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Chapter 1
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Down on her knees with her hands to the sky, the young woman arched her back as the gooey, wet flow coated her body. She licked the sticky honey, which was tinted blue and thinned with water, from her fingers as another bucket emptied down over her naked body. 

Intrigued onlookers sipped their wine and circled around her as a few boldly decided to go a step farther. Hands circling sticky breasts were met with no resistance, but rather an inviting smile prompting them to go on. Her body rose and fell like a charmed snake rolling with the music. 

But the attention she received was but a fraction of the total crowd here in the Brotherhood’s central temple. Representatives from dozens of cities were here, all with different tastes and pleasures that required attention. Of course Zelgius couldn’t possibly please them all, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try. Events like these were rare within the Brotherhood, but when they did, it was an all-out event.

A tranquil tune filled the hall, its gentle rhythm haunting and hypnotic. The Bengalors were well known throughout the realm, and having them play at a private party would have cost a fortune for anyone else. But such matters were a trivial thing when dealing with the Brotherhood. They usually got what they wanted. 

Seated at a private table with his special guest, Zelgius watched the entertainment from a raised dais. “I trust the food is to your liking, Yozhul?” he asked the man seated next to him. 

With smoke billowing off the black entity as if he were constantly burning, the being ignored the question and took another bite from his drumstick. The mouthful of food seemed to roll in the air, the view blocked sporadically whenever the smoke around his neck resolidified. The moist ball was mashed into pulp before oozing down his throat and was immediately followed by a splash of red wine. 

The disturbing sight may have rattled some, but Zelgius was hardly shaken by such things.

Showing no irritation from being ignored, Zelgius turned his attention back to the party. It was important to make sure all were enjoying themselves. Besides, he was in too good a mood to let something so small bother him today. 

On the outside, this was just a business celebration, a way to strengthen ties between the Brotherhood and those who held power in certain cities.

But on the inside, he was privately celebrating the death of the ixolae. It had been a long time coming, and being forced to send his top force after a young girl had been a humbling decision. But now it was finally done. The circle was closed, and the Eye would no doubt smile upon the Brotherhood once more.

Zelgius nodded his approval to a group of ladies wearing white shendyts, and they led another group of city officials away for a bit of fun. Zelgius always found it remarkable how easily these representatives could be bribed with pleasures of the flesh. He himself could never relate to such a shallow thing. It just seemed so...weak. 

With no visible mouth to speak of, the being greedily managed to tear off another piece. “Those birds are raised right here on our lands,” Zelgius continued. He would never engage in such small talk with anyone else, but this particular guest was of special interest to him. “And we’ve had the finest spices shipped in from Albanton. The music, the chefs—no expense has been spared this evening.” There was quite a spread laid out across the table, but the being only seemed interested in his drumstick. 

Still unable to get his guest talking, Zelgius once again turned his attention back to the party. Perhaps the others were having better luck than he was. As instructed, Servants were actively engaged with high-ranking officials. It was their job to plant seeds in their heads, to paint subtle pictures of the benefits of working with the Brotherhood. 

And more importantly, the unfortunate misfortunes that often befell those who didn’t. There could be a fine line between persuasion and intimidation, but the Brotherhood seemed to walk it like a tightrope. 

“The dexbodes have accomplished much over the years, particularly as of late.” Zelgius was done trying to make small talk. It was time to get down to business. “And the Brotherhood has taken notice, I assure you.” Dropping a polished bone onto his plate, the billowing creature appeared to be searching for another. “Your borders expand by the day while your enemies fall by the hundreds. Most impressive. We could use—”

“Enemies...” Yozhul hissed, his gurgling voice bubbly and wet. “An odd choice of words.” He ripped off another bite from his newly found drumstick. “Do humans not expand their own roads and territories, Zelgius? I imagine more than one anthill has been crushed in the process without much afterthought. That hardly makes the ants enemies, now does it?” 

He drained half his goblet in a single gulp before going after the chicken leg again. For a being with such a minimal physical presence, his appetite for solid food was quite impressive. “They were simply in the way. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

Zelgius gave a slow nod as he tried to keep his tight-lipped smile in check. He had nothing but admiration for Yozhul’s way of thinking. It was only arrogant if he couldn’t back it up, and the dexbodes had more than proven that they could. All the more reason to form an alliance with these beings. 

“Residents of cities such as Bringtren, Arreton, and Rythol, those who you’ve already crushed, might find your reasoning a bit...cold,” Zelgius reasoned. “As well as many others, I would imagine, but I am not among them. In fact, that is just the sort of reasoning that fits in well with the Brotherhood’s philosophy. If the dexbodes were to join in our cause, I know for certain that the Eye himself would be most pleased.”

“The Eye...”Yozhul mocked as he tossed his unfinished drumstick down onto his plate. “We care nothing of this Eye, or any of your religion for that matter.”

Zelgius tensed, his goblet creaking with tension as his grip tightened. He could allow this man to ignore his attempts at small talk while inhaling his food like a bottomless pit, but insulting the Eye right to his face was a different matter altogether. “A most unfortunate view.” His voice was still cool, but his breathing had increased significantly as his chest rose and fell. “Perhaps it would be wise to rethink your position.” 

“And who are you to tell me what is wise and what is not?”

Zelgius’s goblet dented beneath his fingertips with a creak. He had killed many for less, and it took a substantial effort to subdue the rising urge. A multitude of different scenarios raced through his mind, none of which led to a favorable outcome. Killing Yozhul right here would most certainly start a war with the dexbodes. Such a development would benefit no one, and the heavy losses endured would only weaken both sides. 

“Let’s just push our egos aside for a moment,” Yozhul gurgled, the first to try and settle things down. “The dexbodes are not fools. We would never turn our backs on a potential alliance that benefits us, and certainly not over stubborn pride. But for the sake of transparency, I am just trying to give you a fair warning of what may be. The men of the shadow cannot be influenced or intimidated, whether that be by the Brotherhood or anyone else. Your traditions and lifestyle mean nothing to us, and you must accept this upfront.” 

Feeling the cool tingle beneath his fingers, Zelgius only now realized what he had done to a solid metal goblet. He pushed it aside and settled himself down. The Eye’s patience was endless; surely he was bound by the same standard.  

“I suppose I cannot fault the dexbodes for their world views.” Calm once more, the edge was gone from his voice. It was back to business, but he would be sure to add a barb or two of his own. “After all, the realm is blind and ignorant to that which is obvious to the wise. I’m sure that with time, you, too, will see...” 

His eyes rose to the far door as a man wearing a white shendyts peeked inside. He spotted Zelgius and scurried across the room and up the dais. “Forgive the intrusion, sir,” he said with a half-hearted bow. He stepped in close and began whispering in Zelgius’s ear. 

A moment later, Zelgius’s face went white. Had he still been holding the goblet, it would have turned to dust.

“Forgive me, but there is an urgent matter that requires my immediate attention.” Zelgius rose from his seat, but Yozhul was already more interested in his third drumstick. 

*
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Servants standing around a pallet jumped when the door was flung open. As Zelgius approached, he gestured toward the reddened tarp covered with dark patches of wetness. A woman slid it away as everyone stepped back. 

His expression changed little as he observed the pile of severed heads. Moments later, he was going through them, inspecting them one at a time with innocent curiosity. “The whole party is accounted for?” he asked before tossing the last head aside.

“Not all, sir.” The Servant shook his head. “Merlara, her remains are not among them.” The man motioned for the others to begin collecting the scattered heads. “No one knows about this yet, sir. We were going to bury the remains in secret, but we wanted to report to you first.” 

“No, don’t bury them,” Zelgius said, calm as ever. “On the contrary, I would have you display them all around the complex.” 

“Sir?”

“Yes...” He touched his lower lip in thought. “Place each head on a pike and space them out as evenly as you can. Hang a few in the dining hall as well. I want it to be difficult to go anywhere without seeing one.” He went to leave but stopped just short of the door. “This is the price of failure,” he added, answering their unasked question. “And I can think of no better way to be sure than none will forget.” 

*
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Despite his outward calm, Zelgius’s insides boiled like roiling lava as he marched back down the hallway. He had sent the best he had, and somehow that still wasn’t good enough. Impossible... And where was Merlara? Little doubt his former weapons master had beaten her. He expected as much and had already figured that part in. But Merlara was supposed to kill the ixolae before settling her score with Renwin. What went wrong?

Despite not wanting to believe it, the bigger picture was taking shape in his mind. Had she... Had she really betrayed the Brotherhood? It was all too much, and Zelgius was growing tired of looking like a fool. Taking out his frustration on his own people had made him look weak in front of the wrong people, a mistake he didn’t plan to repeat.

Still, he needed a release, and there was only one person at his disposal day or night.

Here, the air had become increasingly mustier and damper. As he marched down the winding stone stairwell, the tangy scent of rot filled his nostrils. At the bottom, moans of the suffering came from beneath every door he passed as he moved through the dank hall. 

For many prisoners, the moaning was an involuntary act at this stage. Their minds were already long gone from years of torment. 

Dripping oil from freshly dipped torches hissed against the stone floor while leaving behind greasy, blackened spots. The stench of this hall in particular was nearly unbearable, the air thick with decay. 

Two Servants stood guard at the far door. Upon seeing Zelgius approach, one turned and began fumbling with the lock. Pushing back the heavy door revealed a naked a man chained by his wrists, and a burst of warm, sour air came rushing out. When Zelgius entered, they closed the door behind him.

Feces and urine darkened the floor, and the man’s skin was horribly rashed and covered with red bumps. Greasy hair flowed down over his face, and a long beard clung to his chest. With head hung and arms fully straightened, at first glance, he appeared to be dead. 

Zelgius silently circled him as human waste squished beneath his feet. Calm, measured, his demeanor appeared quite relaxed until his third pass around the half-dead man. Turning on him suddenly, his small fist crashed across the man’s jaw. There came a stomach-turning thud as blood misted the air and two teeth clacked off the far wall.

His body lurched off the ground as a thin knee rose up into his side. Chains rattled as the sickening crack of two ribs echoed around the chamber. A gush of clear liquid spewed from his mouth, revealing a steady diet of watery broth with very little substance. Able to generate far more power than his withered frame would indicate, Zelgius could deliver a killing blow at any moment. 

But that wouldn’t do... Ending this traitor’s suffering so soon was the last thing he wanted. 

An endless series of open-hand smacks continued the assault, a careful balance of maximum pain with minimal life-threatening damage. The man remained mostly silent throughout the extended beating, save for the occasional gasp of escaped air when his body took a blow. He had become so used to pain that it was hard to differentiate between new agony and old. 

Darkness took him soon after, but that didn’t stop the steady stream of blows raining down. Once Zelgius had had his fill, he wiped a filthy rag over the man’s bloody face and left.

*
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The man had no idea how much time had passed or when the beating actually ceased as consciousness slowly returned. Swollen eyes attempted to open, but the unbearable burn caused him to give up the task. He coughed once, and a spurt of blood flew from his mouth and dotted the floor. His broken ribs screamed with each slow and shallow breath. Alone in the darkness, his broken body on fire, he began sobbing softly to himself. 

Then he lifted his chin off his chest as his sobs suddenly turned into laughter. Forcing one eye open, he cackled madly at the ceiling. Had they finally broken him? No, far from it. Zelgius’s rage had provided him with a most precious gift. That level of rage directed squarely at him could only mean one thing. 

“My daughter has eluded you once again, hasn’t she?” he whispered as tears of joy streaked down Coprin’s cheeks. “That’s my girl. Run, Sillavana. Keep running, and never stop for anything.”
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Chapter 2
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Even when Zelgius himself approached the door, the two towering figures guarding it did not step aside. Wearing black attire with dark-red masks, they remained still as statues with their white tridents crossed to block entry.

“Is it done?” Zelgius asked.

At that point they uncrossed their tridents and stepped to the side, and the door started blinking in and out as if it were an illusion. After a few more blinks, it disappeared completely and Zelgius stepped through. Inside the stone chamber stood more red-masked Servants. With heads hung, the black-robed mystics waited in silence. They rarely spoke. 

At the center of the room was a circular white platform that looked to be made out of pure crystal, with five more Servants standing around it. While the others largely ignored Zelgius, this group in particular was watching him expectantly.

“Everything is ready?” It didn’t feel like a question. They dropped their heads and took a step back in unison. “Good, then let’s begin.” The tallest Servant stepped up onto the platform and turned around. Zelgius took a step closer to the giant and looked up at him. These Servants were all much taller than any average man, but this one in particular was enormous. 

The giant bent down and Zelgius cupped the sides of his mask in his withered hands. “Remember, the Eye is always watching,” he said. “He is here now and shall witness your sacrifice. Pain is temporary, but glory lasts forever. Soon, you will bask in his greatness. Of this, my brother, I am most envious.” 

Zelgius released his mask with a gentle push and stepped back. “Your sacrifice this day will live on forever. Go now, and be at peace.” 

The giant rose and tilted his head back, arms stretched out wide. The remaining four stepped closer to the platform and mirrored his pose as they circled around. One began to moan, a soft and sorrowful note buzzing softly through the chamber. Then the others joined in, each with a different pitch that blended in to form a musical melody. The drawn-out note went on unbroken, far too long for any human to sustain with single breath. 

Yet still it continued... 

The crystal beneath his feet started to glow, its soft, white light illuminating the room. Suddenly, his body began to tremble as streams of red seeped from the eye holes of his mask. As he thrashed about, his agonizing scream cut through the harmonious melody in a piercing wail.

His skin began to break away in red bursts, and soon his outstretched arms were more exposed bone than flesh. Again he screamed, his ruined body still refusing to die even though it would have been a great mercy at this point. His robe rippled with movement, and with no skin to hold them back, his insides oozed out. A moment later, his liver and intestines plopped down near his feet.

He screamed once more just as his mask broke away, and all that remained was a standing skeleton with very little flesh left. As his insides melted further, the bloody meat at his feet rolled around in a whirlpool of red pulp. His bones shattered like ice, and the chips crumbled down into the rolling soup. Like a gateway into another world, it all drained away down through the platform before disappearing completely. 

The platform swirled with white energy as the Servants continued on with their sorrowful song. The brilliant swirl of light all spun together, condensing into a white mound that began to roll back up. Light flickered around the room in a blinding stream of flashes, and then suddenly everything went dark.

Zelgius stood perfectly still, and through the darkness he heard the labored breathing of something that wasn’t there before. Suddenly, something came rushing through the darkness. The shrill clang of chains rang out as the large white face stopped just short of his. Light returned to the room.

Feet sliding across the floor, Servants gripped the chains with all their might as the creature tried to get at Zelgius. Tauntingly close, his face just barely out of range, Zelgius met those snapping snarls with a grandfatherly smile. 

With pink eyes and white flesh from head to toe, the horned creature galloped in place on its knuckles as more Servants rushed to grab the chains. A cross between a hairless gorilla and a bull, the horned albino snarled and clawed. Its snout seemed to double in size with each snap as rows of razor-sharp teeth crashed together with enough force to crush stone.

It roared in Zelgius’s face, and the radiating screech distorted everyone’s vision. The room itself appeared to bend and warp as the pulsing sound waves assaulted their minds.

“That is quite enough.” Zelgius was no longer smiling, although he didn’t appear displeased, either. “I am not your enemy.” With snapping quickness, he reached out and grabbed the creature by the jaw. The Servants eased up when the creature stopped pulling. Its pink eyes flashed once, and it sat down on the platform.

Zelgius pulled out the bloody rag, the same one he used to wipe Coprin’s face and get his scent. When he presented it to the creature, a sweeping clawed hand snatched it from his grasp. Its nostrils flared open as it took in the scent, inhaling deeply as if it contained some sort of drug. 

With renewed vigor, it threw its head back with another broken screech, and the room warped once again under that shrill pulsing wail.

“Now go!” Zelgius ordered. A Servant clicked the top of the collar with a hooked staff, and it broke away and clanged to the floor. “Find this traitor’s abomination and eradicate it once and for all!” 

The conjured demon charged the undersized door at the far end of the room. Blooms of dust and broken stone cracked away as it forced itself through with a hammering crash. A moment later, it was galloping across the desert.

* * *
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Leaves rustled through the trees above as a welcome breeze cooled the sweat on the back of Sillavana’s neck. Her arms tingled, and her palms were red and sore. But even after sparring all morning, fatigue still wasn’t really a factor. Renwin had been pushing her hard as of late, but this was not the same as a soldier’s training. That would have been easy in comparison.

Being pushed by a former Servant, a weapons master no less, was something altogether different. 

Her time needed to recover between sprints had dropped significantly, and even now, after a short rest, her breathing had returned to normal. It was good thing, too, because she didn’t get many breaks during these sessions.

“That’s long enough. Again!” Renwin lunged, his staff coming straight in to start things off. She slapped it aside easily and the dance began. As usual, it was Sillavana on the offensive as Renwin defended. She’d been instructed never to hold back, so her staff whirled in and out with reckless abandon.

Displaying nowhere near as much effort, Renwin sidestepped in and out while effortlessly slapping her attacks away. The old version of herself was a force to be reckoned with by any military standard, but the new version even more so. She was becoming elite, but chasing around the most dangerous man on the planet only made her feel foolish. 

Her blazing-fast strikes were slapped aside like mosquitoes. Her vicious combinations were always anticipated and intercepted, no matter how often she varied her strikes. It was humbling, to say the least. By all rights, he didn’t even appear to be human.

Fed up with getting the same result no matter how hard she tried, she eased off a little to give her burning arms a much-needed break. 

His once steady tempo of parries suddenly reversed direction, and she was completely overwhelmed by the offensive flurry that followed. Thunderous blows rained down against her staff. She managed to block three strikes before the heavy vibrations made it impossible to maintain her grip on her weapon. It snapped free from her numb fingers and bounced off the ground near her feet. 

Thigh, other thigh, knee, stomach...the pinpoint blows found their marks with frightening speed. Winded from the last landed strike, she keeled over in pain and covered her head with both hands. It was demoralizing to be beaten so easily, but there was something else going on here. That angry flurry was unlike Renwin.

There came a whistle of cut air just as his staff stopped short of her ear. “What did I tell you?” Rolled up in a ball, face covered, she peeked up at him between her fingers. “What did I tell you about holding back?” That voice was just too soft to carry any real anger, but in this case, actions spoke much louder than words. 

Slapping the tip of his staff out of her face, she rolled back up to her feet and flashed him an angry glare. “Don’t you lecture me about effort.” She alternated hands as she blew on her palms. They were already sore from sparring, but now they were red hot. “No matter what I do, I can’t break through your defense. It’s like getting mad at me for not being able to dig through a stone wall with a spoon.”

“It was the half-hearted attempt that angered me, not the result. You will not do that again.” 

“Or what?” She blew on her palms one once more and began shaking them out. “You don’t get to use magic all the time and then question my effort. If I had those abilities—” 

“Magic?” He twirled his staff up behind his back and crossed his arms. “What are you talking about?” 

“Y... You know,” she fumbled, exasperated by the way he was playing dumb. “Your speed is not natural for one thing.” 

“So it must be magic?” He threw up his hands. “I suppose tens of thousands of hours sparring against the top assassins in the world had nothing to do with my sharpened skills.” 

“Fine, then what about...” She dropped to one knee and pressed her knuckles against the grass. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that’s not magic either?” 

Renwin laughed, a rare sight from the usually emotionless man. “I suppose I can see why one might think that.”

“You mean it’s not?” She slowly rose off her knee with a puzzled look on her face.

“No, it isn’t. All Servants have that ability, but now that you mention it”—he paused for a moment while thinking back—“I’ve never known anyone outside the Brotherhood to have this ability.”  

“How can that not be magic?” She wondered if he was just messing with her, but it would be a first. The man didn’t exactly have a sense of humor. 

“The body is an amazing tool, capable of so much more than people realize. Secrets like these have been lost to the modern world for centuries. The act itself is nothing more than the release of inner power. Spirit energy, chi—it goes by many names. But I assure you it is not magic.”  

“That powerful burst comes from inside of you, naturally?” Sillavana was so intrigued that she even forgot she was mad at him. “And anyone can learn to do it?” 

“Yes and no. We all have inner power, far more than you would ever believe. But it takes many years to learn how to harness and release it.” 

“But you said yourself that all the Servants can do it.”

“Yes, that’s true. Of all the recruits that feel they are exceptional human beings, only a fraction are allowed into our training program. Of those who were deemed exceptional enough to enter our program, only a fraction ever become Servants. Do you see where I’m going with this?” She nodded her understanding. “Like it or not, Servants are the elite of the elite no matter how you look at it. And even for the top tier, it takes years and years of training.” 

“Well, if it can be learned, then why don’t you teach me?” Wide-eyed and hopeful, she suddenly felt very excited at the potential of this. It never occurred to her that this ability was an actual skill that could be learned and sharpened through practice.

He laughed again. Twice in one day, this had be a personal best of some kind. “Did you not hear what I just said? It takes many years...even for the best in the world. I think the priority here is to just keep you alive. Yes? Now let’s pack up and get ready to move.” 

She was unable to hide her disappointment as she started packing up. Still, she knew he was right. With the Servants hot on their trail, this wasn’t exactly the time to start learning a new skill. In all likelihood, there would never be a good time, and that realization got her thinking as she stomped out the few remaining coals from the fire.

“How much longer do we plan to do this?” she asked out of the blue.

“This?” He threw the saddlebag up over his horse. 

“Yes, this... Running all the time.”

“Does keeping you alive feel like an inconvenience?” 

“You know what I mean,” she grunted as she threw her saddlebag up onto her mount. “This can’t be our only plan.”

“It is for now.” He rolled up onto his horse and she did the same.

“But this is unsustainable. It’s not like we can keep running forever.” 

“Correction, the Servants can’t keep chasing us forever.” She gave him a questioning look. “They’re not even sure which direction we’re going, and that alone has given us a large advantage. As powerful as they are, as vast as their reach is, I’ve already alluded to their weakness. There simply aren’t that many of them. The world is a big place, and they don’t have the resources to chase us forever. The more distance we put between us and them, the more likely they are to give up.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” In truth, his words lifted her spirits somewhat. She would give anything to see an end to this chase so she could live a normal life. “So where is the next rock we plan to hide under?”

“Next town is Yend Vale.” 

*
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“It’s not much farther,” Renwin called back from his lead position. The trees had been thinning as they traveled, and now there were almost none. The terrain wasn’t exactly a desert, but it was close. The weather had been extremely hot the past two days, and a bath was sounding pretty good right about now. “If you’re planning to hide your face, now is the time.” 

They walked the horses over to a rare tree for some much-needed shade. It had no leaves, but the sprawl of dry branches would help a little. A muddy puddle with a few strands of dead grass sticking up would have to serve as a mirror. 

“Don’t worry, you won’t have to do this forever.” He sat down beside her as she brushed off her wig. 

“But people still won’t recognize my race.” She began blending a bit of cream across her cheeks the way Ozzria had taught her. She smiled when the memory popped into her mind. How was Ozzria doing, anyway? “I imagine this is always going to be a problem.”

