried to smile. “Our captors are still mysteriously silent.” She looked about to collapse, her head resting on an upright arm and her legs limp beneath her.

Aric nodded, making sure he concealed his worry, and turned to Astoreth. “You brought us here,” he said. “Any idea who these people are?”

The Head-Archon looked at him. She looked surprisingly well, all things considered. The hideous wound on her face was still there along with her corpse-like complexion, but she was standing solidly, as if her muscles weren’t strained in the least. Aric, on the other hand, kept shifting his weight from one side to the other, uselessly trying to give his legs some respite.

 “What, are we friends, now?” Astoreth croaked.

“Oh, there’s not much risk of that,” Aric murmured. He looked around at the dripping walls of their cell as though he’d find some crack in the stone to slip through. How in the mother’s name are we getting out of here?

Astoreth stared at him. Or slightly to his side. It was hard to tell with those completely black eyes. “Did you honestly expect you could sneak into my camp and steal the chalice?”

“We did steal your chalice,” Aric replied flatly.

Astoreth chortled. “This feels like victory to you?”

“As long as you don’t have it, it is a victory,” Eliran muttered, her head hanging to one side. 

Aric glanced at her. She didn’t look like she could last much longer. She had given up completely on trying to stand on her legs, her whole weight hanging from the ceiling by the chains around her wrists. He had to get her some help. Maybe their captors could be reasoned with.

“You know, I can’t remember the last time I was face to face with a mage,” Astoreth said, addressing the semi-conscious Eliran. “I have to admit, I’ve always found your kind fascinating. A life dedicated to the pursuit of truth? It’s so noble. Naïve, certainly, but noble nonetheless.”

Eliran somehow found the strength to raise her head. “Well, I’ve always found your kind repulsive.”

“Why? Because we worship different gods? How narrow-minded of you…” Astoreth teased.

“Is it open-mindedness that compels you to murder innocents by the thousands?” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t expect a mage to understand sacrifice. You’re all so obsessed with critical reasoning, you forget what selflessness is.”

“I think you’re speaking to the wrong audience here,” Aric chimed in.

That gave Astoreth a pause. “You have a point,” she admitted. “The both of you have shown remarkable dedication to your cause.” She turned to Eliran. “I suppose the Purge did do wonders to the Academy. How else would someone like you achieve their true potential?”

Weakly, Eliran flashed her teeth, a kitten trying to roar. “You call this ‘achieving my potential’?”

“I do. So would you if you hadn’t been blinded by your teachers. You were taught to preserve. That stability is the road to progress and prosperity. Even the Academy’s precious quest for knowledge serves no other purpose than crystalizing it in libraries and museums. But stagnant waters can only rot. You may think yourself noble for dedicating your life to putting out every fire in the world, but if you are successful, what else will be left besides darkness?”

Aric glanced at Eliran. She blinked sluggishly, struggling to stay awake. How much longer would she last? 

“You know…” she mumbled, “I’ve always found that the more metaphors one uses, the greater the chances are they’re full of crap.”

Astoreth smirked. “Defiance… where the pride of the hopeless goes to die.”

“You look strangely cheerful for someone who’s as much in chains as the two of us, you know?” Aric interjected.

“I do, don’t I?” Astoreth’s smirk grew wider. “I wonder if you’ve stopped to consider why.”

The latch of their cell door screeched and the orange glow of a torch poured inside. A woman stepped in escorted by two men, the hoods of their dark robes pulled back to reveal shaved, ashen heads. She moved with the authority of a queen, shoulders back and nose high. An abundance of jewelry as black as Astoreth’s eyes seemed to confirm her status; pierced nose and lips, five rings on each ear, a pendant swinging from a tight choker around her neck, and more bracelets and rings than Aric could count. 

The two escorts stayed by the door while the woman strutted into the cell. She studied her prisoners one by one from head to foot. “What happened to this one?” she asked, motioning towards Eliran.

“She was like this when we found them, reverend mother,” one of the escorts replied. “She’s a spellcaster, like the old woman and the remaining prisoners. The only exception is the golden-haired one.”

The woman trained a pair of sickly yellow eyes on Aric. “This was the one holding the relics?”

“Just the chalice,” the escort replied. “The copper-haired one had the dagger.”

Aric looked between the woman and the man answering the questions. Did they know about the cup of Kallax?

“How did you uncover the relics?” the reverend mother demanded, her head swinging from Aric to Eliran. “Where were they hidden?”

The woman’s unnaturally pale complexion was somehow even more unsettling than Astoreth’s. Aric felt a sudden need to choose his words wisely. He opened his mouth but didn’t get the chance to speak. 

“Oh, they have no idea,” Astoreth replied in his stead. “They wouldn’t even know where to start.”

The reverend mother pondered Astoreth’s words for a moment. “You do not look Avashun,” she said at last. 

Avashun, Aric echoed in his mind. They kept repeating that word. What did it even mean?

“Because I’m not. And it was I who uncovered the relics.” The Head-Archon looked at the two prisoners beside her. “These two are nothing but thieves.”

The hairs on the back of Aric’s neck prickled. What was Astoreth doing? Was she trying to side with their captors?

“Why would two Avashun steal the relics and bring them here?” the reverend mother asked, arching a brow. 

“I brought the chalice here,” Astoreth replied. “It was only stolen after my arrival. Your spellcasters interrupted us just as I was retrieving it. The dagger, however, had been stolen months ago. I did not have the time or the patience to go after it, so I…” she smirked at Eliran, “made it come here instead.”

Fire take us all… Aric thought, his skin crawling.

“And why would you do that?”

“Why, reverend mother, I brought them to you, of course.”




* * *




At first, Aric had been sure Astoreth’s words had simply been a ploy to win over their captors. When the Head-Archon had been taken away for a “private discussion”, Aric had been sure her real motives would soon be uncovered. He quickly changed his mind when Astoreth herself walked back to their cell side by side with the reverend mother, hands free of any shackles and with two of her own minions next to the reverend mother’s escorts.

“You look surprised,” the Head-Archon said amusedly.

Aric said nothing because, if he was honest, surprised was putting it mildly.

“Are you telling me that after all that has happened, you never even considered the possibility that I might be exactly where I intended to be?”

Once again, Aric simply stared at the old archon. Beside him, Eliran seemed to have fallen asleep, or at least Aric hoped she had.

“Do you even know what the artifact you’ve been chasing so eagerly is?” Astoreth pressed.

“The cup of Kallax,” Aric replied, happy to demonstrate he wasn’t entirely clueless. 

“Very good,” Astoreth said as if rewarding a toddler for swallowing a spoonful of food. “I’ll be honest with you, that little stunt you pulled in my camp was a bit of a nuisance. I was hoping for a more… formal first-contact with our dear hosts.” She gave the reverend mother a nod, and she politely nodded back. “The ancient Order of Kallax has patiently waited for our arrival for thousands of years. It is a pity we couldn’t have met under better circumstances, but, in the end, it all worked out well enough.” 

Astoreth turned to one of her minions. The man was holding an object covered in a purple silk cloth, which Astoreth peeled away, revealing the chalice. “You see, just like you, the kallaxi can recognize a holy relic when they see it. Alas, also like you, they have no idea how they work.” She again turned to the yellow-eyed woman. “So, as a sign of friendship, I offer a demonstration.” 

Smiling, Astoreth held the cup and approached Eliran. As if sensing her presence, Eliran’s eyes flickered open. Astoreth drew the dagger with her own memories, which Eliran had been carrying for almost a year, from her belt. 

“Isn’t it remarkable that the ones tasked with stopping me would be the ones to deliver me the very key to my success? One might even consider it a result of divine providence.” Astoreth struck forward with the dagger, its double blade disappearing into Eliran’s gut with a squelch. The mage howled in pain. 

“No!” Aric yelled, eyes wide with horror.

Astoreth turned the knife and Eliran managed to scream even louder, the sound echoing in the chamber. “Hallowed be Kallax, god of the Threshold,” she prayed. Behind her, the kallaxi and her minions echoed her words in a sinister monotone. She pulled the knife and blood spurted out from Eliran’s wound. “We offer this sacrifice in blood that you may gift us your sacred power.”

“Hallowed be Kallax,” the others chanted behind her, the kallaxi glaring feverishly at the gory spectacle.

Pressing the cup to Eliran’s belly, Astoreth collected the gushing blood. Across the artifact’s surface, glowstone shards lit up, the blood within the bowl beginning to sizzle and shrink in volume like sauce reducing in a pan.

Tears ran down Eliran’s face as she whimpered, too weak even to struggle as more and more of her blood poured into the relic. Next to her, Aric felt himself burning inside, his heart racing. He pulled down on his chains as if he intended to yank them off the ceiling by sheer force of will.

“I’m going to kill you!” he snarled, spittle flying from his lips.

“That threat would probably work better if directed at someone who has never died before,” Astoreth retorted flatly. “You two should be proud. The order of Kallax has toiled on this island for millennia, faithfully awaiting this very moment. You should rejoice in the knowledge that your own blood will channel Kallax’s power.” She looked at her archons. “Bring the vials and the bowl.”

The archons nodded and left the cell. They returned a moment later, one carrying a copper bowl so wide and deep a person could curl up inside it, the other a wooden chest no wider than his shoulders. Two of the kallaxi stepped up to Eliran, grabbed her chains, and pulled, hoisting her up until she was dangling three feet above the floor. Eliran tried to swallow her sobs and whimpers, but it was too much to bear.

“Please, stop!” Aric begged. He could barely see through the tears in his eyes.

 When Eliran’s chains were finally readjusted to the kallaxi’s liking, the large bowl was placed beneath her and Astoreth removed the sacred chalice from the mage’s belly, nodding appreciatively as a dark puddle gathered on the bottom of the copper bowl. “Good. All blood is sacred, even that of the Avashun. We should not waste it. Now, the vials.”

The wooden chest was placed next to Eliran and opened to reveal row upon row of small flasks. As coldly as if performing Eliran’s autopsy, the archons began filling the flasks with the runium produced inside the cup of Kallax, storing them back in the chest. Every time the cup went empty, Astoreth dipped it in the large copper bowl, the artifact immediately producing a new batch of the silvery potion.

“That’s enough!” the reverend mother barked. She took a step forward. “Your people can continue this. I wish the demonstration now.”

“Of course, reverend mother.” Astoreth bowed slightly and handed the cup to one of her archons. “Any one of my archons will be glad to be chosen for this. Their faith in Kallax is absolute.”

The reverend mother nodded and inspected the cell around her. “This is not a dignified place,” she declared. “We shall perform the ritual in the chapel.”

“As you wish, reverend mother.” Astoreth went for the chest, retrieved one of the full vials, then indicated the cell’s exit with a wave. “After you.” 

With a polite nod, the reverend mother turned and marched away, her followers close behind her. Astoreth followed as well. As she reached the door, she stopped and looked at her archons. 

“After you’re done with her, bleed the hunter.”

“Yes, mistress!” the archons replied in unison, bowing deeply.




* * *




Eliran was still alive, if barely. If all they wanted was her blood, why hadn’t they just slit her throat? Why did they have to torture her like this? 

Aric felt his guts turn. He kept tugging at his chains in a useless attempt to release himself, grunting with the effort, his wrists chafing into a bloody mess. The archons simply ignored him, continuing their task of filling the flasks as if it was as mundane as sweeping the floor. It all made Aric feel so powerless he wanted to vomit. His heart sank a little more every time Eliran cried or whimpered, but at least it was a sign she was still alive. 

He had to do something. He thought about using the chains as a rope to swing himself and kick them off her, but what would that accomplish? The archons would simply stand back up and Eliran would just keep bleeding out. No, he needed to release himself, to free his hands so he could choke the life out of those monsters. 

Aric turned around to face the wall behind him. It was less than a foot away. He had an idea. Holding on to his chains as if they were a rope, he propped both feet on the wall. Then, as if scaling the face of a mountain, he started climbing the wall one step at a time. This time, the archons did not ignore him.

“What are you doing?” one them asked, annoyed.

Aric pretended he hadn’t heard them and kept climbing. Over his shoulder, he saw the archon step closer to him with an angry frown.

“Stop that right now!” the archon ordered. He curled his fingers and a green light began to pulse around his hand.

“Watch it, Gaitan,” the other archon warned. “The mistress won’t like it if you spill his blood.”

Gaitan grinned. “A cauterized hole in his chest won’t bleed.”

Aric got to within an arm’s reach of the ceiling and swung around until he was hanging upside down like a bat in a cave, bracing his feet against the ceiling, the chains running along his chest and between his legs.

“I’ll give you to the count of three,” Gaitan snarled. “One.”

Aric looked at the archon, the whole room turned on its head. 

“Two.”

In the back of his head, Aric heard Leth’s voice telling him just how stupid this idea was.

“Three!”

Like throwing a pebble, Gaitan thrust his arm forward, a green halo trailing it. Aric released the chains and his stomach lurched as he immediately fell. The green bolt flew a scant few inches from Aric’s nose as he was midflight, and then there was a snapping sound, followed by the clatter of shattering stone. Like a cat dropped belly up, Aric rolled and landed on his feet, the length of his chains ringing as they fell around him, melted links smoldering where the bolt of energy had severed them at their apex.

Both archons stared back at him, jaws dropped. It was a single moment of hesitation, but it was all Aric needed. He bolted towards the archon nearest to him, Gaitan, and wrapped the chains around his neck. The man’s fingers fought uselessly with iron rings tightening around his throat, gasping and Aric swung around and held him as a human shield. 

Raged flared through the other archon’s eyes and a sickly green light pulsed in his hands. Aric feinted right, Gaitan clutched tightly in his arms, and the other archon flinched. Seething, the man grunted and hurled a bolt of energy. Gaitan’s chest absorbed the attack with a squishing sizzle of flesh, and his head fell lifelessly next to Aric’s. With a shove, Aric pushed the body forward, landing in the other man’s arms. The archon fumbled with his dead friend’s body, and by the time he’d untangled himself, Aric was behind him, hands around his head twisting sharply to break his neck.

Crack!

The two dead archons fell in a heap at Aric’s feet. He turned to Eliran. Throughout the scuffle, she’d barely moved, hanging from her chains like an unmanned puppet. Panting, Aric skirted the copper bowl gathering her blood and placed a hand against her neck, looking for a pulse. With a shudder, she opened her blue eyes. They had lost some of their glow. Her cracked lips moved and she mumbled something. 

“What?” Aric asked. He wrapped his arms around her, taking some of the weight off the chains, and placed an ear to her lips.

“Runium…” she managed to whisper.

Without letting her go, Aric looked to his left. Next to the dead archons was the chest they’d brought. A good third of the flasks were now full of the runium the cup of Kallax had created from Eliran’s blood.

This was all sorts of wrong, but they were well past the point where Aric cared. He carefully let go of Eliran, fetched one of the flasks, and brought it to her lips with one hand while holding her up with the other. She was so weak the first few gulps dribbled back out over her lips, silvery red trails running down to her chin. Suddenly, Aric felt Eliran’s body tighten in his arms. She reopened her eyes; focused, bright blue eyes. She spread her arms and her manacles exploded as if made of parchment. 

Released from her bindings, Eliran placed her hands around Aric’s neck as he stepped away from the bowl, carrying her firmly in his arms. Blue puffs formed with her breath, and Aric felt their ice-cold touch on his forehead. As he placed her gently down on her feet, he felt her heart beating harder and harder against his chest. Or was that his own?

“Are you alright?” Aric asked, his voice a low whisper.

Eliran looked down and placed a hand over the wound in her abdomen. There was a blue light and she gasped, wincing. Her hand came away bloody, but just as Aric blinked, the bleeding seemed to stop.

“I will be,” she said, then reached an arm out towards the cup of Kallax, lying next to the dead archons. The artifact flew to the mage’s hand and she inspected it with a disgusted look. “Let’s get out of here.”
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“Steady!” a captain shouted.

Archers held their bows aimed at the coming onslaught.

“Hold!”

To Fadan, the command seemed to apply to himself just as well. The night was clear, and the full moon glinted off a flood of steel plated soldiers, their ranks spanning the entire length of the wall. They marched in perfect unison, a cloud of dust hazing the air above them.

Phaedra’s voice rang inside Fadan’s skull. I see a catapult.

They have one up already? Can you take care of it?

Not from this distance. But I might be able to divert the projectiles.

Do it, Fadan ordered.

I’ll need to get to the top of the main tower. I won’t be able to help you with—

“I’ll be fine,” Fadan said. He gave her an encouraging nod. “Go.”

“Okay…” Phaedra said, hesitantly. “Good luck.”

The prince managed to produce a wan smile. “You, too.”

Phaedra took off, heading for the stairs, and Fadan was left with his soldiers. A long line of archers stretched off both his flanks, their arrows peeking over the battlements. Behind the archers, regular infantrymen stood at ease, their oblong shields resting on the ground before them. They numbered in the thousands—around eight thousand, to be more precise—and yet they seemed so few in comparison to Intila’s assault. 

And this was just the first wave.

“Release!” the captain commanded.

The order was echoed by a string of sergeants down the line.

“Release!”

“Release!”

A swarm of whistling arrows shot through the air. Down below, the enemy Legionaries stopped, knelt, and brought their shields over their heads as one. Fadan saw the arrows hit their targets, clattering against the shields like soft rain on a hard boulder. The enemy troops stood back up once the barrage had ended, resuming their march. If a single one of them had been hit, Fadan did not notice it.

“Pull!” the captain commanded.

The line of archers nocked new arrows onto their bows. 

“Fire at will!”  

As the archers rained their arrows down on the enemy, Fadan drew a vial from his belt. The metallic red liquid swirled in its container, shimmering in the moonlight. The prince unstoppered the vial, took a deep breath, and downed the entirety potion in a single gulp. 

A wave of heat spread across his chest; blue puffs came out with his breath. He felt the runium’s power churn within him like a smelting furnace had come alive in the pit of his stomach. He focused on his heartbeat, steadying his breathing, trying to keep the magic from boiling over. When he finally felt like he could focus on something else without losing control of his power, he looked out over the battlements. The enemy was now almost to the wall, a mere handful of feet from the defensive ditches.

Fadan caught movement out of the corner of his eye and looked up. A massive ball of fire streaked across the night sky, a tiny sun shooting towards them. It had to be the catapult Phaedra had mentioned. The projectile arced through the air and began its descent towards the wall. 

Intila wasn’t trying to tear the wall down—he wanted to burn them all alive.

Fadan forgot to breathe for a moment. He felt the soldiers around him tense. There were gasps among the soldiers, and most of the archers stopped firing, unable to keep themselves from looking up at the massive, incoming fire bomb. The projectile grew bigger and bigger, hurling towards them at an incredible speed, and then it exploded in a blinding flash, its burning fuel spewing everywhere.

Fadan covered his eyes. When he lowered his arm a few hesitant moments later, he blinked a couple of times in disbelief. A translucent barrier hung high in the air, rippling in every color of the rainbow, keeping the fire from raining down on the wall.

His Legionaries broke into cheers, fists raised in the air. 

“Over there!” one Legionary shouted, stretching an arm towards the top of the main tower.

All along the wall, soldiers turned and looked up. Phaedra stood there, wrapped in a blue blaze, sending the soldiers into a new wave of cheers and celebrations.

The enemy army, however, was not deterred. Raising their shields to protect themselves from the slivers of fire raining down on their side of the battlefield, Intila’s Legionaries marched on.

“Eyes front!” Fadan commanded. “This isn’t over yet.”

“You heard the prince!” the captain barked, the veins on his neck bulging. “Archers, resume fire. Infantry, at the ready!”

The Legionaries obeyed, archers nocking new arrows and infantrymen slamming their feet on the stones of the rampart.

Down below, the advancing maniples reached the defensive ditches. The difficult terrain did its job, breaking the tight formation into a jumbled mess.

My turn, Fadan thought. He focused on his runium reserves, igniting its power. As the magic began to churn inside him, he brought his hands up beside himself and saw a blue halo gleaming around them. “Stand aside!”

The archer in front of him turned, and what he saw must have been quite alarming, as his eyes widened to the point where they threatened to pop out of their sockets. The man stumbled aside, and Fadan stepped up onto the battlement.

He looked down. Enemy soldiers trudged through the muddy, uneven terrain. Without the protection of their tight formation, they were far more exposed to the constant shower of arrows, and some fell looking akin to pincushions. Others dropped through the tiger traps between ditches, meeting their deaths at the wooden spikes hidden underneath. 

The first deaths of the war. Fadan’s war. Their shrill screams sent a chill down his spine. It was as if the screams were meant for him alone, laying the blame for all that death on him. The thought was too much to bear and he pushed it away. This had to be done. It was too late for seconds thoughts, now.

A large portion of enemy soldiers, however, were finally reaching the wall, ducking beneath their large shields. It was just the vanguard, but the units carrying the climbing ladders were not far behind.

Fadan took a deep breath. Could he do this? Would the spell even work? 

Theoretically, it should. He had tested it before, but only on a couple of people, never at this scale. 

He brought his arms above his head and closed his eyes, running the incantation in his head. He felt a tingling sensation spread through his arms, hands, and fingers. The spell was being channeled, the mnemonic was working. The relief made his muscles unclench, and the spell seemed to grow even stronger. Reopening his eyes, Fadan swung his arms downwards and released a burst of power, concentrating on releasing his spell with precision. 

Nothing happened. There was no grand burst of light, no beams that shot off the tips of his fingers. Then again, there wasn’t supposed to be. What worried him was the lack of reaction from below.

That was until a handful of yelps echoed up to him. They became shouts, first of surprise, then of panic, and they seemed to quickly multiply. 

Without losing focus on channeling the spell, Fadan glanced away from the shadow of the wall beneath his feet and looked further down the battlefield. Thick beads of sweat trickled down his forehead, but to his massive relief, he saw that the enemy advance was grinding to a halt. The enemy soldiers were sinking slowly into the mud, exchanging confused glances with each other. They were doing their best to free themselves, pulling their heavy, steel-plated boots out of the mud just to sink them even deeper when they landed back on the ground. They sunk quickly to their knees and began to panic, screaming for help.

Horns began to sound frantically as if mimicking the fright of the troops, and those who had reached the wall began to pull away. What had once been an orderly, unstoppable march forward had turned into a sea of soldiers desperately trying to claw themselves out of a sinking pit. The few that remained fully above ground fled, only some stopping to help their trapped comrades.

The enemy was in full retreat.

Fadan broke the magic channeling and released a large breath, feeling like a hole had just been carved from his soul. The world spun, and he had to grab the battlements next to him so as not to fall over. Only then did he realize that, behind him, his soldiers were screaming victory chants, swinging their weapons wildly in the air.

“Long live Prince Fadan!”

The chant was echoed a thousand-fold.

“LONG LIVE PRINCE FADAN!”




* * *




“Will everyone please just stop it!” Doric snapped. 

Grudgingly, the others complied.

“Kicking and wriggling is clearly not doing the trick, so let’s think about this.”

The five of them were tied together in a bundle, Venia standing in the middle and the others with their backs to her.

“Can anyone reach their weapons?” Debra asked.

“What do you think I’ve trying to do?” Andon muttered.

“Yeah, me neither,” Hagon said. “It’s too tight.”

The rope was wrapped around their abdomens, waists, and thighs, leaving very little of their bodies exposed.

“Well, I have my father’s sword on my back,” Doric noted. “Venia, do you think you could reach it?”

The spy looked over her shoulder and saw the exquisite weapon’s golden handle. “Maybe with my teeth…”

“Could you slide it my way?” Hagon asked. He was shoulder to shoulder with Doric.

“I think so…” Venia bit the leather strap wrapped around the handle, then stretched her neck sideways straining for a moment until the sword glided smoothly out of its scabbard.

Looking over his shoulder, Hagon saw the sword coming towards him and reached for it, biting the lion head-shaped pommel. He pulled the sword towards himself and the blade scraped his neck. 

“Ouch!” Hagon complained through his teeth. The damn thing was sharp.

“Okay, stop!” Venia said, letting go of the sword. “My neck can’t stretch any further. I’m going to have to bite the blade, so be careful not to cut my tongue off.”

Hagon nodded and Venia readjusted her bite. They resumed their pulling motion, sliding the sword out of the scabbard. They repeated the process slowly and patiently, and soon Hagon was forced to bite the blade as well since the handle was drawing further and further away from him. Along the way, Hagon managed to cut himself two more times, and he was beginning to get worried about hitting a major artery when the tip of the sword finally left the sheath. Without the scabbard to counteract the weight of the sword, it tipped over, sliding from their mouths and falling to the floor with a loud clatter.

“That didn’t sound good,” Debra said. She was on the opposite side of Hagon and did not have an angle that allowed her to see what was going on.

“Okay, we need to move in my direction,” Hagon said. “Small steps.”

They shuffled his way.

“One. Two. Stop. Now, do you guys think you can get to your knees?” Hagon asked.

They all made awkward, experimental attempts, bending their legs to one side, then the other. When Debra actually managed to do so, the others nearly tumbled over her.

“No, you have to bend your legs backwards,” Debra explained.

“Goddess damn it, guys, watch my feet!” Venia complained.

Finally, they all managed to kneel, and Hagon fumbled around the dusty floor, his fingers searching for the shape of the sword. 

“Do you have it?” Doric asked.

Hagon grunted. “Just… could you all scoot just a little to the left? No, Debra, my left, damn it!”

“Got it!” Doric said. “I got it. Back up. Everyone, stand up.”

“Hand it to me,” Hagon said.

Doric ignored him. He wriggled, finding room for his hand to place the blade against the rope, then tried moving it back and forth in a sawing motion.

“You’re bumping into my butt,” Venia told him.

“Yeah, well, be thankful the blade is pointing the other way.” Doric’s wrist started cramping and he grimaced. “We’ll be out of this soon.” There was barely enough room within the ropes for his hand to move an inch in either direction. “Ish…”




* * *




Cheers and applause followed Fadan as he strode down the stairs of the wall. He managed a smile, waving back at the troops. As he reached the bottom landing, the soldiers began to chant his name, repeating it to exhaustion.

“Fadan! Fadan! Fadan!”

He turned to the main tower door, which wobbled in his vision. It took all his strength to keep himself from swaying with it. There couldn’t be more than ten steps separating him from the tower, but it felt like he was traversing the entire Mahar. When he finally reached the door, his Legionaries were still shouting his name.

“Fadan! Fadan! Fadan!”

He felt a cold sweat breaking out over his skin as he climbed the stairs of the tower, hands looking for support along the wall.

“Long live Prince Fadan!” two guards greeted him in unison as he reached his room, smashing their fists against their chests.

Fadan nodded to them, and quickly pushed through the door between them, closing it behind himself. The room swayed heavily, and he must have tripped over his own feet because suddenly the stone floor was rushing up at him at great speed. His forehead bounced off the stone of the floor, but the pain barely registered. His whole body began to quiver, his teeth rattling as if he were freezing, even though his chest felt on fire.

Curling into a ball, Fadan tried to control the spasms, focusing on his breathing, just like Sabium had taught him. 

Ocean, fire, and storm, he thought, recalling the mnemonic, dying light, soul reborn.

Like waves washing over a beach, he felt his power pulse inside his chest, leaving a gaping hole every time it receded.

Ocean, fire, and storm… dying light, soul reborn.

His breathing became steadier, softer, and his teeth stopped rattling.

Ocean, fire, and storm. Dying light, soul reborn.

The familiar runium burn spread down through his abdomen, arms, and legs, and he stopped shivering.

Ocean, fire, and storm. Dying light, soul reborn.

The room stopped moving, and Fadan felt like he was waking up, the sounds of the world returning, the cold, hard surface of the floor biting into his bones, the spot where he’d struck his forehead throbbing with pain, and a warm trickle of blood running down his temple. Taking a deep breath, he sat up, back against the wall opposite the room’s door, feeling glad that the guards standing outside had not heard his fall. He wiped stray strands of hair from his face, his hand coming away wet with sweat.

The door swung open, startling him. Phaedra looked down at him, her eyes wide, and closed the door behind herself.

“I’m fine,” Fadan croaked, knowing fully well how bad he probably looked.

Phaedra didn’t reply. She stepped to him, a grave look on her face, and Fadan saw she was carrying a piece of parchment in one hand. Without a word, she extended the letter to him.

“What is that?” Fadan asked, frowning. 

“I’m sorry.”

Shivering again, this time from the genuine coldness of the wall’s stone, Fadan grabbed the letter. The words had not been written in ink, but scorched into the parchment, as if the tip of the quill had been a sharpened ember. 




WHAT HAPPENED TONIGHT WILL NOT REPEAT ITSELF.

PHAEDRA KNOWS HER ORDERS.




It was signed by Arch-Mage Persea.
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At first, Aric had assumed they were in a dungeon, but if that were so, they were its only occupants. The dark tunnel stretched before them, dissolving into shadows. The sparse light from a couple of torches, flickering from iron sconces along the wall, revealed dried streams of blood channeling along the flagstone like borders on a map. 

Leaning heavily on Aric’s shoulder, Eliran dragged herself forward, their steps echoing softly through the otherwise silent hall. What most unsettled Aric, however, were the clusters of faded runes painted on the cracked stone wall. Runes, just like the ones one would find on a Blood House or in the Frostbound. 

This was a place of power, but certainly not one built by Ava.

Was this built by Kallax? Aric wondered. After all, this island was supposed to be his resting place

They arrived at an intersection and Aric propped Eliran against a wall, giving his shoulder some respite. The mage winced, hand pressed tightly over where she had been stabbed. She had stopped the bleeding, but clearly not been able to fully heal it. Aric put a finger to his lips, making sure she took notice before he took a peek around the corner. There was no one in sight, the passageway beyond splitting off in two directions. The staircase at the left corridor looked fairly more promising than the dark pool of shadows at the right, so Aric made his decision and climbed the stairs with Eliran hanging on his shoulder. 

Upstairs, they were met by another empty corridor, but this one smelled somewhat less damp than the previous ones. A series of open doors speckled the length of the hallway. On the tip of his toes, Aric approached the first one, where low whispers reached his ears.

Two hooded figures knelt in the center of the small room, their backs to the entrance. They were praying in a language Aric failed to recognize, the walls around them draped in lit candles, melted wax dripping into stiff pools on the floor. Aric glanced at the cup of Kallax, fingers squeezed tightly around a handle, and hoped they weren’t able to somehow sense the magical artifact. He signaled Eliran to be very, very quiet, and the two of them stole across the opened threshold without a sound, Aric’s heart beginning to race in his chest.

There was no one in the next room, just a small pool filled with a dark liquid that resembled blood, although they didn’t linger long enough to find out. They had to get out of that corridor fast, before anyone spotted them.

The final room in the hallway was filled with man-sized statues of creatures that were half-human and half-dragon, each a different combination of parts. One had the head and tail of a dragon, while the rest of its body was fully human. Another walked on four dragon limbs, its human head looking over its shoulder and along horns sprouting from its spine. Eliran seemed entranced by them. Letting go of Aric, she stepped into the midst of the statues, eyes wide.

“What are you doing?” Aric whispered, shooting a worried glance at the door where he’d seen the two kallaxians—or whatever they were—praying.

“This is incredible…” Eliran breathed, her voice echoing slightly.

Aric darted into the room and grabbed Eliran’s arm. “We have to go!”

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Eliran asked, apparently not even noticing his grip.

“None whatsoever. Just pretty sure we need to leave.”

“Everyone from the Academy would kill for a chance to study this place.”

“I’m afraid the current tenants might object to that.” Aric forced Eliran to look away from the statues and into his eyes. “We don’t have time for this.” 

Eliran blinked. “No, of course not.” She nodded, disappointedly, probably as much to herself as to Aric. “Let’s go.”

With a quick glance out the door to check for unwanted presences, they left the statue-filled room and bolted towards a large, wooden double door, complex iron patterns covering it. They pushed it open just a sliver, but it was enough to make its old hinges wail. A great hall stood on the other side, and the door’s screeching echoed violently beneath its vaulted ceilings. Heart pounding, Aric and Eliran rushed to kneel in the shadow of one the talon shaped columns sprouting from the flagstone floor. Unlike the halls below, there were no runes on the walls here. Instead, they were covered in row upon row of low relief carvings shaped in a pattern that resembled the joints of bones, except much sharper than any bone in a human body.

“Look,” Eliran said, a finger shooting up. 

At the other end of the hall stood a granite statue of a creature that reached up to the ceiling. The creature was humanoid in shape but had the wings of a dragon. Its skull-like head had long, curved horns like those of an old goat, and its chin stretched downwards like a long goatee. At the statue’s feet was an altar shaped like a bundle of intertwined human arms desperately clasping and clawing at each other as if competing to reach the top, where, like the canopy of a tree, they spread out to support a thick, opened tome. Behind the altar, between the creature’s legs, was a heavy curtain. 

“If this place is built anything like a Dawnmother temple, those curtains will be hiding a tunnel that leads somewhere outside.”

“Why would a temple to Kallax be built anything like a temple to Ava?”

Eliran parted her lips to reply but was interrupted by the rough, deep clang of a bell. Aric could feel the sound digging into his skull as if it planned to never leave. The resonating echo hung in the air like a tainted pall, the vastness of the great hall making it impossible to tell where the bell was located. 

As the sound finally began to fade, and just before silence took over once again, it rang once again, and then a third time. What had first been a mild discomfort grew into a pounding headache and Aric pressed his fingertips to his temples, finding little relief. Beside him, Eliran clutched her head as if it was about to explode, her eyes squeezing shut in a painful grimace. When it seemed the bell would not toll again, Aric and Eliran exchanged a glance, the same questioning look etched upon their faces. 

What was happening? 

The answer, once more, came in the form of sound, the floor vibrating beneath their feet with the loud rumble of a thousand steps converging on them. 




* * *




“There it is,” Clea said in a low voice. 

The tall ship stood in the middle of the bay, the waters surrounding it so calm they could be mistaken for a dark mirror. Kneeling next to Clea, Leth studied the ship, then the small skiff on the beach and the two guards flanking the small vessel.

“How many men aboard the frigate, do you reckon?” Leth asked.

Clea shrugged. “I counted no more than ten when I first spotted it. It’s a skeleton crew, no doubt.” 

“So Astoreth isn’t worried we’ll just come and take her ship?” Dothea whispered, kneeling slightly behind the pair, the three of them forming a triangle. Dragon hunters didn’t know how to be around each other without getting into formation.

“Why would she be? She probably doesn’t even know we lost our ship.”

“Or maybe she isn’t interested in getting off this island, in the first place,” Leth offered. “Besides, you’re assuming those are common sailors. If there are spell throwers aboard that ship, we don’t stand a chance.”

“How do we find out, then?” Dothea asked, her head swinging around, covering their rear.

Leth lowered his spyglass. “We attack them.”

“Just the three of us?” Clea hissed skeptically.

“The sentinels around our camp are already spread too thin as it is,” Leth reasoned. “The three of us will have to do. Dothea, you see that cliff over there?” He indicated a tall, ragged slab of rock jutting out towards the sea at the mouth of the bay. Dothea nodded. “Dive from that position and swim to the ship. We’ll create a diversion from the opposite direction. Just climb aboard and do your thing.”

“Got it,” Dothea said, caressing the hilt of one of her daggers. Without another word, she got up and dashed away, disappearing through a gray thicket. 

Once more, Leth raised the spyglass to his eye and inspected the frigate. There was minimal damage to a couple of sails, and some of the rigging had come loose, but overall it was in good shape; more than enough to carry them back to the mainland of Arkhemia.

Leth let out a long sigh.

“What is it?” Clea asked, breaking the silence.

Leth lowered the spyglass and looked at her questioningly.

“What’s on your mind?” Clea clarified.

Leth shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Don’t nothing me. I can tell when something’s up in that big head of yours.”

Leth took a deep breath and looked out at sea. “That ship,” he said after a moment.

“What about it?”

“Well… where are we taking it? You know, assuming we make it out of here?”

“Ah…” 

“Doesn’t matter.” Leth put his spyglass away. “We probably won’t even make it out of this place alive, anyway.”

“Were you planning on discussing this with me any time in the future?”

“Of course I was!” Leth snapped. “It’s not like I’ve made any decisions. I’ve just… I’ve been thinking about home, is all.”

“You’re not the only one with unfinished business, you know.”

“Oh, trust me, I know.”

Clea sent a flustered glance downwards but quickly lifted her head once more. “I’m not just talking about myself.”

Leth didn’t reply. He stared at the mouth of the cove, beyond the calm waters of the bay, where the waves clashed into each other, spraying foam in every direction. “Dothea will be in position soon. We should get ready.”




* * *




Aric watched in horror as several sets of double doors on each side of the great hall opened, dozens of archons and kallaxians flooding through them.

Eliran’s telepathic message rang inside Aric’s skull as if they were both inside an iron barrel.

Whatever happens, don’t move. 

He heard her. Understood her. But when the crowd of archons stepped towards them, Aric’s legs simply disobeyed and he jumped in surprise. Eliran’s arm shot up and grabbed him by the collar of his cuirass, dragging him back down.

I’m keeping us both invisible, Eliran’s voice hissed through his mind, sweat breaking out on her temples. But I don’t know how long I can keep it up. Don’t. Move.

Shrinking and stilling against the column, Aric held his breath as two archons walked past. Neither even glanced in their direction. Another group walked past them, this time three kallaxians, their gray robes distinguishing them from their darker brethren. More and more archons and kallaxians passed as if the two of them were nothing more than an extension of the stone pillar, forming a crowd in front of the altar, as perfectly lined up as legionaries on parade. The bell tolled once more, this time just a quick clang, and the curtains behind the altar flew open. The kallaxi Reverend Mother emerged, the skirt of her gray robes trailing several feet behind her over the flagstone floor. A few moments later, Astoreth came through the threshold and joined the Reverend Mother at the altar. 

“If we keep the world from burning,” the Reverend Mother began, spreading her arms.

“All that will be left is darkness,” her audience replied in unison.

A chill ran down Aric’s spine. What in the mother’s name is happening?

I think we’re about to witness a religious ceremony to Kallax, Eliran replied. Or Fyr. Or both. 

We have to get out of here. 

There was no answer. Eliran was fixated on the proceedings. The reverend mother flipped through the pages of the tome held in the clasp of the altar’s stone hands. After finding the page she was looking for, her fingers stretched toward the ceiling and she began to chant: “Hallowed be Kallax, lord of the Threshold.”

“Through death, you call us with whispers cold,” the crowd replied.

“Praised be Kallax, in his slumber deep,” the Reverend mother continued.

“Beyond the veil our souls you keep.”

“Sacred be Kallax, beyond the dark.”

“Your great return our sacrifices mark.”

They want to bring Kallax back, Eliran said. Why does that not surprise me… Eliran studied the Cup of Kallax in Aric’s hands. First, they tried Fyr in the Frostbound. Now they came for Kallax, here. They aren’t prodding our defenses… they’re finishing us off.

Aric’s gaze flicked her way, brow creasing. What do you mean? 

I mean this game of Lagaht began long before the Academy even realized, Eliran met Aric’s eyes, and the Circle is making their final moves. How else would they have made all these discoveries, all these breakthroughs, in such a short amount of time? They’ve probably been sitting on them for decades, maybe centuries, waiting for the right moment to strike.

The right moment? Aric’s eyes widened. Like the Purge…

Eliran nodded.

Well, something tells me they can’t bring back Kallax without this. Aric twitched the Chalice in his hand. We need to get out of here. Can you keep us invisible while we walk? 

Both of us? I don’t think so. She paused for a moment. But I could get you out.

What are you talking about? I’m not going without you.

These people are going to stay here praying for Goddess knows how long, and I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to keep us both invisible for the duration. It’s either one of us or none of us.

Aric frowned. Alright, then you go.

The two stared at each other fiercely, neither willing to concede.

I’m a mage, Eliran eventually added. If I stay behind, I still have a chance to make it out. 

You’ve blown yourself up, gotten stabbed in the gut, and bled nearly to death in just the last few hours, Aric argued. If you looked any closer to death, you’d be able to impersonate Astoreth herself. How are you going to fight an angry mob of archons?

I’ll think of something. Eliran looked away from Aric and gazed upon the kallaxi leader, now reciting some strange passage from her sacred book. Eliran caught only the words “death eternal” and “blood offering”. Remember, we did not come here expecting to make it out alive. All that matters is that they don’t get the Chalice.

I’m not leaving without you.

Goddess damn it, Aric! Eliran made sure the message stung in Aric’s skull and watched him wince. I shouldn’t have even brought us here. Don’t you understand? They needed the dagger. The Chalice doesn’t work without it, and I brought it straight to their hands.

How could you have known?

Because that’s my job! Once again, Eliran saw Aric grimace, except this time, she hadn’t done it on purpose. She sighed. Persea’s right… I should research more. Be better. This is all my fault. She looked into Aric’s eyes. I need you to get the chalice away from here. Please…

Aric clenched his teeth and looked away from her. I’ll come back for you.

No! You’ll find a way off this island and you won’t stop until you reach Ragara. The council of Arch-Mages is there. They’ll know how to destroy the Chalice. She grabbed Aric’s arm and squeezed until the skin beneath her fingers went white. Promise me.

Aric hesitated.

Promise me!

Unable to look at her, Aric nodded.




* * *




Leth ambled across the main deck, the ship barely swaying in the calm waters of the bay. A dozen corpses dotted the deck, dark pools of blood spreading around them. “No spell throwers, I see,” he noted.

“Goddess, Dothea…” Clea muttered, unable to take her eyes off the carnage. “Did you at least offer them the chance to surrender?” 

“Would you feel better if I said yes?” the redhead replied, wiping blood from one of her blades on the shirt of a dead sailor. 

Clea simply sighed, shaking her head.

“We don’t have the manpower to guard prisoners,” Leth said matter-of-factly. “But now we have a ride home. That’s all that matters.”

Sighing, Clea knelt next to a dead woman. The sailor’s dark eyes were gazing at infinity in horror. “Not to them… These aren’t members of the Circle, Leth.”

“How do you know?” Leth approached her and squeezed her shoulder. “We have our own people to worry about.”

“Yeah…” Clea said, then turned to Leth. “Home, huh?”

“Yes,” Leth agreed, low enough that Dothea could no longer hear him. “First yours, then mine.” 

Clea glanced at the mouth of the bay, at the raging ocean beyond the cliffs. “I’m not sure I can do it, Leth. Face those people, I mean. Just picturing their faces, I—”

Leth gripped her arms and helped her to her feet. “I’ll be right there with you.” 

Clea looked into Leth’s eyes. “And I’ll be right there with you.”

“Good. Let’s just finish saving the world, first.” Leth winked playfully.

Vestiges of a smile surfaced on Clea’s face. She nodded, then leaned in for a kiss.




* * *




The Reverend Mother began to chant. There were no words to the hymn, just a series of deep, throaty sounds, and her audience started chanting along with her, the entire congregation seemingly entranced. 

Slowly, Eliran stood up. Aric imitated her.

On the count of three, Eliran said in his thoughts, make a run for the curtains. They won’t be able to see you.

And you?

Eliran glanced at him. One…

No, wait. I’ve changed my mind.

Two…

Goddess, Eliran… 

 The mage turned, blue tendrils of power spreading from her arms, her red hair blowing in every direction as if a storm had just invaded the temple. Aric noticed the Reverend Mother stopped chanting, realizing something was wrong. Her audience, however, kept going, completely oblivious.

The world vanished in a flash of blue and Aric was forced to cover his eyes.

Run!

As Aric’s vision recovered, shouts and screams sprouted everywhere, the crowd of kallaxians and archons scrambling to face their attacker. Many had fallen, their smoldering bodies scattered across the flagstone floor, but many more still stood, a rainbow of auras beginning to glow around them as they prepared magic of their own.

Aric, run!

He obeyed, forcing his own mind blank. With the Chalice tightly in his grip, Aric swerved between the mob of angry sorcerers, none taking notice of his presence. He even tackled a couple by accident, but even those didn’t seem able to detect him. 

Climbing up on the pedestal, Aric saw the Reverend Mother and Astoreth, rage seething through their features. If they couldn’t see him, this would be the perfect opportunity to strike them both down. Aric’s free hand reached for a blade but brushed over nothing but empty spaces, the kallaxians having stripped him of all his blades when they had captured him. 

He raced past the pedestal, and when he reached the curtains, he glanced over his shoulder. Smoke and fire and blue explosions erupted throughout the temple’s nave, and even though he knew Eliran was in the middle of the battle, he was unable to spot her.