“Not as much as you might think.” He pointed to a missed spot near her left cheek. “Like I said, the world is a big place. As we move farther out, we’re both going to see races we’ve never seen before. It’s normal. Travelers won’t even look twice at you.” 

“In that case, shouldn’t we just keep moving and bypass the town? Sounds to me like more distance should be the priority.” Of course she didn’t really want to travel anymore, but there was a risk-reward measure that had to be considered. 

“How is your water supply?” Taking his point, she gave her nearly empty water skin a shake. “Yes, mine as well. We’re not going to get much farther without fresh supplies. But as far as being in the public eye goes, we could do worse than Yend Vale. Dare I say it’s one of our better options.”

“Oh? And what makes you so confident?” 

“Because the place is crawling with mercenaries and bounty hunters.” 

She snapped her makeup case closed. “You lost me... Why is this a good option again?”

“Because those sorts tend to mind their own business, for one thing. They’re too busy chasing down contracts to worry about a couple of strangers passing through town.” 

“But don’t you think there is probably a contract on my head by now?”

“Not likely.” He sounded confident. “The Brotherhood doesn’t do business like that. Such capable assassins aren’t going to hire bounty hunters. If word got out, such a cowardly move would taint their reputations beyond repair. Besides, as an unwritten rule, mercenaries do not do business with the Brotherhood. In this case, I would say that bodes well for us.”

“For now, I’ll just assume you know what you’re talking about. Fine, you talked me into it.” With the thought of a home-cooked meal and a bath back on her mind, she was ready to move. 

The town came into view just around the next bend. At first glance, it was actually much larger than she had assumed. But, unlike a city, there was no gate and no guards doing routine inspections upon entry. No one seemed to be concerned about anyone else’s business. She took that as a good sign.

None of the roads were paved, not even the main street leading in from the entryway. It was nothing but packed dirt with a fair amount of horse dung scattered around, but it was in far better shape than the side streets. 

But aside from all that, the place was lively enough. A merchants’ hub for sure, there seemed to be trade shops and weapons smiths on every block. Hammers dropped across anvils as bakers and butchers called out their deals for the day. Flies buzzed around slightly discolored meats and fish, but that didn’t seem to dissuade swarms of shoppers. The bartering had begun as businesses of every kind were in full swing. 

There was plenty of mercenary work to be had. Announcement boards with pinned-up wanted posters appeared on every corner. Next to those was usually a nearby office where the jobs could be claimed. Just as Renwin said, the place was a bounty hunter’s dream for sure.

A fight broke out in a side alley. Folk passing by hardly seemed to take notice, but Sillavana stared in awe at the brawl. Swinging wildly at one another, it was clear that neither was particularly skilled. It wasn’t the fight itself that shocked her, but the fact that anyone would do such a thing so publicly. If nothing else, her years of hiding in the shadows had taught her extreme discretion. What they were doing was very much the opposite of that.

Riding beside her, Renwin touched her wrist as the two men went tumbling right through a shop window. “Easy with that,” he warned.

“Easy with what?” Now she was staring at the broken glass while wondering if they were still fighting inside. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re staring. In fact, you’re still staring. Remember, we’re trying not to draw any attention. You of all people should know better than that. Now, let’s find somewhere to stay. The sooner we get you out of sight, the better.” 

She glared at the back of his head as he rode on, but her anger at being scolded was short lived. He was right, as usual. As capable and dangerous as he was, he still knew when to keep his ego in check. He wasn’t afraid to appear weak for the sake of going unnoticed. In that way, the man had no ego to speak of. She admired that, and sometimes wished she could be more like him. 

They didn’t travel far before Renwin decided on The Whispering Turnip Inn. With their horses being watered, an actual cooked meal was the first line of business. 

“Room key,” said the portly barkeep as he slid the oversized ring across the bar. What remained of his slicked black hair kept falling forward with even the slightest head movement. A quick swipe of his hand put it in place before it began creeping forward again. “Turkey breast and boiled cabbage for the lady.” Again he swiped his hair back before shoving the plate toward her. “And steak and baked potato for the gentleman.” 

Despite the rough-looking company who were probably regulars here, the barkeep was well spoken and confident. He had an air about him and moved a certain way. The aura wasn’t lost on Renwin. This short, portly man could most certainly handle himself. Made sense; it was probably mandatory for anyone running a business here.

“Will there be anything else?” He wiped his hands on his apron as his hair flopped forward again. 

“We’re fine, thank you.” Renwin took a long gulp from his ale mug. It felt like forever since he’d had anything stronger than water. “How is your—” He glanced over at Sillavana’s half-finished plate. Noticing him from the corner of her eye, she looked back with one cheek swollen with food. “Er... Never mind.” 

Embarrassed, she choked down a dangerously large mouthful and sat up straight. “How long are we going to stay here?” she asked, mostly just to shift the focus onto something other than her voracious appetite. 

“Just for the night. We’ll resupply in the morning and be on the road before midday. Does that sit well with you? Sillavana?” 

He gave her a quick glance before following her gaze. A card game across the room had all but ceased, and the players seemed to be looking at her. Her eyes narrowed when one of them sent his tongue into a flickering dance. Renwin grabbed her by the wrist and spun her back. 

“You are unbelievable,” he growled, leaning into her ear. “Did we not just have this talk? I swear you have the memory of a song bird.” 

“It wasn’t my fault. They started it!” she rasped back. 

“What is that supposed to mean? One of them gave you a dirty look or an obscene gesture, is that it? Are you really so easily baited?” With a sigh, he sat up straight but didn’t turn around. “We’re not looking for any trouble,” he said, eyes on the line of bottles over the counter.“Please, just go back to your game and let us be.”  

“See, here is the problem with that.” Renwin glanced over his shoulder. The man was of average height and build, but the gleam of metal coming from his hand was not to be ignored. Just then, two more from the table came over to join him. “I’ve run out of coin, so I’m going to need something else to wager.” He walked two fingers up the side of Sillavana’s arm. “And I think I might have just the thing.” 

Renwin glanced at Sillavana, hand ready to intercept her fist if necessary. To his relief, she wasn’t showing any aggression...yet. Good, she was learning. Still, it didn’t seem like words alone were going to be enough to defuse the situation. 

Renwin rose off the stool and turned slowly. As he hoped, they were a bit taken back by his height. Effective intimidation without aggression was an art form. “Gentlemen.” He dipped his head and spread his open hands out wide. A subliminal gesture, he was displaying passiveness while proving he was not afraid to expose himself to any attack. “I fear there may be some sort of misunderstanding here. If my partner and I have offended you in some way, we do apologize.” 

“Well, Trieng, looks like you got yerself an apology.” The men chuckled a bit, even if they didn’t seem quite as confident as before. 

The man they called Trieng adjusted the grip on his knife. “That’s all fine and good, but I didn’t come over here for an apology. I came over here for the girl.” He grabbed Sillavana by the wrist and hoisted her up from her seat.

Renwin was on him in a heartbeat, one hand pinning down the knife, the other clutching his throat. If he just put this one to sleep, maybe the others would back off. This had already gone further than he hoped. 

And then the music began to play... 
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Chapter 3
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Heads turned to the sound of music coming from the other side of the room. And there was Nylian... With her back firmly nestled into the corner, she sat with her feet propped up on the table as she tooted away on her pipe flute. It wasn’t just the sudden interruption that caught everyone off guard, but the incredible skill with which she played. Her thick blue digits danced across the pipe holes as the wondrous sound filled the room.

Renwin released the would-be attacker, but the man hardly even seemed to notice. When Renwin glanced at Sillavana, she looked nothing like a woman who had been threatened mere moments ago. Instead, she wore an ear-to-ear grin as she clapped her hands to the music.  

“It’s Nylian!” she sang out, swaying back and forth to the joyous tune. After a quick assessment of the situation, Renwin clasped his hands over his ears and hunched forward. “Oh, she’s wonderful! I had no idea she could play like that. I didn’t think anyone could play like that.” 

Within moments, folk were up and dancing, and a few even climbed up on their tables. The men looking for trouble had all but forgotten what they were angry at, and just about everything else, for that matter. Clapping their hands, kicking their feet the air in some ridiculous-looking line dance, they didn’t seem to have a care in the world.  

Nylian slowly rose from her chair, her body swaying with the music as she kept on playing. Those around her mirrored her movements like charmed snakes. Her final flurry of notes came as an explosion of sound, like ten instruments all playing at once. Cheers rose up in a roaring boom as she lowered the pipe and took a deep bow. Thrown coins wobbled across the table top as folk reached out to hug her. 

Everyone was smiling as tears of joy flowed freely. 

“Unbelievable! Did you see that?” Sillavana was practically jumping up and down as she pulled at her hair. Renwin unclamped his hands from his ears and stood up straight. “That was incredible. That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. Have you ever— Hey!”

With the room key in one hand, Renwin grabbed her by the wrist and made for the stairs. 

“Hold on, we have to wait for Nylian,” she protested.

“It would seem she’s followed us this far. I think she can find our room without any trouble. Besides, we need to get out of sight before those men come back to their senses.” Sillavana had no idea what he was talking about but chose to bite her tongue. Even though she was in a great mood, the man was really on edge for some reason.

He turned the key, flung open the door, and rushed her inside. “Sit here and don’t move,” he ordered as he practically tossed her onto the bed. 

“What is wrong with you?”

“And keep your hands where I can see them.” He knelt down with his ear to the door. “Hands,” he reminded, glancing back with an irritated look. “You’re not in your right mind, so I can’t trust you yet.” 

She lowered her brow and slid her hands out over her knees as she sat up straight. Although she didn’t understand what was going on, she trusted him enough to know when to shut up and listen. 

And what was she gushing about again? Yes, Nylian’s music. But why had it excited her so much? She wasn’t sure anymore. 

Renwin rose and stepped away from the door just before the knock. Holding an open hand toward Sillavana to warn her to stay quiet, he waited until the second knock. “It’s me.” They knew Nylian’s voice well enough. “Look, I can explain everything. Just open the door.” 

Renwin cracked the door and peeked out at her. “That’s quite an impressive flute you have there.”

“It’s not what you think,” she said quietly as she dared to put one foot through the door. “If you’re willing to listen to what I have to say...”

“How long have you been following us?” he asked. Nylian couldn’t hide the pain on her face. She had trained with this man and fought by his side, yet the cold line of questioning proved that he no longer trusted her. 

“Ever since you two left the complex,” she whispered. “Shortly after, anyway, but I’ve only had you in full view for a few days. Renwin, it’s me. Please, just let me in and I’ll answer any questions you have.” He hesitated, then opened the door and stepped aside. 

Her eyes brightened. “Sillavana!” She rushed up to the bed with her arms out wide to embrace her friend. But she stopped cold and dropped her hands when Sillavana shied away from her touch. 

Renwin’s words of mistrust hurt, but that hurt worse.

“What did you do to me down there?” Sillavana struggled to look her in the eye. Although the influence had worn off, she could remember everything. She felt violated. 

“You said you would explain.” Renwin stepped between them and rounded on her. “So start explaining.” 

Nylian stepped back and presented the instrument. “It’s not the flute.” She held it up and rotated it back and forth. “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s just an ordinary flute.” She tossed it on the bed. 

“A spell, then?” Renwin accused.

“I know nothing of magic.” 

“If that is true, then there is only one explanation left.” 

She was already nodding her head before he finished his sentence. “That is correct,” she confirmed. “I am a grentier.” Sillavana’s eyes flickered toward Renwin. That word meant nothing to her, yet he didn’t appear particularly alarmed by it. If anything, his posture relaxed a little. A good sign? 

“Why have you never mentioned this before now?” he asked.

“Would you have viewed me differently?”

After a pause, he spoke. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“I wasn’t sure either, which is why I kept it to myself. I didn’t want to risk my recruitment into the rebellion on the off chance you might take issue with it. And since I honestly never planned on using any of my abilities, I assumed it wouldn’t matter. I never lied to you about anything, I just kept this one thing to myself. I imagine you of all people might know a thing or two about keeping secrets, Renwin.” 

“Wait, I’m lost,” Sillavana cut in. “So you’re a mage or something?” 

“Hardly,” Renwin snickered at the same time she was shaking her head and smiling. “But that’s not to say she doesn’t have some impressive abilities. In fact, only master grentier can do what we saw her do this evening. Such a thing is very rare.” 

Nylian dug around in her pack and retrieved some small balls made of tightly bound leather. “I’m a high-end entertainer, for lack of a better term.” She tossed three balls in the air and began to juggle. “I also tell stories and play musical instruments, among other things.” 

“Think of a royal court jester,” Renwin added. “I imagine that conjures an image of a fool jumping around with a painted face. That may be hard to take seriously, but keep in mind that they are the highest level of what they do. They’re famous for taking mundane forms of entertainment to the absolute extreme. They are often the featured amusement at royal family parties. A professional fool might be a better comparison.” 

“I did not cast a spell on you, or anyone else.” To Sillavana’s surprise, Nylian was looking right at her while barely even concentrating on the whirling balls. And when had she started juggling five? Dipping her bare foot into her bag, she flicked up another with her toe. It went up and over to join the others, and still she didn’t appear the least bit challenged by the otherwise difficult task.

“There was no magic involved, but I did play a song that affects the mind. It simply increases happiness to an unnatural degree. In short, the notes moved faster than the mind can think. The result is an overstimulation in one part of the brain, the part of my choosing.”

“You can cause sadness too?” Sillavana asked.

“Yes...sadness, happiness, or even aggression. The right notes at the right speed can have an extreme effect, one that almost seems like magic.” She danced one hand beneath the whirling balls as they quickly piled up into a mini tower. It seemed impossible that anyone could balance the spheres so easily. It was like they were stuck together somehow. “But regardless of what my illusions may seem like, I promise you that none of it is magic.” She tipped her hand, and the balanced line of balls fell back neatly into her pack.

“I only did it because it looked like you two were in some trouble. You’re welcome, by the way.” 

“We had the situation under control.” Renwin was back to sounding serious again. “Now that I know your profession and what you’re capable of, something else still baffles me. I released everyone of their obligation. You were all free to go your own way and live as you chose. Why would you follow us?”

“Free to go my own way,” she repeated softly. “I left everything to come join in your fight against the Brotherhood. I knew what I was getting into. The resistance has since disbanded, but the cause itself is still very real.” She looked at Sillavana. “Even if we cannot defeat them through strength of arms, you’ve still found a way to hurt them. Each and every day you wound their pride while proving to the world that they are not invincible. You do this simply by keeping her alive.

“I have dedicated my life to stopping the Brotherhood. Should I just go back to tracking their movements across the realm? What good is collecting that kind information if I have no one to give it to? You can send me away if you wish, but I’ll just keep following you anyway. I’m here to fulfill my oath, and I will do it with or without your permission.”

Renwin glanced at Sillavana and shrugged. She smiled back. “I can never have too many babysitters.” She rose off the bed gave her friend the hug that was initially refused.  
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In the morning, the ladies tried to convince Renwin to let them venture out on their own. Their argument was that he couldn’t keep an eye on Sillavana day and night, and that a town full of people was the perfect place to blend in. Although he didn’t like the idea, he liked their continual pestering even less. He eventually gave in. “Fine, but I better not have to come looking for you two.” 

Grinning sheepishly at his fatherly warning, they nodded their agreement and struck out on their own. 

The hot sun was mostly hidden by an overcast sky, and a gentle breeze made for a pleasant walk. It was exciting to have a little freedom for a change.

“How does it feel?” Sillavana asked. 

“To finally get out from under the thumb of your protective grandfather? Wonderful.”

“No.” She laughed. “Although I’ll admit it’s nice not feeling like a prisoner for a change. I meant this.” She made a general gesture toward the folk coming and going, many of which were giving them long stares. “You being the center of attention instead of me.”

It was true enough. While she was disguised with her wig and makeup, it was blue-skinned Nylian getting all the looks this time. Although not as rare as an ixolae, the townsfolk likely hadn’t seen many sylphs around these parts.

“It doesn’t bother me one bit.” To emphasize her point, Nylian began flashing grins at random people just to make them uncomfortable. Most quickly averted their eyes and hurried on their way. “Why would it? I rather enjoy being the unique one around these parts. I’m a grentier, remember? I’m all about getting attention.” 

Sillavana couldn’t relate at all. After living from the shadows for so long, she had come to view attention as something of an enemy. Those feelings ran so deep that she couldn’t imagine changing her views at this stage.

It was still early in the day, but even now there was a large number of street walkers out and about. A merchants’ hub like Yend Vale had a different culture. Day or night, there was always business to be had given the large number of lonely travelers. Their favorite tactic was brushing the shoulders of any random man who walked by. They seemed to be making a game out of it. 

“Now, there is something you don’t see too often.” Tapping Sillavana on the arm, she pointed to one of the ladies yelling in the face of a potential customer. Apparently, the price negotiations weren’t going so well. “You should try this. I would think an exotic creature such as yourself would do quite well on the open market. Heck, I say triple the price of any boring human would be more than... Sillavana?” 

She looked left, right, and then turned in a complete circle. Where did she go? Nervously patting herself down, her eyes bulged in alarm. “My coin purse!” Head darting around, she spun two more circles as her mind raced with all the different possibilities. 

Suddenly, Sillavana appeared out of thin air. She lowered the stolen coin purse in front of Nylian’s face and gave it a shake. Nylian snatched it away and stepped back. “Where did you... How did you do...” With all her questions blurring into a broken stream of nonsense, she closed her mouth and glared at Sillavana. 

“What was that about?” Sillavana finished one thought for her. “Is that what you’re trying to ask me? Well, that was me making the point that I am no stranger to the streets. Sure, I could sell my body if I chose too.” She gave a little shake as she ran her hands down over her hips. “Fetch a good price too. But why bother when there is easy prey sleepwalking in the streets. Easy prey... like you, for example... I could have picked your pocket, put it all back, and then picked it again before you even noticed.” 

“Ah, the real Sillavana has revealed her true nature.” Nylian laughed. “I had no idea you were capable of such arrogance.” The energy of being free for the day was infectious. Being hunted by the Servants was hardly a thing to take lightly, but today just felt different for some reason. It was a wonderful change, to say the least.

“Still, I will admit that you really got me that time,” Nylian continued. “If I’m ever in need of a professional thief, I know exactly who to contact. But for now, let’s just assume that I still have a scrap of dignity somewhere deep inside me. There are other ways to make money, you know. Wait here a moment, I’ll be right back.” She threw down her pack. “I trust a pickpocket like you won’t run off into the night with that while I’m gone.” 

“I make no promises.” Sillavana dropped down and pretended to rummage through it. “Depends if I find anything worth stealing.”

Nylian raced off, but returned a short time later with a small vial. “I see you haven’t skipped town with my belongings. I suppose there’s something to be said for that.”

“Don’t think I didn’t consider it. I kind of like your underwear.” 

Nylian opened her pack. “I don’t doubt you at all. But had you skipped town, you would have missed the show.” 

“Show?”

“Yes, show. You seem convinced that your street wisdom exceeds mine.” Nylian retrieved the leather balls from the night before. Then she laid out what looked like several wooden clubs along with some small knives. “I’m sure picking pockets is a great career and all, but I thought you might want to see what a true street performer looks like. And more importantly, just how lucrative it can be.” 

She uncorked the vial and drizzled a few drops of oil over each club, then used her tinder to spark up a small candle she set upright in the dirt. After that, she flicked each ball up with her toes, and the juggling act began. 

Folk looked on curiously, and a small crowd formed around her. It was not the first time Sillavana had seen her juggle, only this time there was no ceiling limiting how high she could toss them. The balls rotated in a sweeping circle as she shifted about to keep her body centered beneath them. 

When the crowd swelled into something more substantial, she added the clubs by flipping them up with her toes. The dexterity of her feet was amazing. They basically served as an extra set of hands. The flipping clubs mixed in with the rotation of balls added a great deal of difficulty. Impressed onlookers started clapping as even more moved in to watch.

She was good, better than any juggler they had ever seen. 

She slowed the fall of one of the flipping clubs and quickly dropped to one knee. With a lightning-fast catch and throw, she used it to kiss the candle flame before sending it back up. Two, three, four times she repeated the maneuver in rapid succession, and now all the clubs were set ablaze.

The swelling crowd gasped at the spectacle. Her three-fingered hands worked in rapid circles to keep the flaming rainbow aloft as the crowd cheered her on. Leaning back, she started to expand the circle by throwing each one a little higher than the last. Up and up they went until the tosses had become full-strength throws straight toward the sky. 

After a final round of tosses, she dived forward, sprung off her hands, and flipped back to her feet. Clutching the knives she collected off the ground, she flicked her wrists and sent them up and away. One, two, three, four, she caught the clubs in succession and laid them in a perfect line along the dirt.

Her arms shot out to either side as she caught a ball in each hand and trapped the other two in the crooks of her elbows. She held the position for several seconds as the crowd exploded with cheers. With clearly visible knives sticking out of each one, she finally tossed the leather balls down and took a bow.

Folk pushed and shoved, moving in just so they could throw coins at her feet. Sillavana clapped as Nylian winked at her from a distance. Okay, she had definitely made her point. The woman knew how to put on a show.
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It was late afternoon by the time they got back to The Whispering Turnip. Each with their arms loaded with trinkets and toys, they laughed their way up the steps. But their laughing stopped the moment a towering figure appeared at the top step. A tiny stuffed bear slipped from beneath Sillavana’s arm, and it chirped with each bounce as it fell back down the steps.

Not looking the least bit amused, Renwin motioned for them to follow him back to the room. 

“Juggling?” He slammed the door behind them. “In the middle of a crowded street?” They opened their arms and thrust their chests, sending all their newly bought items bouncing across the mattress. “Drawing attention to yourselves was the last thing we needed, and now look what you’ve done.” 

He clapped his hands together with a sharp slap. “I trusted you! And now look, the blue-skinned juggler is all anyone is talking about. I wasn’t even there, but I might as well have been, given all the detailed accounts that have reached my ear.” He pointed to the knickknacks and clothes scattered across the mattress. “And what is all that? Drawing half the town’s attention wasn’t enough? You decided to rob them as well?” 

“Of course not.” Sillavana tossed a tiny tin cup aside. Okay, perhaps they did go a little too far with the spending spree. What was she going to do with a tin cup, anyway?

“We’re not thieves. All this stuff was paid for.” Nylian held up a coin purse that still had plenty of bulge to it. “And it wasn’t attention we were seeking.” Well, not exactly...  “I’m an entertainer, so I entertained.” She gave the purse a jingle. “I was attempting to add to our dwindling income. Is that really so horrible? Shall I try to track everyone down and give every coin back?” 

His expression was hard to read as he stared at the swinging purse, but for some reason he didn’t seem quite as mad anymore. 
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“Let me get that for you.” The barmaid reached around Renwin’s shoulder to get his second empty plate out of the way. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Yes, actually.” He paused to finish chewing. “Roast lamb with a side of rice. And more of that vegetable soup if you have any left.” 

“Well, seems like someone brought their appetite tonight. That will be your third helping already.”

“Yes, well...” He glanced at Nylian,who was glaring from the seat across from him. “That tends to happen when someone else is paying for it.” Nylian huffed and looked away. Sure, what she did tonight might have been a little foolish, but Renwin sure seemed to be taking advantage of the situation. 

“Oh.” He snapped his fingers to get her attention before she got too far. “And a batch of spiced potatoes too.” 

Nylian threw up her hands and flopped back in her seat. “So I guess the plan is to just drain the last of my coin down into your stomach?” 

“Let the punishment fit the crime.” He eyed the kitchen door longingly. Sure, days of dry rations and warm water had all of them craving real food, but this was a little extreme. “But that is hardly my plan.” 

“Then what is your plan?” 

“Yes, I was wondering the same thing,” Sillavana said. “I know we’re just trying to put distance between us and them, but surely there is more to it than just running.”

“Not really.” He drummed his fingers along the table, but the looks on their faces told him that was not a good enough answer. 

“Fine, then, let me explain.” He dug through his pouch and pulled out a small map. Faded and of low quality, it was old and probably just used as a spare. “This is where we are now.” He jabbed his finger down. “And this is where we’re headed.” He slid it across the map, following the general direction they had been moving. No surprises... But when his finger reached the edge of the map, he just kept sliding it across the table. 

“Wait... What are you saying?” Nylian asked.

“There is a reason the map ends where it does,” Sillavana added. “Those wild lands are uncharted. No one even knows what’s out that far.” 

“That is correct.” Renwin slid the map off the table and rubbed his hands eagerly as his food arrived. “Whether or not those lands are actually wild has yet to be determined. Perhaps we shall be the first? I’ll finally be able to add ‘explorer’ to my long list of titles.”

“You think this is funny?” Nylian didn’t look anywhere near as amused as he did. Of course, she didn’t have a feast fit for a king spread out in front of her, either. “Who knows what is out there? Can those lands even support life?” 

“Agreed, which is why it’s the last place the Brotherhood would ever think to look.” 

“This is crazy! Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Sillavana asked. “Were you keeping it to yourself because you were afraid I might refuse?” 

“I was keeping it to myself because...” He paused a moment. “Honestly? The idea just came to me.” He popped a spiced potato in his mouth with a satisfied hum. “The only plan was to get far enough away so that it was unlikely they would ever pickup our trail again. But after giving it some careful thought, I’ve decided we can’t leave anything up to chance. This course of action all but guarantees they will not find us.”

“This course of action is going to come at an unknown cost.” Nylian was not ready to let this go so easily. 

“Hey.”

“Keeping Sillavana safe is all that matters, no matter the cost. I asked if you were fully committed to this mission. You assured me you were.” If she was in the mood to argue, Renwin could be just as stubborn. “No one is forcing you to—”

“Hey,” Sillavana repeated. They glanced over, but her attention was elsewhere. They followed her gaze toward a man leaning against the far wall.

Short and slight of build, he had on a white silk shirt and wore a number of gold chains around his neck. His black boots were polished leather, and his fine red hat sported a black band with a gold buckle. Odd that anyone in this town would be so open about how well off they were. He was just begging to be robbed.

He watched them from across the room, his gaze unblinking as he flipped a gold coin in one hand. He tipped his head to the side and flashed them a sideways smile. In no way was the slender man physically intimidating, yet Renwin’s warrior instincts practically screamed. 

There was something off about him. Something... 

The man caught the coin and rolled it across the back of his knuckles, then rolled his wrist once before presenting both sides of his hand. The coin had disappeared, or so the cheap parlor trick would indicate. But it was hardly the childish illusion that had Renwin so shaken, it was his unwavering confidence.

As he maintained his unblinking eye contact from across the room, he retrieved a flower from inside his shirt flap. Giving it a long sniff, he admired the white rose for a moment before returning his attention back to their table. 

“We need to move.” Renwin rose from his seat. The assassin smiled at them and began flipping his gold coin once again. Such arrogance... He wasn’t even trying to hide who he was or who he worked for. If anything, he was just taunting them out in the open. 

Biding his time, the assassin made no obvious attempt to follow as they made their way back up the steps. Once inside their shared room, Renwin closed the door and snapped his fingers toward their scattered belongings. The ladies began shoving everything into packs while he kept an ear pressed to the base of the door. All he heard was silence, and that unnerved him even more.

They snuck out the window and stepped out onto the roof. Stay close to me, he mouthed silently. They tiptoed across the tiles until they reached the opposite edge, and after an easy jump onto the next roof, they were off and running. 

They raced across several rooftops until they found a sturdy-looking gutter leading down to the street. Renwin and Nylian slid down one at a time while Sillavana simply stepped over the edge and floated down. After a quick peek around the corner, they stepped out from the alley and melted into the passing crowd without drawing too many eyes.

“Who was that?” Nylian asked, assuming it was safe to ask questions now. 

“I didn’t recognize him,” Renwin admitted. “But I know he was sent by the Brotherhood.” 

“Are you certain? But how do you...” Sillavana froze. There he was again, standing across the street. Back flat up against a building with his hat tipped down over his eyes, he flicked that gold coin repeatedly. With his hat pulled low, it was hard to tell where he was looking, but his shadowed grin spoke volumes. 

“This way,” Renwin snarled as he led them in a different way. The crowded street was hard to navigate, but it didn’t feel like it mattered. Ditching this ghost of a man would require more stealth than speed. 

They crouched down in hopes than it might make them harder to see. For Renwin, it practically meant walking like a hunchback. Eventually, they broke down a side street lined with vegetable stands. They moved quickly, hopeful they might have lost him when...

“Impossible...” Nylian gasped. They followed her horrified gaze toward the assassin leaning against a fruit cart. Hat down over his eyes, he lazily tossed a partially eaten apple up in the air. It appeared as if he had been waiting here for a while. Again he grinned before catching the apple and taking another bite. Then he tossed it back over his shoulder. But instead of standing around, this time he pushed off the cart and began to stalk toward them. 

“Follow me.” Renwin was usually unflappable, but there was unmistakable tightness in his voice. This rare display did nothing for their confidence. He led them down several more side streets, twisting and turning to keep their paths as random as possible. 

Not understanding exactly how the assassin was following them so easily, he even tried to make their trajectory even more random by making up rules as he ran. Anytime he saw someone wearing a red shirt, he turned right. A blue skirt signaled to go left. The nonsensical rules kept him from consciously plotting a clear path. 

They streaked around a corner and down an alleyway before coming to a sudden halt. The mysterious man leaned against the far corner as he flipped that gold coin. “The sylph is worthless to me.” His voice was surprisingly deep given his smallish stature. “It’s not even worth the time it would take to remove her head. She can go now, for all I care. But as for you two...”

With a final flick, the coin drifted up over his head and stayed there. Suspended in midair, it flipped in place as the edges flashed with reflected light. “The ixolae’s head is worth more coin than I can carry. But the price on yours has doubled since last week, Renwin.” He glanced up. “It’s still not as much, but I’ll be more than happy to collect it.”

He snapped his fingers and the coin went zipping straight toward Renwin’s face. He dipped his head to the side as it crunched deep into the brick wall behind him. Swords drawn in a flash, Renwin stepped out in front of the ladies. 

“Go, get her out of here,” he said to Nylian. 

“Oh, come on now. Must we fight?” The assassin pushed off the wall and threw his hat aside with a lazy toss. “Must we do this the hard way? I promise to make it quick. I’m quite good, you know. You will only feel pain if I want you to.” 

“Wait for me at the north entrance, but do not wait long. If I don’t show up soon, you will go on without me. Move swiftly and stop for nothing! Do you understand?” 

Nylian nodded and grabbed Sillavana by the wrist. 

“Oh, fine,” the assassin groaned. He drew two short swords and spun them with a whoosh. “I was warned you were a stubborn one. The hard way it is, then.” 

Renwin closed the distance in a flash, their swords locking with a crash. Few would have seen him coming, and fewer still could have intercepted the strike. Nose to nose, the sleepy-eyed assassin looked like he was about to yawn. 

“So the Servants are hiring mercenaries to track us now?” Renwin hissed in his face. “There was a time not so long ago when honor wouldn’t have permitted such a thing.”

The assassin grinned. “There was a time not so long ago when the Servants were used to getting their way. Seems that you and your little band of mice have given them more trouble than they bargained for.” Their swords rasped in separation as they pushed off. “Your relentless defiance has changed the way they do business. You should feel honored.”

Renwin lashed out again, but his blades cut nothing but air. Impossible... The man could nip the wings off a moving fly; there was no way he could have missed his target at such close range. He jumped back to reset himself, but also to stall. What just happened? 

This time the assassin countered, his short swords stabbing straight in. Renwin parried them out wide and countered down the middle, but this time his eyes caught it. For a fraction of a second the assassin’s body became a buzz of distortion as the blades passed through, or at least appeared to. 

Reckless in his pressing assault, the assassin lunged right back at him, showing no fear of getting hit. His blades flailed in wild circles. He was good, better than most trained soldiers by a wide margin. But he was no bladesmaster, and his visual distortion trick wasn’t going to offset the difference for long.

Renwin changed tactics. If his eyes were lying about the assassin’s location, he would simply cover a wider area with savage tenacity. Sacrificing accuracy for speed, his blades exploded in a lethal flurry. Steel bit into flesh as he purposely struck the air around the assassin. 

But as the assassin’s body jolted with lethal strikes, he simply laughed. Stumbling back, his gaping wounds began to writhe with wiggly red tendons. They latched together and his grievous injuries began to knit back together. Mending with incredible efficiency, soon the flesh wounds were completely repaired. 

The assassin held up his arms, displaying sleeves stained with blood. “My favorite shirt,” he groaned. Renwin’s heart sank. The assassin could not best him in straight combat, yet it didn’t seem to matter. He knew that some creatures could regenerate their physical bodies, but he had never seen anything like this. No wonder the assassin was so confident. This thing was practically immortal. 

Renwin dropped to one knee and punched the ground, releasing his chi in a silent boom. 

Stunned, the assassin reared back as the violent wave rushed over him. His feet slid across the sand as his arms cracked straight back like broken twigs. But even as the flesh of his face tore away in wet ribbons, he still grinned through the brutal assault of energy. 

With one eye gone along with most of the skin from his face, his eerie half smile was due more to the exposure of his teeth and most of his skull.

Broken arms crackled and crunched, wiggling back into place as the bones began to reset. Glistening wet veins spidered across his skull as new flesh began to form. He threw his head back and cackled. “I feel compelled to tell you something.” Not the slightest bit rattled or out of breath, his words were calm and clear. “My earlier offer of a quick death no longer stands. I plan to cut you apart piece by screaming piece. And as for the girl...” 

His impossibly long tongue drooped from his mouth. It rolled back like a snake, and he used it to swipe his eyebrows as his gaze drifted to the direction the ladies went. “I plan to make her suffer tenfold. I assure you, she will be begging for death long before I grant it.” 

Swords up quickly, the assassin barely parried the first wave of incoming blows. “Oh, I see,” he said, blocking some while others tore at his flesh. He didn’t seem to care. “The girl’s life means more to you than your own. How noble, and utterly foolish.” 

Renwin burst into an explosion of movement, his whirling steel blurring like a hundred saws. But the grimace on his face was not anger; it was extreme concentration. He knew this creature could regenerate, and at an alarming rate at that. But it could not be infinite... The energy required had to be substantial, therefore it had to have a limit.

“Yes, that’s it,” the assassin taunted, even as Renwin’s blades continued to carve him up. “I see you want to die on your feet like a true warrior. Well, then, I will happily grant you that wish. I’m curious to see how much endurance you have.” And that was another problem: this creature did not seem to tire. And even though Renwin’s conditioning was second to none, sooner or later he would eventually exhaust himself. 

Renwin moved with savage speed, but each landed strike was nowhere near as wild as it appeared. The blows were not driving strikes aimed at penetration. He was not trying to pierce organs, but rather take flesh clean off with each scraping blow.

Red strips of flesh bounced off the bricks even as the assassin worked his blades in defensive circles. As good as he was, he couldn’t even come to close to matching swords with this bladesmaster. New flesh replaced old, but not at the same rate as before. As blazing steel snapped at his body from all angles, his taunting grin began to fade.

“What... What are you doing?” On top of his innate abilities, the creature had trained most of his life. But Renwin was simply on another level. Bone began to fly along with wet chunks of flesh. Exposed skull chipped away, and soon, bits of brain matter were sticking to the wall.

Ignoring the blaze of his burning muscles, Renwin pushed the pace to an inhuman level. He struck the assassin from head to toe to ensure the regeneration process remained spread throughout his body. There was no way to prioritize resources because he was literally wounded everywhere...all the time. 

“Wait! Stop!” His arm came off at the shoulder, then the lower leg below the knee. He toppled over even as his body kept regenerating, but the healing process had visually slowed at this point.

Renwin had to resist his own instincts and not go for the killing blow. The “killing” blow was a matter of attrition. Arms screaming with white-hot pain, he had to keep pushing. The assassin raised his remaining arm for cover and promptly lost it for his trouble. 

Half his face, quickly followed by the other half, both shoulders, and the upper part of his torso... The widespread damage was like being dragged across a road made of razor blades. Renwin buzzed away, the target growing smaller and smaller until...

Renwin dropped to one knee and jammed his sword tips into the ground. Gasping for breath, he was completely spent. The final push was mostly a hole in his memory completed on pure warrior’s instinct. However, the red-stained alley left little doubt as to how this ended. Pulverized, nothing recognizable remained. 

A mess like this would be a hard thing to explain, so it was best not to stick around for questioning. He pushed himself up on unsteady legs and hobbled away from the alley.
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Nylian and Sillavana stood behind a tree as they watched the northern road that led from the city. Sillavana paced back and forth, stopping every so often to take another look. 

“Sillavana.”

“Just a little longer,” Sillavana said. She peeked back around again. People were coming and going, but there was still no sign of him.

“Sillavana,” Nylian repeated, more firmly. “We have to go.”

“Not yet. Give him time to—”

“No, now.” Nylian advanced toward her in a threatening manner.

“What are you doing? We have to go back.”

“For what? We must face the fact that Renwin is already dead.”

“What? Why would you—”

“And you will be too if I let you go back there. I made him a promise, and I plan to keep it. I’m getting you far away from here, even if I have to tie you up and drag you.” The way Nylian kept advancing, she appeared ready to go through with her threat. 

“That will not be necessary.” They whirled toward the familiar voice. “But I can appreciate your thinking. I’ve considered that step many times, given her stubbornness.” 

Renwin was obviously exhausted and a bit worse for wear, but he was alive. They were overjoyed to see him and bursting with questions, but this was not the time. They had no mounts but needed to keep moving.
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The campfire, if one could call it that, was little more than a small pile of glowing embers. When Nylian moved to add a handful of dry sticks, Renwin raised his hand and shook his head. “But this is why we moved so far off the road,” she reasoned, still holding them near the fire while hoping she might still change his mind. “So we could at least enjoy a proper fire before sleeping in the mud like worms.” 

“We moved off the road for Sillavana’s safety, not for your comfort.” Renwin stared blankly at the embers. He was clearly disinterested in having this talk. “And even with that modest precaution, I don’t imagine any skilled tracker would have trouble finding us. I see no reason to make their job that much easier.” 

She bit her tongue and tossed down the kindling. Rather than press the point further, she moved around to the other side of the fire and sat next to Sillavana. Perhaps she was in a better mood. “Looks good.” She poked at the little bag of nuts Sillavana was grazing on. “I’ll bet those would go great with a sparkling glass of red wine.” 

Sillavana covered her mouth and laughed. “I would trade either one for a side of lamb and a baked potato.” 

“Oh, come on...” Nylian tipped her own bag over and dribbled a few nuts and seeds into her palm. “Don’t talk about real food while I’m eating like a rabbit. It’s cruel.”

“It’s only been a day.” Sillavana laughed.“Are you going soft on me already?” 

“Well, I suggest you get used to eating like a rabbit.” They glanced over the fire at Renwin. He hadn’t said much since they stopped for the night. “By the looks of things, it’s going to be several more days, so I don’t need to hear any more complaining out of either...” He looked away and waved off his rant. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. Don’t mind me.” 

“It’s all right,” Sillavana said. “I understand, we’re all on edge. That was a close call back there.”

“It was more than just close. It was a total shift in the Brotherhood’s philosophy I could never have anticipated.”

“You mean hiring a mercenary to track us down?” Sillavana asked. “Is it really so strange?” 

“It’s unheard of,” he answered quickly. “Pride has always been at the heart of the Brotherhood’s ways. A weakness of sorts, it was the very thing that made them so predictable.” He began rubbing his temples. “I no longer know what to make of them. And now that I can no longer predict their moves, I fear we’ve lost our greatest advantage.”

The ladies rounded the fire and sat on either side of him. “So that’s what’s been troubling you?” Nylian asked.

“Yes, among other things.” 

“I don’t see this as a disadvantage,” Sillavana said. “The way I see it, the sudden change in tactics means they’ve become desperate. Remember, the whole realm is aware of the Brotherhood’s movements. A move like this is likely to hurt their reputation. That assassin may have been working alone, but I doubt his contract was a secret.” 

“And mercenaries do a lot of talking when they drink,” Nylian added, now seeing her point. 

Renwin perked up a little as her words rang true. The Brotherhood was feared, which wasn’t the same as being liked or respected. Their recent follies could not remain secret for long. They were indeed faltering bit by bit.

“We’ve trusted you this far, and you have not let us down,” Nylian said. “This self-doubt doesn’t suit you.” She smacked him on the shoulder. “So snap out of it.”

“That’s right... Enough worrying about things we can’t control.” Sillavana stood up. “So let’s talk about some we can control, and I know just the thing. I think it’s time you let me in on that Servant secret you’ve been keeping all to yourself. I want to learn more about that magic of yours.” 

“Ugh... No...” Renwin threw his hands up, slightly annoyed by the sudden change of topic. She just wasn’t going to let this go, was she? 

“Why not?”

“Because it is late and we need to get some rest. And I already told you it’s not magic. You need to stop saying that.”

“Well, if you say it’s not magic, then you should be able to prove it,” Sillavana teased. Irritating him until she got her way worked well enough back in the city. It was worth another try. 

“Enough... Now is not the time.”

“It’s the perfect time!” Sillavana shouted, spreading her arms wide as she turned in a circle. “We’re out here all by ourselves with no one within shouting distance.”

“You better hope that’s true.” Nylian chuckled. “I guess we’re about to find out.” 

“It takes years for even the mostly highly skilled Servants to become proficient.” Done with the topic, Renwin was already gathering up some leaves to lie down on. 

“Well, if that’s true, then I guess we better start now.”

He tried to ignore her by rolling over to face the other way, but Sillavana hovered over him like a vulture. Tapping her foot, she waited...and waited.

He eventually rolled back and looked up at her. Hands on her hips, she appeared ready to keep that pose all night if necessary. He sat up and pointed his finger at her. “If I give you one lesson, will you leave me in peace?” 

She grinned and relaxed her pose. 

Nylian saw it as an excuse to go ahead and throw more wood on the fire. He wasn’t paying attention to her, and it was chilly this evening. 
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He had her sit down in the sand and close her eyes, and then circled around her as he tried to think back to his early training. “The first step is the hardest, believe it or not. It’s instinctual to me now, but I still remember having great difficulty connecting with my inner power.”

“So I’m trying to make a mental connection with my inner power? My chi, as you called it.” 

“Yes, that’s correct.” He laughed. “But this first step is not so simple as you make it sound. Many don’t make the connection for years because they don’t know what it’s supposed to feel like. They don’t know what they’re looking for.” 

“I feel their pain,” she said, hinting that a bit of instruction might be in order.

“I suppose it’s similar to meditation. You must try to turn your mind inward and focus. The main problem is that no one understands how deep you have to go. Remember, you are searching for your life’s essence, and this is not as simple as just relaxing your mind. It is an active process and requires intense concentration.” 

“That sounds like a skill that takes many steps,” Nylian said as she watched with interest. “But you can do it instantly without much trouble. Why is that?”

“That is because I mastered the connection long ago,” he explained. “As I said, that is the most difficult part. Once you can do that, the rest is all practice and repetition. Now, Sillavana...” He returned his attention to her. “I need you to imagine what it feels like to fall into a dark hole. This is the first of several visual cues that will help guide you. It is important that you feel the sinking sensation.” 

She kept her eyes closed and attempted to follow his instructions. Allowing her mind to drift, it wasn’t long before she felt like she was falling in a dream. Her stomach turned. It was not very comfortable, to say the least. It seemed to be happening on its own, but she made no effort to resist as her mind sank deeper into the blackness. 

Knowing intuitively that any stray thoughts would likely shatter her concentration, she tried to stay focused as the falling sensation continued. The sound of his voice was the only other thing she allowed into her head. 

“Do not fear the fall or the darkness, for neither one can hurt you. They are a path and nothing more, a path that must be traveled for you to reach your deepest self.” 

He watched the rapid movement beneath her eyelids, the circular motion that proved she was still engaged where most beginners would have already lost their concentration. Intrigued, he was taking her more seriously now. 

“Stay present, and remain focused on the sound of my voice. Now, I want you to tell me what you see.” 

“Blackness,” she whispered. Her voice sounded hoarse and dry, as if she was on the verge of sleep.

“Good, now keep going. What you seek lies deep within the blackness.” 

“I can’t.” She was sweating profusely, and her stomach was doing flips. Head swimming, she felt like she was going to throw up as her mind began to tumble. The sensation had never been comfortable, but now it was like she was rolling down a mountain. “It’s too much. I...”

“Stay the course. Do not lose focus, you’re almost there.” This was remarkable. No one ever got this far on their first attempt, but it wasn’t supposed to work this way. The path was usually found as their many failures added up over time. It was expected, a path carved out through years of experience. But she was moving in a straight line, following the correct path on pure instinct.

“It’s hot. Too hot. I can’t stay here.”Now he knew she was close. The life force itself felt incredibly hot when you weren’t used to it. 

“You’re close, Sillavana. So very, very close now. Tell me what you see.” 

“It’s too hot.”

“Tell me what you see! It should have a color. Your life force is unique to you and you alone, so I cannot tell you what that color is.” 

The speed of her fall had slowed. As she drifted down through the heat and blackness, a light blue light radiated up through the darkness. “I see it.” Her voice was weak. Just below her was a glowing ball hovering in space, its soft light cutting through the darkness. “I... It’s here. I can see it. I can almost touch it.”

“Wait.” Renwin’s tone changed dramatically. “Don’t. Sillavana, don’t touch it.”

“I can touch it.” Her voice was soft and airy, as if she were in a trance. 

“No, come back! Follow my voice and come back to me. Sillavana, don’t touch...”

His voice faded away as she drifted the rest of the way down. Alive with energy, it pulsed like a heartbeat. Unable to resist its pull, she laid her hands on it. Her vision exploded in a sea of blue light. 
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Sillavana? A far-off voice called out to her, urging her back from the darkness. Can you hear me? Wake up.