Merciful mother… Aric thought, unsure whether Eliran had heard him. 

He walked through the thick curtains and a dark tunnel enveloped him, the chaotic sounds of battle taking on a muffled quality. The change slowed his steps until he stopped, looking back. A sliver of light shone between the curtains leading back to the temple. Shrill screams reached him, and Aric would’ve sworn one of them belonged to Eliran.

What am I doing?

The weight of the Chalice in his hand reminded him. 

Promise me, Aric! Eliran had said.

So he did as he had told her he would. He ran. He ran as fast as his legs would allow him. Later, he wouldn’t even remember how he had navigated the pitch-black passageway, but he ran, and he did not stop until the faint light of dusk welcomed him back to the surface and out of that tunnel. Just as he stepped out, his foot caught on a root or a rock and he stumbled and fell. 

Kneeling on the muddy ground, Aric felt his stomach twist into a knot and he puked. He choked, but whether that was from the running, the vomiting, or the island’s uncanny properties he did not now. 

Fighting to steady himself, he looked back at the tunnel entrance through watery eyes. There were no more screams or explosions. Just dead silence.
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“Phaedra won’t be able to help us this time,” was all that Fadan had to offer Vardrada.

The General gave the Wizardess a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”

Fadan handed her the parchment with Persea’s message and the General read in silence.

“I see…”

“I’m not sure you do,” Fadan said. “I won’t be able to deflect the catapult projectiles. I’m simply not that powerful.”

“I’m sure I could teach you if we had time,” Phaedra said.

“Time is exactly what we don’t have, right now,” Vardrada replied. “We won’t hold out long if Intila keeps raining fire over us. And I’m not sure your mud trick will work this time either. Intila has plenty of combat engineers. I’m sure they’ll have figured out a solution by now.”

“Or else he wouldn’t be attacking already,” Fadan deduced. “If I take out the catapult, can you defend the wall… conventionally?”

Vardrada shrugged. “We’ve plugged the holes on the wall and the men are still fresh. I believe so, yes.”

Phaedra turned to Fadan. “How exactly are you going to take out the catapult from this distance? You can’t even see it.”

“Which is why I’ll have to get closer.”




* * *




Under Emrys’ boots, the wooden floorboards creaked. They seemed to be the last portion of the building left. The roof was nowhere to be seen, and not a single wall was still intact, columns of black smoke billowing everywhere. 

The archon was on the ground, head resting on a pile of bricks. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, and his breathing was laboured. He blinked once, slowly, as if he was fighting falling asleep.

“You might not know it, yet, but you’re dead already,” the archon said, wheezing. 

“I’m just like you, then.” Emrys clasped his hands behind his back, his shadow falling over the archon like a dark cloud.

The archon smiled, revealing a set of bloody teeth. “Difference is, I embrace this.”

Emrys rolled his eyes. “Of course you do.” He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and looked up.

Hagon, Venia, Debra, and Andon were walking into the ruin, gawking at the destruction around them. They looked at Emrys, then the dying man at his feet. The mage stretched an arm, there was a blinding flash, and the archon slumped lifelessly to one side.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Emrys said, as if they were a mild irritation.

“No!” Debra retorted. “You shouldn’t have left us in that basement.”

“Most people’s feelings would be quite hurt by what you did to us,” Andon added. “Tying us up like cattle, leaving us to die…”

“Clearly, I didn’t tie you well enough.” Emrys looked around, confused. “Where’s Doric?”

“He’s gone on ahead,” Hagon explained. 

“Ahead?”

Hagon produced a thin glowstone necklace. “With Margeth and Cassia. Got himself captured. He’s our human Tracker-Seeker.”

“Interesting…”

Venia stepped close enough to the dead archon to nudge the body with the tip of her boot. “Seems like this one’s not getting back up.” She looked at Emrys. “Can we count on you to help us, now?”

“And can you promise not to throw us into the depths of some dungeon in the process?” Andon asked.

“I can promise you I’ll free Doric and Cassia,” Emrys replied coolly. “The details of the process are up to me.”




* * *




They had been riding for so long Cassia’s thighs were getting sore. They followed through an imperial road heading west, but no one had bothered to tell her where they were going. Not that Cassia expected that sort of courtesy. In any case, she was far too absorbed by the notion that Doric was riding with her, just a few horses up ahead in the column, to care about anything else. What was he doing there? And how had he found her? 

When the sun finally dipped below the horizon, Margeth ordered the column to stop. They laid camp beyond a hill by the side of the road. She was placed in Samyris’ tent, which was certainly better than with some random guard. Cassia certainly hadn’t expected to be given a tent all to herself.

In the hurry of their escape, Margeth had had no time to gather travelling supplies, so the camp, much like her tent, was mostly barren. Samyris untied her cape from her shoulders and laid it on the ground on the left side of the tent in a makeshift pallet, taking care to brush away any pebbles underneath. 

“This will have to do as your bed,” she said. “I apologize, but there’s really not much more I can offer.”

“What about you?” Cassia asked, pointing at the naked patch of grass on the other side of the tent. 

“I’ll be okay. Are you hungry? I can get us some food.”

“Actually, I was wondering if…” Cassia stopped herself, worried she may be sounding too eager. “If maybe…”

Samyris smiled. “I’ll talk to my aunt. I’m sure she’ll allow it.” With a nod, she went to the tent’s entrance a lifted the flap. “I’ll leave a guard outside. Call if you need anything.”

Cassia smiled. Probably her first genuine smile in a very long time. “Thank you.”




* * *




The winches of the portcullis creaked as the gate was slowly raised. The fortress’ entrance formed a tunnel of sorts, and since no one in the cavalry battalion was carrying a torch, the only sources of light were the thin strips of moonlight dripping through the murder-holes overhead. 

Fadan’s horse fidgeted nervously beneath him and he patted the animal’s neck, trying to calm it down. He could hear his own heavy breathing echoing within the tight confines of his helmet, and his heart was beating so hard he feared it would start ringing in his cuirass like a bell. He shifted position in his saddle. Had his armor always felt this heavy? 

He looked over his shoulder. First-Spear Captain Andreaus and Phaedra sat atop their horses behind him, motionless as statues. Behind them, the battalion stretched out of the inner portcullis and onto the courtyard. Nearly three hundred heavily-armored cavalrymen stood ready to sally forth. 

“Listen up,” Fadan said, lifting his voice to address the whole battalion. “Our objective is the catapult in the enemy camp. There’s an entire Legion marching on our wall, so we will have to go through them to reach our objective. We do not stop. I don’t care if you see an opening for a flanking maneuver or a vulnerable commanding officer. We. Do. Not. Stop. Understood?”

The reply came as three hundred fists smashed against their breastplates and Fadan nodded, satisfied. 

The gate screeched to a halt, revealing the wide field before the wall. Jumbled, faint echoes of commands and horns reached Fadan’s ears, and he could see the line of enemy Legionaries marching towards them, steel armor plate gleaming in the moonlight. 

He unsheathed his sword, the blade scraping against the metal rim of the scabbard. “Battalion, move out!”

As one, the horses launched into a trot. As soon as the last horseman was out of the portcullis, the gate slid down, shutting with a loud crunch. 

“Wedge formation!” Captain Andraeus shouted.

The battalion obeyed, forming into a triangle with Fadan at its tip. As a response, the fast approaching line of Legionaries halted. The soldiers shifted, their tight formation opening corridors between each column wide enough for a man to walk through. From their rear, an entire maniple poured through the newly opened pathways. These new Legionaries carried no shield or sword that Fadan could see. Instead, they held spears that had to be at least four feet long with both hands. They closed ranks in a five-men deep formation, lowering their weapons to create a wall of pikes, exactly the kind of thing that would stop a cavalry charge. 

But it wouldn’t stop them.

Fadan stood on his stirrups, sword aimed forward. “CHARGE!”

The cavalry battalion broke into a gallop, releasing a war cry, and the horses devoured the distance to the awaiting line of spearmen.

Reaching into his runium reserve, Fadan muttered an incantation, focusing on the center of the spearmen formation. He released his power and an orange ball of fire exploded in the middle of the Legionaries, wreaking havoc among the tight bloc of soldiers. A few managed to regain their feet, spears in position, but without the cohesion of the entire unit, the cavalry charge broke through them like a gust of wind brushing off a pile of autumn leaves. 

Fadan’s horse ran over several soldiers, and he saw two of them trampled beneath his horses’ hooves. It felt wrong, like cutting into his own skin, but he was long past such considerations.

He cleared the spearmen formation, coming to face with the line of regular infantry. The Legionaries were caught by surprise and hurried to form a shield wall.

 “Keep going!” Fadan shouted at his troops. “Do not stop! CHARGE!” 

They had suffered practically no casualties but had lost their momentum, the impact with the enemy having sapped their speed. The perfect shape of their wedge formation had also been lost, but it didn’t matter. Regular infantry soldiers were no match for heavy cavalry.

“Charge!” Captain Andraeus echoed. “Charge!”

This time, they did not break through the enemy formation in a swift gallop, the thick ranks of Legionaries bogging them down. The sounds of battle filled Fadan’s ears, a cacophony of shouts and screams mixed with the ringing clangs of dozens of swords. 

He saw a Legionary step up to him from his right, sword aimed at his flank, and he turned, cutting down with his sword. The man fell backward, a trail of blood flying from where Fadan had struck his throat. Another soldier came at him from the left and he rushed to parry the blow but was too slow. The enemy’s blade aimed high and was inches from his shoulder when a flash of light momentarily blinded Fadan. When his vision returned, the soldier was lying on the mud beneath his horses’ hooves, a smoldering hole in his chest.

Fadan looked over his shoulder and met Phaedra’s intense gaze. He nodded at her, then turned his horse towards their objective, the enemy’s rear. “Keep pushing!” he shouted. “Don’t stop! Keep pushing!”

He could see the outline of the catapult about two hundred yards from their position, tents and supply wagons scattered around it. They were almost there. Just one more push.

Fadan kicked his horse’s haunches, launching it into a gallop. Two enemy Legionaries stepped out of his way, fearing being run over by his horse, but a third tried to grab his arm and pull him from the saddle. Fadan answered with steel, his sword carving into the man’s inner elbow.

He finally broke through the last row of enemy Legionaries, reaching open terrain. 

“Follow the Prince!” Andraeus commanded from behind. “Do not stop to engage! Follow the Prince!”

With a quick glance over his shoulder, Fadan was relieved to see the battalion breaking through the enemy troops and fast on his heels. Intila’s entire assault seemed to have been halted on their behalf, and adjacent units were being turned around to pursue them.

We don’t have much time.

Ahead of him, the enemy camp grew closer. Horns blew frantically, rousing soldiers left in reserve to answer the oncoming attack. They were rushing out of their tents, most wearing nothing but simple tunics. The catapult itself was now less than a hundred yards away, a handful of Legionaries gathering around it. Intila had been overconfident by his numerical advantage and had not bothered to build a wooden palisade around his camp. Now he would pay for that mistake.   

Torches burned here and there, hanging from poles stuck in the ground. Thanks to their light, Fadan could easily see the mass of tents before him, as well as the soldiers pouring forth. He calculated the fastest route to the catapult. He had no intention of being slowed down by a melee. His horsemen would have to take care of those Legionaries while he completed the mission.

He looked over his shoulder once more, making sure the battalion was following him. The reassuring sight of that mass of heavy cavalry pounding the mud as they galloped at full speed brought a smile to his lips. This was going to work. 

Then, there was a powerful yank, and his horse disappeared from underneath him. His mind had trouble processing the sudden feeling of weightlessness, and just before it could, he crashed, face first, against the ground, as if a wall had jumped out of nowhere to meet him.




* * *




Cassia sat on Samyris’ cloak, alone in the tent, wringing her hands. She had been waiting for Samyris for what felt like an hour. What was taking so long? Could this mean Margeth wouldn’t allow her to see Doric?

She jumped to her feet when she heard steps outside, followed by someone’s voice addressing the guards posted at her tent. 

Finally…

An arm pierced through the entrance flaps, parting them, and Cassia forgot to breathe. Margeth stepped through with a sullen look. She still wore her golden suit of armor, hair tied in a bundle above her head. Cassia waited expectantly, looking over Margeth’s shoulder, but when no one else stepped in after her, she deflated.

The Arch-Duchess inspected the tent, or at least pretended to, considering there was nothing inside to inspect. She cleared her throat. “I thought it was about time I came to see you. I probably should’ve come earlier, but… I’m sure you had no desire to see me after what I did.” She started pacing along the length of the tent.

Cassia followed her with her eyes. “Why did you do it?”

“I realize the situation isn’t ideal.” Margeth halted, her back to Cassia. “But I have made sure you were treated with dignity. I made sure of it.” She turned to face Cassia “You probably hate me. In your place, I would, too.”

“Hate is a strong word,” Cassia said. “I can’t say I’m very fond of the fact that you have taken me prisoner, but I wouldn’t say that’s reason enough to hate you.” She paused. “It does make me wonder, though… Why would you choose that word yourself? Where are you taking me, Margeth?”

The Arch-Duchess straightened up, licking her lips and betraying her nerves. “I hope my next gesture proves to you that none of this is personal. In an ideal world, I like to think that we would’ve been friends. Alas, we must all carry the weight of our titles. And the title of Empress is indeed a heavy one. As is my own.” 

Without another word, Margeth strode out of the tent, and a moment later, Doric stepped in, iron shackles locked around his wrists and ankles. Cassia’s heart skipped a beat, and the two of them stared at each other in silence.

“Hi,” Doric said at last.

Cassia smiled. “Hi.”

The awkward silence returned. She could barely believe he was standing right there, this close to her. He looked the same. Well, almost. His golden curls had faded into a light brown, and there were wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes that she didn’t recognize. He was also thinner than she remembered, his skin wrapping tightly around his jawline and cheekbones. His eyes, however, remained the same deep blue as always. Aric’s eyes.

He must have sensed she was inspecting him, because he shifted his weight uncomfortably, his shackles clinking. “I haven’t bathed in weeks. You’re a hard girl to find.” He chuckled weakly.

“You always liked that about me.”

“I always liked everything about you.”

Her cheeks grew warm. All these years, and he was still the only man in the world who could do this to her.

“You probably think I’m an idiot,” he said, taking a step towards her. “But I promise you, I know what I’m doing. I’m getting you out of here.”

She nodded, still smiling. Fifteen years… It was such a long time. By now, Doric should’ve started anew; remarried, gotten himself a new family. Goddess knows Cassia wouldn’t have blamed him, even if it would’ve hurt like crazy.

“We have a plan, I promise,” he continued, taking another step towards her. “I’m not alone. There are some good people with me. Tough people. Real fighters. Your cousin Hagon, for starters.”

“Doric,” Cassia called softly.

“Oh, and we found your spy. She was—”

“Doric.” That finally got his attention. “Will you just shut up and kiss me, already?”   




* * *




Pain shot through Fadan’s arm and he rolled onto his back. A cacophony of screams and high whinnies filled his ears, but he couldn’t see a thing through his helmet. Grimacing, he raised his visor. 

He was in a ditch almost as deep as he was tall. His horse lay before him, impaled by a wooden spike thicker than his arm. He saw several of his soldiers meeting the same fate as him, falling down the tiger-hole with hideous screams. Out of his sight, however, he also heard sounds of battle. Clearly, not all of his cavalry was dead, and they were engaging the enemy. 

I have to get out of here.

He tried getting on his feet, but a jolt of pain shot through his arm and he fell on his back. He screamed, the pain so intense his eyes watered.

It was broken. His goddess damned arm was broken.

He made another effort to get up, this time making sure he didn’t touch or move his left arm in the process, but It still hurt like a dragon was gnawing at his elbow joint. 

With a quick scan of the bottom of the ditch, he found his sword and picked it up. Then, he placed a foot on one of the wooden spikes, using it as a ladder, and climbed out of the ditch. As he did, his broken arm scraped along the dirt. The jolt of pain nearly made him puke. 

He reached the top, falling to his knees, taking deep breaths as the pain subsided to a barely tolerable level. He took stock of his surroundings. The battle raged everywhere. There were no frontlines, just a mess of soldiers, horses, screams, and the clanging of steel. Some torches had tumbled over tents, setting fire to the canvas. Beyond the fighting, behind a cluster of tents, the great catapult stood like the wooden skeleton of a massive building. 

An enemy soldier charged at him, and he rose to his feet, bringing his sword up to parry the blow. The blades clanged, and Fadan felt the impact ripple through his whole body, his arm screaming in agony. He grimaced, trying to recover in time for the next attack, absolutely sure his movements were far too sluggish.

One of his horsemen galloped past him, blade slashing through the throat of the soldier who was attacking him. The man fell lifelessly in the mud and Fadan exhaled, relieved, fighting an urge to fall back to his knees.

“There you are!” 

Fadan looked towards the voice. 

Oh, thank you, goddess!

Phaedra dismounted with a hop, landing next to him. “What happened?”

“Fell through a tiger-hole. My arm is broken. Can you fix it?”

Phaedra touched his arm gently, grimacing. She shook her head. “I can numb the pain.”

“Do it.”

The spell worked quickly, and Fadan felt his entire body relax as the pain faded slowly away. 

“Thank you…” He took a deep breath. “Oh, Goddess, thank you…” It took a couple more breaths, but suddenly he felt focused, his senses coming back sharp. “Let’s go. We need to destroy that catapult and get out of here.”

“They’ve detached units from the main assault,” Phaedra said, climbing back onto her horse. “They’re moving to cut us off.” She extended an arm and helped Fadan climb up behind her.

“We’ll worry about that later.”

“Okay then.” Phaedra kicked her horses’ haunches and they launched into a gallop.

They rode through a row of tents, slipping between pairs of soldiers engaged in melees. Fadan dealt a couple of blows with his sword to enemy soldiers as they passed, helping his troops as much as possible without actually stopping.

They rounded a supply wagon, finally reaching the catapult. Five guards protected the huge machine, and they drew their swords as Phaedra reigned the horse to a stop. 

“I can’t destroy it,” Phaedra said over her shoulder. “Persea’s orders. I’m sorry.”

“I got this.” Fadan sheathed his sword and tapped into his runium reserve, channeling a fire spell. He made sure to burn a considerable amount of runium as he prepared the spell. He wanted to damage that thing beyond any hope of repair. 

He released his magic, opening the palm of his hand towards the catapult…

But nothing happened.

Fadan looked at his hand, mystified. 

“What are you waiting for?” Phaedra asked. The five soldiers by the catapult stepped towards them, and she pulled on the reigns so the horse would back away.

Fadan tried again, burning even more runium this time. Once again, nothing happened.

“Oh, screw this, I’ll do it.” Phaedra whispered a quick incantation and swung a hand towards the catapult. Nothing but a few harmless sparks flew off her fingers. She cursed. “They’re wearing Syphons!”

“Goddess damn it!” Fadan drew his sword.  

The Legionaries formed a half-circle, closing on them.

“We need to get out of here,” Phaedra said, fear seeping into her voice.

“No, not before we destroy that catapult.” Fadan cast around, searching the battlefield for any reinforcements he might call upon, but there were none. His entire cavalry battalion was engaged with enemy Legionaries, and they looked about to be overrun. 

The half-circle of Legionaries drew within striking distance, and Fadan swung his sword at the one nearest to him, hitting the base of his neck. He staggered back, dropping his sword and clutching the wound, blood running through his fingers.

“Give me these.” Fadan reached around Phaedra and took the horse’s reigns from her hands. He steered the animal sideways so his right flank, the one where he had his sword, was facing the enemy. 

One of the four remaining soldiers attacked and Fadan parried. The man shifted left, changing his angle of attack, and thrust with his sword again. Fadan twisted his arm, parrying the blow, but the soldier attacked again in a fluid sequence. 

“Fadan!” Phaedra cried.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw what she meant. Another enemy had stepped in to attack, taking advantage of the distraction caused by his comrade. No one alive would’ve had reflexes fast enough to parry the two swords simultaneously. Instead of trying to do so, Fadan kicked him, his boot slamming into the face of the new attacker, who fell over on his back in the mud. 

But there were still two others to worry about. They circled left, trying to flank their prey. Fadan glanced from one side to the other, weighing his single sword against three threats. It was just a fraction of a moment of hesitation, but it was enough.

He heard Phaedra gasp, and when he looked down, there was a blade sticking out of her gut.

“No!”

The Legionary pulled his sword back. It came away with a sickeningly wet squelch. Phaedra howled and doubled over, tears running down her cheek. 

“No, no, no, no…” Fadan grabbed her as she started to fall to one side, keeping her in the saddle. He sunk his heels into the horse’s flank, spurring it away. “Retreat!” he shouted, the horse barrelling over an enemy soldier. “RETREAT!”
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Gloom hung about the cave like a thick haze. Fevers had taken hold of the wounded and seemed to be getting worse by the hour, no matter how dutifully Lyra tended to them, cleaning wounds and changing wet cloths. The melody of Darpallion’s mandolin softened the feverish wails but had little effect on the foreboding silence those still healthy had fallen into. 

When Leth had returned with news of their newfound ship, morale had improved considerably. Unfortunately, like straw thrown upon a pile of embers, the flames of hope had burned tall and bright, but briefly. 

 “Where in the mother’s name did he even find a mandolin?” Leth grumbled, fists balled on top of an improvised desk made of wooden crates.

“In the middle of all this, it’s the music that’s bothering you?” Clea asked.

Leth sent her a sideways glance. “It’s disrupting my ability to feel miserable.”

Clea looked outside, the cave’s opening framing a patch of gray canopies, the unnatural lack of wind lending the image an eerie feel. “How long do you figure Aric’s been gone? Two days?”

“How should I know? Dusk lasts longer than mornings and afternoons in this place.”

“Sooner or later you’ll have to call for a search,” Clea said softly.

Leth chewed the inside of his cheek. “Sure. I’m just wondering who’ll be left to form the search party.” 

Heavy steps echoed their way and Leth turned to see Naquad approaching his desk, dust and pebbles crunching beneath his feet. “I’ve just handed out our last two rations.”

“I know,” Leth said. “I’m the one who rationed our food.”

“Some of my people haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

“Again, I’m aware of our resource situation,” Leth hissed.

Naquad sent a sideways glance at the line of wounded on the cave’s flor. “How much longer are we going to wait, then?”

“As long as it takes.”