She began to stir as consciousness slowly returned. Suddenly, her last memories came back in a flood, and she sat up in alarm. Horror washed over her as she remembered touching her chi and the mental explosion that followed. What had she done? Had she blown her friends to pieces? She half expected to see parts of their mutilated bodies scattered about. But a horned blue face grinned over her. 

“Back from the dead, I see.” Nylian gave her a light slap on the cheek. “We thought we lost you.”

“I’m fine.” Woozy, she tried to stand up before Renwin caught her shoulders and eased her back down. “Are... Are either of you hurt?”

“It is not us you should be concerned with.” Renwin eased her head down onto his lap. “I know you’re exhausted.” She was indeed. Her chest quivered, and she struggled to catch her breath even though she hadn’t been physically active. “What happened to you was my fault. I should never have let it go so far.”

“I did it. I really did it.” Her heavy eyelids fluttered with the threat of sleep as she smiled.

“I’ve never seen it done that quickly before.” Renwin shook his head. “My instructions were vague. I was only trying to get you started, yet you still found a way to complete the journey on your own. Usually, one builds on their many failures over a matter of years. They describe what they saw to their trainer, and then we take steps to guide them from there. It’s a long process of trial and error. What you did... All in a single...” He suddenly struggled to find the words. “It was impossible, honestly. It was as if your chi was calling to you, guiding you in somehow.”

“Very impressive,” Nylian said. Lying back with her eyes closed, it was unclear if Sillavana was even listening anymore.

“Very dangerous, you mean,” Renwin said as he slid her head off his lap and left her to rest. “And it was my fault. I will not let this happen again.” He seemed to be thinking out loud. “Now, now, that’s enough for tonight. Everyone get some rest.” 

* * *
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Armin stood before the beached gondola with his coin purse in hand. It had been a long journey, and it was nice to be standing on dry land for a change. But even then, standing on something solid proved to be more of a challenge than he remembered. It felt like everything was still swaying. 

The boatman set his bony fingers on top of Armin’s hand and pushed it down. “I would sooner eat my boat than take coin from the Stone Wolf,” he hissed. He had his doubts at first, but a few days on the river with this stranger had convinced him. This mountain of a man was exactly who he claimed to be. “I imagine you’ll have plenty of struggles ahead without me thinning your coin.” 

“Very well.” Armin tightened the cord and put it away. “Then at least accept my thanks. It’s good to be home.”

The boatman laughed, an eerie wheeze of a sound. “Spoken like a man who has not set foot near Westreach for many years.” 

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Only half listening, Armin strapped a couple of bags across Iolas’s back. 

“Westreach is at war.” Armin stopped what he was doing and turned around. “Ah, yes, for several years now. I see you did not know.” 

“I’ve heard nothing of the sort.” Armin had been a little busy hiding in plain sight under an assumed alias. He knew very little of what was happing in Westreach these days, but this he had not expected. “War? With who?”

“The kappaaaa,” the boatman hissed. 

Now Armin was even more confused. “The kappa have not come west of the valley in over a century, possibly longer. A secluded race, they want nothing to do with the world of humans. They have always kept to themselves.” 

“Indeed, you have been gone a long time.” The boatman cackled as he stepped back into his gondola. “Good luck to you, Stone Wolf. May you find the justice you seek.” He pushed off shore and drifted away.
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Armin walked down the seldom used path with Iolas in tow. Although the powerful stallion could most likely handle his weight along with the packs by now, Armin wasn’t willing to push the beast so soon after reaching dry land. It had been a long journey, and it was best to let Iolas fully recover. 

Besides, Armin felt like walking. He needed the time to collect his thoughts. 

Although the area here was wild and overgrown, he knew the terrain like the back of his hand. It had been a long time since he walked these lands, and an old memory came flooding back to him.

“I can’t go anymore,” Armin wheezed. Down on one knee, he pressed the wooden sword into the ground as he gasped for air. “I’m done.”

“If that is all you have left...” The trainer stepped in and slashed hard. Armin raised his weapon at the last moment and the wooden swords collide with a crack. “Then I will not argue the point. If a nap is what you need, then I will be happy to oblige.” 

Armin pushed back to his feet as their weapons collided again and again. The wooden sword would not mortally wound him, but could very well knock him out. Even a broken bone was a possibility, but a world of pain was a certainty. As he found none of these options all that appealing, finding the strength to fight back was the only option left. 

Back and forth they fought as the sparring match seemed to go on forever. Pushing through the pain and fatigue, he fought on longer than he ever thought possible. Several punishing blows still got through, but they also served as a reminder of what was to come if he gave up. 

The match was finally over when the trainer himself grew tired. Afterward, they sat in the shade and sipped from their water skins. Armin’s hands shook so badly, he could hardly hold onto his skin as water splashed everywhere. Luckily, he did manage to get a few drops in his mouth.

“I thought you said you were done.” The trainer took a long drink from his skin as he watched Armin from the corner of his eye. 

“I thought I was.” 

“Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

“Fear of pain was a good motivator.” Again Armin tried, and failed, to take a drink. It would probably be three days before he could hold anything properly. 

“Maybe so, but take it from me: fear of death is an even better motivator. Limits are created by your own mind. They are only as real and you make them. It would serve you well to remember that.” 

Armin gave a silent nod to his old master’s memory. He was only a teenager when he learned that lesson, yet he hadn’t forgotten it to this day. Although not exactly a great day in terms of comfort, it was a life-changing moment that would follow him forever. 

Suddenly, the air around him seemed to change.

He whirled back and threw his hands up to stop the falling blackjack whistling toward the back of his head. Catching the assailant’s wrist, he hip-checked the attacker up and over before rolling on top of him. 

The attacker’s hand shot up and locked onto his throat. Knee on the attacker’s chest to keep him pinned, fist raised and ready to cave in his face, Armin paused once he got a good look at the man. The attacker released his throat and dropped the blackjack. “Armin? Armin, is that really you?” 

Smiling, Armin pushed off the man’s chest and helped him to his feet. “It’s good to see you, old friend.” 

“Armin...” The man’s smile faded a little as his eyes darted around. “Are you alone? You know it’s not safe for you here. Why did you come back?”

“Yudges.” Armin laughed. “I have much to tell you.”
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“Yudges, is that you?” The beast of a man split another piece of wood in one swing as two halves thunked down to either side of the stump. “Did you actually catch something this time? Or did the deer outsmart you again, as usual?” He was enormous by any measure, even bigger than Armin in both height and girth. 

Leaning on the axe handle, he wiped the sweat from his brow and squinted at the tree line, where he was sure he saw movement. “Yudges? Are the deer holding you prisoner? This is quite the failure, even for you.” 

“If only your brain was as big as your stomach, Tin.” Yudges stepped through the brush. “While it’s true I brought no meat for you, I wouldn’t say I’ve come back empty-handed, either.” Armin appeared from the brush and fell in beside him.

Tin’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Armin?” he whispered, mostly to himself. He ran his fingers back through his shaggy brown hair and shook his head. “Armin, is that really you?” 

“It’s good to see you again, Tin. I—”The giant was on him in a heartbeat. Scooped up in a bear hug, Armin’s feet literally lifted up off the ground. Tin was quite possibly the only man in the realm who could manhandle Armin in this fashion. 

“Armin! Armin, it’s been so long. I...” The human mountain finally set him down and took a step back. “Armin, what are doing here?” His mood changed in a flash. “You know you can’t be here. You...” 

“What is going on out there? Who are you talking to?” A third man stepped out from a rickety log cabin. Bald as a stone, the stumpy man wore an eyepatch over his left eye. Fingering two short swords strapped to his sides, he seemed ready for a fight until he saw the source of the commotion. “Armin?”

“Good to see you, Khorn.” There was plenty of time to catch up, but right now Armin wanted to take a look around and see how his men were living these days. 

Armin made his way through the makeshift camp. There were three small cabins where the trees had been cleared away. Off to one side were a number of holes with submerged cans used to trap condensed water. Khorn being the craftsman of the group, he no doubt did all the work on this place. 

It wasn’t fancy by any means, but his men were getting by. Either way, it was good to see them again.
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Yudges made his way around the campfire, filling everyone’s cup for the third time tonight. They told Armin they were saving this bottle of Yenote Edes for a special occasion. He knew better but didn’t say anything. A special occasion? A sunny day was all the excuse this bunch needed, but he wasn’t about to complain. Both sweet and tangy, the strong liquor sure went down easy.

“I really missed this,” Armin said before taking another healthy gulp of the sweet wine. “But as much as I enjoy camping, I think it’s time one of you told me why you’re living in the forest like a trio of animals.” They had been engaged in light conversation all evening, but it was time to stop ignoring the obvious. 

There was a moment of silence before Tin spoke up. “Because of you,” he muttered while he gnawed on a rib. Armin suspected as much, but he needed a bit more detail than that.

“All right. So what exactly happened after I left?” Armin pushed. 

“You mean after you were banished?” Yudges retrieved a band from his pocket and tied his long, black hair back. “Well, executed, as far as anyone else knows.” Armin nodded. He was well aware that everyone believed he was dead. “Of course we couldn’t remain in Westreach after our leader had been executed on criminal charges.” Armin winced at the painful memory that had haunted him every night for years. 

“The Knights of Westreach were immediately disbanded by order of the king,” Khorn added. He swayed in his seat a little. Perhaps he had a bit too much wine in him. 

“Then where are the others?” Armin asked. “Is it just the three of you now?” 

“Of course it’s just us.” Tin eyed his polished rib as he searched for any morsel he might have missed. “We’re the only fools who stayed this close to Westreach after the order was disbanded. The others fled to who knows where.” 

“And why wouldn’t they?”Khorn pointed out. “Those knights have no future here. After your brother...” He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “After the king banished us from our home, they had no reason to stay.”

“And yet the three of you did,” Armin pressed. “Why not leave with the rest of them? Why not go start a life somewhere else?”

“Because we swore an oath.” Khorn thumped back in his seat and took a long gulp of wine. “We swore an oath to protect Westreach and its people. Whether or not we are still welcome here matters not.” Sleepy-eyed, he swiped his hands down over his sweaty face. He was definitely feeling the liquor’s effects. “Besides,” he practically whispered. “We were the only ones who believed you might be foolish enough to come back someday.” 

“The fact that you waited for me makes you even bigger fools.” He sighed. “But it means something to me. That kind of loyalty is rare these days.” Now he was starting to feel the effects of the wine. “And if I may, how exactly have the three of you been fulfilling your oaths in my absence?” 

“Westreach may have turned its back on us, but her people do not deserve to die over blind politics,” Yudges said. “To this day, we still protect the city from the shadows. Each time there is an attack on the city, we ride to her aid.” 

“The kappa?”

“Yes, the kappa,” Tin confirmed. And now it was undeniable. “Were you not aware?” 

“I was told,” Armin admitted. “But I was hoping it might be an exaggerated rumor.”

“These are not isolated skirmishes,” Yudges pointed out as he leaned over to fill Armin’s cup again. “We are at war, plain and simple. They attack often these days. The Westreach military have some fine men indeed, but they are not up to the task. Even with hearts the size of mountains, they are painfully inexperienced, and unaccustomed to such violent encounters.” 

“But in truth, the kappa are just as inexperienced,” Khorn was quick to out. “Those little stumps are not warriors. But what they lack in combat experience, they make up for with sheer tenacity and hate. Reckless, they swarm up from the valley in waves. They have yet to penetrate the walls of Westreach, and usually suffer heavy casualties before they retreat. But that hasn’t stopped them from trying over and over.” 

“When they attack, we counterattack,” Tin said. “That’s how we’ve been able to do our part. Sneak attacks, flanking when the opportunity presents itself, as well as all other cowardly tactics not fit for true warriors. But we do what we must to keep the city safe, to fulfill out oaths.” 

“But why are they doing this?” That was what Armin really wanted to know. “The kappa are strange, yes. But they’ve never been hostile toward humans. What changed?”

“I’ll be sure to ask one next time, just before I remove his head.” Tin’s jest got a round of laughter, all except for Armin, who was hoping for a more serious answer. “Armin, how should we know? They’re crazy. Isn’t that much obvious to you by now?” 

“Armin,” Khorn said. “As you can see, a lot has changed since you left. By order of the king, we cannot go back into the city. We could have just as easily been executed, so I suppose we were fortunate in that regard. Like us, you are also banished from Westreach. But unlike us, you’re supposed to be dead. Your showing up out of nowhere, very much alive, is probably going to raise some concerns. Now, care to let your old friends in on this grand plan of yours?” 

“My plan...” The fire popped and crackled as the silence dragged on for a time, but no one pressed him. Even though he was no longer in command of the order, he had long ago earned their respect. They were no longer knights by title, just ordinary citizens with no rank. But that wasn’t how they viewed themselves, and it certain wasn’t how they viewed their former leader.

“Tomorrow morning, I will go pay a visit to my brother. That is my plan.” No one stirred. It was a simple statement, but the reality was a lot to take in.

“You will be executed on the spot,” Tin said. There was no emotion in his voice as he stared into the blaze. “You will get nowhere near the king.” 

“Perhaps you’re right,” Armin admitted. “If I do not return, all I ask is that you take care of Iolas.” He gestured to his black stallion drinking out of a tin. “If this is my final command to you, then so be it. But hear this, you are the finest knights in all the realm. Let no man say otherwise. No matter what happens to me tomorrow, it has been an honor to stand with you.”

“The honor was ours,” Yudges said. He bowed his head, and the others followed.

They drank deep into the night as the solemn mood hung over them like a dark cloud. This was likely the last time they would ever see Armin. 

* * *
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Armin left his men at the base of the hill and made his way up the winding road. They insisted on accompanying him further, but he decided against it. Why put his brothers at risk more than he already had? Besides, this was no longer their fight. 

He had walked this road countless times as a youth, and the familiar territory brought him back to a time long forgotten. But the city itself did not look so familiar anymore. Much had changed since he was here last. High stone walls surrounded the city, walls that were not there before. Soldiers marched back and forth across the tops with crossbows latched to their backs.

It looked more like a stronghold than a city. Yes, much had changed indeed... 

The slow-moving crowd made its way through the iron gate while armed soldiers made brief inspections here and there. Armin fell in behind and tried his best to blend in, not an easy thing given his size. Folk looked up at him, often doing a double take as he pushed his way through the first wave. After slipping past the lazy inspections, things opened up a bit. 

But here on the main street, he was in clear view of everyone. He was a legend in Westreach at one time, and men like him were not forgotten so easily.

Hey, hey, it’s you. 

Gornta, come see. I think it’s him. It’s really him!

Shouts rained down from rooftops and shutters banged shut. There were even a few calls declaring that the ghost of the Stone Wolf had returned to haunt them. Those who were already standing near him were suddenly tripping over themselves to get away. 

Whistles blew, and it wasn’t long before an organized band of soldiers came running down the street. More than twenty, they surrounded him quickly with their weapons drawn. “Halt! Stop right there. On your knees, stranger!” one of them ordered. Armin calmly laced his fingers on top of his head and dropped down to his knees. 

They surrounded him quickly as sword tips pointed down at him from all sides. But even with extreme numbers in their favor, no one dared advance on this man. They had every advantage, yet still didn’t appear all that confident. If this really was Armin Gerardus, then only a fool would believe they had the upper hand. 

The soldier who gave the order lifted his visor. “Hello, Jorgen,” Armin said as he looked up at that familiar face.

The soldier lowered his sword while the others kept theirs raised. “It really is you, isn’t it?” the breathless soldier mumbled. “Then I guess the myths surrounding you are true after all. The Stone Wolf really must be immortal.”
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Chapter 7


[image: image]


Armin sat on the stone floor with his back against wall as a swaying tree branch cast moving shadows across the iron-barred window. Heavy chains clasped his wrists and neck, and the chips of rust often cut him whenever he shifted position. The cell had no plank to sleep on, and a thick layer of built-up dust proved it wasn’t used very often. Perhaps this cell was reserved only for the most dangerous criminals. 

A door opened out in the hall and the sound of clopping boots followed. The echoing gave the impression that he must be in a very secluded part of the castle. Keys jingled just before his cell door rattled open.

To Armin’s surprise, it was the king himself who walked in, but when his entourage of soldiers tried to follow him in, he dismissed them with a look. “But sire?” one of them dared to speak out. “That man is dangerous.” When the king’s look deepened into an angry glare, they bowed their way back out the door. 

“Hello, Brother.” Chains rattled as Armin shifted in place.

“Here, you will address me by my proper title.” The king glared back at him with all the expression of a stone.

“But you are my brother,” Armin grunted as a wedge of rust bit into the side of his neck. “What does it matter, anyway? There is nobody here to feed your ego.” 

“I am king whether anyone is present or not.” Their current circumstances couldn’t be more different, yet still the two brothers exuded a similar confidence that filled up the room. With the king’s shaggy brown hair and finely trimmed beard, the family resemblance was undeniable. Even their builds were similar, although Bernar was a finger taller and not quite as heavy as Armin.

The king stalked over to the window and put his hands up on the ledge. “Defiant as always, I see. I suppose some things never change.”

“A family trait, I suppose.”

“Do you have any idea what you have done?” The king’s composure shattered as he whirled back from the window. “Why did you come back?”

“Why was I banished?”

Bernar rushed across the room and dropped to one knee before his brother. Like Armin, he moved like a man half his size. “Because you were convicted of murder,” he hissed in his brother’s face. “And promptly sentenced to be executed, as I recall.” 

“I committed no such crime,” Armin hissed back. “The accusation was false.”

Bernar rose up off his knee and sneered down at his brother. “When such an accusation is made, and you have no witness who can clear your name, then whether you did it or not makes no difference, Brother.” 

The chains tightened and rang out as Armin surged to his feet. “How dare you side with that tyrant? I did not kill that girl, and you know it!” 

Bernar turned away. “Of course you didn’t.” He sighed.“You are many things, and I would even place ‘killer’ near the top of that list. But even you are not capable of anything so vile.” 

“They why?” Armin eased himself back down to the floor. “If you knew I was innocent, then why did you destroy my life? And why disassemble my order of knights? They had nothing to do with this.” 

“It’s times like these when I cannot believe how different we are, Armin. Your thinking is so limited, so small, that it turns my stomach. How can you possibly be so naive?” 

“Then perhaps His Greatness would be so kind as to share his infinite wisdom with me, so I might one day rise up out of his shadow and finally become a man.”

“This is all just a game to you, isn’t it?” Bernar growled. “Even back then, Verid Keep was a force to be reckoned with, even if Valgerd was not as established as he is now. And now that he has climbed in rank, I assure you that they are far more powerful. Our relationship with them was tedious at best. When Valgerd made his formal accusation, there were many things that had to be taken into consideration.”

“I am well aware of what happened that day.”

“Then you are also well aware of just how many folk saw you clutching that girl in your bloodstained hands.” Armin said nothing as his eyes dropped. “Yes, dear brother, you left me in quite a position. Such a heinous crime could not go unpunished.”

“So you had me banished?”

“Not banished... I executed a murderer, remember? At least, as far the people of Westreach knew. But more importantly, that was what Valgerd Gadburg was led to believe. Justice was served. I avoided a war with Verid Keep and still found a way to give you your life back in secret. Balance...my dear brother. That is what true leaders do. We’re not afraid to make the hard decisions, not that you’re capable of understanding such blunt logic.”

Bernar stepped back over to the window. “The ruse worked. Not only did I give you a second chance, one you may or may not have deserved, but I kept my kingdom safe from a mad warlord. It was perfect... And now suddenly the ghost of my dead brother has returned to haunt me. All of Westreach is talking. Little doubt the news has already reached Valgerd Gadburg by now.”

He stalked across the room. “You’ve made a fool out of me, Armin.” He opened the door. “And you’re started a war.”

“As was my plan all along.” Bernar whirled back to see his brother smiling at him. “So much for thinking small, eh?” 

“You should have stayed dead.” The king ripped the door open and stepped into the hall. “I’ll not make the same mistake again.” 

* * *
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The old woman looked out over the forest from her room high in the tower. Jet-black with a glossy shine, the winding structure looked as if it were made of volcanic glass. Curvy spines flowed up the ground level as an added layer of protection. With the surrounding terrain lush, wild and overgrown, the obstructions made Verid Keep easily defensible from all sides.

Down below, she watched as soldiers marched in pairs along the walkway. Their massive suits of armor made them look like giants, yet each step was completely silent. The armor was so flexible and light that they might as well have been wearing cloth. 

Down on the table lay a parchment with her various scribbles all over it. Beside that were the rolls of notes that came in just this morning. As always, she would go through them and make her report to Valgerd in the afternoon. Her shorthand notes were just a way to consolidate everything into one place. Valgerd trusted her to decide what was important and what wasn’t. 

There came a piercing screech, and she raised her leather-gloved hand just as the hawk soared through the window. Her arm jerked with the powerful landing, and she stroked its neck to calm the bird before removing the note bound to its leg.

After coaxing the hawk onto the side stand, she unrolled the note next to her parchment. She dipped a feather and began scribbling, but didn’t get far before she had to stop. She dropped the feather and held the note up closer to her face. She read it once, twice, and was suddenly off and running. 

Spry for a woman of her years, she bounded down the winding steps. She had to move fast if she was going to find Valgerd in a timely matter. The other reports could wait, but this one couldn’t. 
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“It has been exactly three months since we cut off their supply routes.” The older man had a leathery face that had seen too many battles, but his chiseled body was carved out of wood. Standing over a table map, he jabbed around with his leather pointer to indicate the choked-off routes. “Here, here, and here. In all that time, Promkler Keep has had no ability to import food or supplies. I imagine they’ll be eating their children soon enough.” 

Stone-faced and intense as always, Valgerd didn’t so much as crack a smile. Instead, the pointy-nosed warlord listened intently. As usual, he wanted to be as informed as possible before deciding his next move.

“Their grain supplies were nearly expired before we began the siege, our scouts assured us. By our calculations, they should have run out sometime last month. Hungry people are desperate people. Sire, I see no need to wait any longer.”

Valgerd scanned the map as he considered his generals words. Various territories were marked off by different colors. The map was highly detailed, and each color and marker represented something different. Promkler Keep was circled in red. 

“If we attack now, there will be almost no resistance,” he pressed. “We will crush them easily while taking only minimal losses.” The general dragged his pointer along the mountain range just behind the marker. “Promkler Keep will make the perfect addition to Verid Keep’s ever-expanding territory. As you can see, it’s naturally defended from all sides.” 

“If we are so certain there will be no resistance, then why attack?”

“Sir?” 

Valgerd paced around to the other side of the table. Lean but very tall, he towered over his general. “If military victory is a foregone conclusion, then isn’t it in our best interests to explore all other options?”

“Sir, I’m afraid I don’t...” 

“We will offer them terms.”

“Terms?”

“Yes, terms.” Valgerd’s brutality on the battlefield had become legendary over the years. But even he knew that his ambitious goals couldn’t always be met through brute force.

“Make no mistake, we are seizing this territory one way or another,” Valgerd continued. “But if we crush them, as you say, we will be wasting precious resources that could have gone to much better use. Why destroy and rebuild what I already own? And why kill off perfectly good manual labor that could be put to use immediately? I would prefer, in this case, to simply absorb them.” 

The general nodded his understanding.

“Do not worry, Tren,” Valgerd added. He already knew what his general was thinking. “We will make swift and public examples of any who resist. While I don’t like to waste resources, a few spent lives to ensure the others remain in check is more than acceptable.” The man’s reasoning was cold and unfeeling, but undeniably efficient. “Now, I want you to assemble—”

Heads turned when the door was flung open and the old lady came running in. Without any formal greeting, she raced right toward Valgerd. Anyone else interrupting a military meeting in this fashion would likely be hanged, but she was the exception. She whispered a few words in his ear before handing him the message. 

He read it once and then glanced up, his lips pressed in a tight line. “Yes, it’s true,” she confirmed. “The Stone Wolf is alive.” 
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Valgerd stalked down the hall with a parchment in hand. Nearly all of Verid Keep was a network of tunnels submerged underground, the paths long and winding. Soldiers marched past in total silence, their massive suits of armor making them appear twice as big as they actually were. Each suit had a glowing white gem set into the breastplate. 

He threw back the doors at the end of the hall, and the five men seated around the table stood at attention. “Sit,” he said as he set the paper down on the table. He, however, did not take a seat. His diplomats had been summoned to meet him here, but as of yet did not know why.

Valgerd paced once around the table as his long, white hair flowed down his back. The men looked nervous, and had every right to be. Valgerd rarely summoned anyone to praise them. After coming back around, he picked the paper back up and shook it in the air. 

“Merlertic, I hold here an official report you gave me. Is this not your writing?” He stepped over and stretched it out in front of the slender man’s face. It was crumpled and slightly yellowed with age.

The man took a long look, longer than necessary. “Yes, sir,” he said. This was the Westreach report; he remembered it well after reading only a few lines. It was from years ago. It was a wonder Valgerd still had it. 

“You verified that the Stone Wolf had been executed by the city of Westreach, yes?” 

“Yes, that is correct, sir.” He spoke with more confidence now that he remembered. “It is common knowledge. The report I made was just a formality.” 

“Then you witnessed this execution with your own eyes, I assume?” Valgerd stepped around the table and moved up behind him. “You saw the body for yourself?”

“I... Er, no, sir. It was carried out in secret, hidden from the public eye. And with good reason, I must say. Gylbard Ardolin was still in good standing with the people. To witness such a thing would have lowered morale, or possibly even caused an uprising.” Eyes straight ahead, he didn’t dare turn around to look at Valgerd. “But the command was given and signed off by King Gerardus himself. Surely the order was carried out.”

Merlertic surged forward and his head slammed down onto the table, his nose crunching flat in a spray of red. Two teeth ticked across the tabletop and clacked across the floor. Only half-conscious, his mumbled words drooled out in a stream of incoherent garble. 

“And yet it was not.” Valgerd’s gaze moved from person to person to make sure they were watching. Satisfied, he rolled the man face up and dropped a thundering right hand. The side of his face caved in, and several more teeth broke free. “The Stone Wolf is very much alive.” His voice was calm as he dropped another fist. The other side of the man’s face crunched in as blood flowed freely from both ears. 

Even though the man was clearly already dead, Valgerd continued dropping heavy blows down into the wet meat. Brain matter and skull fragments danced around in the soup, but he wasn’t watching the corpse anymore. His eyes were on his other diplomats as he pounded away. He needed to make sure they were watching. They needed to know the price of failure. 

Once there was very little left to strike, he stalked back around and wiped his bloody hands on another man’s shoulders. Terrified, eyes straight ahead, the man didn’t dare move.

“Do not forget what you’ve seen here today. Remember, failure is unacceptable.” Despite the intense exertion of energy, his breathing was normal and his voice was relaxed. “I don’t like being made to look like a fool, and King Gerardus’s ruse has done exactly that. I will deal with him next.”
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Chapter 8
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Armin twitched his leg and the surrounding insects flinched. Centipedes and beetles had been nibbling on him for some time now. Armin leaned back with a sigh as they skittishly inched back in to proceed with their meal. He didn’t care enough to keep fending them off. The hungry bugs were merely an inconvenience. His mind was elsewhere. 

The sound of footsteps in the hall disrupted his thoughts. The lock jingled, and in walked the king with six armed soldiers at his back. And this time he did not dismiss them. They drew their swords and cautiously fanned out around the room.

“It is time, then?” Armin watched as the soldier holding shackles stepped around to his left. “So we do it for real this time.” 

“Forgive me, Brother. I promise you a clean death, a soldier’s death. Do not resist and there will be no pain.” 

“Well, then, I guess all your problems will be solved now.” 

“Hardly, but you’ve left me no choice.” Bernar pointed with his chin. “Seize him.” 

The soldiers closed in, but Armin was on his feet in a flash. Grabbing the first by the elbow, a sharp twist and crack made short work of his arm. He wheeled back, and a hard elbow snapped the jaw of the one behind him. Unlike his screaming friend rolling on the floor, this one was unconscious before he hit the floor. 

The remaining four jumped back. Their foe was too fast and efficient to be real; it was only in that moment that they realized how completely outmatched they were. Even the heavy chains didn’t slow him, and their swords might as well have been blades of grass.

“You will have to do better than that.” Armin stood still and watched the king, his eyes daring him... Even with one wearing fine robes and the other in rags and chains, each exuded a powerful presence that was nearly identical. Either could have worn a crown.

“That can be arranged.” Bernar took a step closer, as if considering doing this himself. In truth, he was more lethal than any soldier he brought with him. 

“You’re a coward,” Armin growled.

“You’re a coward!” the king snapped back. “You broke our pact without considering how many people that might affect! Why did you come back?” 

“I already told you.” Armin half smiled. “To start a war.”

“You think I’m cold and unfeeling, yes?” The king regained his composure. Eyes to the ceiling, he paced to the other side of the cell and began laughing. “I cannot afford the luxury of feelings or emotions. I must always make the choice that saves the most people, and not necessarily the people who are dearest to me. 

“Do you have any idea what that is like? No, of course you don’t. I would go mad if I allowed myself to feel.

“But I already made that mistake, haven’t I? I allowed the bonds of family blood to cloud my judgment, and now look what has happened. If you had just stayed away like I told you...” He shook his head. “I know you seek revenge against the man who did this to you, but there are too many lives that stand between you and him. I know you seek blood, but I cannot let you start a war over it. Why can’t you understand that?

“I am sorry, Armin, but it is not personal. One life in exchange for hundreds, perhaps thousands? That is an easy choice, and your death is the only way to turn the page.” 

The room fell silent. Even the soldier with the broken arm was only breathing heavily now.

Suddenly, there came a horn blast from outside the castle. Bernar grimaced and threw his hands up over his face. “Not again,” he groaned to himself. The horn sounded a second time. “Go! Get out there and take your positions,” he ordered. The wounded soldiers were helped from the room.

“Release me.” Armin shook his chained wrists as Bernar stepped out into the hall. “You of all people know what I’m capable of. I can help.” 

“You help me? You have done quite enough already,” the king snarled before slamming the door. 
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Horns blew as soldiers scurried across the walls. Armed with crossbows and bows, they took up positions and readied their weapons. Down below, the city streets were bursting with movement as panicked people pushed and shoved to move deeper into the city. Already there were some trampled bodies visible. 

Chained wheels clacked as soldiers turned the cranks on each side of the entrance. Folk pushed and shoved as the gate opening grew smaller. It clanged shut just as a final few were able to tumble through. Those who didn’t get through in time screamed from the other side. They shook the gate as they begged to be let in, but it was too late for that. 

Westreach was locked down tight, and those remaining outside would have to fend for themselves. 

Near the bottom of the winding road, moans rose from the trees as the forest came alive. A long, drawn-out note, it sounded as if the trees were singing. A second note rang out, this one in a higher pitch as the leaves began to tremble. 

With their fear returned tenfold, the terrified folk threw themselves against the gate. They screamed for mercy, begging the soldiers to let just a few more in. But all they got was a wave of crossbows firing warning shots over their heads. The bowmen needed a clear line of sight, so the gateway had to be cleared, and these walking corpses were just in the way. 

The front line of trees erupted with movement as the kappa broke through. Most were charging as fast as their stumpy legs could carry them, but a few rode on the backs of what looked like boars. With four tusks and oversized mouths, the large boars were different than any animals found in the wild. 

Short and chubby, but undeniably powerful, the white-eyed creatures howled their warcry as they charged up the hill. With no escape route in sight, folk who were locked outside dropped to the ground and covered up as the charging wave washed over them. Impaled by tusks, cleaved by whirling axes, they were slaughtered like sheep in a matter of moments. 

Bolts and arrows rained down on the kappa as they came crashing up against the gate. They pressed their round faces up against the bars and began yodeling. Using only two notes, they struck a perfect harmony. The beautiful sound seemed strange coming out of such wild creatures. 

They blinked their white eyes incessantly as they licked and sucked on the bars. The strange ritual made them seem completely insane. Even stranger was how little they did to try and get through the gate. They seemed perfectly content to lick the bars while getting pelted with arrows.

Their bodies were powerful and their skin was as tough as leather. Many had a dozen or more arrows sticking out of them and were still functional enough to keep licking the gate. Even when one finally fell, another stepped up to continue the bizarre behavior.

Most soldiers shot through the bars from a distance, but a few dared to get closer with spears and close-range weapons, stabbing at them through the gate. The kappa swiped at the spears as if the sharp tips simply annoyed them. One grabbed a spear and yanked the soldier up against the gate with a single tug. 

Holding the man’s head with one hand, he reached through the bar with the other and clasped his face. A quick jerk crushed the soldier’s head against the bars, and it popped like a grape. Upon seeing that incredible show of strength, anyone else using spears threw them aside and went back to their bows. 

Close range against the kappa was ill-advised.

Other kappa dismounted their boars and detached the extendable ladders they were carrying. With each kappa wearing special gloves, this different unit rushed the wall and propped up their ladders at the base. Other kappa mounted the ladders quickly so they couldn’t be pushed over so easily. An oversized shield was passed up to the top climber to help deflect arrows. 

The well-executed tactic was a surprising change from their usual mindless aggression. The kappa seemed to be evolving—an unsettling thought, to be sure. 

Soldiers charged across the top of the wall with hook-tipped rods and thrust at the top rungs to knock the ladders off. The initial surge knocked them back a little, but the kappa leaned forward and thrust their hands against the stone. Clawed gloves anchored them to the wall, and their powerful arms were able to hold without much trouble. They had been prepared for the tactic and countered it easily.

Yes, evolving indeed...

“Make way!” Moving in pairs, sets of soldiers moved along the wall with massive pots of scalding oil. Four in total, they set them on the edge of the wall where they would be the most effective. With two over the main gate, and the other two set near ladders, they flashed hand signals to each other to get the timing right. 

After putting wedges in place, they began the silent count using a show of fingers. One...two...

Kappa screamed as scalding oil doused their bodies. Flesh bubbled up in steaming boils as they flopped around on the ground like fish. Anything less than six arrows simply irritated them, but the scalding oil did tremendous damage. With the gate temporarily cleared, ground-level bowmen found open lanes to unleash their arrows. 

Screaming kappa fell from ladders as the liquid fire rained down over their flesh. Instead of shoving the empty ladders off the wall, soldiers quickly seized the opportunity to pull them up. Better to just take them away rather than let them try again.

Flaming arrows thunked down into the oil, and the surrounding ground erupted in flame. Already-singed kappa were instantly engulfed, but their screams did not last long. Others ran about wildly as their flesh steamed and peeled.

Blooms of arrows soared down into the battlefield. No more ladders seemed to be coming, and those who were originally licking the gate were mostly dead or dying. They battle had taken a turn, and it was time to drive them back.

The swarming kappa backed away from the walls. It was unclear whether or not a retreat had been called, but they had stopped their offensive for now. It was a strange pause as the white-eyed creatures gazed back to the forest.

There came a roar from deep within the forest, and the kappa began their yodeling anew as they pumped their fists in the air. With half hitting the low note, the other half hitting the high one, the beautiful melody filled the air. How could such harmony be a symbol of violence? 

A second roar rattled the leaves and shook the ground. Thick trees snapped, crackling to the ground as the beast burst through and came rumbling up the hill.

The charging creature had gray plated skin and legs as wide as tree trunks. Its head resembled that of a rhino, but had only a single black eye at the center of its forehead. Slitted gills on the sides of its neck quivered with each breath, and its long, thin tail cut the air like a snapping whip. Charging with reckless abandon, it even crushed a few kappa that failed to move out of its path. 

It slammed into the front gate with the force of an army, and both grated doors snapped inward with the high-pitched squeal of ripping steel. Crushed bowmen tumbled through the air, long dead before hitting the ground. 

But the creature’s rage did not continue beyond that initial charge. Suddenly docile and calm, it nestled its muzzle against the downed gate lying in the street. Sniffing, it cooed softly as it licked the sweet saliva left behind by the kappa. 

The yodeling creatures came flooding in as stunned soldiers tried to regroup. Highly trained but with minimal experience, a few managed to form a defensive line, while others weren’t sure what to do. Most ran back toward the castle in a state of panic as terror gripped their hearts. 

But superior numbers and pure savagery were enough to overrun the humans, and the newly formed defense line shattered like glass. Surviving soldiers scattered and took off running back toward the castle. In the meantime, kappa broke off in different directions and began kicking down doors and shattering windows. Carts and wagons were flipped on their sides as they swarmed through the streets. 

Soldiers still up on the walls shot arrows into the swarming creatures, but they quickly retreated as kappa came bounding up the stone steps after them. The last remaining soldiers were now in full retreat. The last line of resistance had fallen. Westreach was breached.
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Bernar paced about in his private chamber. So much was happening at once that it had become difficult to think. Another attack by the kappa; it was the second time just this month. They would drive them back as they always did, but the frequency of these attacks was increasing. The enemy force was aggressive and bold, and he had to admit that they had certain qualities that deeply frightened him. 

How does one deal with an enemy that isn’t afraid to die? The question tormented his sleep every night.

And now that his brother had returned to Westreach, he had even more to think about. Even if it was kept secret for a while, it certainly wasn’t anymore. Of course he didn’t want to execute his own flesh and blood, but Armin had broken their agreement. He had done this to himself. At least, that was how Bernar needed to look at it.

It had all become so overwhelming. Nights where the king actually slept were beginning to feel like a thing of the past.

The king sensed a presence in his room and turned. He was so deep in thought that he hadn’t even noticed the four men enter. “Report,” he ordered. “What news from the front li—” He froze... These were not messengers. Before him were three soldiers standing with their captain. Why were they not on the front line? “What are you doing in my chamber?” he growled. 

The captain stepped forward. “The gates have been breached, sire. The city will soon be overrun.” His voice was steady despite the harrowing report.

“Get out there and defend our city!” the king roared. “Fight to the last man! You hear me?” No one moved. He opened him mouth to repeat the order, but then slowly closed it. He knew in that moment that his words would not be enough. He knew that look in their eyes. These men were beaten, their spirits broken.

“Sire?” One of the soldiers spoke up. He did not have the rank to address the king directly, but that didn’t seem to matter anymore. “I implore you, you must release the Stone Wolf.” 

“Never!” the king snapped back.

“Then you shall not have a city to defend,” the captain added. Such defiance would get him hanged on any other day, but these were extraordinary circumstances. “And not one of us shall see another sunrise.” 

The king groaned but did not reply. 

*
[image: image]


Armin held a few links of chain in his palm to keep the pressure off his neck. They were so thick and heavy, he couldn’t even fathom what sort of creature could break something like this. Were they really this concerned about him escaping? He dropped them with a loud clang as his neck tugged forward. Perhaps he should take it as a compliment.

So this was it, then? He would spend his final days in this cell before being dragged off and executed? He felt foolish... Part of him had really believed that his brother might be reasoned with. Cleary he was wrong.

He could still hear the screams of battle from outside the window. They sounded close, far closer than they should have. Was the city wall really that close to his cell?

He heard the footsteps approaching again. They are going to execute me before the battle is over? Very well, I will face my end with dignity... The door opened and in walked two soldiers. Only two? Hadn’t they learned their lesson yet? No matter, he would not resist this time. Why injure another man who was just following orders? Best to just get this over with.

“Armin.” The first one drew his sword and pressed the hilt up against his breastplate, blade pointed up. The second did the same, an unusual sign of respect for someone about to be executed. “The king requires your assistance.”

“Westreach needs your help,” the other added. “Please,” he whispered. “Westreach needs the Stone Wolf.” 

“Damn the king,” Armin groaned. “I will not fight for him.” He raised his eyebrows and held up his chained wrists. “But I will fight for the people of Westreach.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9
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Outnumbered and cornered more often than not, the soldiers who still hadn’t fled fought on like savages. It was no longer about pride or honor. They were fighting for their lives. 

The fearless kappa pressured the humans at every turn. They weren’t particularly fast, and even less skilled, but every blow landed usually finished the job or at least incapacitated the human. Powerful and resilient, they imposed their will through sheer aggression. With the combat lines shattered, there was little resistance left to slow their advance.

Then, without warning, several of the kappa backed away before finishing off the downed men at their feet. Had the humans posed more of a threat, they would have never been so easily distracted. Something off in the distance had clearly drawn their attention. And what was that sound? Was that a drumbeat? 
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Steel to wood, the soldiers beat swords against their shields as they followed Armin through the streets. Marching out in the open while making as much noise as possible, they clearly wanted the kappa to know they were coming.

They needed the city to know they had not given up yet.

A young soldier was fighting near the fish market. With the wounded kappa down in front of him, he reared back and dropped his blade again and again. The mortally wounded kappa twitched at his feet, and still he kept delivering strikes. That was what it took to keep these creatures down. Black blood speckled his face as he thrust his blade one last time. 

He no longer held out any hope of survival, but at least he would die on his feet. 

The steady drumming drew the lad from his blood rage, and he locked eyes with none other than the Stone Wolf himself. He whispered the name in disbelief as Armin nodded his approval, and that simple acknowledgment meant the world to him. There really was hope after all. 

The young soldier wiped the blood from his face and raced over to join them.

The marching formation swelled as more and more soldiers joined. Some had been fighting the whole time, while others chose to hide. Regardless, this was not a time for judgment. For any who wished to redeem themselves, now was the time. 

Another group of soldiers came hobbling up the road toward them. Those that weren’t wounded were completely exhausted. Like all others before them, they were fleeing to the castle for sanctuary. 

“Make way for the wounded,” Armin ordered. The formation opened to allow them passage. Eyes went wide with disbelief as they limped their way through. Was it really him? They passed through the other side, but that was as far as most of them got. Only the most grievously injured hobbled on while the rest joined the formation. Just seeing the Stone Wolf was enough to give them strength.

Doors and windows creaked open as the people dared to venture out from the safety of their homes. Some folk even climbed onto their rooftops with hunting bows and homemade slingshots. Of course they were not soldiers, but they didn’t need to be. As long as there was hope, they would fight to defend their homes. 

The kappa came marching toward them. They still had the superior numbers, but that didn’t seem to matter as much anymore. The energy around them felt different somehow. Things had calmed significantly, and a quiet tension hung in the air as the two forces drew nearer. 

Armin flashed three fingers above his head and then made a fist. Several soldiers broke off to the left and disappeared down a side alley. The humans couldn’t match their numbers before, and now they had even less. A few kappa even laughed at what appeared to be a full retreat by the more sensible humans. 

As they drew closer, they began their yodeling again. Axes and clubs pumped in the air as they sang. 

Armin gestured again, a flash of two fingers followed by an air chop. Men marching at the ends of the formation dropped back several steps. Those standing next to them did as well, only not quite as far. The pattern repeated down the line, and the end result was an arrowhead formation with Armin serving as the point. 

“Hold,” Armin ordered. The formation stomped to a halt, as did the advancing kappa. The standoff ensued in complete silence as both sides measured one another. Normally, the kappa would just rush in and overwhelm an inferior enemy with their superior numbers, but this was different. The way this man carried himself, the way the other humans rallied to his energy... 

It had to be... This could only be one man.

“At first, I did not want to believe it.” Armin’s voice boomed as he stared down the kappa’s front line. “But I can no longer deny what I have seen with my own eyes. The kappa really have come across the valley to wage war against the humans. I would have thought your race was more civilized than this. I see now that I was wrong.” 

Kappa snarled as they shifted their axes back and forth between hands. 

“You dare attack my city? You dare came to Westreach to slaughter its citizens in cold blood? How many children will wake in the morning as orphans because of what you’ve done? How many families were shattered because of your senseless blood lust? Hear me well, because I will only say this once.” 

Soldiers came running around the back of the kappa formation, the same ones he had dismissed moments ago. But they did not attack from the rear. Instead, they marched over to the breeched gateway and took up defensive positions. The front line dropped to one knee, shields up. The second and third lines positioned spears just over their shoulders and braced themselves. 

Their job was never to attack the kappa...

Their job was to make sure the kappa could notescape...

“No quarter will be given. No mercy will be granted. Each of you is going to die this day, and tonight I will drink to your bones.” Armin drew his swords and led the arrowhead formation onward. But their steady march was suddenly met with a full-on charge as the roaring kappa crashed up against them.

Armin’s blades danced with grace and speed as rugged kappa flesh ripped like cloth beneath his powerful swings. His movements were a blur as waves of black blood doused the air and speckled his face. Holding the lead position was vital. Everything went through him. He was by far the most exposed, but it also enabled him to fight uninhibited with no fear of hitting his own.

Two at a time, four, five, Armin knifed through the powerful beings with alarming efficiency. His deep penetration into their forces caused a chain reaction right on down the formation. Those directly at his sides mostly worked their shields to fend off any kappa who got past him. 

The kappa’s direct charge had backfired against this formation. It was useless because their momentum was always misdirected by the arrowhead’s angle. Swords flashed as kappa got pushed on down the line, and those that reached the end were covered with gaping wounds.

Arrows continued to rain down onto the kappa ranks, and not just from the soldiers up on the walls. Common folk shot bows from their rooftops, and a spattering of slingshot stones were finding their marks as well. 

The kappa’s charge had faltered, and all the while the arrowhead formation continued to knife through their ranks unabated. Steady, controlled, at some point they would push them back into the human wall blocking any potential escape.

Kappa near the back of their formation started humming again, only this time it was nowhere near as pleasant. The shrill shriek came as an ear-piercing blast that had soldiers twitching as they resisted the urge to cover their ears. The front line backed away and moved to the sides in some kind of tactical retreat. They weren’t exactly running, but they were definitely breaking formation and clearing the way for some reason. 

Folk on the rooftops began screaming out warnings. Soldiers up on the walls shouted orders while pointing at something off in the distance. Armin and the ground troops did not have their vantage point, but it was clear that something was coming this way. Armin held up his fist and the marching stopped. Shields up, the men looked around uneasily as they held their ground. 

Something came charging down the street from off in the distance. Covered in metal plates, it was twice the size of a human. Just when it passed by one of the houses, the wall exploded outward and two more joined in the charge. Covered from head to toe with thick metal, they had to have been in hiding since early in the raid. 