“I have sailors dying from simple infections, and now the ones with no wounds are going to die of starvation. We have a ship and enough people to sail it. We should leave while there’s time.”

“Goddess damnit, Naquad!” Leth jumped up and the barrel he was using as a chair tumbled sideways and rolled across the floor. “You think I’m enjoying myself? We came to this island for a reason. I’m sorry, but that reason is far more important than me, you, or anyone else on this expedition.”

“Expedition? You hired us to sail after a frigate, not this crap!”

“Yeah, and my hunters and I should be out there looking for our Captain and the relic, but instead we’re standing watch over this cave because of your wounded.”

“You’re giving me very few options, here. I’m not going to allow my people to—”

Leth stuck a finger in Naquad’s face. “Don’t! Don’t you dare—”

“Lieutenant!”

Everyone inside the cave turned towards the opening. Trissa stood in the threshold, panting heavily. “It’s the Captain! We spotted him beyond the gully to the north. Tharius is bringing him here.”

“Thank the Goddess!” Leth pushed Naquad aside and dashed away.

“Is he alone?” Darpallion asked, the sound of the mandolin stopping as he placed it down and raced after Leth.

“I don’t know,” Trissa replied. “I think so.”

Everyone who was able to rushed outside. As they did, Tharius emerged from a thicket, his arm around a limping Aric, lending support.

“Took you long enough!” Leth said, smiling. “Wait…” He aimed a finger at an object in Aric’s hand. “Is this…?”

Aric raised the Cup of Kallax, the purple metal seeming dimmer reflecting the gray forest around them. “It is…” He looked beyond tired. Deep, dark circles ringed his eyes in the rest of his ice-pale face. Beneath mud-caked breeches, his legs trembled a little, but he still pushed Tharius’s arm away as soon as they stopped, managing not to crumble to the ground.

“Where’s Eliran?” Darpallion asked, head swiveling as if he expected her to step out from the tree line at any moment.

“She… they got her,” Aric managed to say. He turned to Leth. “Gather the Company. We need to go back for her.”

Leth nodded and was about to dash away when Naquad’s voice held him in place.

“This is what you came here for?” He indicated the chalice with his chin. 

“The Cup of Kallax,” Aric explained. “A sacred relic we—”

“I don’t care,” Naquad interrupted. “Maybe that thing is as important as you say, maybe not. For the sake of my lost crew-members, I sure hope so.” Behind him, a small crowd of his sailors murmured their agreement. “But right now, all I care about is leaving this place, and your friend here has found us a boat.”

Leth confirmed Aric’s questioning look with an uncomfortable nod. “It’s not far. I left Dothea behind to watch over it.”

“Not far,” Naquad echoed. “So now that you and your precious relic are here, it’s time to go.”

“Yeah!” the sailors cheered.

“Me and my crew are going to get the ship and anchor it by the beach near the Heron’s wreck where you hunters will help us load up our wounded. Then we can all get the heck away from this Goddess forsaken island.”

Aric raised a soothing hand. “Listen, we are going to do all that, but we need to go get our friend, first.”

“No.”

Aric was stunned. “What do you mean, no? We can’t leave her behind.”

“Why not?” one of Naquad’s sailors asked, his face twisted into a scowl.

“We’ve lost our share of people,” another said.

The sailors’ chorus of protests rose, Naquad standing in front of them with arms crossed.

“Are you all insane?” Aric snapped.

“Alright, alright!” Leth stepped between Aric and the sailors, hands raised pacifyingly. “Everyone please calm down. First of all, get back to your posts.” He pointed at Tharius and Trissa. “You get back to your watch points.” He turned to Lyra. “You get back to the wounded. Everyone get busy! Come on!” 

Slowly, reluctantly, they all complied, hunters and sailors alike. Only Darpallion stayed behind, being careful enough to stand a few feet to the side.

“Okay,” Leth continued when they were finally alone, addressing Aric. “You said they took Eliran. What happened?”

Aric took a deep breath. “There were dozens of them. Archons and Kallaxians, all spell throwers.”

Leth frowned. “Kallaxians?” 

“It’s a long story. Anyway, I had the chalice. Eliran faced them all so I could escape with it.” He shook his head as if trying to shake off the memory. “Fire take me!”    

“Wait,” Naquad said. “So, you don’t even know if she’s alive?”

“If there’s even a small chance that she is, we need to go back for her.”

“Aric… you said there were dozens of them,” Leth said. “How could she survive that?”

“They may have use for her alive. You never know.”

Leth shook his head. “I’m sorry, Aric. I know you don’t want to hear this, but even if she was alive, do you think she’d want you to risk losing the chalice just to save her? She would want you to get as far away from this island as you possibly can.”

Aric stood there, trembling, unable to reply but refusing to concede.

“Aric, you know I’m right…”

“Listen to your friend,” Naquad added. “We need to focus on saving the ones we can.”

“We need to focus on making sure Astoreth doesn’t get the chalice back,” Leth urged. There was a prolonged silence. “Aric?”

“Yeah…” Aric said at length, nodding absently as if his head belonged to someone else. 

Naquad unfolded his arms and exhaled in a mixture of satisfaction and relief. “Good. I’ll gather my crew and head for the ship.”

“I’ll help,” Leth told him. “Go ahead, I’ll be right with you.” As the first-mate turned to leave, he grabbed Aric’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Aric nodded again, then watched in silence as Leth followed Naquad. For a moment, his hands and legs had stopped shaking and he looked at the chalice in his hand. It felt as though someone else was holding it, like he had left his own body, leaving it a hollow shell. He didn’t even hear Darpallion’s footsteps as he approached.

“If you want to do it, I’ll help,” the bard offered.

Aric turned to Darpallion, a sinking feeling returning to his stomach. He almost welcomed it. “Weren’t you listening? They’ll just leave without us. Even if we save Eliran, we’ll be stranded here. What’s the point?”

“Then we stop them from leaving.”

Aric studied Darpallion from head to foot, making sure the bard was serious. “You understand what you’re saying?”

“I thought I was pretty straightforward.”

Aric stared at the bard for a moment, then nodded. “Alright, then. Follow my lead. Don’t say a word.” 




* * *




The crew of the Heron spread out across the frigate, each sailor manning their station as quickly and efficiently as if it had been their own ship for years. Naquad watched over the entire process, barking out occasional orders. Dothea, who had stayed behind to watch over the ship, joined Aric, Leth, and Darpallion at the foredeck and sat down by the railing, sharpening one of her blades.

“You said there were how many bodies?” Aric asked, scanning the main deck.

“I counted at least ten,” Leth replied, his eyes also running the ship’s length. There were absolutely no signs of Dothea’s earlier handiwork. 

“Well, Dothea, you’re nothing if not thorough,” Aric said.

“I can make a mess, but I also know how to clean it,” Dothea quipped, sheathing one knife and going to work on another.

“Somehow, I find the cleaning part even more unsettling than the rest,” Leth muttered.

“Dragon!” Darpallion shouted.

Aric turned on his heel and followed the bard’s finger. A winged silhouette circled around a tall mountain peak in the middle of the island, a long tail trailing behind it.

“Third sighting so far,” Leth said casually. “Tharius spotted one when we first came ashore. Orisius spotted another while foraging yesterday.”

“Always near those mountains?” Aric asked.

Leth nodded.

Heavy boots stomped across the wooden deck and Naquad burst between Aric and Leth, grabbing onto the railing, eyes wide. “We’re too exposed out here. That thing is going to spot us in no time!”

“Relax, first-mate,” Aric said coldly. “Dragons don’t come near water. Why in the mother’s name do you think they like the desert so much?”

Naquad didn’t look too convinced, but he backed away from the railing nonetheless. “If you say so.” He returned his attention to the ship’s crew. “Alright, lads. Time to get going. Raise anchor! Oars out! Come on, sprightly now!”

A series of oars sprouted from the lower decks, splashing into the water as they did. The ship groaned into motion, gliding across the calm waters of the bay.

“So, why are you here?” Leth asked, leaning on the railing next to Aric.

“What do you mean?”

“Why didn’t you stay at camp? You’re probably more useful there.”

Aric glanced at his lieutenant but simply shrugged.

Leth exhaled loudly. “This is not going to go well.” 

“It’s happening,” Aric said matter-of-factly. “You can either help or stay out of my way.”

“Actually…” Leth paused, shifting his weight tensely. “There’s a third option…”

Aric raised an eyebrow. “What did you just say?”

“Goddess damn it, Aric!” Leth exploded. “You can’t go around hurting innocent people! All these sailors did was help us get here, and this is how you repay them?”

“They’re threatening to strand me on this island!”

“They’re threatening to leave without you,” Leth corrected. “It’s different. They’re perfectly happy to take you with them now.”

“Leth—” 

“Aric!”

The two of them stared at each other, teeth clenched until Leth pushed himself away from the railing and strode off.

“You two fighting?” Dothea asked.

“Just a disagreement,” Aric muttered.

The ship cleared the bay’s entrance and a powerful wind began to blow, tall waves shaking the ship. Naquad shouted a series of orders and the oars were retracted, the topsails unfurled. The ship curved west, following along the coastline. From this perspective, the island looked almost normal. Tall cliffs jutted into the ocean like teeth, the waves crashing against them with thunderous roars. 

“Is your friend going to be a problem?” Darpallion asked lowly, approaching Aric.

“Don’t worry about my friend,” Aric replied, his eyes fixed on the foaming swirls of the sea. It did not bring him pleasant memories.

“When do we strike, then?” Darpallion pressed.

“Certainly not while we’re at sea!” Aric hissed. He looked over his shoulder and saw Leth whispering something into Naquad’s ears. The first-mate stiffened and sent Aric an intense glare.

“And her?” Darpallion motioned towards Dothea, still sharpening her blades. “Should I not worry about her either?”

“Why are you doing this?” Aric asked. “What’s in it for you?”

“You’re calling me selfish?” the bard asked, looking offended. “After all I’ve done to bring you here? Need I remind you I saved your life in that tavern in Tabriq?”

“Why, though?” Aric turned to the bard. “At the time you claimed you did it because you were with the rebellion, but that isn’t true.”

“Me and Eliran go way back.”

“And yet she nearly killed you when she saw you in that temple.”

Darpallion snorted. “Don’t pretend to understand our relationship. When I was captured and tortured, I had to give them something. Sure, I could have chosen to die instead, but anyone who claims they would’ve done so is lying. To themselves, if nothing else. I saved Eliran’s life, though. I gave them enough information that they would stop torturing me, but I didn’t give them everything. I made sure Eliran was safe.”

“Why did they let you go, then?”

“Huh?”

“The emperor doesn’t release rebels,” Aric pressed. “Even the ones who talk. Why aren’t you in a dungeon?”

Darpallion made to reply when Aric heard shouts coming from the crew. He looked back to the shoreline and saw a promontory stabbing into the sea, bits and pieces of what had once been the Heron lodged into the rock. Beyond it, the ocean seemed somewhat calmer for a considerable length, and the cliffs of the coastline turned into a sandy beach. The same one where they had all washed ashore after the storm. In the middle of the sand, a few hundred feet away from the promontory, the forward half of the Heron lay on its side like the carcass of a gigantic sea creature.

“Take us in,” Naquad ordered his helmsman. “Nice and easy.” 

“Prepare to drop anchor!” a boatswain shouted.

“Alright,” Aric whispered to Darpallion. “This is it. Follow my lead.”

The bard nodded, and as they turned, three massive sailors bearing thick, wooden clubs lumbered up the staircase to the foredeck. The three of them stopped a few paces from Aric, Darpallion and Dothea with hard looks on their faces.

“Can I help you, gentlemen?” Aric asked.

There was no answer.

“I see.” Aric took a step forward and the sailors did the same, blocking him with a wall of muscle. They eyed him defiantly as if daring him to do something about them. 

Aric obliged. 

His first punch came out of nowhere, sending the man in the middle staggering back. When his second punch landed on the face of the man on the left, all the sailor had had time to do was bring his arms up as if presenting Aric with his club. With a single, fluid motion, Aric swung, snatching the club and bringing it down on the man on the right, clocking him on the back of his head just as he missed Aric’s back with his own club by a hair. When Naquad and the rest of the ship finally realized what was happening, all three sailors were sprawled across the foredeck, two of them unconscious, the other wailing, but not daring to stand up.

On the main deck, Naquad unsheathed a cutlass, the blade shimmering. “Steady as she goes,” he told his helmsman, then stepped towards Aric.

Darpallion picked up one of the fallen clubs and Dothea drew a pair of her knives.

“Sheath those blades, Dothea,” Aric said without taking his eyes off the first-mate. “We’re not killing anyone.”

“You sure?” Dothea asked.

With angry looks, a small army of sailors closed in on them, some climbing down the rigging, others simply leaving their posts on the main and aft decks. 

“What are you doing, dragon hunter?” Naquad asked, sword at the ready.

“Can’t let you leave,” Aric replied. “I don’t want to hurt any of you. I just want to go get my friend so we can all go home.”

“We are going home. Right now.” Naquad stopped and assumed a guard stance, ready for a fight.

Keeping the club he’d stolen lowered, Aric studied his opponent, ignoring the other sailors. The man knew how to hold a sword. Whether he knew what to do with it remained to be seen.

“Stop it!”

Aric turned towards the voice. Leth was standing a couple of paces to the side, his sword unsheathed.

“This is wrong, Aric,” Leth continued. “Our mission is the chalice. We have it. Time to leave.”

“We’re not leaving without her,” Aric said without skipping a beat. 

“I thought your friend wasn’t going to be a problem,” Darpallion said, assuming a position on Aric’s flank.

“Shut up!” Aric raised his club to Leth. “You sure you want to do this?”

“Are you?”

“Uh… guys?” Dothea took a step, moving between the two friends. “What is that?”    

She was staring inland. Aric followed her gaze. The ship had cleared the promontory and the beach was now clearly visible. Beyond it, from beneath the gray mantle of the forest, dark smoke billowed up into the sky.

“That’s our camp…” Aric muttered.

Throughout the ship, there was a sudden burst of gasps and whispers.

“Why would they be lighting a fire?” Darpallion asked, confused.

“They wouldn’t,” Leth replied.

“Goddess help us all!” Aric turned to Naquad. “Get the skiffs into the water. Now!” 

Naquad faltered. Dazed, he swung his gaze from Aric to land, sword hanging limply in his hand, half-forgotten. “Wh… what?”

“They’re being attacked, you idiot! Get the skiffs on the water!”
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Phaedra woke to the sound of screams. She looked around, confused. It took her mind some time to recognize the room’s features, but she realized she was back at the main tower of the Castran Gate, in the room she had been sharing with Fadan.

From outside, the screams intensified, mixed with the clanging of steel. Intila was assaulting the wall. 

She made to sit up, but her abdomen exploded with pain, leaving her breathless and planting her back on the feather mattress. What had happened? The last thing she remembered was…

Flashes of the sortie on Intila’s camp flooded her mind. She remembered the cavalry charge, her magic being syphoned by the catapult the blade sinking into her stomach.

Goddess… she thought, instinctively placing a hand on her belly, fingers encountering the soft edges of a swath of linen? bandages.

The room’s door burst open and Fadan strode through.

“Oh, you’re awake,” he said, quickly crossing the room and kneeling by her bedside. “Thank the goddess…” His left arm was encased in a splint and slung across his chest. “We didn’t have any mages to heal you, but Vardrada’s surgeons patched you up the old-fashioned way. I even had the sappers build you this bed.”

“Couldn’t you have remembered that earlier? We slept on the floor for a week.”

Fadan chuckled. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I was run through by a Legionary’s sword.”

Once again, Fadan chuckled.

“Did you get the catapult?” she asked.

Fadan’s smile faded and he shook his head. “Wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Intila’s had five more built in the past three days.”

“I was out for three days?” The sounds of battle drew Phaedra’s attention once again, and she looked out the window in front of her. “Wait, what about—”

“We’ve been taking heavy casualties,” Fadan replied. His gaze drifted to the floor. “I’ve ordered a full retreat.”

“Fadan…”

“It’s alright.” He looked back up at her. “Nyssander has fully mobilized his levies. We’ll join him in Ragara and double our numbers. We’ll make a stand there. The city has thick walls. It’s a tough nut to crack.”

“I…” Phaedra shook her head. She didn’t know what to say. 

Fadan stood, using his good to push him himself up on the bed. “The men will be here shortly with a stretcher. You’ll be going ahead with the non-combatants.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “I’ll see you in Ragara.”




* * *




On the third day of riding, Margeth’s column crossed to the Saffya’s northern bank. They had been riding hard, stopping only when night fell to lay camp beside the road. Every time they did, Doric had expected Hagon and the others to spring out of the bushes to rescue him and Cassia, but so far, there had been no sign of his friends. 

Doric’s sense of direction wasn’t great, but despite the occasional turns either north or south, he could tell they had generally been travelling west. However, that didn’t mean much. Most of the empire stood to the west of Pharyzah, after all. Margeth could be headed practically anywhere.

By noon of the fourth day, Margeth abandoned the main Imperial Road, choosing an ancillary road that meandered between verdant hills. They followed the new road for about an hour until Margeth left the road and climbed one of the hills flanking it.

“We’ll stop here,” she announced upon reaching the top. “Lay camp.” 

Doric had been riding next to her the whole time, while Cassia rode somewhere at the back of the procession with Samyris. They had been allowed a conjugal visit every night but been kept apart the rest of the time. Doric had decided it wasn’t a terrible arrangement, all things considered.

Margeth herself hadn’t been very talkative, at least not after her initial interrogation of him. The Arch-Duchess had grilled him, of course. What was he doing in Pharyzah? How had he found out Cassia was there?

Doric had told her a lie sprinkled with truths. He’d long known the best lies usually were. He’d said the Rebellion had found out about Margeth’s betrayal but had decided not to move against her for sheer lack of resources. Fighting the emperor was challenging enough as it was. So, feeling betrayed and dismayed, he had decided to leave Ragara in search of Cassia on his own. He had spent what little gold he had on a couple of mercenaries who had abandoned him nearly the moment he’d paid them. 

If Margeth had bought his little act or not, Doric had no idea. Her attention had quickly drifted after Doric’s revelation that the Rebellion knew she had been behind the attempt on the prince’s life. Ever since that conversation, she had turned quiet, almost gloomy, and only ever opened her mouth to bark out orders to her guards.

Doric dismounted, the shackles encircling his wrists clinking. He looked down the column and saw Samyris helping Cassia dismount her own horse. The two of them exchanged a glance and smiled at each other, but refrained from trying to get closer. They had both concluded there was no point in riling up their captors.  

Around Doric, Margeth’s guards busied themselves in setting up their camp, the operation now well-rehearsed as to go quickly. He watched them pitch tents, prepare firewood, and set up a watch. As they did, he imagined Hagon and the others, jumping out from the bushes after dark to rescue him and Cassia. Would tonight be the night? And why was it taking them so long, anyway?

He looked towards Margeth and saw her standing like a statue at the very top of the hill, staring into the horizon with her arms crossed. He decided to approach her.

“So, are we there yet?” he asked playfully.

The Arch-Duchess hardly spared him a glance. “Almost,” she replied. Short and dry seemed to be her specialty. 

Doric nodded. He hadn’t exactly expected much of an answer anyway. 

“May I ask you something?”

Doric raised his eyebrows, surprised that she was finally engaging in some sort of conversation. “Sure…”

“You’ve known Tarsus for a long time. Was he always… you know?”

A psychopath? Doric shrugged. “Hard to say. Maybe he changed, maybe we were all just blind. I don’t know.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “Here’s what I do know. If you had told me, twenty-five, thirty years ago, that he was going to force my wife to divorce me and marry him under the threat to kill me and our newborn son, I don’t think I would’ve believed you. I would’ve told you, ‘No way, Tarsus wouldn’t do that.’ And even after he did, if you had asked me if he was capable of mass murder, I would probably still have said, ‘No, that’s too much even for Tarsus.’ And yet he ordered the Purge not five years later. My theory is it’s much easier to sleep at night if you don’t believe in monsters.”

Margeth looked at Doric as if he’d just said the most insightful thing she’d ever heard. “I’m going to deliver you and Cassia to him.” Her voice was flat. Not in a dispassionate way, more like a confession.

“What?”

“I’m sorry. It has to be done.”

For a moment, Doric forgot there were people on their way to rescue him. “Are you insane? Wha… why? Why would you do that?”

“I won’t ask for your forgiveness—”

“And I wouldn’t give it to you!”

Margeth gritted her teeth but allowed his remark to go without rebuke. “I have a responsibility to my people. Delivering you and Cassia to the Emperor will save Pharyzah.”

“You think Tarsus won’t betray you the moment he has us?”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand. It’s not Tarsus I’m worried about.” She turned to Doric and met his eyes. “There’s a war coming.”

“The war’s already here!” Doric’s voice had risen to the point where the guards around them turned their way, hands reaching for their swords. 

Margeth gestured to them dismissively, and the soldiers relaxed.

“The Prince has already declared war on the Emperor,” Doric continued. “And if you think siding with Tarsus will save you, you’re in for a very bad surprise.”

“Not that war.” Margeth turned from him and looked into the distance. “Something else. Something none of us is prepared for.”

Doric followed her gaze. Over the rolling hills, on the horizon, he noticed a cluster of towers and rooftops. At this distance, they looked smaller than a thumb, but he recognized their silhouette nonetheless. 

The Imperial Citadel.

Fire take me…




* * *




Fadan stormed across the tunnel, his steps echoing around him. He stretched an arm forward and blasted open the great double-door before him. Inside the study, Arch-Mage Persea turned to him. She was standing in front of three hypervisors, a mage in purple robes standing in each of the mirror-like surfaces. 

“You’re back.” She glanced over her shoulder, at the hypervisors. “Excuse me.” With a wave of an arm, the mages’ images vanished.

“I just had to retreat from the only good tactical position we had and forced-marched what few troops we still have left, all because of you. I lost a third of my Legions, and probably the war, because you couldn’t give me one mage. And in the process, she almost got killed. Phaedra almost died because you wouldn’t let her help me.” Fadan stopped a couple of steps from her, breathing heavily, his nostrils flaring.

“Are you finished?”

“Yes, actually! We all are. Intila will be here in two weeks or so, and what do you think will happen then?”