Could the kappa really have thought this far ahead?

Waves of arrows bounced harmlessly off the thick plate as they rumbled along. Appearing to pick up speed with every step, they were closing in at a ridiculous speed. Shields up and ready, the men steadied themselves to absorb the impact. 

But Armin knew better.

“Fall back and cover!” Armin ordered, breaking formation as he charged forward alone. That thick armor, their sheer size yet holding no weapons other than oversized shields, he knew line breakers when he saw them. Their only jobs were to shatter battle formations, and they were likely very good at it. His men could never absorb the force of that incoming blow. He would have to deal with them himself out in the open. 

Arming charged at the first one, his sword up and angled high. The beast roared and swung his shield to pulverize the pesky human, but it whooshed over the top as Armin released his sword and dived beneath it. Unleashing all his built-up momentum, he slammed his shoulder into the creature’s knee. It snapped with a crack, but the heavy impact also dislocated Armin’s shoulder.

The beast went down in a howling heap as Armin rolled out of the way. He sprang to his feet just as the second one was on him, but it was too late. A sweeping shield thrust jarred him to the bone, and after a flash of white, he found himself airborne. He landed with a hard thud and rolled across the dirt before finally coming to a halt. 

He wasn’t unconscious, exactly, but his body flared from head to toe. Severely dazed, Armin wobbled back to his feet. Soldiers and kappa alike watched in amazement as the warrior tensed his muscles and rolled his neck. 

This man should not be on his feet; he should be dead.

Bracing his palm against his shoulder, he gave it a hard push while punching the air above his head with the other hand. The shoulder popped back into place with a loud crack. He gave it a satisfied pat and came stalking back.

“Armin!” A soldier tossed his blade and Armin caught it with one hand. The men on the wall had stopped shooting. Heck, they had all but stopped breathing. That man was not human. But there was nothing they could do to help. Their arrows could not penetrate the plates these creatures wearing. 

“Stooooneee Wollllfff,” one of them gurgled. He removed his face helmet as Armin came marching up to him. He had milky white eyes and a puffy round face much like the kappa. These giants may have been a mixed race of sorts, but they definitely had kappa blood in them. The beast tossed his helmet and shield aside. 

“We knowww who you arreee,” the other said. “We have dreamed of thissss opportunity. Now let’s seeee if the legends are trueeeeee.” He tossed his shield, and the two remaining monsters began removing their armor plate by plate. 

Armin took a step back and tossed his sword aside. The challenge had been made clear. The challenge was accepted...

Soldiers up on the wall moved to seize the opportunity, notching arrows and loading crossbows. But when Armin raised his hand, they lowered their weapons. 

“No one interfere,” the captain shouted as he marched along the wall, slapping down bows. “No one, you hear me? No matter what happens, you will not attack.” Even he couldn’t believe the order he was giving, but he wasn’t about to go against the Stone Wolf’s wishes.

Stripped down to their smallclothes, the giants began to circle Armin in opposite directions. Unlike their rotund kappa kin, their frames were dense and muscular. They seemed eager to fight the legend hand to hand, but not so eager to risk a one-on-one contest. Armin pivoted in a slow circle while constantly shifting his feet to keep them both in view. Their wide spacing was no accident; it was clear that these two knew how to work together.

“It will be an honorrrrrr to kill you.” The first rushed in, causing Armin to duck beneath the charging bear hug attempt. He rolled across the dirt and reset his feet, then began circling the other way. 

He didn’t dare engage these giants in close-quarter combat. Given their physical strength, all either one had to do was hold him long enough for the other to move in and finish the job. Range was key; he needed to stay agile and not get grabbed.

Armin rushed the second and led with a hard straight right. Even though it was wearing no armor, connecting with this creature’s chest was like punching a tree. He ducked the anticipated counter strike and quickly moved out of range.

Armin whirled back and threw up his forearm, bracing the bone with his other hand. The hammering blow came down like a thrown boulder, and the force alone dropped him back to one knee. His forearm screamed with fire as the force rattled up into his shoulders. Absorbing these creatures’ head-on blows was not a sustainable strategy. 

He rose and whirled back around, deflecting two punches coming in from his back. These creatures were faster than he thought, and they knew when to strike and when to back off. These were not skillless brutes; they clearly had training.

Unable to disengage in time, he instinctually ducked as the crashing fist hit the back of his head. Moving with it helped soften the blow. But even though it didn’t catch him flush, it didn’t matter much with creatures this strong. His knees buckled as the world spun, and he staggered to one side while fighting to keep his balance. 

Stunned, he swung wildly just to buy some time until he could get his legs back under him. If they knew how hurt he really was, they would have rushed in and finished it. After shaking out the cobwebs, again he found himself shifting about while trying to keep them both in sight.

This wasn’t working... They were too fast and worked too well together. He was going to have to take a chance, or they would eventually pick him apart.

Fists up, he took a step toward the one on his right and feigned a right cross. As the beast raised his hands to block, Armin bolted toward the other one in a fully committed charge. He crashed into the creature’s chest and drove his elbow up into his jaw with everything he had. Broken teeth gashed his arm as he rode his momentum, driving them both into the ground. 

Close combat was risky, but he was out of options. 

Brutally stunned by the human’s improbable power, the beast’s body quivered as his eyes rolled back in his head. His broken jaw cocked to one side, half his teeth either shattered or missing. Armin knew what was coming next and had to move fast. 

A well-placed punch knocked the eyeball back into his head, and Armin quickly worked two fingers down into the socket. Gripping as best as he could, he tensed as the other giant crashed into him from behind. The momentum sent them both rolling as he ripped off the creature’s nose and half his face clean off. 

He tossed the handful of gore and cartilage as they tumbled across the ground. Even if that thing somehow survived the brutal attack, he likely wasn’t a threat anymore. 

With the beast securing top position, Armin wrapped his legs around the creature’s waist and tried to control his head. He was so wide that it felt like holding a bear. Rearing up, the giant hammered the ground just as Armin shifted his head out of the way. Again he swung, but Armin shifted again. On the third attempt, Armin caught his wrist and threw his legs up over his shoulder. 

The Stone Wolf roared as he thrust his hips with all his strength while pulling the creature’s arm. It locked out straight, and then cracked backward as the broken bone ripped through the skin. It howled in agony as Armin leveraged the wrecked limb, using it to roll the beast over.

Mounted on top, Armin thundered a right hand down into the creature’s face. Two, three, but on the fourth the giant caught him by the wrist and stopped it short. Such resiliency... How much punishment could these things handle? 

Armin grabbed hold with both hands and broke his wrist with a twist. With both arms incapacitated, the exhausted beast let out a low growl. 

Pinning both ruined arms down, Armin dropped his forehead like a battering ram. The first strike flattened the creature’s nose, while the second and third shattered teeth. Again and again he crunched the beast’s face with his head until there was nothing left to break. 

Exhausted, his face coated with black blood, Armin slowly rose up off the dead beast. The kappa looked on in stunned silence. Their champions were taken down by a mere human. There was no denying it now. The stories told about this man were true. He was anything but a mere human.

Looking like something right out of a nightmare, the legend raised his blood-covered arm and pointed to the kappa. “Kill them,” he growled. There were two armies standing close by, yet it was so quiet, he could have whispered the order.

The kappa moved first. They still had superior numbers, but their spirits were broken. The army reversed course in a wave and fumbled their way back toward the front gate. But Armin’s men were there waiting, just as he’d ordered. Shields up, spears braced, they held strong as the first wave crashed into them. 

Bowmen fired down into their ranks as soldiers giving chase washed over them from behind. Soldiers up on the walls unleashed their bolts in a storm of raining steel. With nowhere to run, the kappa had to turn around and fight for their lives. With damage coming in from all sides, the doomed kappa began dropping like flies.
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Armin leaned against the wall and rubbed his shoulder. It was hardly his only injury, but it was the one bothering him the most at his moment. No matter, he was no stranger to pain. He’d be good as new after a pint or two this evening. Maybe four or five, just to be sure.
Soldiers marched in a spread formation as they moved through the streets to complete their final inspections. Kappa bodies lay scattered about, many clearly dead while others received a spear to the back just to make sure. There would be a mass burning later to dispose of all the bodies, but for now, the priority was to make sure they were really dead. 

“Armin!” A soldier came running toward him. Armin quickly pushed off the wall, but his initial alarm diminished when he saw the man was smiling. “Armin, we need you to come right away. I think you’ll want to see this.” 

After a short walk, a crowd of soldiers came into view just up ahead. Armin pushed his way to the front and looked down at the kappa general sitting on the ground.

Unlike the other kappa, he had a full head of brown hair. Black blood oozed from multiple wounds, and he still had three arrows sticking out of his back. Even though he was grievously wounded, his eyes were clear and his breathing came steady. Armin knelt down to look him in the eye while still keeping some distance. This seasoned warrior still looked ready to fight.

“So the tales are true, I see.” Not only did he speak common, but he spoke it very well. Even though his voice rolled with that bubbling accent, his words were clear and sharp. “They say the legend can’t be killed. I’m beginning to believe that might really be true.” His laugh came out as a wheezing cough as blood speckled his chest.

“I’m not immortal, nor am I a god.” Armin drew his sword. “And I don’t imagine you are either.” He pressed the edge against the general’s throat.

“Aye, that I’m not.” The general lifted his chin further, exposing his neck. “But I will dine with them soon, along with all my men who fell this day. Slain by the Stone Wolf himself. We should all be so lucky.” 

Armin respected any man who could face his own death with such unwavering calm. Enemy or not, this man was a true warrior. And from one soldier to another, Armin felt obligated to send him out with honor. 

He eased his sword back. “A final statement? A message for your people. Your words will be heard, I swear it on my honor.” 

“My people?” He barked out another wheezing laugh. “Look around you. This was the raid that was supposed to break Westreach. All who could hold a sword joined our campaign. My people now lay in ruins. My generation is spent. All that remain are the women and children who were left behind, but I suppose they’ll need to hear something.” He thought for a moment. “Tell them...we tried.” 

“Tried?” Armin crinkled his nose in disgust. What kind of simplistic nonsense was this? Had he guessed wrong about this general? “Tried to what? Kill the innocent in cold blood? You’re an honorless coward, and I’ve clearly misjudged you. Still, I will keep my word and deliver your hollow message.” 

“Oh? And what does a disgraced knight know of honor?” There came a hissing sound as nearby soldiers drew air between their teeth. Those were bold words, even for a man about to die. “Yes, the kappa know all about you. More than your fellow humans, I suspect. We know the stories, what you did to that young girl.” 

Whispers rasped through the watching soldiers like a herd of snakes. Surely he should kill him now, if only just to silence him. What was Armin waiting for?

“But more importantly.” The fallen general sat all the way up with a groan. “We know the difference between fact and fiction. Those stories are lies. Humans choose to believe what they want to believe. That is your biggest flaw: you allow your emotions to rule you while abandoning logic. The kappa, on the other hand, believe nothing until we have proof.

“You see? Not everyone is so easily fooled by mere words simply because they trigger our feelings. That is how children respond.” 

The kappa general continued to surprise him. Well-spoken and intelligent, perhaps these creatures were wiser than humans had given them credit for. 

“I wish I could have said the same about you,” the general continued. “Did you really believe that the kappa attacked Westreach for no reason? We are bloodthirsty animals who just like to watch the world burn, yes? That is what they told you?” Armin’s mind raced as he tried to recall all that he had been told. It seemed like no one had any real explanation, so calling them bloodthirsty killers had seemed like a reasonable explanation. 

The general kept his voice low so that only Armin could hear. “Perhaps you should speak with your brother on this matter. Who knows, maybe he will tell you the real story this time.” The kappa general rose on his knees and clasped his hands behind his back. “Or perhaps you will just go on believing whatever you want to believe.” He turned his head and spit out a wad of blood. “Seems the human thing to do anyway.”

He rose and lifted his chin. “Tell them we tried, but revenge would not be ours this day. Go on then and get this over with. I am ready.” 

Armin tossed his sword aside. “You can tell them yourself.” Soldiers moved aside as he motioned toward the broken gate. “Go... Get out of here before I change my mind.” 

The general struggled up to his feet. Despite his numerous injuries, he was still somehow able to walk. In many ways, these kappa were too tough for their own good. As he moved gingerly toward the gate, he took painful steps not to walk on any of his dead brothers. It wasn’t easy, as they were everywhere. 

When the general reached the gate, he turned back and gave a salute. Armin returned the salute. They were enemies, but even enemies could show respect. 

Suddenly, the general’s head jerked and his eyes bulged as a crossbow bolt took him through the neck. Stunned, Armin dropped his salute and raised his gaze to the top of the wall. There stood the king. Bernar tossed down the crossbow in disgust and flashed an angry glare at Armin before marching away with an entourage of soldiers.
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Chapter 10
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“We’re here,” the man called from the front of the rocking wagon as they began to slow. Nestled beneath several layers of blankets, Jemaex had mixed feelings about their arrival. It had been a long trip, and he was glad to finally get out of this wagon. But the weather was much cooler up in the mountains, and he wasn’t looking forward to getting out from under these warm covers. 

“You hear me? Are you still sleeping back there? Come on then, time to settle up.” Jemaex kicked back the blankets and sat up. The air was cool, but not quite as bad as he feared. Bag in hand, he rolled out and came around the side of the side of the wagon. The driver perched up in the box seat already had his hand out. Jemaex trickled a stream of pre-counted coins into his waiting palm. 

The man frowned at his palm as he swirled them around with a jingle. “This was not the price we agreed on,” he grumbled. 

“Nor did we arrive on the date we agreed on,” Jemaex countered.

“Wha... I...” Flustered, he snapped his fingers around the coins and began shaking his fist. “The wheels got stuck in the mud. Lad, I have no control over the weather.” 

“Of course you can’t.” Jemaex ignored the man’s rising temper while he remained cool and calm. “But it was still something you should have factored in before agreeing to specific terms and a set price. We are a full two days late because of your miscalculation.” He pointed to the man’s fist full of coins. “As you can see, I simply deducted the time lost and not one sib more. You are free to count it again if you like.” He crossed his arms. “It’s all right, I won’t be offended.” 

“Why, you...” He angrily stuffed the coins into his pocket. “Bah!” He could see he wasn’t going to win this, so he snapped the reins with a huff and rolled away. Jemaex eyed his map up and down. According to Thaola’s instructions, this was exactly where he was supposed to be. On that much the driver had kept his word.

They had been traveling near the foot of the mountains for a while, but this peak was wider than the others. White sand at the base, two dead trees near a boulder—all the handwritten landmarks checked out. Satisfied, he smacked the map with the back of his hand and put it away. The mountain face was steep, and it wasn’t clear where to begin, so he tossed his bag up over his shoulder and started to move. 

With no clear path and minimal footholds to use for support, the going was hard at first. And even when the worn path finally became somewhat apparent, the stones were slick with frost, which made for a dangerous hike. The climb was far too steep and unforgiving for even the slightest slip, but that was probably the point. This place was not supposed to be easy to find. 

He only made it a short ways up before he found a stone ledge and decided to stop. He could have kept going, but areas suitable to sit and rest on were probably few and far apart. Better to not waste the opportunity. 

He slung off his pack and dropped down on the cold stone. His bag felt so heavy now, and he was tempted to go through it and see what might be tossed away. But after careful consideration, he decided he was probably already moving as light as he dared. Water skins were a nonnegotiable priority, and even the food he packed was more about nutrition and shelf life than taste. Seeds and nuts didn’t weigh that much and would keep for a long time.

He actually considered tossing his coat, but quickly discarded the absurd thought. He felt warm and clammy, true, but that was due more to the intense climbing than the actual weather. He hadn’t been sitting long, and already the chill was beginning to seep back into his bones. He could even see his breath now. 

The sun was little more than a fuzzy ball of haze hidden behind an overcast sky, and even the modest breeze felt icy. He was tempted to sit a little longer but thought better of it. The steep path was dangerous anyway, but more so for a stiff body with numb fingers and toes. He munched down one last handful of seeds before picking up his pack. 

The going was slow, and as it became steeper, he found himself gripping roots and stone for balance. A slip from this height and this steepness left almost no chance he would survive a tumble back down. That was all the motivation he needed to take it slow and steady.

Even at that, he still slipped more than once. The temporary scare made his heart race and brought on several unpleasant thoughts. And not just about the possibility of splatting at the base of the mountain, although that was a real concern, but what if this had been all for nothing? What if Thaola had lied to him? What if there was really nothing here and it had all been some kind of sick lie? 

The dark thought was more than a little disturbing... He never considered himself to be stupid, but could he really have been tricked so easily?

Because he was looking directly onto the mountain face as he climbed, the final handhold caught him by surprise. The ledge wasn’t obvious until he was right up on it. He pulled himself up onto the flat stone and fell on his side. He was winded the first time he stopped, but that was nothing like now. 

He rolled to his back and looked up the side of the mountain. Now this ledge was well placed and came at just the right time. How much further did he have to... Alarm flooded through him as he rolled back to his stomach and pushed up to his feet. Where was the rest of the trail? All that was here was the ledge he was standing on, and the smooth, flat surface of the mountain face. The trail didn’t seem to pickup anywhere else, and it was still a long way up. 

He tried to not panic while thinking this through. He couldn’t possibly make the climb back down; he’d fall for sure. So the answer had to be here somewhere. 

He stepped up to a flattened portion of the mountain face. Unnaturally smooth, it was almost as if the stone had been sanded down. A few swipes of his hand removed the dirt and mold hiding several symbols carved into the stone, and each symbol was of a different language. 

Some were slightly more familiar to him than others, but all the symbols were utterly ancient. These languages had been dead for centuries. He began with the parts he knew best and worked from there. “Unite,” he muttered as he ran his finger across one of the symbols. “Life... Life unites.” With each pass, the symbols became clearer. As long as he could make out a few more with each pass, the others would begin to reveal themselves. Patterns... “Energy... No, wait, it’s power. The power of life unite.” 

Grinning, he stepped and snapped his fingers. “The power of life unites us all.” 

At first, he thought he imagined the shifting sensation beneath his feet. But a moment later, the entire mountain started to tremble. He glanced up, fearing an earthquake that could trigger a landslide. Given how small this platform was, his options were limited as to how he might get away safely. 

He felt another tremble, but this time his attention was drawn down to his feet. Solid rock began to shift and crumble beneath his heels, and a moment later he was starting to sink. Mini whirlpools of dust dragged him down, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t free his feet. 

“The power of life unites us all!” he shouted, wondering if he hadn’t spoken clearly enough the first time, but if anything, he started sinking faster. Already it was up to his knees, and the swirling sand was grinding over the skin of his legs. Terror rose in his chest as he tugged each leg one at a time. They wouldn’t budge at all, and soon it was up to his waist. 

“No, this can’t be happening.” He tried to push off the sand, but his hand got trapped in the whirling dust. It wasn’t in deep, but the way it gripped, it might as well have been trapped inside a steel case. “The power of...” His voice trailed off. He needed to stay calm and replay the events in his mind. What did he miss? The translation must be off, but what part? 

His eyes raced over the symbols again and again as he continued to sink. Time was against him, but had to stay calm. “The energy? The energy of life unites us all!” The grinding swirl chewed away at his thighs and stomach. The burning pain was a horrible distraction, but he had to block it out and think. “We are all bound by energy!” 

Now it was up to his chest, and the blinding pain was almost as distracting as the fear of dying. But he had to stay focused; he had to keep his mind clear to think. What if it was the spoken language and not the translation itself? He had been speaking in common repeatedly, but the words themselves were not. Like most languages, they often didn’t translate word for word in a clean manner. This was just his interpretation of their meaning. 

There really wasn’t a true translation for this jumble of foreign letters, but the closest was something like, “We are all bound in blood.”He steeled himself and took special care to enunciate each word exactly as it was written. “Emcor broom bagra hubtwoo.” 

The swirling sands slowed, and shortly after he stopped sinking altogether as a great relief washed over him. Allowing the moment of terror to pass, he worked up the nerve to touch the sand with his one free hand. It didn’t stick like the other one, so he clawed it deeper as a further test. Confident it wouldn’t get trapped, he began to dig himself out. 

His body burned as fatigue threatened to consume him, but the sooner he got out... Startled, he almost screamed when he noticed two figures towering over him. Where did they come from, and how long had they been standing there?

From head to toe the men were encased in thick plate mail. Their helmets were tall cones with two eyeholes, but he couldn’t make out any eyes within those black sockets. There said nothing as they gazed down on him. 

“I am... My name is...” Exhausted to the point where he couldn’t even speak or think straight, Jemaex hung his head in defeat. It didn’t really matter what they wanted to do to him. Still trapped in sand and helpless as a kitten, there was nothing he could do to resist.
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Jemaex leaned heavily against the stone wall with his hands tied behind his back. His captors had dug him out and bound him, yet all the while neither one said a word. He was so tired that his mind was starting to drift in and out. There were moments when he wasn’t even sure if he was standing.

One of them held up a leather bag and turned it over. Red droplets trickled out, but they only fell a short ways before stopping in midair. As they hovered in place, little legs quivered out before the drops continued their fall down to the stone. Scampering all over the wall like spiders, they burrowed their way into the cracks.

A shining white line split the center of the flattened stone, and the two sides ground open in opposite directions. The magical door revealed a long flight of golden steps leading up into the mountain. Flickering torches lined both sides of the stairs, and they shoved him in headfirst.
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If not for the hand at his back, he would have collapsed for sure. Wheezing with each rasping breath, he swayed his way up the steps. His body still burned from the sand trap, and the extreme exhaustion was beyond anything he had ever experienced. But each time he slowed, he was hoisted up by the back of his shirt and shoved on. This seemed to occur every five steps or so.

His captors, on the other hand, handled the climb with ease even while wearing all that heavy armor. Sure, they didn’t start out exhausted like he did, but surely they should be breathing hard by now. Showing no signs of fatigue or breathlessness, they prodded him forward like he was a toy to be played with. 

Eventually, Jemaex gave up on trying to hold himself up. One foot in front of the other was all he could manage. With each suit of armor gripping a handful of shirt, they were basically supporting all his weight at this point. If they chose to let go, he would surely tumble back down the steps with no chance of stopping himself. In many ways, he felt like a wooden puppet on strings.

At the top was a giant set of iron double doors. One guard held him upright while the other pulled out another bag similar to the first. Drips of red floated in the air before they grew little legs, and then skittered down into what appeared to be keyholes. 

The doors were flung open, and Jemaex was bathed in blinding light. In truth, the sky was mostly overcast and gray, but after spending so much time in the dark stairwell, the blast of light seemed overwhelmingly brilliant. They gave him a final shove before his eyes could adjust, and he sprawled down onto the sandy grounds. 

Struggling back to his knees, he blinked away the haze until he could somewhat take in his surroundings. The top of the mountain was leveled off, and the wide-open clearing was covered with soft sand. This was not a natural formation by any means, and it likely took many years to carve away so much stone. 

And there was a settlement of people up here as folk walked around wearing different-colored robes. Most with shaved heads or topknots, they appeared to be monks at first glance. Most ignored him as they went about their business, and none looked anything like his two captors.