Calmly, Persea walked to her desk and sat down. “You will face him, put up the best fight you can, and who knows—”

“It cannot be done!” Fadan seethed. “It can’t. We tried. Without your mages, we will all die. All of us!”

“We have contingencies in place. The Academy will survive.”

Fadan nearly took a step back, his eyes wide. “You can’t be serious. There are thousands of people here. Civilians. Most of them became fugitives for the crime of helping mages like you.”

“And you.” Persea leaned back in her chair. “We live in dark times, where doing the right thing means making costly sacrifices. Like sending soldiers into battle. Like battling your countrymen. Your own family. You, of all people, should understand that.”

“Well, I don’t.” Fadan aimed a finger at the ceiling. “And when the streets of Ragara run red with the blood of this Rebellion, I hope you get to take a good look at it, because it will be your doing as much as it is my father’s.”




* * *




Outside the tent, someone cleared their throat. 

“Right on time,” Doric told Cassia as he finished buttoning up his shirt.

She lay naked underneath the cape she had been using as a blanket and smiled weakly.

“Hagon will be here soon,” Doric whispered. 

She nodded, not looking very convinced. Doric was starting to have doubts himself. 

“Coming right out,” he called, then turned back to Cassia. “Good night.” He leaned for a kiss and lingered on her lips until she smiled. When he pulled back, he admired her for one last moment.

“Good night,” she croaked.

With a sigh, Doric rose and stepped out of the tent. Samyris waited outside.

“Thank you for not going in,” Doric said.

Samyris nodded. “Of course.” She hesitated for a moment, then presented him with a pair of iron manacles. “I’m sorry. My aunt’s orders.”

“You gotta follow your orders,” Doric said in the same voice he’d used throughout his youth to tease his military father.

If Samyris picked up on his sarcasm, she pretended not to. After locking the shackles around Doric’s wrists, she led him across the camp to his tent. The sun had already disappeared in the west, and the sky above faded into a dark blue. Margeth’s guards had lit several fires and were currently cooking their dinners, the savory scent of meat and mushrooms filling Doric’s nostrils. 

Beside Doric, Samyris walked with her head down, as if keeping watch over her feet. 

“It’s tomorrow, isn’t it?” Doric asked as they reached his tent.

“You know I can’t talk about it.”

“Not talking about things doesn’t make them go away.”

“We have to make hard decisions.”

“Hard decisions?” Doric scoffed. “Facing up to a mass-murdering tyrant would be a hard decision. Rolling over to do his bidding, that’s the easy way out. The coward’s way out.” He took a step towards her. “Believe me when I say this, because I speak from experience. After tomorrow, you will never be able to look at yourself in the mirror. In a few years, you’ll be so tired of feeling sorry for yourself you’ll barely be able to get out of bed. And there will never be enough wine in the world to make you feel better.”

Samyris swallowed but found no words to reply. 

“We are what we do,” Doric added. “Everything else is excuses.” 

He turned and stepped into his tent. As the flaps closed behind him, he heard a low croak. 

“I’m sorry…” 




* * *




Doric startled awake with a hand over his mouth. His eyes went wide, heart hammering in his chest. In the darkness, he saw a shadow leaning over him. He blinked twice and his eyes adjusted, the smudge of darkness resolving itself into a familiar figure. 

Oh, thank the goddess!

Hagon placed a finger over his own lips in a silent shush. Behind Hagon, Doric saw Venia kneeling over the body of the soldier that had been stationed in his tent. She pulled a knife from the man’s throat, wiped the blood on his cape, and stood. Doric’s stomach turned, but he shook the revulsion away.

“Do you know where Cassia’s tent is?” Hagon asked lowly, uncovering Doric’s mouth.

“I do. What in the mother’s name took you so long? Margeth was going to hand us to Tarsus tomorrow.”

“Tarsus? Why would she do that?”

“Some nonsense about saving Pharyzah.”

“Hey!” Venia hissed. “The two of you can chat later.”

With a nod, Hagon helped Doric up. “Here, this is yours.” He handed Doric his father’s sword, the rubies in the pommel gleaming even in the darkness.

Doric slung the weapon across his back and they stepped out of the tent. Emrys, Debra, and Andon stood outside, the mage holding his arms up. Around the group, a translucent, spherical-shaped barrier gleamed in the night.

“Whatever you do, don’t step out of the bubble,” Emrys whispered.

“It keeps us invisible,” Andon explained, pointing over Doric’s shoulder.

His eyes followed the direction of Andon’s finger and saw a guard looking right at them as if he was staring off into the horizon. The man scratched his chin, then looked away, releasing a bored sigh.

“Woah! That is… quite handy.”

“Quiet,” Venia whispered, leaving the tent. “They can still hear us. Now, where to?”

“Follow me.”

There was a total of twelve tents in the camp, all spread out over the top of the hill. There were no neat rows or alleys, and the soldiers standing watch – Doric counted five of them – seemed equally dispersed. A Legionary encampment this was not.

They stepped slowly and carefully, Emrys’ bubble forcing them to walk in a tight bundle. Doric led them around the outside of the camp, ensuring they didn’t walk past any of the soldiers. Cassia’s tent stood at an edge of the camp, and Doric approached from the rear, looking uncertainly at the pair of guards that stood right outside the tent’s entrance. 

Doric stopped, unsure how to proceed, glancing around at the others. Without a word, Emrys shoved him aside and knelt by the tent. The mage placed a finger at the top of the gray canvas and traced a vertical line down to the ground, the fabric tearing at his touch. When the opening was complete, he signaled for the rest of them to step through.

Venia went first, followed by Hagon, then Doric. Debra and Andon remained outside with Emrys.

Two people slept inside; Cassia on their left, and Samyris on their right, both snoring lightly. Venia drew a dagger and stepped to Samyris, but Doric grabbed her arm, stopping her.

The spy glared at Doric, but he shook his head. They were here to free Cassia. There was no need for unnecessary deaths.

Ignoring the two of them, Hagon knelt and woke Cassia much like he had Doric, covering her mouth and making a silent shush. Cassia awoke with a shudder, and a frightened moan seeped through Hagon’s hand. The sound had just escaped her when Cassia realized what was happening, already too late to call it back. They all froze, and Doric was sure either the guards outside would come in, Samyris would wake up, or both.

They waited for a couple of breaths, making absolutely no sound. When nothing happened, Doric breathed out the air trapped in his chest. Carefully, he stepped to Cassia and helped her to her feet, a smile playing on her lips.

This was it. The moment none of them had ever dared to hope would come.

He squeezed her hand, pulling her with him as he made for the opening at the rear of the tent—

“GUARDS!”

They all turned, startled. 

Samyris was on her feet, sword already in her hand. “Guards!” she called again.

The two soldiers posted outside rushed into the tent, swords drawn. “Intruders!” one of them shouted. “Intruders in the—”

The man never finished his sentence. The tent disappeared around them, flying into the air as if sucked away by a hurricane. 

“Time to go,” Emrys said with urgency. He had dropped his invisibility bubble and now looked ready for a fight, a blue aura glowing around him.

The entire camp had been roused at the shouts, twenty soldiers now converging on them. A pair of them got overly ambitious and stepped a bit too close to Emrys. With a wave of his hand, the mage sent them flying backwards, crashing against the trunk of a thick oak.

“A word of advice,” Emrys said, addressing the remaining soldiers. “Stand. Back. We’re going to leave this camp and none of you are going to follow us.”

“No one’s going anywhere.” Margeth strode between her troops until she was at their front. She aimed a finger at Doric and Cassia. “Especially you two.” 

“Arch-Duchess,” Emrys warned, “I have no desire to hurt you, but if you come any closer, I promise you’ll regret it.”

“Go ahead.” Margeth took a defiant step forward. Then another.

Emrys sighed. “Your choice.” He swung his right hand towards her, finger curled into a hook. Nothing happened, but with each step she took closer, the glow around him faded until it had gone out completely. “No…”

“Yes.” Margeth reached inside her chest plate and produced a massive glowstone pendant, its blue light almost blinding. She turned and lifted her voice to carry over her soldiers. “This mage is no threat to you. Now kill them all. Spare only the Empress.”

Doric glanced at Emrys. The mage had gone pale, looking from one hand to the other as if he’d just had both of them chopped off. Around them, Margeth’s soldiers formed a circle, trapping them, outnumbering them four to one. They stood no chance…

Cassia squeezed Doric’s hand tight. They looked into each other’s eyes. Whatever had they done to offend the goddess so much? 

Clenching his teeth, Doric reached around his back and drew his father’s sword, the blade singing as it left its scabbard.

“What are you doing?” Cassia asked, glaring back at him.

“Whatever I can. I’m tired of taking it all lying down.”

Cassia dropped his hand and stepped away, walking towards Margeth. “Stop!”

The Arch-Duchess raised a hand. Her soldiers complied, halting their advance.

Cassia halted halfway between Margeth and rescue party. “I will go peacefully with you if you let them all go.”

“Cassia!” Doric couldn’t believe it. “You can’t—”

“Yes, I can,” she interrupted, looking back at him. “I will not allow one more person to die because of me. Especially you. I did not sacrifice myself for fifteen years to keep you alive so that you could kill yourself in a hopeless fight on some forgotten hill in the middle of the woods.” She turned back to Margeth. “Do we have a deal?”

“We have a deal if you and Doric come with me.”

Cassia took a step back. “Why? I was always your leverage. He just landed in your lap.”

“And now he’s leverage, too.”

“Aunt Margeth…” Samyris muttered.

“Not now, Samyris.”

“Yes, now!” Samyris barked.

The Arch-Duchess swung her gaze to her niece, her brow pinched. “Samyris, you will know your place.”

“I know my place!” Samyris retorted. “I’m your heir. And you, my Lady, require council. It’s bad enough that we are handing the empress back to that monster. Must we destroy another life on top of that?”

Margeth balled her fists until her knuckles shone white. She glanced to Cassia, then Doric, then to her niece. She exhaled loudly. “Very well. They may all go.” She turned to the soldier standing nearest to her. “Get the horses.”
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  A Thousand Deaths

  
  




Aric was frozen in place, blinking in disbelief. There was no sign of anyone. No survivors, not even their bodies; only the remnants of their hopeless fight. The muddy ground was smeared with trails as wide as human bodies. Finger marks could be seen where people had fought whoever was dragging them by clawing at the mud. 

Around the cave opening, the rock was scorched—still smoldering in some spots—but that was nothing compared to the devastation beyond the clearing. In the middle of the forest, trees had been torn down and thickets burnt to ash. Low hanging branches and bushes dripped with dark blood as if it had been sprayed in every direction. 

Aric felt, more than heard or saw, the others arrive at the clearing. Just like him, they froze in shock. He turned to them. Leth and Naquad looked horrified. A couple of sailors burst into tears while others covered their mouths in terror. Even Dothea lost her color. 

The sight of them seemed to wake Aric from his daze. Feeling a cold hand rummaging inside his chest, he went to work. 

“Everyone spread out!” he barked. “There might be survivors hidden in the woods.”

There was a beat where no one moved, as if they hadn’t really heard Aric, but, eventually, the group obeyed, dispersing through the forest one by one. Aric was almost surprised that no one complained about his order, not even Naquad. 

Then again, it was more than an order. He had just offered them hope that there might still be someone left to save, so what was there to refuse? 

Being careful not to brush against any of the bloodied leaves, Aric entered the forest, following one of the thinner trails. It had clearly been carved by someone small, so obviously not Nahir. Little Lyra? Maybe Clea? There were scratch marks at the bottoms of tree trunks along the length of the trail. Whoever it was, they had been alive while being dragged away, and had fought desperately. Could that mean they were still alive?

“I got one!” a voice echoed nearby. “Over here!”

Aric raced after the voice, cutting branches down with his sword. 

“Over here!” the voice repeated.

Racing through the vegetation, feet skidding on the mud, Aric finally found the source of the shouts. One of Naquad’s sailors was holding the legs of a man who had been nailed to a wide tree by two lances driven through his shoulders. Despite his bruised and bloodied face, Aric recognized him immediately: Orisius.

“Quick, help me,” the sailor begged, straining with Orisius’s weight.

Aric rushed to the man’s side, lending his help. There was no sign of life from Orisius, his head hanging limply to one side. 

Footsteps sloshed behind them and Aric turned. “Dothea,” he said, recognizing his huntress. “Quick—”

Like a cat, she sprung forward and dislodged the lances from Orisius’s shoulders with a grunt. Released from the lances, Orisius tumbled forward, falling over Aric’s shoulders with a gasp. 

With a pang of relief at the sound, Aric laid his hunter down on the ground as gently as he could. Others poured from the forest around them, curiously seeking the survivor.

“Captain…” Orisius mumbled, a trickle of blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. 

“Easy there,” Aric said, adjusting his head. “Try not to move.” He turned to the others. “We need water and clean cloth. And keep searching! There might be others.”

“There aren’t any others,” Orisius croaked. “They’re all gone.”

“What happened?” Naquad demanded.

“Easy!” Aric snapped, sending the first-mate an angry look. 

“In my jacket,” Orisius said. “She left something for you, Captain.”

“She? Who, Astoreth?” 

Orisius made to reach into his jacket, but Aric stopped him and reached for whatever it was himself. Caked with mud and blood, the leather jacket stuck to the linen shirt beneath. With a quick probe, Aric’s fingers found a cold, metallic object and retrieved it.

“A mirror?” 

Orisius grinned, revealing a set of bloodied teeth. “She was so pissed, cap. You pissed her off good.” He chuckled but immediately choked. The laughter turned into a violent cough, red spittle flying from his mouth.

Kneeling next to Orisius, opposite Aric, Leth laid a soothing hand on Orisius’s shoulder. “Easy, now,” he said. “Just breathe.”

Slowly, Orisius caught his breath. Dothea brought a waterskin to his cracked lips. Meanwhile, Aric turned the mirror in his hands. It was about the size of a dinner plate, large enough to fit the reflection of a face. Its bronze, oval frame was carved with the shapes of flames as if the object itself was on fire. 

As Aric searched the mirror’s surface for any detail of interest, his own reflection began to ripple, the glass changing like the surface of a pond after the dropping of a pebble. 

“It’s enchanted,” Aric muttered, standing up.

As the image became dimmer, Aric’s reflection changed, and he watched in disgust as Astoreth’s pale, cracked face appeared, the complete blackness of her eyes staring back at him like a pair of bottomless wells.

“Dragon hunter,” she said, her voice muffled as it reached his ears. “I see you found my messenger.”

“What did you do to our people?” Aric seethed.

“They are fine, for now.” The image in the mirror trembled and Astoreth’s features turned into a group of people tied to wooden poles. Aric recognized Irenya, Clea, and Nahir, along with a couple of Naquad’s sailors, all looking equally bruised and bloodied. “Even the mage.” Again, the image changed, this time showing Eliran hanging limply from a wooden pole, either dead or unconscious.

“Is that Eliran?” Darpallion tried to snatch the mirror from Aric’s hands.

Pushing the bard away, Aric looked back into the mirror’s surface. Astoreth’s face had returned. 

“I admit to being impressed,” the Head-Archon continued. “You have come much further than I had expected. Your Goddess will be pleased.”

“I’m not doing this for any Goddess. Yours or mine,” Aric retorted.

Astoreth grinned, the cracks along her cheeks splitting wider. “It doesn’t matter why we do things, hunter. We all walk in the shadow of the gods.” She sent a quick glance over her shoulder. “Even the fallen ones. I’m giving you a chance to save your people. Call it a token of respect for your grit. But, rest assured, this is your last chance to leave this island alive. 

“Find the stone path that climbs the tallest mountain on the island. Halfway up to the peak, where the lowest clouds hang, there is a cave whose entrance is lined with dark statues taller than any man. The stone path will lead you there, and it is there you shall find your friends. Bring the chalice, and you are all free to leave the island. Do not, and I will make them live through a thousand deaths.”

The image in the mirror faded and Aric once again found himself looking at his own reflection. 

“Captain…” Dothea muttered. 

Aric looked at her. She was kneeling by Orisius’s head, two fingers on his neck, taking a pulse. Slowly, she retracted her hand and stood, looked into Aric’s eyes, and shook her head.

Some of the sailors shifted nervously, the shuffling of their feet highlighting everyone’s silence.

“CRAP!” Aric exploded, his face red and the veins on his neck bulging. He threw the mirror to the ground and it smashed into pieces. Then, he reached into the burlap sack around his shoulder and retrieved the Cup of Kallax.

“Aric…” Leth held a hand out in a plea, his voice shaky. “You can’t do this. You can’t give her the chalice.”

Aric just kept staring at the artifact. It was Dothea who replied. “She has our people… including Clea.”

“You don’t think I know that?” Leth snapped, a tear running down his cheek. “Aric—”

“We don’t give her the chalice,” Aric interrupted, “but we can still try to save our people.” 

“How?” Leth asked. “There are dozens of them, you said so yourself. All spell throwers. What chance do we have?”

“Exactly!” Darpallion agreed. “We have no chance to win a fight against them, which is why we have to do the trade.”

“What? Never!” Leth faced Aric. “I won’t allow that.”

“I agree with the singer,” Naquad chimed in.

“Because you’re an idiot,” Aric retorted. “You think Astoreth will simply allow us to peacefully go on our way even if we do?” 

“We’ll negotiate,” Darpallion argued. “Make sure the trade happens on our terms. I’ll go and talk to her.”

Aric shook his head. “No. The chalice is not even getting near Astoreth. We’ll hide it and mount a rescue.”

“So we can all end up dead?” Darpallion protested. “The chalice is our leverage. We need to use it.”

“I’m sorry, but no,” Aric said flatly.

Darpallion clenched his teeth. “Then I am sorry to do this.” 

He drew a knife and spun. Before anyone could even register his movement, he was behind Aric with a blade to his throat. Leth and Dothea drew their own blades, prompting Naquad and the rest of the sailors to do the same.

“Give me the chalice,” Darpallion demanded.

Aric didn’t move, didn’t make a sound.

“Drop that knife!” Leth seethed. “Or Goddess help me I’ll chop you into tiny pieces, Darpallion!”

“No!” Naquad barked. “Enough of this! Enough of you dragon hunters telling us what to do!” He aimed his sword at Leth’s ribs and suddenly there were at least five more blades aimed at both him and Dothea. “There’s ten of us and only three of you. Drop your weapons, or I finish this now.”

Nostrils flaring, Aric scanned his surroundings, taking note of everyone’s position. He calculated the initial blows, who would attack who and what should likely follow. 

“Say the word, cap,” Dothea said, two swords aimed at the back of her neck, three more at her gut and chest.

Aric didn’t think of himself as a violent person. It was true he enjoyed fighting, especially with the sword, but only as a sport. Harming someone was beyond distasteful for him. It turned his stomach; taking a life even more so. 

But, at that moment, with Eliran and most of his hunters being held hostage and that knife scraping across his throat, his chest began to heave, and his legs started shaking. A barely containable rage took over him, threatening to spill out in a murderous rampage. At that moment, Aric knew he would’ve gladly slit the throats of every single person threatening him and his hunters. 

He forced himself to take a deep breath, closed his eyes, and slowly raised the chalice towards Darpallion. “Here,” he croaked.

“What?” Leth shouted, furious.

Aric reopened his eyes and looked at his lieutenant. “It has to be done,” he said. “Trust me.”

Leth gritted his teeth and, somehow, managed to swallow his anger. He nodded. 

“Here,” Aric repeated, presenting Darpallion with the chalice.

Slowly, carefully, as if approaching a wild, hungry beast, the bard moved a hand to the chalice, then snatched it quickly, backing away. 

“Don’t move. None of you,” Darpallion warned, stepping to the bushes behind him. At a signal from Naquad, the sailors circled towards Darpallion, weapons remaining trained on the three dragon hunters. 

“Don’t follow us,” Naquad said. “We’ll make sure all your hunters are released. The mage, too. Just wait for us at the ship.”

Darpallion disappeared into the forest, and Naquad and his sailors slipped after him.

Leth exhaled loudly, then stepped towards Aric. “We could’ve fought them.” 

“Yeah!” Dothea agreed.

“What for?” Aric asked. He looked spent. “They would’ve ended up dead, and we would’ve ended up wounded. Probably badly so.”

“We would’ve lived,” Leth said. Then, after a pause, he added, “What now?”

“Now, we fix this mess,” Aric replied with a sigh. “Somehow.” 




* * *




Aric led the way, choosing their direction in silence, always keeping the stone path Astoreth had mentioned in sight, but never really taking it. Behind him, Leth followed with a furrowed brow, while Dothea brought up their rear, knives drawn. 

Night came and went, even though they’d only climbed for little over an hour, and the island’s peculiar dusk returned. Here, in the mountains, a thick mist seemed to constantly roll downhill, hiding their feet. Despite the crunching noises beneath his boots, Aric chose not to think of what he might be stepping on. 

He’d grown used to the constant burning sensation in his lungs, but the rest of his body was now aching similarly, some parts even worse. The muscles in his legs began to cramp, and when a light drizzle started falling, the rain drops burned as they touched his skin. 

Finally, they reached the crest of a small ridge from which they could see the stone path leveling out, curving widely to the south until it reached a cave at the end of a small valley. A thick blanket of fog blew from the east, spilling from the tops of the hills down to the valley, but dissolving before reaching its bottom, as if afraid of what waited there. 

Aric signaled for his hunters to get down as they neared the edge of the crest, ducking beneath a thicket for cover. Down below, they could see the cave and two lines of statues running along the valley. Between the statues, as though under their guard, stood rows of people tied to wooden poles. 

Their people.

“Can you see Darpallion?” Aric asked lowly.

Dothea stretched a finger to the south. “Over there, beyond the tree line.”

Aric and Leth followed her finger and searched the area, but ended up exchanging a questioning look.

“You sure?” Leth asked.

“They’re there,” Dothea assured him.

“If you say so,” Aric said.

“How many archons did you say they have?” Leth asked

Aric shrugged. “Expect something between thirty and fifty. Plus the kallaxians. I have no idea how many of them there are.”

“Kallaxians?” Leth asked.

“Island natives,” Aric replied. “Naturally, they’re allies of the Circle.”

“Naturally,” Leth echoed dismally. “So, what now?” 

“We could just wait for those idiots to get themselves killed,” Dothea suggested.

“They might be idiots, but they don’t deserve to die,” Aric said.

“It’s not like we forced them into this situation…” she grumbled.

Aric aimed a finger at the misty hilltop across from them. “Okay, I want you to circle around and position yourselves up there. The fog will make for good cover when the time comes.”

“When the time comes for what?” Leth asked. “What are the three of us going to do against all those archons?”

“We have a mage down there,” Aric replied. “Your job is to free her.” He pointed at a set of wooden crates by the cave’s entrance. “Those are their supplies. I expect they’ll have brought runium with them. Eliran will need some if she’s going to be of any help.”

“One mage…” Leth shook his head. “Is that supposed to even the odds?”

Somewhere in the skies, a dragon roared. Aric looked up, searching for it. 

“No, that’s my job.” 




* * *




“This look right to you?” Naquad asked.

As always, the island’s forest was absolutely silent, threads of mist swirling here and there.

Darpallion was kneeling behind a thick bush, scanning the valley. “What do you mean?” 

“No guards,” the first-mate clarified. “Why would they leave the hostages alone?”

“They’re probably testing us. Here, take it.” 

Darpallion handed the chalice to Naquad, who took it up as if it would bite him, then stood to leave.

“Wait, where are you going?” Naquad asked nervously, holding the chalice as far away from him as his arms allowed.

“To negotiate,” the bard replied.

Naquad nodded, and the rest of his sailors seemed happy enough with the plan. Taking a deep breath, Darpallion walked through the bush. The rocky ground was slippery with dew, and a thin fog hung over the valley like a veil. All the prisoners were unconscious, their heads tumbled to one side. There was a faint rumble coming from inside the cave, and for a moment, Darpallion would’ve sworn he heard screaming.

With careful steps, the bard approached the hostages. Eliran stood at the front of the group, her red hair covering most of her face. Where was this woman, Astoreth? Or any of her people? He turned from one side to the other, searching the shadows cast by the grotesque statues flanking the prisoners.

A voice rang inside his skull.

Who seeks death?

Darpallion stiffened with a jolt. “Who said that?”

There was no reply, but Eliran woke up, startled by the sudden noise. She raised her head slowly. “Darpallion?” she asked groggily.

“Silence!”

Darpallion jumped and nearly fell on his back. A dark-robed man was suddenly standing next to Eliran, covering her mouth.

“Where is the hunter?” another voice hissed, this one sounding like a whisper to his ear.

The bard nearly fainted, his legs suddenly weak. A white-haired woman with cracked, gray skin was standing right next to him, where no one had been just a moment before. She had eyes that were entirely black and was standing so close he could feel her breath brushing against his neck. 

Astoreth, Darpallion realized. He staggered back, unable to speak. It took all his strength of will just to keep himself from fleeing.

“Where is the hunter?” the woman repeated, this time more forcefully.

“I… I came for the hostages,” Darpallion replied.

The woman stared at him for a moment, then looked towards the tree line where he’d left the others. “You brought company,” she said, then nodded. “Their blood will serve the lord Kallax.”

“What? I’m here for the deal. The exchange.”

“My deal was with the hunter. You are meaningless.”

“Now listen here!” Darpallion aimed a finger at her. “This isn’t a game. If you ever want to see that chalice again, you’d better release the hostages. All of them.”

Slowly, Astoreth turned to him and grinned. “We’ll see about that.” She hooked her fingers in the air like she was choking someone. “Where is it?”

Somewhere in the back of Darpallion’s head, a snake hissed, and he found himself fighting an urge to make himself very, very small. His whole body began to shake uncontrollably, teeth rattling as if he were freezing.

“Where is it?”

Darpallion’s mind became foggy, his thoughts suddenly not his own. Death, blood, and gore flashed before him and he fell to his knees. “Oh goddess…” he wailed, eyes welling up.

“Where?” Astoreth demanded.

He fought it. He truly did. With all he had. But, in the end, he gave it all away. The chalice, Naquad, the sailors, even the fight with Aric and the other dragon hunters. 

Just like he had over four years ago.




* * *




Eliran was too weak to even squirm in her ropes. It had all been for nothing. An entire year chasing Astoreth, the deaths among the crew of the Heron, her own sacrifice so Aric could escape with the chalice—all in vain. 

Ever since her capture at the Kallaxian temple, things had gone from bad to worse. First, her captors had brought her to this place, assuring her they would use her blood to fuel some ritual they kept talking about. Then, most of Aric’s dragon hunters had been brought to join her, along with all the wounded sailors. And now, to top it all off, not only had the archons captured Darpallion and the remainder of the sailors, but they had also recaptured the chalice. 

Astoreth had won.

The Circle hadn’t captured all of them, though. Aric was missing, just like his lieutenant, Leth, and a couple of the other hunters. Did that mean they were dead? If that was so, then all was definitely lost.

The newly arrived prisoners were not tied to wooden poles like Eliran and the others. Instead, they were each placed in front of one of the tall, dark statues flanking the valley, kneeling on the ground, hands tied behind their backs. The statues themselves looked just like the ones she’d seen inside the Kallaxian complex, each a different combination of human and dragon body parts. However, these were much taller, easily twice as tall as any person. They also had deep, wide bowls at their feet.

Sacrificial altars, Eliran concluded. They would all be bled to death on top of those bowls, beneath the sinister stare of those grotesque beings, whatever they were.

 Astoreth walked past Eliran without sparing her so much as a glance and stopped before an assembly of her acolytes, who lowered their heads in deep reverence. She spread her arms, the Cup of Kallax in one hand and the memory’s dagger in the other, and began to chant, eyes closed. 

There was a rumble somewhere behind Eliran, deep in the cave. She tried to look over her shoulder, but the ropes tying her to the pole were so tight she could barely look sideways. The rumble became voices, dozens of them humming in unison, accompanied by the sound of marching feet. 

What’s happening?

The answer came in the form of two files of kallaxians pouring from the cave behind her, their gray robes distinguishing them from their black-robed brethren of the Circle. They walked to the statues, placing themselves in front of the prisoners, then climbed onto the large bowls, each holding an ornate dagger.

“Hallowed be Kallax, lord of the Threshold,” Astoreth sang. 

“Through death you call us with whispers cold,” her audience replied.

The Head-Archon lowered her arms and opened her eyes. “The time has finally come! The Order of Kallax’s sacred duty finally fulfilled. Rejoice, brothers and sisters, children of dusk.”

“Praised be Kallax.”

Astoreth looked at the kallaxians standing on the bowls, first the line on her left, then the one on her right, and nodded. “Commence.”

The kallaxians raised their daggers, blades aimed at themselves.

What in the mother’s name…? 

Before she could even finish formulating her thought, the men and women atop the bowls stabbed themselves in the gut. The squelching sounds of the knives were accompanied by some mumbles and groans, but none of them so much as screamed. Eliran grimaced, horrified, and the sailors released frightened gasps. 

None of the Circle acolytes moved to lend the kallaxians any help. They all just stood and watched, Astoreth included, as the kallaxians slowly bled away, sagging and crumpling as strength left their bodies.

From where she stood, and with her limited visual angle, Eliran couldn’t see most of the other prisoners, but she could easily guess they were all watching, petrified, as the macabre spectacle unfolded before them. She could also not see all the kallaxians sacrifices, so she focused on the one closest to her, a fair skinned man with hair as dark as coal. He couldn’t be any older than she was. His legs had begun to fail him, so he was kneeling in the growing puddle of his own blood, torso listing further and further to his right. 

Eliran felt weak, spent, and hurt, but now she was feeling herself becoming sick as well. Her stomach turned, and she was unable to keep looking at the dying man. Face twisted in disgust, she looked away, focusing on a distant tree at the edge of the valley.

“Do not look away!” Astoreth barked.

An invisible hand forced Eliran to look back at the dying kallaxian.

“This is true faith,” the Head-Archon added. “True devotion. It will not be ignored, not even by a worthless Mage.” 

The kallaxian tumbled to his side, eyes half-closed, and in his last moment, Eliran swore he looked at her just before he went still.

Ava mother…

A moment of silence went by until Astoreth motioned to her acolytes. Two by two, the archons carefully removed the corpses of the sacrificed kallaxians, laying them by the statues’ feet. Then there was a frightened scream, followed another, and another. Eliran swiveled her head and found Darpallion and Naquad being dragged towards the large bowls. 

“No!” Eliran protested. “What are you doing?”

“You know very well,” Astoreth replied. “You should all be thankful. This has been millennia in the making. That you get to take part in this ritual is a rare privilege.”

The bard and the sailors struggled, but the archons’ magic proved impossible for them to overcome. Soon all were standing atop the sacrificial bowls, blood reaching their ankles, all looking beyond terrified. Some sobbed, others screamed in panic. To Darpallion’s credit, he looked calm, even if he was as pale as a Temple priest’s robes. As an archon approached, holding a knife, Eliran saw the bard swallow and stiffen, but raise his chin nonetheless.

Proud to the end, Eliran thought sadly.

“Hey!” 

The shout echoed throughout the valley tenfold and everyone froze, confused. Archons and prisoners alike looked around with questioning frowns, searching for the source of the shout. 

Eliran found it atop a hill, a silhouette drawn against the pale glow of the cloud-filtered sun. The figured dropped, sliding down the hill, one of his hands held back and scraping along the rocky slope for balance. As the man reached the base of the valley, he rolled forward, cushioning his landing, and hopped to his feet in one fluid motion, stopping a few feet away from Astoreth and her line of archons. 

Eliran finally recognized him. Aric, covered in mud, dust, and dried blood, his blond hair a disheveled mess.

“Surprise!” he said, panting heavily.

Before anyone had time to do or say anything, and as if the word had been a conjuring spell, a shadow covered the valley and a vicious, thundering growl vibrated through the air. Everyone in the valley shrunk instinctively, and in the next moment, a dragon burst over the hill behind Aric, fire gushing from its jaws. 

The crowd of archons scrambled, screaming and running for cover, some finding the presence of mind to hurtle green bolts of energy at the creature. 

“No! Stop it, you fools!” Astoreth tried to scream through the chaos. “What are you doing? Do not attack the beast!”

But it was too late. The dragon circled around, spotting its attackers. It opened its massive jaws and spewed fire towards the mass of black robes casting spells at the sky. A handful of archons were caught in the blaze, shrieking in horror as the fire consumed them.

“There you are,” a red-haired girl said as she slid in front of Eliran. She drew a knife and began to saw at the ropes binding Eliran to the pole.

“Dothea?” Eliran asked, recognizing her.

“Can you stand?” Dothea asked. Her answer came as the last rope frayed apart and Eliran tumbled over her. “Guess not…”

“Runium,” Eliran mumbled weakly.

“Here!”

With what little strength she still had, Eliran turned and saw Aric’s lieutenant, Leth, standing next to her, holding a vial of silvery red liquid. 

“Time to go to work,” Leth added. 

With a quick glance over Dothea’s shoulder, Eliran saw Astoreth and her archons fighting the dragon, too busy to notice her rescue. She snatched the vial from Leth’s hands and downed the runium in one gulp, its regenerative warmth quickly spreading throughout her body. Blue puffs came out with her breath and Eliran stepped away from Dothea, no longer needing her support. She looked down at her own hands, noticing with satisfaction the blue aura pulsing from them, and smiled. This was not over yet.

“Free the rest of the prisoners,” Eliran said.

Among the archons battling the dragon, one finally noticed the mage’s rescue. Eliran saw him grit his teeth and curl his fingers, a green sphere swelling between his hands. Almost as a reflex, Eliran drew a quick pattern in the air, conjuring a barrier. When the man’s attack came, it splashed against a translucent blue wall a mere two feet before her.

“And stay behind my shield,” Eliran added. “I’ll cover you.”




* * *




The crowd of archons ran around frantically, screaming and hurtling spells in a panicked mess. Aric went to his knees. With so many juicy targets seemingly competing for the dragon’s attention, what better move to make than just laying low? 

Unfortunately, not all archons were that easily scared. A couple of them chose to ignore the dragon and focused on the man who had dared to interrupt their sacred ritual. They came at him from both sides, each holding their own sizzling ball of green energy. 

Head swiveling from one to the other, Aric mentally revisited his equipment. It was a short list: one sword, one glowstone dagger, and, most importantly at present, a single throwing knife. He stuck a finger through the ring on the blade’s hilt and sent it flying, rolling forward in the same movement. The archon on the left went down, throwing knife jutting out from his forehead, while an energy bolt flew past where Aric had just been kneeling. Jumping to his feet, Aric faced the archon still standing and drew the glowstone dagger, but the acolyte was faster. 

At first, it felt like his feet had turned to stone. Then, the cold came, clawing up his legs like dozens of icy needles. Feeling his heart speeding in his chest, Aric looked down and his eyes widened. A sheet of ice covered both his feet, and it seemed to be spreading up his shins.

The archon stepped forward like a spider approaching its trapped prey, aiming a palm at Aric. Green light burst from the man’s hand, shooting forward. It took every ounce of courage he could possibly summon, but Aric fought the urge to curl up into a ball and instead offered his chest to the strike. 

The energy ray melted through his tattered shirt, but when it hit the dragon scales and Glowstone cuirass beneath, it dissipated like smoke. The archon’s jaw dropped as if it had come unhinged, and he probably didn’t even see when Aric hurled his glowstone dagger. The weapon wasn’t nearly as nimble and well-balanced as a throwing knife, but it found its target nonetheless, sinking into the acolyte’s throat. The man died trying to scream, coughing out bubbles of blood.

The spell locking Aric in place vanished, and when he moved his legs, they shattered the layer of ice encasing them. He ran to the fallen archon and collected his dagger. Wiping blood from the Glowstone blade, Aric took stock of the battle. The dragon still roared overhead, spewing fire in its rage. The smoldering corpses of dozens of archons laid scattered throughout the valley. Astoreth, however, still stood, a handful of her archons cowering behind her. Across the field, in front of the cave, Eliran had gathered the dragon hunters and sailors of their party behind the shimmering blue sphere of a magical shield, scorched earth surrounding her barrier like an ocean. Over the distance, she locked her eyes on him, voice ringing inside Aric’s skull.

You need to kill Astoreth. 

Me? You’re the mage!

If I drop this shield, your little pet is going to roast our people, Eliran replied. Your hunters are pestering me, though. They want to help you. Should I let them out?

Head low, Aric flitted to one of the half-human, half-dragon creature statues and hid behind it. A tang of iron bit his nostrils and Aric looked with disgust at the pool of blood collected in the bowl at the statue’s feet. He then looked over to the cave’s opening. Eliran had a hand up as if she was physically holding the shield from collapsing on top of her and the others—and maybe she was. Aric’s hunters were gathered next to her, blaring angrily.

They’re beginning to test my patience, Eliran added.

Aric grinned. It’s ok. Let them out.

Any orders for them?

They know what to do.

Eliran’s shield flickered and the dragon hunters dashed away. The group spread out, heads low and blades drawn, a pack of felines on the prowl. Using terrain features, boulders, and the dark statues, the hunters disappeared, blending into the valley. 

This was what they did. 

Well, kind of.

How in the mother’s name do you kill a Head-Archon? Aric wondered.

Above him, the dragon roared, and he looked up. The creature had killed several archons but had paid a heavy price for it. About a dozen wounds speckled its scaly hide, blood gushing out and raining down on the valley with every flap of its wings. The dragon turned, circling for another attack, then dove. 

Now is the time, Eliran said. While she’s distracted.

“Merciful mother…” Aric mumbled. Got it. 

From where he stood behind the statue, Astoreth had her back to him. She was widening her arms, preparing some spell to meet the incoming dragon and rallying what few acolytes still stood with her. Against the gray backdrop of the sky, the dragon plunged, spitting a jet of fire towards the tightly packed group of archons. 

It was his chance. Palm sweating around the hilt of his dagger, Aric left the statue’s cover and ran towards Astoreth, ignoring the fact that he was placing himself in the dragon’s path as well.

“Now!” Astoreth commanded.

Flanking her, the acolytes raised their arms, powerful green auras glowing around them. The dragon fire split in two, deviating from the archons and falling at their sides, scorching what little vegetation flanked them. 

Aric was nearly caught in the blaze as it changed direction, rolling to his left and picking himself up quickly to continue his charge. Ahead of him, the archons held their defensive spells, two of them falling to their knees in exertion until, finally, the inferno stopped. The dragon curved upward, climbing back to the skies, and as it did, it exposed its underbelly. 

Astoreth seized her chance. She attacked, shooting a barrage of green energy, her power so intense Aric was momentarily blinded. The dragon hunter stopped, covering his eyes 

In the last year or so, Aric had killed five dragons with his hunters, but he had never experienced anything like this. The dragon’s shriek hit him like a physical blow, and he forced himself to reopen his eyes. Above him, the beast hung in the air, its flight interrupted. Belly ruined, blood and gore pouring out and splattering over the ground, the dragon’s wings crumpled, and it fell out of the sky like a boulder, headed right towards Aric. 

His heart exploded in his chest. Aric ran, trying to outpace that falling, screeching mountain of a creature. He thrust himself forward so hard it felt like his thigh muscles would melt off his legs. 

Then, the whole valley exploded behind him. The ground shook and he was propelled forward as if the goddess herself had pushed him. The rocky ground met his face, hands, and rained down on his back, a shower of pebbles and rocks falling over him as he slid across the ground. 

As he came to a stop, he coughed, choking on dirt. Slowly, Aric propped himself up on his elbows, wiping dragon blood and mud from his eyes and face. A haze of dust hung lazily in the air, and he checked his surroundings to make sure the world was still there. The colossal corpse laid but a few feet from him, its neck crooked at an impossible angle, its tongue hanging limply from its jaws. 

“You…” a voice hissed.

Aric turned and sped to his feet, blade in hand.

“I won’t just kill you,” Astoreth said. “No. I will kill you over, and over, and over.” 

“I thought you respected my dedication to my cause,” Aric said, pretending to be hurt.

“I will respect your suffering instead!” 

Blue tendrils shot from the tip of Astoreth’s fingers, wrapping around Aric, who stiffened and began to convulse uncontrollably. Pain swept through his entire body as if he was being skewered by dozens of red hot knives. Then, suddenly, the pain subsided, and he sank to his knees.

“Tell the lord Kallax his followers are on their way,” Astoreth croaked. She wrapped her cold fingers around Aric’s jaw, lifting his face so he’d look into her eyes. She raised her other hand above her head, palm glowing like embers. “Say goodbye.”

“Goodbye!” another voice said.

Astoreth’s glowing palm dimmed and her hateful expression went blank. The strength of her fingers disappeared, and Aric felt his jaw being released. He looked over the Head-Archon’s shoulder. 

Eliran was standing there, her fingers on the back of Astoreth’s head. “Who’s reviving you this time?” the mage asked. She pulled her hand back and Astoreth’s body fell in a lump at her feet. 

Still shaking, Aric looked around, searching for Astoreth’s acolytes. He found his hunters instead, wiping bloodied knives on the dark robes of the fallen archons.

“You alright?” Eliran asked, lending him a hand.

Eyes wide, the dragon hunter nodded. “Yeah… sure.” He took her hand and she helped him up.

Eliran smiled. The sweetest, most beautiful smile he’d ever seen. “You did it,” she said. “You stopped Astoreth!”

“I’m pretty sure that was you,” Aric replied.

“I seem to remember being tied to a post not able to do anything as everyone we know was about to be murdered.”

“And I seem to remember—”

“Guys!” Dothea interrupted. “What in the mother’s name is that?”

Everyone followed Dothea’s finger. A pitch-black mist swirled out from within the cave. Slowly, it slid through the air, scaring Naquad’s sailors, who backed away gasping. The dragon hunters stared at the strange phenomenon, mystified.

“There’s no wind,” Aric observed. “How is it moving?”

No one had an answer for him, and when the strands of dark smoke got near the dragon hunters, they all stepped away. Only Eliran stood her ground, studying the mist as if it was some peculiar, newly discovered species. The dark strands skirted the mages tattered, purple robes, then settled over Astoreth’s corpse, swirling around her limbs and torso and partially disappearing into her black robes.  

“What’s it doing?” Aric asked, alarmed.

“Is it reviving her?” Leth asked in turn.

“I don’t know…” Eliran took a step towards the fallen Head-Archon and the mist flew away, moving mush faster than it had before.

“I think you scared it,” Clea said.  

If Eliran agreed, she didn’t voice it. She simply walked after the mist, although not as fast as it was moving. Almost as if she wasn’t sure the thing was safe. 

“Wait.” Eliran stopped. “The artifacts. Astoreth had both the chalice and the dagger.”

Aric dove to the Head-Archon’s body, rummaging through her robes frantically. “Nothing.” He looked at Eliran. “They’re not here.”

At that moment, the mist reached the cave’s entrance and began to circle around itself like a tiny tornado. The strands of smoke seemed to coalesce, taking the shape of a person, and then a woman was standing there, black jewelry adorning her flowing gray robes. She had a fully shaven head, and she stared back at Aric and the others with sickly, yellow eyes. Aric remembered her well. 

The kallaxian Reverend Mother.

“You cannot stop death,” she declared. “No one can.” 

In a slow, deliberate motion, she revealed the Cup of Kallax held in one hand and the sacred dagger in the other.

Eliran glared, shouting, “Stop her!” before she dematerialized, turning into a speck of blue light and zipping through the air. Just as she rematerialized, the Reverend Mother swung an arm in a sweeping arc and Eliran was sent flying backwards as if hurled by an explosion.

The Reverend Mother raised the dagger and shoved it into her chest, yelping with pain. She fell to one knee, dropping the dagger, but still managed enough strength to collect some her gushing blood into the chalice. The Glowstone shards on the artifact’s surface gleamed and the blood within the cup sizzled, smoking. 

“We need to stop her!” Aric cried, dashing away.

His hunters raced after him, drawing their weapons, but the distance between them and the Reverend Mother was too great. The Kallaxian drank from the cup, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth. The chalice fell from her fingers and she panted, the life quickly draining from her.

“Sacred be Kallax, beyond the dark,” she muttered. “Your great return our sacrifices mark!” She tumbled forward, but never hit the ground, her body vanishing up in dark smoke that dissolved into the air.

The dragon hunters skidded to a halt just as they reached the cave’s entrance, the Reverend Mother no longer there to meet them. A few feet away from them, Eliran sat up, grimacing.

“What… What happened?” Aric asked.