Some carried buckets of water hung from wooden poles balanced across their shoulders while others trained out in the open, their staffs clacking away through a skilled battle dance. And others still sat on rocks with their eyes closed, legs crossed and their hands resting on their knees. It was strange how little they seemed to care about the captured stranger down on the ground, gasping for breath. It was like he wasn’t even there.

It was strange, being this close to the clouds as a gray sheet of vapor hung just above his head. Even from here, a tall ladder would easily allow him to actually touch the billowy mass. He didn’t remember standing up, but suddenly found himself moving. His dragging feet left lines in the sand as his captors carried him along. 

Just up ahead was an outdoor shelter with a standalone roof held up with gold and red posts. Through his heavy eyes blurred with tears, he could barely make out the outline of the woman sitting on a large chair. Arms crossed, she kept her gaze fixed on him right up until he was thrown near her feet. He plunged face-first into the sand.

“Why did you bring him here?” Her voice was stout and husky. “He has seen too much; there is no way I can spare him now. Explain yourselves.” Jemaex slowly pushed up from the dirt, his hands trembling uncontrollably as he spit out a bit of sand. It took an extreme effort just to lift his head and look at her. Her robe was white and her head was shaved. She looked rather young at first glance, particularly for someone who seemed to have some rank here. But deep lines around her dark-blue eyes hinted that she might be older than she first appeared. 

The armor-clad captors stepped around him and their eyeholes began blinking in flashes of white. Both flashed in identical patterns, so whatever coded form of communication this was, they seemed to be saying the exact same thing.

“Oh, did he?” Her eyes shifted back to Jemaex as she rose from her seat. “They seem to believe you have a talent of some kind. A gift, if you will, and thought I should speak to you so that I may judge for myself.” Jemaex rose on his knees. Swaying in place, it was a wonder he was still conscious. 

“By all rights, you should be dead, but they tell me the Stone of Wisdom spared your life. You must have solved its ancient riddle, or at least pleased it in some way. Impressive indeed, and perhaps worthy of consideration. Tell me, then, why have you come here in the first place?” Exhausted, he held her gaze without blinking. Her eyes hardened. “I asked you a question. So speak.”

Jemaex fell forward onto his hands and began crawling toward her. The cone heads moved to stop him, but the woman raised her hand. Intrigued by this stranger’s resilience, she would allow this to play out.

Stopping when he was close enough, he reached inside his inner pocket and pulled out an envelope. Sealed in red wax, it was stamped with Thaola’s ring. His hand trembled as he threw it at her feet. 

“Do you...” he rasped before pausing to catch his breath. “Do you recognize this seal?” She said nothing, yet she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off it. “Because if you do, then you should know who sent me.” He dropped back onto his hands and hung his head, then took a deep, rasping breath. “I am supposed to be here, and I refuse to leave no matter what you say. So if your plan is to kill me, now is the time.”
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Chapter 11
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After his outburst, those around the area began moving in. He liked it better when he felt invisible, because now everyone was staring. Having finished their duty, the steel suits turned away, and the monks paid them little attention as they stalked back through the crowd. 

The lady picked up the letter and gazed down at the seal for an unusually long time. Finally, she broke the seal and began reading the handwritten letter inside. All the while, her expression never changed.

“How do you know my sister?” she asked, her voice dropping to a near whisper. Sister? Whereas her expression had been nearly impossible to read, Jemaex did a poor job of hiding his shock. The women glanced up, a glint of humor sparkling in her eyes. “Ah, I see she left that part out.” She laughed softly to herself. “Why does that not surprise me?” But the humor in her eyes faded as her expression grew dark. “I am sorry, but I’m afraid Thaola has done you no favors in sending you here. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Faylen Valna.” 

“Well met.” Jemaex rose to his feet. At least some of his strength had returned after the extended rest. He was by no means recovered, but at least he wasn’t on death’s door anymore. “My name is Jemaex Tozahl.” He wasn’t sure if the letter mentioned that or not, but saying it out loud might help verify his identity. 

He glanced around and was a bit startled at just how many people were taking an interest in this conversation. But on the other hand, he didn’t imagine they got too many visitors here either. “Er, something you mentioned a moment ago. You believe that Thaola sending me here may have been a mistake. With all due respect, I have to disagree. I trust Thaola’s judgment, and I do not believe she would—”

“You are now trapped here for the rest of your life,” Faylen stated plainly. His mouth hung open as he stared in confusion. “You can never leave,” she added, trying to drive the point further by being crystal clear. “She did not mention that part either, I imagine.” 

“She was unable to provide any details. Our final parting was rather...abrupt.” Jemaex remembered very clearly how the Servants came for him that day. She had done everything she could to protect him. “The situation had become urgent, and there was no time to...” His voice trailed off. What did any of that matter now? This woman had just told him that he could never leave. And no, Thaola had not mentioned than minor detail.

Faylen dismissed the curious onlookers with a wave and summoned Jemaex to come closer. There were only two steps, but there might as well have been one thousand as he wobbled up with a heavy heart. 

“Look around you, Jemaex.” He glanced over his shoulder, not completely sure what he was supposed to be looking for. The village consisted mostly of poorly constructed cabins, many with paper slides serving as doors and windows. All the men and women had nearly identical hairstyles, usually shaved. But they did wear different-colored robes. “There are no outsiders here,” she clarified. “No one from the outside world simply wanders into these lands. Well, none that are still alive, anyway.” 

His heart sank further as things began to take shape.

“We are the Lumen.” She twirled her hand in the air. “Shadow warriors, blood witches, we have gone by many names throughout the centuries. To join the Lumen is a lifetime commitment. If you are here and have already laid eyes on our world, then here is where you must remain. There are no other options. Thaola should have told you that.”

Jemaex could hardly hold onto a single thought as his head spun. How could his world have changed so dramatically in such a short amount of time? It was all too much to take in. He needed time to think and sort this out. 

“My people just assumed you were a captured spy who would be executed shortly, hence they were not concerned about who you were. I am sorry, Jemaex. Truly, I am. It would seem that my sister’s deception has handed you a life sentence. I do not yet know what her intentions are, and until I do...” She clapped her hands, and two women in orange robes took him by the arms. “You will have to be secured. Take him away.” 

With his mind still in a haze, he offered no resistance as they dragged him away.
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Despite his dire predicament, he was still able to sleep right through the night and deep into the morning hours. When he finally opened his eyes, there was a basket of fruit set out on a table with a plate of grilled fish on the side. How it got there, he had no idea. Had he really been that exhausted? But he was feeling better now, and was very hungry.

The room was hardly a jail cell in any traditional sense. The smooth wood floor was sanded down, and it even had a soft, white throw rug right in the center. The bed was comfortable, and the large, glassless window had no bars that might prevent escape.

As he enjoyed his breakfast, he couldn’t help but daydream about how easy it would be to just slip out through the window and make a run for it. But then what? Was he going to jump off the side of the mountain? No wonder the security was so lax. He could be sitting outside the room and be just as trapped. 

He heard snapping sounds and grunting just outside his window, so he picked up an apple and went to take a look. Several of the orange-robed monks were sparring out on the sand. Paired off in one-on-one matches, they spun their staffs with amazing speed and agility. 

The cracking staffs snapped high and low, and the air whooshed with a whistling hiss. The combinations were long and intricate, and he couldn’t help but wonder how well they might do against trained soldiers. He suspected the soldiers might soon regret such a contest.

Then something caught his eye, a trick of the light perhaps? 

He moved closer to the window and took a big bite of his apple. The bo staffs clacked away in ten-part combinations before the combatants stepped back and reset themselves. Such speed... It was a pleasure to watch such high-level combatants. And then there it was again... 

He set aside the apple and watched closely. Just as the man got hit in the arm, his skin shimmered with a silvery glimmer. The impact was harsh and should have been painful. At the very least it should have left a mark. But he never even flinched, and the impacted area showed no visible redness. What was that?

As he kept watching, he saw it happen several more times. Every so often a combatant would miss his block and get hit, and each time the impacted spot would shimmer. It was as if the skin was somehow shielding itself from the blow. 

Jemaex had never seen anything like it. He knew a thing or two about magic, but this was different somehow. No one was using spell components or speaking the necessary power words. Their bodies’ defense seemed to be happening all on its own, almost like a reflexive flinch. A magical item? A ring or something similar, perhaps? He had heard of such items before. It was certainly possible. But such things were rare and very expensive. They couldn’t all have one, could they?

Then he saw one of the men scratch his palm with the tiny pin fastened to his shoulder. It was barely even deep enough to bleed. But the next time he got hit, the spot shimmered brighter than before. Blood magic! Of course... Given his current circumstances, he had more important things to be worrying about. But he couldn’t help that this excited him. He was witnessing real blood magic at work with his own eyes.

Intrigued, he watched throughout the day without ever losing interest. Whether or not they were letting him see on purpose, he couldn’t say. But they definitely weren’t hiding from him either. For that, he was grateful.

He tried to make mental notes as he indulged in the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a parchment and some ink! Focusing on one man only, he began a silent count to see how long the ability would last before he had to scratch his palm again. He repeated the experiment with others as well. 

The problem was that the length of time varied between combatants. The patterns had no consistency. Some never drew blood at all. What made them different? Fascinating... Their training lasted for most of the day, and still he found himself deeply disappointed when they ended the session. He still had so many questions. 

But now that the spectacle was over and there was nothing to distract him from his thoughts, he was once again forced to think about his cold reality. He was not a spectator here, he was a prisoner. Odd that the joys of witnessing something new could make him forget something so dire.

It was well into the evening, and no one came with more food. It didn’t matter, as he still had some fruit left over. With not much else to do, he decided to lie down and munch on a pear. His body still hurt, but nothing like yesterday. 

With nothing left to distract him, his thoughts drifted to Thaola. Just what was her role in all this? What if she really had deceived him and he was never going to see her again? The thought was unsettling, to say the least.

He thought about Sillavana. Was she safe? So much had happened since he saw her last, and he had so much to tell her. But... What if he never saw her again either? That thought saddened him deeply.
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Jemaex sat up when the door creaked open. The room was particularly bright, proving once again that he had slept well into the morning. His body felt better still, and the scratches left by the sand trap had either scabbed over or faded completely. 

In walked a short man with a tray full of food. There was porridge, sliced oranges, and a bowl of strawberries and raisins drizzled with fresh honey. Well, for a prisoner, he was certainly being fed like a king. The man smiled as he placed it on the table. Standing up straight, he slapped his hands to his sides and bowed to Jemaex. His blond topknot was tied back with multiple gold bands, and his fingers were covered with gold rings. Comical at first glance, his oversized robe collected down around his feet, making him look like a child trying on his father’s clothes. 

“Good morning,” he said, holding his bowed position for an extended time. “I do hope you are hungry.” 

“Er, yes. Thank you.”Jemaex also bowed deeply. He wasn’t sure what the correct etiquette might be, but too much politeness was probably better than too little. 

“May I join you?” The little man took a seat without waiting for an answer, and then gestured to the seat across from him. Jemaex sat down and placed his hands on his lap. “My name is Igrus,” he said as he went ahead and dished out two bowls of porridge.

“My name is Jemaex. Pleased to meet—”

“You and I will be spending some time together in the coming days, I think,” Igrus spoke over him as he spread fruit over the top of his bowl. He left Jemaex to fix his own however he liked. 

“Igrus, if I may, I would like to ask you a few—” 

The little man turned his head so suddenly that it stopped Jemaex in midsentence. “Eat,” he said, his voice suddenly hard. Jemaex wasn’t sure what he said that changed the atmosphere so severely, but he closed his mouth and did what he was told. 

The porridge was thick and sweet to begin with, and the fresh fruit made it taste more like a dessert. Jemaex was bursting with questions, but he bit his tongue and they ate in silence. When they finished, the little man reached inside his robe and pulled out another robe. Brown, it was neatly folded in a tight square, but worn thin and full of holes.

“You will wear this.” He handed it to Jemaex, who then moved to set aside for later. “No, you will wear it now.” 

Reluctantly, he stripped down and slipped it up over his head. The fabric was coarse, itchy, and about as comfortable as a potato sack. A few of the holes left him uncomfortably exposed, and he couldn’t help but wonder if it had been done on purpose. 

“Now then.” Igrus gestured down to Jemaex’s feet. “From this point forward, you are no longer allowed to wear shoes. Take them off.”

“What?” Jemaex protested, ignoring the man’s frosty glare. “You can’t ask me to do that. If I walk around barefoot, my feet will—”

A lightning-quick kick caught him right in the stomach with a wet smack. The punishing blow caused him to lurch forward, and a splattering of porridge spewed across the floor. It tasted a lot better going down than coming up. 

Jemaex tried to fight back by throwing a feeble punch. There was nothing behind it, and Igrus caught it with ease. He deflected it upward and spun back around, smashing his elbow into the side of Jemaex’s face. The hammering blow turned his legs into noodles, and he crumpled to the floor in a heap.

Barely aware of his surroundings anymore, he instinctively covered his head and tucked into a ball as kicks and punches came raining down. The beating was long, savage, and surreal. Luckily, he wouldn’t remember most of it.
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Chapter 12
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Jemaex groaned from his back. The journey back to the world of the living was slow as he rolled to the side. Still plenty dazed, he pushed up on his elbow as he tried to clear his head. Where was he? And why was he lying on the floor? But it all came in a snap when he laid eyes on Igrus. 

Startled, he jerked back and tried to move away. But the burning pain shooting through his body had other ideas. It was so intense that he wanted to scream, but he couldn’t even do that.

Igrus sat cross-legged on his bed, eyes closed with his hands resting on his knees. With his head up and his back straight as a board, the little man’s chest rose and fell with steady breaths. Jemaex tried to speak, but his words came out as a garbled mess of drunken nonsense.

“Ah, you’re awake.” With a cheery disposition, the little man opened his eyes and hopped off the bed. Again Jemaex tried to squirm away, but his broken body was having none of it. He had never been beaten so badly in his life. Simple movements, and even his ability to speak, had been severely impaired.

Igrus folded his hands behind his back and stalked around the room in slow circles. All the while, Jemaex constantly shifted positions to keep the man in front of him, but even such mild movements caused him tremendous pain. Igrus circled him twice, and then stopped to hover over him like a vulture. “I think we need to have a talk.”

Jemaex fell back against the floor again. Unable to stay propped up for long, he had all but given up on moving or speaking. His ears whistled, a piercing, drawn-out note that seemed to go on forever. He spit out a glob of blood, and even that sent fire through his face. Recognizing for the first time just how broken he truly was, he couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever recover. Was he a cripple now? The room was bright and the sun was high, which meant he must have been out for a very long time.

“You know I could have killed you, right?”Igrus continued. “What I mean is, it was well within my right to do so.” Jemaex didn’t like where this was going. All he could really do was blink in response, but even that hurt too much. “I could break every bone in your body one at a time until you eventually succumb to shock.” He pulled out a vial full of clear liquid. “But that is just so messy and would require so much effort. Poison, on the other hand, is clean and efficient.” 

He popped the top with his thumb and seized the back of Jemaex’s hair. Yanking his head back, he forced the open vial into his mouth and poured. 

Jemaex panicked as he tried to spit it out, but very little of his face actually worked anymore. The muscles were effectively dead. The bitter liquid burned all the way down, and he fully expected to die. The heat spread through his body and all his extremities began to tingle. 

But the spreading sensation changed from hot to cool, and soon his pain began to slowly subside. He gasped, his lungs filling with air as he took his first full breath in what felt like forever. The pain of his ribs hadn’t allowed him to do that until now. Relief washed over him as the coolness spread throughout his body.

“Have you ever felt like that before?” the little man asked.

“No... No, of course not.” Jemaex rose up off the floor. 

“Good. Remember it always, because I will have no reservations about doing it again. And who told you to stand up?” Ice-cold terror flooded through Jemaex as he sank back down to the floor. He was truly terrified of this man now and feared crossing any lines. And not knowing exactly what those lines were made it that much worse. 

“Nobody. I’m... I’m sorry.”

“You are my property. I fed you earlier because I chose to, not because I am required to. Do you understand so far?” 

“Yes, sir.” Even speaking out loud made Jemaex nervous. Should he have just nodded instead? After such a vicious beating, he feared the repercussions of doing anything wrong.

“Good. Now let me explain how your new title works.” That time, Jemaex did just nod. “As the lowest rank possible, you are now what the Lumen call an artor. The robe you are wearing is an artor’s robe. You have no rights... You speak only when spoken to... And you are never to defy a direct order from anyone above you. And let me be clear, everyone here is above you. Understand?” 

“Yes, sir.” Testing the boundaries was frightening. It would seem that being wrong or overstepping came at an unimaginable cost. He could be beaten half to death for breathing too loud. But from what he could tell so far, he was allowed to answer any direct questions. 

“Good.” Igrus tapped himself on the chest with his thumb. “I am what is called a brochtoh. The brochtoh is responsible for his or her artor. In other words, I own you. You are mine to do whatever I want with. Only Faylen can override my decisions regarding your well-being, and even that is highly unlikely. She tends to stay out of messy affairs such as these. Again, have I been clear so far?”  

“Yes.” Jemaex felt safer giving one-word answers. For now, it seemed the safest course of action.

“I realize this may seem extreme to you. But remember, you came here of your own free will. And now that you are here, you will abide by our customs and laws. Whether or not you think they are extreme is irrelevant.” Jemaex nodded again. 

“Now, I must further warn you that the Lumen have not had an artor among us for many years, so you will likely draw a lot of attention. The position is only temporary, possibly a week at most. An artor either moves up, or down.” He grinned. “Of course, there is nothing lower than an artor, so down would be very bad. I don’t imagine that needs any further explanation.” 

Igrus stepped over to the door and held it open. “Now that your role has been defined, you are no longer bound to stay in this room. Come, it’s time you saw what the Lumen are all about.” Jemaex ambled past with his head hung low. 

“Jemaex?” He turned back to face his newly defined master. “Everyone here has worn the artor’s robe at one time or another.” Igrus raised his eyebrows. “Everyone... Regardless of how unfair this may seem, you are not being singled out or punished. It is simply the first step in joining the Lumen, a journey we all must take. Now let’s go.”

The notion that all the Lumen had already gone through this nightmare gave him a touch of hope. Real or not, a light at the end of the tunnel was exactly what he needed to lift his spirits. He just had to find a way to get through it. At least, that was what he told himself.
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Although he wasn’t asked to, Jemaex decided it was best to trail behind Igrus. Walking beside him might be perceived as arrogant. He couldn’t be sure of anything, and he was done taking chances. 

If they wanted him to be meek, he would be meek. In many ways, it felt like a small price to pay, given the knowledge he might attain from the Lumen. Their world was a great mystery to all outsiders, and he was about to get a rare glimpse. With so much at stake, he would never let anything so small as pride stand in the way. 

“No, come walk with me,” Igrus ordered. “I don’t care to keep looking over my shoulder.” Jemaex considered explaining his reasoning for hanging back, but quickly thought better of it. He was healed now, but the memory of that savage beating remained. He would do anything he could to avoid a repeat. 

“The Lumen have been around for centuries,” Igrus said as men and women walked about wearing their colored robes. “Strong and proud, we are a lot like a family, I like to think. But as you’re about to see, our true strength lies in our diversity. The Lumen are divided into four different factions, and each faction is represented by the color they wear: orange, green, red, or purple.” 

So that explained the colored robes everyone was wearing. One of his many questions had been answered.

“Each faction has their own specialties and abilities. But I must warn you, there is a healthy competition among them. Each faction believes their contributions to be greater than the others’. I, for one, believe that is a good thing. Of course they are all equally important, but if competitive arrogance is what pushes them to be their best, then so be it. Let them have their little rivalry if it raises the Lumen higher.” 

Jemaex had been watching the orange yesterday, and just up ahead were more orange training with wooden swords. “The orange are our guardsmen,” Igrus pointed out. “Masters of weaponry, I suppose they are the equivalent to soldiers of your world. Highly skilled and physically imposing. If the Lumen were to ever go to war, they would be on the front line.”

They watched for a time as whistling swords clacked away in lightning-fast patterns. They had the look of soldiers, just like he said. Yesterday they were using staffs, so Igrus’s point was valid. They were obviously proficient using an assortment of weapons. 

One took a sharp blow to the thigh, and once again came that silvery glimmer. The blow left no damage, and he kept on fighting as if nothing had happened. 

“That! What was that?” Jemaex shouted, unable to contain his excitement. There came a flash of white and he was sleeping like a baby. 
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When he opened his eyes, Igrus was standing over him, smiling. He actually looked happy, and that part irritated Jemaex the most. “You were already warned once about speaking out of turn,” Igrus explained.“Now stand up.” The blow was a flash knockdown, nothing like the savage beating he’d received the first time. Aside from a sore jaw, all other lingering effects were minimal. Igrus reached down and helped him back to his feet. “Despite what you may think, I get no particular joy from hurting you, Jemaex. Please do not make the same mistake again.” 

Jemaex swallowed his pride and meekly bobbed his head. Just a few days... Just a few more days... He would get through this. He had to...  

“Good.” Oh, how Jemaex wanted to slap that smile right off his face. “Now I will answer your question.” Still lightheaded, for a moment Jemaex didn’t even remember what question got him punished in the first place. “That sparkly glimmer you keep seeing, this is how the orange use their blood magic. Even though the orange are warriors at heart, their blood magic abilities are almost completely defensive in nature.

“Their blood energy rises to the surface of their skin to repel incoming blows. It requires very little concentration and is sustainable for long periods of time.”

“Permission to speak.” Jemaex held his breath and braced.

“Granted.” Igrus leaned closer. “For the rest of the day,” he whispered.

Jemaex opened his eyes and his breath came out in a rush. Relieved on many levels, at least he wouldn’t have to be concerned about any more unscheduled naps. “Do the orange determine where on their body the shield forms?” he asked. “Or is it a reflex? In other words, is the blood energy working independently from their conscious thoughts?” 

Igrus grinned. Jemaex didn’t know if that meant he was impressed by the thoughtful question, or if he was just considering knocking him out again. “They can mentally reinforce a specific area if needed, but rarely do so in live combat. Once the blood magic is flowing through their bodies, the shield is automatic. Like I said, their use of blood magic requires very little concentration. The orange are much more interested in cracking heads. Now come, let’s keep moving.”  

The mountain village turned out to be much larger than he originally thought. Yes, there were many poorly maintained cabins, and what appeared to be temporary shelters which gave it the feel of a military camp. But Jemaex could see the real reason why so many of these buildings were rotting where they stood... 

“Where are the rest of you?” Jemaex asked. Igrus regarded him curiously. “Some of these buildings have multiple levels, yet no one is living in them,” he expanded. “Half aren’t even being maintained. This settlement was obviously meant for a much larger population. So where are they? Did something happen?” He hoped that last part was not an overstep. 

“As I told you earlier, the Lumen have been around for centuries. We are several generations deep.” Igrus sighed. “But yes, at one time we were a much greater force than what you see today. Years of being hunted, scouting parties who never returned, it has added up over the years. Still, we do not recruit just anyone. We would rather watch our numbers dwindle than lower our standards to accommodate numbers. Simply adding bodies is not a way to build strength.” 