He never got a reply. The ground began to shake beneath their feet, a deep rumble filling the air as if the whole mountain was roaring. Around the cave’s opening, the rock started cracking. A couple of dragon hunters fell to the ground just as Eliran rose to her feet with difficulty, the others bracing themselves before they could be shaken off their feet. 

“What’s happening?” Clea asked. 

All eyes were on Eliran, but she did not reply. Her eyes were wide with fear, and she looked over her shoulder at the half-human, half-dragon statues. The sculptures were cracking, pieces of them falling off as the pools of blood at their bases sizzled and bubbled. 

“Look out!” Clea pushed Leth away just as a boulder rolled down the face of the hill above the cave and nearly smashed into him.

“Everyone back!” Aric commanded. “Stand away from the cave!”

The hunters obeyed, and just as they did, the rockfall intensified, huge chunks peeling off the face of the hill and smashing to pieces down below. Eliran, however, stayed put, her eyes dazed. 

Aric approached her. “Eliran…” he started.

“Merciful mother,” the mage breathed.

“What’s happening?” Aric asked.

Eliran pointed at the hill above the cave. “Kallax,” she said.

Aric spun and looked at where Eliran was pointing. His jaw dropped. What he saw there… it couldn’t be, but it was. Within the rock, on a patch once covered by the now falling debris, there was… skin?

“That can’t be…”

“It is,” Eliran assured him.

“How do we stop it?”

“A spell… a really powerful one.”

“Alright,” Aric said. “Cast it, then.”

“You don’t understand. The Reverend Mother… she gave her life for this. That’s how powerful a spell it would have to be.” 

She looked down and Aric followed her gaze to the sacred artifacts lying on the ground. He said nothing.

“It has to be done,” Eliran said after a pause. She knelt and picked up the chalice and the dagger.

“No!” Aric grabbed both her arms, holding them in place.

“You’re going to stop a mage?” Eliran asked. There was no anger or humor in her voice. She just sounded… empty.

“Whatever I have to do,” Aric replied, staring into her eyes. “There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t.” Eliran looked at her arms. Her skin had turned white around where Aric was squeezing her. “Let go.”

“There has to be another way!” Aric insisted. “Think, goddess, damn you!”

Eliran shook her head. “You’re being childish.” She looked at the crumbling hill, where the patches of skin were growing larger and larger. “This has to…” She froze, brows furrowed thoughtfully. “Fire take me… I know what to do, let me go.”

“I told you, I—”

Eliran just walked away, her arms passing through Aric’s fingers like steam. She walked to the side of the cave opening, where a large patch of the god’s skin was now visible. She raised the sacred dagger and stabbed the wall of skin, blood as dark as tar spurting out as she retrieved the blade. Grinning, she collected some of the blood in the chalice and raised it as if in a toast. “Hallowed be Kallax, lord of the Threshold.” She drank three long gulps and threw the artifacts away, then turned to Aric. “Give me your Glowstone dagger,” she said, black puffs of smoke coming out with her breath.

Without a word, Aric complied, and the mage grabbed the weapon by the blade. The blue crystal shone powerfully between her fingers.

Then she shoved it deep into the God’s flesh.

Eliran stepped back. Around the dagger she had just enchanted, a layer of stone spread outwards, covering the exposed skin. She looked up. Across the face of the hill, patches of skin disappeared beneath sprouting rock. The ground stopped shaking and the deafening rumble ceased. 

The last few pebbles and boulders rolled down the hill, and then the world went quiet.




* * *




Peace and quiet seemed to reign outside, while a war brewed within her. 

Runium, that dreaded potion. All mages realized what it was—a poison—and they drank it willingly for the unequalled prize of magic. They learned to control it, compensating for its adverse effects. Some mages were so powerful they could use Runium to extend their lives, despite its poisonous nature. 

Eliran had always assumed the reason Runium was poisonous was its original ingredient—dragon blood. Over a year ago, when she had learned the Circle could produce Runium from human blood, she had become curious if this new kind of Runium would be dangerous as well. 

Right now, however, she was struggling with Runium of a deeply different nature. Runium made from the blood of a god. 

And it was tearing her apart.

Eliran looked at Aric. He was smiling, and he said something, but the sound came muffled and distorted, even though he was standing right there.

“I think something’s wrong,” Eliran said. Her words sounded alien as if they had been said by someone else. Her peripheral vision became a bright blur, and she had trouble focusing on anything not directly in front of her. She must have staggered, because suddenly Aric was holding her as if she was about to fall. He was no longer smiling. In fact, now he looked worried. He said something, but Eliran caught only the word “alright”. Her stomach was burning, and the sensation seemed to be spreading. First to her chest, then to her thighs as well.

It’s the Runium, she concluded, redoubling her efforts to keep it steady within her. She had purposefully released regular Runium once to escape Astoreth’s capture, and it hadn’t been pretty. What would be the consequences of releasing the energy of Runium so powerful it could petrify a god? 

Breathe, she thought. Just breathe.

But it was useless. This was not something a mortal could control. She looked around and found that Darpallion and other members of Aric’s company had joined her, all looking similarly worried. She could see their mouths move, but their words were a mess of echoes. 

Eliran’s breathing became heavier and she looked at her hands. They were glowing, but not with the usual blue aura that casting magic usually caused. No, instead they were glowing like embers.

“You need to leave,” she said, heart pounding. 

Around her, everyone took a step back, eyes widened in fear. 

“You need to get away from me,” Eliran urged. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold it.”

Her entire body was ablaze. Bright lights blinded her.

“Eliran!” someone shouted.

She thought she saw Aric’s face. Just a faint glimpse, like the dim reflection of an old copper mirror. 

And then the bright light took over, claiming everything in an all-consuming fury. 

Including her.




* * *




It had worked. Whatever spell Eliran had imbued the glowstone dagger with, it had petrified Kallax; stopped the god of death from being revived. 

“Didn’t I tell you there had to be another way?” Aric asked, smiling.

The mage turned to him, but instead of the relief or excitement Aric expected to find on her features, he saw bewilderment. “I think something’s wrong,” she said flatly. 

Aric’s smile vanished. “What do you mean?”

She didn’t reply. Instead, her eyes wandered, as if she was trying to figure out where she was. Aric saw her wobble slightly, and then she lost her balance and staggered backwards. In a flash, Aric was there, holding her upright.

“Eliran, are you alright?”

She looked at him, but once again did not reply. Her hands clenched on her stomach and she grimaced.

“Help!” Aric called. “Help us!”

Darpallion, Lyra, Leth, and the others reached them, panting.

“What’s wrong?” Darpallion asked.

“Give me some room!” Lyra demanded, pushing the others aside and inspecting the mage. Eliran’s breathing had become heavier, and her body stiffened in Aric’s arms.

“What’s wrong with her?” Darpallion insisted.

“I… don’t know,” Lyra mumbled. She looked at Aric with wide, frightful eyes and showed him Eliran’s hands. They were glowing as if a fire brewed beneath her skin. 

“You need to leave,” Eliran said, urgency entering her voice. 

Around her, everyone exchanged looks of concern.

“What is she talking about?” Leth asked.

“Oh no…” Aric muttered.

“You need to get away from me,” Eliran insisted. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold it.”

“I think I know what’s happening,” Aric said. “She’s releasing her Runium’s energy. She did this once before, the first time Astoreth captured us.”

“Alright, everyone stand back,” Leth ordered. “Back! Everyone back!” 

The group obeyed, stepping away. Only Aric remained, holding Eliran’s now trembling body.

“Aric,” Leth called. “You heard her. Let her go.”

“She needs help.” Aric adjusted Eliran’s weight in his arms. “She protected me the last time, I’ll be alright.”

The bright glow in the mage’s hands had spread to her arms and torso, body slowly turning into burning cinder.

Leth grabbed Aric by the collar. “Does it look like she’s doing this on purpose? She’ll be busy enough protecting herself. You want to help? Drop her!”

Aric glanced from Eliran to Leth, a hopeless look on his face, after a long, uncertain moment, he nodded. 

Leth did not give him a chance to change his mind. He pulled Aric up by his shirt and ran, dragging his friend behind him. The two ran side by side, the light of a new sun rising behind them. 

The explosion hit them like a wall, sending both flying forwards. They landed face first on the rocky ground, rolling to cushion the fall. 

Aric’s bruised body screamed in pain, but he pushed himself up anyway, grimacing. Before him, a cloud of dust and smoke dimmed the world. What he saw, however, defied reason, and for a couple of breaths, Aric just stood there, blinking. 

The cave entrance had collapsed, and before it, where he’d left Eliran, was now a crater. He rushed to it, and when he reached its edge, looked down the scorched slope.

“Ava mother…” he breathed and raced down into the hollow.

A dark, smoldering bundle was curled at the very bottom. Aric knelt beside it. Carefully, he wiped singed hairs from Eliran’s burnt face. As his fingers brushed against her skin, Eliran twitched, a light gasp escaping her bloody lips. 

Aric exhaled loudly, laying his forehead on the ground. For the first time since he’d arrived on this island, he felt like he could breathe.




* * *




The ship swayed as if it was trying to rock him to sleep, the hull’s wood creaking soothingly. Aric sat down on a small stool beside the bed and his muscles complained. He began massaging his thighs, searching for some momentary relief. After all this rest, he somehow still felt as tired as if he had just returned from a desert patrol. 

Beside him, on a small desk nailed to the wall, a bowl of soup steamed, filling the cabin with the hearty smell of stewed meat. 

“My food goblin has returned.”

Aric turned to the bed and smiled. “You’re awake.”

Eliran nodded faintly. “Somewhat.” 

Her face was still bandaged, only her eyes and mouth showing. Aric suspected the same was true for the rest of her body, considering the state he’d found her in, but he hadn’t witnessed Lyra’s hours and hours of treatment.

“I’m surprised you’re even alive,” Aric admitted. “There was a crater the size of a dragon where we found you.”

“I’m surprised you backed off like I told you to,” Eliran replied.

Aric shrugged. “Leth kind of insisted. You know, with his fists.”

Eliran chuckled softly. “I’m glad he did.”

“Me too.” A small moment of silence passed between them. There was an awkwardness to it, but he was far too happy right now just to see her there to be bothered by anything in the world. “You want to eat?”

“No, thank you. But leave it there, I might get hungry later.”

Aric smiled widely. “Sure.” 

Eliran’s head tilted slightly upward, and she looked towards the tiny window of her cabin. “How long have I been out?”

“Four days. Wind has been good. Naquad says we should reach the continent in two days tops.”

Closing her eyes, Eliran snuggled back into her pillow. “Good,” she mumbled weakly.

Assuming she’d fallen back asleep, Aric made to stand up.

“I still remember our deal,” Eliran said.

“Deal?” Aric asked, sitting back down.

“To take you to your brother in Ragara.”

Once again, Aric smiled. “That will make me very happy, thank you.”

She nodded and mumbled something inaudibly.

“Good to see you recovering,” Aric said. “I’ll let you rest.”

This time, there was no reply. Eliran had fallen asleep, culled by exhaustion. 

Without making a sound, Aric left the cabin. He took the stairs up to the main deck. The cold sea wind greeted him and he took a deep breath, salt filling his nostrils. A small number of sailors manned the rigging while Naquad stood at the helm. Winds had been good ever since they’d left the island. Soon they would all be back home.

Except Jullion and Orisius, Aric thought grimly.

Irenya still hadn’t recovered. Several times over the last four days, Aric had found her crying in one of the ship’s dark corners by herself. He had tried comforting her, but she had pretended everything was alright, so Aric had left her alone.

Fortunately, the others looked far better. They were all recovering well from their injuries and seemed proud of what they had achieved together. After all, how many people in the history of Arkhemia had stopped the return of an evil god—twice?

Aric sauntered to the foredeck and leaned over the railing, watching the horizon. Somewhere in the distance was Akham. They would land soon, and then he was free to find his brother. 

Would he look any different? He had probably changed as much Aric had. After all, he was the leader of the rebellion now, taking the fight to the emperor himself, to his own father. Aric could only imagine the kind of bravery it took to make that decision.

Good on you, little brother. Good on you. 

“How’s Eliran?”

Aric looked over his shoulder and saw Leth stepping to meet him. “Great, actually. She was even awake for a bit this time.”

“Good, good.” Leth nodded, joining Aric by the railing. “That’s good.”

There was a long moment of silence.

“Listen…” Aric finally said. “About what happened. I was never going to hurt…”

Leth raised a hand, cutting him. “That’s okay. We were both doing what we felt was right in a really bad situation. There’s nothing to apologize.”

Aric nodded, smiling. “Thanks. I agree.”

Silence returned, this time far more comfortable, until Leth straightened, facing Aric as if challenging him. “Do you know the history of my House?” 

Aric raised an eyebrow. “I know you were Akhami nobility even before the annexation.”

Leth nodded. “High nobility, yes. Members of the Jassarian Council. When Geric Auron conquered Saggad, my family was there, too, defending the city. While your ancestor was taking the capital of Akham for his emperor, my ancestors were evacuating the Ultrarch and his family. 

“Adishar IX refused to surrender even after losing his capital. He went north and moved the capital to Engadi. He gathered the Jassarian Council and ordered them to come up with a plan to retake Saggad and expel the Arreline invader, but our military was in tatters. There was nothing to be done. House Ranraik proposed a defensive war of attrition, focused on eroding the enemy supply lines. The rest of the Council, however, had a different idea. 

“They wrote a letter to Maginus II offering him Akham and Adishar’s head, provided they could keep their lands and titles. Only my family opposed this. They were arrested, their heads delivered to the Arreline emperor beside Adishar’s. Only the children of House Ranraik were spared. The Jassarian Council intended to go after them later, but never got the chance.” Leth grinned. “Maginus killed them all. Placed their heads on spikes and spread them out all across Akham with an inscription: This is the prize for treason in Arrel. Then, Maginus II found the Ranraik children and gave them the richest region of Akham to rule in his stead: the Grand-Duchy of Nalwar, city of Saggad included. He called them ‘the worthy among the great’. Those have been our words ever since.” 

Leth stopped, looking out over the horizon. 

“Why are you telling me this?” Aric asked. But he already knew the answer.

“Aric, I hope you find your brother, but I need to find mine.”

It took some time before Aric found his words. “I… I’ll go with you. We’ll—”

Leth placed a hand on Aric’s shoulder, interrupting him. “Don’t. Your family needs you. As mine needs me. This time, we’ll fight apart.”
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  The Enemies We Trust

  
  




A cold wind blew from the north, sending Intila’s Imperial blue flags into a wild dance. From atop Ragara’s battlements, Fadan counted the Legions setting up camp. Eight, all seemingly at full strength, which meant Intila had allowed himself the luxury of leaving three of them behind. Fadan knew exactly where they were, too. The answer was in his hand, a message from a Lieutenant of the small garrison he’d left in Aparanta. 

The city had fallen. Varinian had been reinstated as Governor, and Sabium was presumed dead.

Fadan crumpled the parchment in his hand and tossed it over the wall. Intila was three Legions down and still looked unbeatable. What in the mother’s name was he going to do?

“So, do I have your permission?” Nyssander asked.

Fadan had practically forgotten he was standing there with him. “Yes. Yes, of course. A militia is a good idea. Accept anyone who volunteers.”

Duke Nyssander bowed, turned on his heel, and walked away.

A militia was a terrible idea. Ordinary citizens with no training, barely any armament, and terrible discipline would be more trouble than help. But at this point, Fadan had to consider the overall morale, and increasing their numbers, even if artificially, would at least help with that.

Once more, Fadan looked over the army assembling to take over the last remaining city of his short-lived Rebellion. He could already see the scaffolding where catapults and ballistae would soon be built.

“Lord Nyssander,” he called.

The Duke was already halfway down the stone staircase of the wall, but he turned to look up at the Prince.

“Send word to every carpenter and mason in the city that their services are required to help with the defence of the city. They’re to report to the palace as soon as possible. We need to start building our own siege equipment.”




* * *




Augusta’s bustling crowd moved up and down the street, like a convoy that never ended. This wasn’t even one of the larger streets, and it still made Doric feel nauseous. In Pharyzah, the streets had been packed full, but people had been happy there. Singing and dancing and smiling. Here, everyone was in a hurry to get somewhere, and no one looked particularly excited about their destinations. 

The street stretched for a few more yards in front of Doric before beginning the steep climb up mount capitol, the Imperial Citadel sitting at the top. And once again, Cassia was in there.

He exhaled loudly. We’re right back where we started…

“Doric!” Venia called. She stood at a corner leading to a narrow boulevard and motioned with her head for him to follow.

The rest of the group was waiting beyond the corner. Venia led them to the only stone building in the slim alleyway. Stopping at the front door, she slid two fingers into the back of her hair and produced a small pin, which she used in the lock, her head swivelling around to make sure no one beyond their group was watching.

The lock clicked and the door opened with a soft whine. A thick layer of dust coated the floor, which lifted in small puffs as they walked inside. Venia found an oil lamp on a table by the entrance, asked Emrys to light it with his magic, then closed the front door once everyone was inside. 

She led them to what looked like the house’s main living area. The space was fully furnished. Pot and pans lined shelves and cabinets along one wall, and a round, wooden table with seating for four people occupied the centre of the floor. There were even some portraits hanging on the wall.

“It’s not much, but we can rest here,” Venia said.

“So… is this your place?” Debra asked.

Venia shook her head. “It’s a Scriptorium safe-house, from an old operation I was involved in. The kind that stays off the books, which is why I knew it’d be empty. Technically, the house belongs to a Nostan woman named Justinia.”

“And in reality?” Hagon asked.

“In reality, Justinia is a product of my imagination,” Venia replied.

“That’s all very interesting, but what are we doing here, exactly?” Doric asked. “How are we going to get into the Citadel?”

“Relax,” Venia told him. “I have a plan. I know a way into the Core Palace. Learned it from Prince Fadan, actually.”

“What way?” Andon asked suspiciously.

“Through the sewers. It’s a tricky route. Easy to get lost down there, but I would never forget such useful information.”

“And then what?” Debra asked. “We use Emrys’ invisibility spell?”

The mage raised his head as if the mention of his name had woken him from some reverie. He’d been quiet since his confrontation with Margeth. “That’s too risky,” he replied. “We might run into another Syphon.”

“In the Citadel, there’s a better kind of invisibility,” Venia said with a grin. “Servant’s clothing.” She turned around and stepped to a cabinet, opening a drawer and retrieving a small pouch. “Fear not, ladies and gentlemen. We’re in my territory now.” She tossed the pouch in the air and caught it mid-flight, the coins inside clinking. “Let’s go shopping.”




* * *




The sewer tunnels smelled of rotten eggs, month old cabbage, and spoiled meat, all rolled into one overpowering nostril bomb. The worst part, however, was the damp, moss covered stones underfoot where Doric kept slipping. He was entirely sure he would end up falling into the river of sludge coursing past before the day was over.

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Hagon asked. They had been walking for what felt like an hour, the sewage tunnels all looking the same.

“Positive,” Venia replied.

“Ouch!” Andon complained. “Will you be careful?”

“You try walking in these,” Debra retorted, fingers fidgeting and pulling and stretching at her maid dress like the thing was trying to crawl inside of her.

“It’s a skirt,” Andon said. “It can’t be tighter than pants.”

“It’s a nightmare, is what it is.”

“Will you two be quiet?” Venia hissed. She aimed a finger upward, where thin strips of light leaked through the slots of a manhole cover. 

“Is this it?” Doric asked.

“If I’m not mistaken, we’ll come out at the rear of the Core Palace. We’ll go in through the kitchens.”

The little group each nodded their ascent, and Venia grabbed the iron rungs of the ladder, climbing up to the manhole. Once up there, she pushed against the cover, lifting it just enough to peek out at their surroundings.

“Clear,” she whispered. Pushing the cover away, she scurried out onto the surface. 

One by one, they all climbed out. Doric looked around. He recognized the place. They were at the rear of the Core Palace. Memories of his youth flashed in his mind, another time, and practically another place. Cassia and him looking for a private place to be together. Intila and him arguing over some insipid thing. His father watching over a parade in the main courtyard… 

“Hey, move it!” Hagon spurred him, waking Doric from his reverie.

Venia led them to a small wooden door and pushed it open. Inside sprawled a large kitchen. Two cooks looked up at the newcomers, one stirring a boiling pot, the other peeling potatoes, but neither moved from their stations.

“Good afternoon,” Venia greeted.

“Afternoon,” the cook peeling potatoes replied slowly, frowning suspiciously.

Venia strode across the kitchen, stopped in front of large fruit basket, and picked it up. She turned to the cook peeling potatoes. “Orders from the Castellan.”

The cook shrugged and returned his attention to the potatoes. Trailing Venia, they left the kitchen and the cooks behind and found themselves in a narrow corridor lit by a couple of oil lamps hanging on the wall.

“This way,” Venia said, turning into the mouth of a staircase.

They climbed two flights of stairs and exited into a sumptuous hallway carpeted in red, paintings of members of the Imperial family hanging every couple of feet.

Andon whistled. “Damn. Right in the dragon’s lair, huh?”

“This is the Imperial family’s wing.” Venia motioned her head to her left, where the corridor turned left. “Cassia’s room is that way.”

At that precise moment, two Legionaries rounded the corner. The group froze. All except for Venia, who stepped happily towards the soldiers.

“Some fruit?” she asked.

The Legionaries stopped, inspecting the large basket in her hand.   

“Who’s this for?” The visor of his helmet was raised, revealing a bushy moustache.

“The Empress.”

“Oh, I did hear she just returned.”

“She won’t miss a couple of apples,” Venia said, smiling.

“I suppose not.”

The soldiers helped themselves, thanked Venia with a wink, and marched away. When they were out of earshot, Hagon and Doric exhaled with relief.

“Everybody, relax,” Venia whispered. “I know what I’m doing, just follow my lead. Now, come on.”

They turned the corner the Legionaries had come from. The new corridor was a dead end. Three doors lined each side, and a seventh sat at the far end. 

“Hold this,” Venia said, handing the fruit basket to Doric. She stepped to the second door on the right and retrieved the pin she kept hidden in the back of her hair. As she reached out, just about to slip the pin into the lock, the knob turned and the door opened, swinging inward.

Like a flock of startled birds, they all stepped back as a man walked through the door. He wore an Akhami robe, and the shaven top of his head gleamed under the corridor’s torchlight. He halted, surprised to find a wall of servants before him.

“Lord Castellan,” Venia said, lowering her head.

The others mimicked her, muttering out their own low chorus of, “Lord Castellan.”

His name was Sagun, Tarsus’ favourite sycophant. Doric would’ve recognized his black braid from a mile away. He made sure to keep his head low, the curls of his long hair covering his features.

“Fresh fruit for the empress.” Venia gestured towards the basket in Doric’s hand.

“By whose orders?” 

“One of the handmaids, My Lord,” Venia replied. “Lady Jahssica.”

Sagun studied the group for a moment, brows pulling together as his eyes narrowed. He reached for Venia’s chin and lifted her head. “I know you… You’re no maid! You’re that—”

The Castellan never finished his sentence. Emrys grabbed his neck and he fell lifelessly to the floor.

“Oh, thank the goddess,” the mage breathed. “I was so sure he’d have a Syphon.”

“You have got to let that go, Emrys.” Venia grabbed Sagun’s legs. “Help me with this.”

As Emrys knelt to pick up the Castellan’s arms, Doric shoved the fruit basket into Hagon’s hands and burst into the room.

“Cassia?” he called, eyes swinging from one side of the room to the other. “Cassia!”

The room was empty, its large bed untouched. 

Venia and Emrys stepped inside, hauling Sagun’s body between them, the others streaming in behind them.

“She’s not here,” Doric said, frustration seeping into his voice.

Venia dropped the Castellan’s legs, dumping him on the floor, and Emrys did the same. 

“We keep searching, then,” the spy said.

“Where next?” Debra asked.

Venia took a deep breath. “She just returned to the Citadel… my best guess is Tarsus’ room.”

Doric was positively sure he was going to be sick right then and there. “I really wish I’d brought my father’s sword…”

Debra reached inside her dress and drew a knife, which she handed to Doric. “Here.”

With a nod, Doric took the weapon, his clammy hands wrapping around the hilt.

“Let’s go.” Venia strode to the door, checked if the coast was clear, then walked out. Approaching the door at the very end of the corridor, Venia placed an ear to its wooden surface. “I don’t hear anything,” she whispered.

Doric’s heart seemed to slow down a little from its anxious gallop.

Venia used her hair pin on the door’s lock, the mechanism sliding into place with barely an audible click. She opened the door and they all poured inside, freezing after just a couple of paces.

Both Cassia and Tarsus were inside. The empress was tied to one of the bed’s poles by her wrists, her mouth gagged. The emperor sat on a large chair in a far corner of the room, staring vacantly at a blank spot on the floor. At the sight of them entering the room, Cassia’s eyes went wide, and she wriggled in her bonds, but Tarsus remained perfectly still as if he was not even aware of their presence.

Doric rushed to Cassia, using his knife to cut the ropes binding her. “Are you alright? What did he do to you? I swear to the Goddess I’ll kill him.”

With her hands free, Cassia removed the gag from her mouth and gasped in a breath. “We have to get out of here. Quickly. We need to go!”

“Did he hurt you?” Doric asked, a finger aimed at the emperor. “Did he touch you?”

“You don’t understand. It was wasn’t Tarsus, it was—” 

A side door to the room opened, stopping Cassia mid-sentence. A man in a dark blue robe stepped inside, his black hair combed back. “I thought I heard something,” he said, addressing those gathered in the room with a condescending sneer. “Quite a rescue party we have here.”

Debra, Andon, and Hagon all drew knives from under their clothes.

“Who are you?” Andon asked the robed man.

“I am Vigild. Lord Chancellor of the Empire.” He walked calmly to Tarsus’ side, placing a hand on the emperor’s shoulder. “I administer the land on behalf of his Imperial Majesty.” 

Tarsus looked up at his touch. “Vigild,” the Emperor croaked weakly. “My wife has returned.”

“What the…” Doric mumbled.

“Indeed, Your Highness,” Vigild said. “Just as I had promised you.”

Tarsus smiled. “She loves me. Just as you promised me.”

“Merciful mother…” Debra drew Ava’s Dawnstar on her forehead, taking a step back.

“You all need to run,” Emrys said, stepping between Vigild and the group.

Vigild flicked a finger, the room’s door closing behind them with a sharp bang. “No one’s going anywhere.”

Emrys spread his arms, a blue blaze wrapping around him. He made a downward gesture with both hands, like pulling on two ropes, and the ceiling above Tarsus and his Chancellor collapsed, burying them in a cloud of stone and dust. He then turned to the door, extending a palm toward it. It exploded outward into the corridor in a thousand splinters. “I said run!”




* * *




Horns blared from afar, calling the retreat. Fadan turned and saw one of his men running an enemy Legionary through with his sword, the last of Intila’s troops atop the battlement. He fell backwards, tumbling down the wall. 

“Victory!” a captain shouted.

“VICTORY!” the rest of the soldiers cried.

Fadan did not join in the celebration. He was covered in sweat and blood and would’ve been too out of breath to shout anything even he wanted to. In the city, three massive fires raged, the result of enemy projectiles that had missed their targets. 

As a Lieutenant walked past the Prince, Fadan reached out and grabbed the man’s arm. “Lieutenant, I want you to find General Vardrada. Tell her I’m ordering all militia down from the wall. They’re to be tasked with putting out those fires. Do you understand?”

The man smashed a fist against his chest. “Yes, Your Majesty!”

“Go.”

The man marched away. This had been the third assault of the day. Intila had been averaging around five a day for the past week, and Fadan had personally led the fight against every single one. All of his muscles burned. He felt more tired than he thought a human could ever be. Still, the fact that they were still standing after so many attacks had improved the overall morale. 

What the troops failed to see, however, was that Intila had only been prodding them. Attacking with small forces only. Whittling their defences slowly, bit by bit, until the moment he felt ready for a final, grand assault. 

When that moment finally came, the defenders wouldn’t stand a chance.

Fadan looked around. Some of the soldiers were still celebrating, but the wounded were now being carried away. His numbers kept growing thinner, and no one was coming to help.

Where are you, mom? I really need you to hurry. I don’t know how many more of these victories I can take.




* * *




Cassia climbed down the ladder so fast she nearly fell from the slippery iron rungs. As she landed in the sewer, she covered her nose with a sleeve in a feeble attempt to shield herself from the foul smell. 

“Okay, I think we can slow down now,” Andon said. “There’s no way that creepy guy survived that collapse.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Emrys told him. “Come on.” He strode away, following the path they’d come through on their way in, the group following on his heels.

“Are you serious?” Andon’s steps slowed, lagging a little behind. “Did you see how much stone you buried him under? The Emperor and the Chancellor are gone. Period. And I for one need to—” 

He trailed off midsentence.

Cassia and the others turned around to find Andon frozen in place, his eyes wide with surprise. In his chest, a hole smouldered where his heart should be. 

Cassia gasped.

“Andon!” Debra yelped, darting towards him. 

A green bolt of energy shot through the tunnel, hitting Debra’s forehead. She fell, landing on her back without a sound. 

Two more bolts shot out of the darkness at the end of the tunnel, but this time Emrys raised a shield, the volleys disintegrating against his translucent barrier.

Vigild stepped out of the shadows, his steps echoing in the tunnel. A line of blood trickled down his left temple, but he was otherwise unhurt. “My apologies, Imperial Majesty, but the Emperor is so much more pliable when you’re around. So, I’ll be needing you to remain with us. Don’t worry, though.” He smiled, a vicious thing with too many teeth. “It won’t be for much longer.” 

“I’ll hold him,” Emrys said, his hands already in the air, ready for another attack.

It came right away. Vigild shot a stream of red energy from his palms, like a jet of molten lava. The spell crashed against Emrys’ shield with a sound like that of water hitting a hot pan, and the mage fell to his knees, beads of sweat running freely down his forehead.

“Go! Hurry!” Emrys said, gritting his teeth.

“Wait, there’s a faster way out.” Venia indicated the river of sludge running alongside them.

The current was strong, and it disappeared through a hole in the wall wide enough for two people to pass through abreast.

“Are you sure that’s safe?” Hagon asked.

“You think it’s safe up here?” Venia retorted.

“Hurry!” Emrys pleaded. His barrier was flickering like the flame of a candle under too much wind. 

“Just go!” Venia jumped in the water, disappearing under the dark surface.

Doric and Cassia exchanged a look.

“I hope all of you can hold your breath for a really long time,” Hagon said, then jumped in after the spy.

“Go on,” Doric told Cassia. “I’m right behind you.”

With a nod, Cassia dove in, and Doric approached Emrys, grabbing hold of the back of the mage’s collar.

“What are you doing, you damn idiot?” Emrys protested.

“I’m dragging you with me.” 

“No! Stop, you—” Doric jumped sideways, pulling the mage in with him, and Emrys’ words were lost as the water closed over their heads.

Doric kicked as hard as he could, the current helping him forward. Though the dark, murky water, he saw the round opening of the tunnel. He heard a faint boiling sound over the rush of the water in his ears, and a red light glowed above his head.

He finally reached the tunnel, and just as he steered himself into the opening, a red beam of energy blasted past him, and searing pain shot from his back and through his chest.




* * *




Cassia slid down the tunnel fast, weak sunlight shining from the opening ahead. She kicked and clawed, trying to slow down, but the surface of the tunnel was too slippery for her to find purchase anywhere. The tunnel came to an end, and Cassia’s stomach lurched as she dropped about ten feet, splashing into the river below. 

When Cassia breached the surface, she saw Venia squatting on a wooden pier, hand held out to her. They were in the docks district. It was getting dark, the sky above having turned into a grey slab. 

The empress accepted her friend’s help and climbed onto the platform. Just as she did, a scream announced Hagon’s arrival. He shot out of the sewage exit even faster than Cassia had, splashing into the surface of the river like a boulder. He resurfaced shortly after, gasping for air, and the two women helped him out of the water.

The three of them waited in silence, a puddle of water collecting around their feet. What was taking Doric and Emrys so long?

There was a rumbling sound, and a shadow shot out of the tunnel, splashing into the river below. Cassia rose up on the tips of her toes as if that would allow her to see through the darkened water of the Saffya. 

Someone broke the surface and started swimming toward the shore. No, not someone. Two people.

No!

Emrys swam toward them, dragging Doric’s lifeless body along through the water.

“No, no, no…”

Venia and Hagon knelt, pulling Doric up, then helping Emrys climb onto the platform.

“What happened?” Cassia asked, scared. She knelt by her husband, cupping his pale face with trembling hands. “Doric? Doric?” She slapped his cheeks gently.

“Here, let me.” Venia turned Doric’s head to one side, a small trickle of water running out of his mouth. She pinched his nose, opened his mouth, then exhaled into his open mouth. Taking a deep breath, she repeated the process. Then again. And again.

Doric remained motionless. 

Cassia covered her mouth, a sob breaking through. “Oh, Goddess, please, no…”

Taking another deep breath, Venia exhaled into his mouth. One. Two. Three. Four. She placed her ear near Doric’s mouth, waited a couple of breaths, and once more breathed into his mouth. One. Two. Three—

Doric jerked upward, coughing up water and gasping desperately for air.

“Oh, thank the Goddess!” Cassia wrapped her arms around Doric, squeezing tight.

“Ah, Cassia!” Doric grimaced. “Ouch.”

“What? What is it?” the Empress asked, pulling away.

Carefully, Doric peeled away his shirt, revealing a cauterized wound an inch beneath his collarbone. 

“He’s lucky to be alive,” Emrys said. “Damn fool almost died trying to save my life.”

Doric grinned smugly. “A very successful attempt, I would say.” 

“Not bad for a coward,” Hagon told him with a wink.

“Watch it. I have a reputation to maintain.” He looked up at Cassia and smiled wide. In return, she planted a long kiss on his lips.

“We should get out of here,” Venia said. “Before that thing finds us.”

Emrys nodded and reached into his tunic, retrieving his portable hypervisor. “And I need to contact my superiors.” He looked up. In the distance, the Citadel loomed. “They must be told that the Empire has fallen.”




* * *




Fadan halted his horse, quickly dismounting. “What’s happening? I came as fast as I could.”

Arch-Mage Persea stood before the northern gate of the city wall. If Ragara had a main site of congregation, this was it. A collection of high-ranking mages stood behind her, their hoods pulled up over their heads.

“Wait…” Fadan said. “You’re leaving?”

“Not exactly, no. Are you familiar with the saying, ‘be careful what you wish for’?”

The Prince nodded.

“Well, it would seem you’re getting what you wished for.”

Only then did Fadan notice the stream of dozens and dozens of mages climbing the stairs to the ramparts around them. 

Persea waved an arm, and the main gate opened with a groan. “High-Wizard Talladin,” she called. 

“Yes, Arch-Mage?”

“Initiate the mind pairing.”

“Right away.”

Persea turned back to the Prince. “Come.” 

She stepped towards the gate and Fadan followed. “I don’t understand,” the Prince said.

“A mind pairing is a technique that allows mages to pool their minds together in order to cast more… elaborate spells. I’m sure we’ll get around to teaching it to you, eventually.”

They stepped out of the wall onto a wide, open field, separating them from Intila’s camp. Horns blared, and their enemy began to form defensively, anticipating an attack.

“You’re saying you’re joining the war.” Fadan couldn’t stop the relieved smile that rose to his lips. “You’re attacking Intila.”

“There’s very little reason for you to be happy, I’m afraid. We have received grave news from Augusta. It would seem our true enemy has seized control of your father, and thus his authority.”

Barely any word of that made any sense. “I don’t understand.”

“There has been an Archon hiding in plain sight in your father’s Imperial Council. Chancellor Vigild. Who knows how long he’s been steering your father’s will.”

 Fadan was rendered speechless. Steering my father’s will? “You mean controlling my father’s mind?”

“It’s a little more complex than that, but, in a way, yes.”

“Arch-Mage,” High-Wizard Talladin called. “Mind pairing complete. We await your instruction.”

Persea nodded over her shoulder.

“So what happens now?” Fadan asked. 

“Now the real war begins.” 

The Arch-Mage raised both arms, as if in a plea to the skies. Fadan looked back. From the cluster of high-ranking mages standing behind them, to the hundreds of mages atop the walls, all raised their arms. He heard a rumble above, the sound drawing his attention up. The sky darkened, white clouds turning into a roiling grey and spreading at an impossible speed. In less than a handful of breaths, there wasn’t a single patch of blue in sight. The clouds seemed to thicken, growing darker and darker until it seemed like night had fallen.

Lightning flashed and Fadan shuddered. Portions of clouds slowly began to turn red. At first, it was a faint tint, but it quickly spread until the sky had turned the garish red of fire. The clouds swirled as if forming dozens of tornadoes, and massive fire balls punched through the centre of the whirlpools, hurling furiously to the earth.

“Goddess…” Fadan muttered.

“No,” Persea said, her eyes shining like two glowstone crystals. “But close enough.”







  Epilogue - The Eye of the Storm 



Aric halted his horse, Eliran and the rest of his company doing the same behind him. Not all of them had accompanied him to Ragara. Shortly after making land in Akham, Leth and Clea had announced to the rest of the company that they were leaving to take care of personal business. A small argument had ensued, and there had been no shortage of tears, but in the end, everyone wished the two of them good luck and vowed they’d all meet again one day. 

Aric had his doubts.

Ergon trotted next to him. Aric had recently promoted him to Lieutenant, much to Tharius’ chagrin. “What is it?” he asked. 

Aric pointed at the large statue in the middle of the plaza. “What the heck is that?” 

“What do you mean?” Ergon said. “He’s the Emperor now. He has to have a statue.”

“He’s not the Emperor yet,” Tharius argued, trotting next to them. “He has to conquer Augusta first.”

“He’s my little brother, is what he is, and they’re making statues of him now?” Aric chuckled and turned to Eliran. “Can you believe this?”

“What, are you jealous?”

Aric laughed. “That must be it, yes.” He shook his reins and his horse trotted forward.

They made their way through the busy streets of Ragara until they arrived at the steps of the palace. 

Aric dismounted and handed Ergon his reins. “Wait here. I’m sure my brother will find us some decent accommodations.”

“Ooh, imagine if we got to stay in the palace,” Trissa breathed with barely restrained awe.

“Yes, we want to stay in the pretty palace! Please, captain?” Lyra added.

“I’ll see what I can do.” 

Eliran dismounted as well, and the two of them climbed the great staircase. The main gate of the palace was open, but a squadron of Legionaries stood guard outside, and they ordered Aric and Eliran to halt.

“What’s your business, citizens?” one of the Legionaries, a sergeant, asked.

“My name is Aric Auron. I’m the Prince’s brother.”

One of the soldiers behind the sergeant chortled.

“Of course you are,” the sergeant mused. “And I’m the Supreme-Sister. If you have petitions, you can leave them at the Seneschal’s office.”

“Well, Supreme-Sister, we do not have a petition, we have—”

“Aric, behave,” Eliran cut in. She turned to the sergeant and handed him a signet ring. “Arch-Mage Persea is expecting me. This rude gentleman is with me.”

The sergeant inspected the ring, then returned it and waved them in. “One of the Pages will take you to the Arch-Mage.”

Once inside, a Page walked up to them, giving them a flourished bow. “My Lord, My Lady, how may help you?”

“I’m looking for Arch-Mage Persea,” Eliran said.

“And I’m looking for the Prince,” Aric added.

“Excellent.” The Page turned to a corner and waved one of his colleagues over. “Our Lord requires an audience with the Prince.”

“Of course,” the new Page chirped. “Follow me.”

Aric obeyed, exchanging an amused glance with Eliran, who followed her own Page to her destination.

The palace of Ragara was small in comparison with the Core Palace of the Citadel, and minuscule compared to Lamash, but it still took them some time in navigating the hallways of the building. 

“How may I announce you, My Lord?”

“Aric Auron.”

“Oh, are you somehow related to Lord Doric?”

Aric halted. “Lord Doric is here?”

The Page turned, stopping as well, and nodded with a smile.

“And the Empress?”

“Of course. Where else would she be?”

Aric smiled. “Exactly…” He resumed walking, warmth growing in his belly. “In that case, let’s make it a surprise, okay?” He nudged the Page with his elbow. “Wait until you see their faces.”




* * *




Eliran and Persea strode across the old tunnels, a small army of High-Wizards, Grand-Sorcerers, and Great-Enchanters following in their wake. Each of them had summoned a blue ball of light, and they flew overhead, spread out above them like a flock of birds.

“So there’s no one down here anymore?” Eliran asked.

“There’s no longer any reason,” Persea replied. “And it was never exactly comfortable.”

They arrived at a large chamber, the light spheres flying up to the high ceiling. The area around them was completely empty. No doors, furniture, or decoration of any kind marked the space. Just a dome of naked rock.

“The artifacts please, Eliran,” Persea requested.

The Sorceress had a satchel slung across her body, and she rummaged inside. First, she removed the chalice, its purple metal turned blue by the available light source. Persea collected it with both hands, awe in her eyes.

“And here’s the dagger,” Eliran said, producing an object wrapped in purple cloth.

Persea collected it as well. “Excellent. It was indeed excellent work, Eliran. You should be immensely proud.”

She felt her cheeks warm and her eyes widened. “Thank you…” You didn’t get a compliment like that from Persea every day. Especially not in public.

The Arch-Mage turned around, her back to Eliran. There came the rustle of robes as the other mages turned in the same direction. Eliran peeked over Persea’s shoulders but saw nothing there. Just the same naked wall as everywhere else in the chamber. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, signaling magic was being used near her, and a slit opened in the face of the rock, blue light pouring through.

What is happening?

The slit grew wider as if the edges of the wall were sliding away from each other. Except there was no place for them to slide to. There was no sound of any kind to accompany the movement, not of any mechanism or even that of grinding stone. Nothing.

The rock stopped moving, leaving a rectangular opening about three feet tall and wider than most double doors. Beyond it, Eliran saw rows upon rows of racks lined with numerous glowstone encrusted artifacts.

“What is this place?” Eliran asked.

“A vault, of course,” Persea replied.

“Wait, you’re storing these? I thought we were destroying them. They’re incredibly dangerous. Their existence alone is a threat.” 

“Don’t be childish, Eliran. It doesn’t matter which god created these, they remain divine creations. Ava knows how much we can learn from them.”

Eliran was at loss for words. These people were unbelievable. How could they continue making the same mistakes over and over?




* * *




There was a knock on the door, and Turmond raised his head from the book he’d been studying. “Yes?”

The door eased opened and Phaedra peeked inside. “May I?”

“Wizardess Phaedra.” He smiled. “Of course, come in.”

“I brought you something.” She walked into the room, stopped in front of his desk, and showed him a piece of parchment. “You passed Basic Enchanting!”

“Fire take me!” Turmond snatched the parchment, reading it over. “At long last, right? I’m going to frame this.”

Phaedra giggled. “We all learn at our own pace. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Tell that to High-Wizard Talladin,” he muttered.

She motioned her chin towards the book in front of him. “Are you studying?” 

“Yes, actually. I have Visions and Prophecies next week.”

Phaedra grimaced. “Ugh, that’s the worst. I’ll leave you to it, then. Just wanted to give you the good news.”

“Thank you so much, Wizardess Phaedra.”

“You know you can just call me Phaedra, right?” she said, stepping to the door.

“I know, Wizardess Phaedra.”

She smiled, shook her head, and left, closing the door behind her.

Turmond took another look at the certificate in his hands, then rolled it and placed it inside a drawer in his desk. As he closed the drawer, something in his mind snapped; like a bell, but with no actual sound. He opened the drawer again, shoved the certificate out of the way, and picked up the small, portable hypervisor inside, the glowstone crystals already glowing. He waved a hand across its surface, a hooded figure appearing.

“I have good news, Turmond.” The figure’s voice was cracked and raspy like he had spent his whole life screaming. “You have done great work, so far. But it is time to end your mission.”

Turmond nodded. “Yes, master.”

“You know what to do. May Fyr keep you.”

“She burns within me.”







The Wounds in the Sky story continues in Book 3 – Beneath the Raining Fire.







  Can’t wait for the next book in the series?



Sign up for my newsletter and be the first to know when it comes out. Just click here.
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            In a time when dragons ruled the land, only a brave few dared to cross the great outdoors - Surface Runners.




In this prequel to the Wounds in the Sky series, follow the adventures of the Dragon Dodgers, a Company of Surface Runners looking for riches and glory, and discover what pre-historic Arkhemia was like.
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