“The Servants of the Light also hold a similar philosophy,” Jemaex pointed out. “Perhaps the Lumen are comparable in that way.” 

Igrus turned on him so suddenly, it made him flinch. “We are nothing like the Servants,” he hissed. “It would be unwise to make that comparison again.”

Jemaex held his hands out wide and bowed his head. “My apologies. Clearly I was mistaken.” To his great relief, Igrus turned and kept walking. So now he knew that the Lumen were no friends to the Servants. He suspected as much, but it was good to be sure. 

“We do hope to rebuild someday,” Igrus continued once Jemaex caught up to him. “But many things will have to change before that happens. The world itself must change, and until that happens, the Lumen must remain hidden for our own safety.” 

“But doesn’t it feel like we’re entering a different era?” Jemaex thought back to what Thaola told him about those who practiced blood magic, about how they were forced to go into hiding for fear of being put to death. “We are not living in the dark ages anymore. The world is civilized now, and things that could once only be explained as the work of black spirits are now accepted as science. Surely the Lumen could rejoin society without fear of prosecution?” 

“You make many assumptions, Jemaex,” Igrus said. “I do not blame you for your innocent view. The world may seem civilized to you, but for us, it is more dangerous than at any other time in history.”Igrus forced a smile. “Come, there is more I wish to show you.”

The day was pleasant. Less cloud cover seemed to make a big difference as the sun cut through the thin air. Now and then a gentle breezed reminded him of the true temperature, but it was still considerably more comfortable than yesterday. 

When they turned the next corner, there was another small group waiting outside a tent, all wearing red robes. “Grudret.” Igrus walked up and clapped the first man on the shoulder. “I’d like to introduce you to—”

“We’ve heard.” The husky man with a thick beard pushed right past Igrus, nearly knocking him down. The slight was the first indication that Igrus might not have as much authority as Jemaex thought. Aside from being Jemaex’s brochtoh, his rank might very well be quite average. “So this is the new artor we keep hearing about.” 

Jemaex clasped his hands behind his back as the tall man looked down at him. “That is correct, sir.” 

“He was given permission to speak,” Igrus added as he quickly reached out and touched the man’s shoulder. Jemaex froze, wondering how close he just came to getting knocked out again. He silently cursed for forgetting himself and speaking out of turn with a new person.

“It’s been a long time since we had an artor here.” Grudret’s eyes softened. Even with Igrus touching his arm, at no point had the man’s demeanor hinted toward any aggression. “I once wore this myself.” He fingered one of the many holes in Jemaex’s robe. “Seems like a lifetime ago. Welcome to the Lumen.” It was the warmest welcome Jemaex had received so far. 

“And here we have the reds,” Igrus said. “They are similar to the orange in many ways, which is why I wanted to introduce them next.” 

“We are nothing like the orange,” Grudret grunted back. It was unclear whether or not he was truly offended. 

Yes they are, Igrus mouthed silently. “Grudret here is going to give you a little demonstration. After than you can decide for yourself.” 

Grudret motioned over one of the ladies. “Igrus here has a habit of grouping all the fighters together, as if we’re somehow all cut from the same cloth. It isn’t true. You’ve already seen how the orange apply their blood magic. Even I’ll admit that a moving shield can be quite useful, even if it does lack creativity. They are weapons masters first, magic users second. The same cannot be said for the red.” He touched the woman on the shoulder. “Priana, show him.”

The woman opened her hand and a few drops of blood rose from her palm. Again, Jemaex took notice that she didn’t have to cut herself. Why some did and some didn’t was still a mystery to him. The droplets bobbed up and down before flattening out. The red disks were so thin, you could hardly see them from a horizontal angle. 

She flicked her wrist and they zipped away. 

They whistled though the air and slammed into a nearby tree with incredible force. They buzzed straight through the solid wood and erupted out the other side in a bloom of dust. The decimated trunk could no longer bear the tree’s weight, and it all came crackling down in a heap. Jemaex watched in stunned awe as a scattering of leaves settled along the ground. Few weapons that he knew of could ever generate such force. 

“I suppose you could argue that the red are a subdivision of warriors, somewhat comparable to the orange,” the woman admitted with a smirk. “But as you can plainly see, our blood magic is hardly defensive in nature.” 

“We are able to convert our blood into physical forms and then use it as a physical weapon,” Grudret said. “Allow me to give you another demonstration.” He opened his hand and a thin red mist rose from his palm. The thin vapor swayed back and forth before rolling together and solidifying. A moment later, he was holding a solid sword. Dark red from tip to hilt, the color and tint was the same across the entire weapon. 

“Priana.” He pointed to a spot across the way as he backed up a few steps. Droplets hovered over her palm as she walked to where he was pointing. The way they bobbed around made it look as if she was juggling them in one hand. He held up the blood sword and braced himself. Although Jemaex had no way of knowing for sure, it appeared rather light, given how easily he held it. Her blood droplets flattened out and the disks spun in place. 

He nodded and she released.

One by one they zipped toward him, and one by one he deflected them away. Despite how fast they were moving, the impact had a very different feel and sound to it this time. Where those same disks had hit the tree with tremendous impact, they seemed to vaporize with just a slight touch from the sword. Even his arms and wrists hardly jerked back. It was like the disks just turned to smoke. 

More droplets rose from her palm as she repeated the assault. But as he swung and deflected, his blade began to visibly corrode. Cracks started to form, and the blade itself began to bend and sway. It was becoming soft and flexible. “Enough.” He held up his hand. 

The blade crumbled in his hand as red dust sprinkled the ground. He slumped forward and dropped down onto his hands and knees. Sweating profusely, it was several deep breaths later before he stand up straight again. 

Looking to the sky with her hands on her hips, Priana was only faring a little better. Neither had really exerted themselves, not physically anyway. But both were obviously exhausted. 

“But as you can see...” Grudret wiped the sweat from his brow before taking another deep breath. “It takes a lot out of you, and very quickly. I have been practicing blood magic most of my life, but even to this day the sprint still exhausts me.” 

“The magic used is actually rather minimal,” Igrus added. “Most of the energy comes from their physical bodies. These techniques are powerful but cannot be sustained for very long.” He acknowledged the reds with a series of bows. “Thank you for the demonstration.”

“Yes, thank you,” Jemaex said. “It was most informative. I look forward to seeing more.” 
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Lumen stared as they two of them made their way through the mountain village. Jemaex was beginning to wonder just how many years it had been since they had an artor here. His status was confusing, to say the least. They had made it clear that he was the dirt bottom of their society, and they could treat him any way they wanted. Igrus had given him the most grief, but now even that was tapering off somewhat. 

It was unclear whether he had managed to earn Igrus’s respect, of if the man had just grown bored with abusing him. 

Either way, it was a welcome change.
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Chapter 13
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Igrus pointed to a tree with a pair of hand-carved benches set up beneath it. Between the elevation and the sandy soil, trees were sparse at best. “We’ll stop here for a bit. After a rest, I’ll take you to see the last two factions.” The benches were comfortable, but the shade was more important. The back of Jemaex’s neck was already tingling with sunburn. 

As usual, Jemaex was attracting a lot of attention as Lumen walked by. They stared, of course, but no one came across as particularly hostile. They just seemed...curious. The balance between men and women seemed more or less even, but it was rare to see mixed colored robes walking together. Three orange walked that way as four green came from the opposite direction, and two red leaned up against a building while having a private chat. The factions definitely seemed to stick with their own kind more often than not. 

“What are your thoughts?” Igrus asked, breaking the long silence. 

“About?” It was a pretty open question that could be interpreted many different ways. 

Igrus shifted to face him directly. “You’re from the outside world, are you not? Even in the short time you’ve been here, you have seen more than any outsider ever will. What were your expectations compared to the reality? As someone who has all but forgotten what the outside world was like, I’m genuinely curious to hear your thoughts.” 

Jemaex thought for a moment. Since he hadn’t been here that long, it felt too early to be having this conversation. But on the other hand, his brochtoh had asked him a direct question. It was probably best to give him an answer. 

“To be honest, I really had no expectations. How could I when I was told nothing about this place? Right up until the time I got dragged up those steps by those walking iron plates, I wasn’t even sure this place actually existed.” 

“Blind trust is all it took to bring you to our doorstep?” Igrus shook his head. “I can hardly say the same. I chose this life. It was not an easy choice, but one I made after many weeks of careful consideration. But you...” He shook his head again. “What would have been an agonizing soul search for anyone else was a mere coin flip for you. Thaola must have been quite convincing for you to set out on such a journey.” 

Jemaex smiled and gazed off in the distance. It was a fair criticism, and he had no real counterargument. “Sometimes you just have to trust your instincts and go where the energy takes you. Fate can seem utterly random if you don’t have faith. I placed my trust in a dear friend, and the wild series of events that followed has led me here. There is no turning back, it would seem, so all I can do now is cling to the trust that brought me here.” 

Igrus seemed to consider his words carefully and fell silent for a time before speaking again. “I know you’ve only seen two, but which faction might you join if given the opportunity?”

Now that question really did catch Jemaex off guard. He never really considered what future role, if any, he might have with the Lumen. “I don’t know.” He paused to think on it further. “Is that how it works? Are you saying I’ll get to choose the faction of my choice?” 

“Well, sort of. You can make your preference known, but in the end the faction leaders will have the final say.” Bit by bit Jemaex was slowly beginning to understand how this place worked. This also helped explain the ongoing rivalry among the different factions. And now that new recruits had become so rare, it didn’t seem likely any would turn him down.

“But why must I choose at all?” Jemaex asked.

And this time it was Igrus who was caught off guard by the question. “Jemaex, you cannot leave this place.” 

“Yes, I am aware.” Painfully aware... “I know I cannot ever leave the Lumen, but that does not explain why I must join a faction.” Igrus’s confusion was evident. “Let me ask you a question, if I may. Does each faction use a different kind of blood magic? In other words, does the source of power change?”

“No, the energy is exactly the same. But as you’ve seen, each faction applies it in a completely different way.” 

“Then if the power is the same, why would I choose to limit myself by using it in only one way? Why not use them all? By combining their strengths, I might—” 

“No!” Igrus sprang to his feet in alarm. “No, you cannot do that!” His sudden outburst made Jemaex jump. “It’s dangerous. It’s...” Igrus regained his composure and sat back down. 

“Using the different forms of blood magic one at a time is perfectly safe, more or less. But switching between them over an extended period of time can cause irreversible damage. The human mind is far too fragile to endure such stress.” 

His eyes went distant. “As far as using all four at the same time, it’s been done. Once... And the results were devastating.”

He snapped out of it and patted Jemaex on the shoulder. “I apologize for my outburst. I know you were just asking a question, but it is common knowledge that this cannot be done.” Now Jemaex had more questions than ever, but he knew now was not the time.

“I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have made the suggestion had I known.”  

“Of course, but enough about that.” Igrus slapped his thighs and rolled up to his feet. “Well, I imagine the next group is waiting for us. It’s high time you met the greens.”
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It wasn’t long before a group of greens came into view. Each color had its own separate training facility, but they had yet to enter any of them. It seemed as if these prearranged demonstrations were meant to be a brief sampling of what each faction was all about. 

“Gwen.” Igrus waved as they approached. “I know you’ve been waiting to meet the new artor. Consider him a new toy for you to play with.” 

“And play I shall.” The short, redheaded woman hurried to meet them halfway. She seemed eager to begin, particularly with how quickly she put her hands on Jemaex. As her hands roamed circles around his chest, he couldn’t help but think back to his days with Thaola. “I’ve already heard plenty about him—all good things, might I add.” If he had gained any sort of reputation in such a short amount of time, it probably had more to do to him being the only artor rather than his personality. At least, that’s what he assumed.

Apparently deciding to do the demonstration herself, she glanced back and dismissed the greens with a wave. “I know who you’ve already met with, and I’ll tell you now that reds and orange are the brutes,” she said, giving his shoulders a final squeeze before reluctantly tearing her hands away. “I think you’ll find the greens to be a bit more...civilized.” 

“They are a different sort,” Igrus partially agreed without over committing to her view. “Where the other two factions are warriors at heart—”

“Unruly beasts, you mean,” Gwen interrupted.

“Magic users of a more physical nature...” Igrus cleared his throat before continuing. “The green tend to use a bit more finesse. Their blood magic is directly related to the elements of nature. Fire, water, and so forth. Rather than use physical weapons, the greens can actually turn their blood directly into energy.” 

“He’s not interested in hearing you talk, Igrus. The artor wants to see for himself.” She rolled her wrist and opened her hand. “Fire,” she shouted, and a tiny flame flickered in her palm. 

She cooed at the dancing flame as if it were a small child. She spun around and cast her hand, and a line of fire shot from the base of her palm. Thin and perfectly straight, it looked like flaming rope pulled tight from end to end. The flaming line dripped drops of liquid fire as the far end opened up into a burning funnel, the flames licking the air with a crackling hiss. 

She closed her palm and cutoff the flame with a sizzling hiss. She glanced over and grinned at Jemaex, clearly enjoying the shocked look on his face. 

“Air,” she called as she opened the same hand, and glowing twists of white-hot energy rolled down from her fingertips. Blazing white with a hint of blue, each strand sizzled along the ground like snakes. When she jerked her wrist, they rolled up off the ground and cut through the air with a hissing crack. The flowing ends snapped like whips, and there was a blinding flash of white, followed by a deafening bang.

Again she closed her fist, cutting off the flow of energy as all went silent. But this time she swayed a bit and had to wave her arm to stay balanced. Igrus reached out to steady her, but she fended him off with an irritated slap. “I can do one more,” she said defiantly. He looked skeptical, but honored her request and backed away. 

Sweating, face flushed, she forced herself to stand up straight. “Water,” she called. This time she held up both hands, and a rolling blast of icy steam spewed forth. To further the demonstration, Igrus tossed a rock through the icy funnel. It came out the other side and bounded once before cracking in half like a piece of glass. Both steaming halves were frosted white and cased in ice. 

She cut off the flow and dropped to one knee. This time she did not refuse the help as both men rushed in to steady her. “There is more I wish to show you, but I do not have the strength,” she admitted. 

“Steady there,” Jemaex said as he braced to keep her up. “Impressive, but it seems as if your form of blood magic is very harsh on your body.” 

“Yes, the energy conversion is incredibly draining,” Igrus said. “But the real issue is that much of her actual blood has been spent.”

“You mean...” 

“Yes,” she reluctantly admitted. “All blood magic is draining when compared to traditional forms, but the green in particular takes a physical toll like no other. Where other forms only require a few drops, ours burns through it very quickly.” 

“This is not just standard fatigue that can be remedied with a little rest,” Jemaex said, looking a bit horrified. “You’re actually suffering from blood loss.”

“Oh, I need to rest all right,” she said. “But a full recovery will take days, not hours. My body actually has to renew its blood supply through natural healing. We have ways of speeding up the process, but such extreme measures would only be used in an actual battle.” 

“Your energy comes at a very high cost.” Jemaex touched her face with the back of his hand. Her skin was moist and clammy. 

Igrus gestured to the steaming rock halves. “Their power can be truly devastating in short bursts, more so than the others, one might argue. But you are correct: overexertion in their case can actually lead to death.” It was a lesson he wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon, but the more he learned about blood magic, the more fascinated he became. It was amazing how a single source of power could yield such different results depending on the wielder. 

Even after several attempts, Gwen still refused to let them help her back to her quarters. A stubborn one she was... So they said their goodbyes and moved on.

There was one faction left to visit. 
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“A word of warning,” Igrus said as they walked. “The purple are a bit eccentric. So much so that I figured it might be better to introduce them last.” 

“Folk with unusual characteristics do not bother me.” Having been a merchant’s son, he had met his share of strange people, and he knew how to handle them. 

“That is reassuring, but I fear it still might be a bit more than what you’re used to. Of the four factions, they are the recluses of the bunch. They keep to themselves and rarely speak to others. I don’t imagine they care if you join them or not. In fact, they’d probably prefer it if you kept your distance.” 

“That doesn’t sound eccentric at all. On the contrary, they sound honest and interesting to me. I respect those who can think for themselves and are not afraid to walk a different path. Tell me a little about their blood magic. How do they use it?” 

Igrus hesitated before speaking. “The way they apply it is nothing like the others. You’ve already met two of their creations.”  

Jemaex stopped walking as only one image came to mind. “Those walking suits of armor?” Igrus nodded. “Creations, you say?” That made sense, even if it was a bit creepy. He suspected they were magically enhanced somehow, but hadn’t considered they might not even be alive. If those creations had anything to do with their blood magic... 

“The purple... They are necromancers, aren’t they?” 

Igrus held his gaze a moment before speaking. “We don’t use that word here.” And with that, he turned away and kept moving. 

They made their way to a run-down house that looked more like a barn, but no one was there waiting for them. Igrus sighed and threw his back up against the wall. “As expected,” he groaned and crossed his arms. “Well, no sense in waiting for what isn’t coming. Come on, let’s go back. Perhaps we can try again when they’re not too busy tormenting the dead.” 

Jemaex struggled to hide his disappointment. He was actually looking forward to seeing their blood magic in action. If he was going to be stuck here no matter what, he wanted to learn everything he could.

The sun was setting, and a deep orange color outlined the clouds settled along the horizon. Jemaex had seen his share of sunsets, but it was a completely different experience when viewed from up here. In many ways, the scene reminded him of an old painting, too beautiful to be real.

By now, the cold had become more apparent. He tugged at the tattered robe and hugged it closer to his body. 

“I think that’s it for the day,” Igrus said. “At least you got to meet with three of the four factions. Hopefully you gained some insight as to what they are about, and perhaps a bit about the Lumen as well.” 

“It was an enlightening experience. Thank you. I guess I should go back to my room then?” It had been a long day, and Jemaex was more than ready to lie down. He had much to think about after all he had seen.

“No, that won’t be necessary.” Jemaex looked at him, hopeful. Maybe he had shown enough potential to move up a notch? A bigger room with a nicer bed would be a great start. No longer fearing getting beat up would be even better. “You will sleep under that tree right over there.” Igrus pointed off to a gnarled tree at the edge of the path. Twisted and leafless, it was ugly and long dead. And for some reason, the sandy soil around it was dark with moisture. He didn’t even want to guess what that was. 

“You want me to sleep under that?” 

Igrus’s eyes flashed, and Jemaex flinched. “Why, yes, artor. That is exactly what I want you to do.” Jemaex had hoped their day of bonding might have softened some of this artor treatment, but apparently not. Rather than risk another forced nap, he dragged himself over to the dead tree and sat down.

It’s not so bad...he lied to himself as the tangy stink of whatever he was sitting in filled his nostrils. Just a few days. That’s all, just a few more days. 
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All night he tossed and turned with a fitful sleep. At one point he even tried to sleep sitting up with his back against the tree. When that didn’t work, he lay back down in the foul dirt. Several times he woke up shivering as the biting cold sank into his bones. It was tempting to go off and try to find a more suitable shelter, but in the end he resisted the temptation. 

He was told to stay here, so he’d better do just that.

He was already shivering in his sleep when he bolted upright from the icy blast that washed over him. There stood Igrus, holding a freshly emptied bucket. “Faylen is waiting to see you,” he said, grinning. Instantly paralyzed, Jemaex hugged himself and curled up in a ball. “Right now.” Igrus tossed the bucket aside and walked away. 

Jemaex somehow managed to pull himself together and fumble onto his feet. He rubbed his shoulders vigorously while hurrying to catch up. He wanted to punch Igrus right in the back of the head, but he could only imagine the repercussions of attacking his brochtoh. 

Head down, shivering to the point to where his whole body was nearly vibrating, he followed Igrus all the way back to the same outdoor shelter where he’d first met Faylen. There she was, seated in that big chair of hers, talking to someone. 

Someone...

Jemaex began moving faster. The freezing cold became an afterthought as he stared straight ahead. Thaola turned and flashed him a smile as she waved. She was here! She had kept her promise after all. He knew he should be mad at her for putting him through all of this, but he wasn’t. In fact, he was so happy to see her that he had to fight back tears.

“Jemaex! They told me you were here. I’m so glad to see you’re—” He rushed up and wrapped her in a hug, and she returned the warm embrace. It was good to see her, but above all else, he needed something familiar to cling to. “I missed you too,” she whispered.

“I imagine you must be relieved to see my sister again,” Faylen said. “How long that holds true is hard to say. Artor, you have my permission to go with Thaola. I imagine you two have much to discuss.” 

Jemaex quickly thanked her before the two of them hurried off. 
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The overly comfortable room seemed odd in a place like this. With lavish blue curtains and soft, white throw pillows scattered around the white carpet, it was hard to imagine any scenario where such luxury might be useful. 

“You look well.” Thaola poured herself a glass of wine from the clay pitcher sitting on the table. Jemaex stuck two thumbs into the holes of his robe, stretched out the material, and cocked his head. “It looks good on you.” She laughed and began pouring one for him. 

“Everyone seems to think so.” He let it snap back into place. “Personally, I would like to burn it.”

“It will be over soon.” She handed him his glass and sat on the pillow next to him. “I know you were not prepared for any of this.” 

“There were many things you did not tell me,” he said. She dropped her eyes, but he refused to look away. “But here I am, exactly where you told me to be. I left everything behind to blindly follow your instructions. That is how much I trusted you.” 

“My shop is gone, along with my livelihood and everything I’ve worked so hard for.” This time she met his gaze and didn’t look away. “Abandoned in the mist of so much turmoil, by now it could be property of the Brotherhood for all I know. I am homeless, but it didn’t have to be this way. My current situation is a direct result of my own actions. I protected you when you needed me most. I helped you escape from the Brotherhood, and in the end, it cost me everything.”

She took a long gulp of her wine. “But I am not complaining. I knew what I was doing and have no regrets about my choice.” 

“And what were you doing?” Jemaex took a long gulp from his glass while still not breaking eye contact. “I have been abused, both physically and mentally ever since I arrived. I am practically a slave.” He tugged on the brown robe again. “I have done everything you asked, but I still do not know why I’m here.”

“You are here because it is your destiny.” She set down her wine glass and stood up. “I really believe that, Jemaex. I have never seen a mind like yours. I can’t even imagine what your true potential is, and I could not stand by and let it be wasted. That is what I was doing. But trust me, you will never fully understand what it has cost me.” 

She closed her eyes, her fingertips circling her temples as she breathed deeply to settle herself. “I understand you were given some demonstrations.” She seemed eager to change the subject. 

“Yes.” Jemaex drained the last of his wine. “The different factions were kind enough to give me a peek at their abilities. Well, most of them, anyway.” He walked over to the wine table for a refill. The wine was sweet and refreshing. “It was fascinating, but I’m afraid I have more questions than answers now.” But when he went to pour, Thaola moved quickly to block the top of his glass with her hand. He flashed her a sideways look.

“Jemaex, you still don’t understand how things work here.” 

“On that much we agree.” He set down the pitcher and released his glass. “So rather than making a game of it, why don’t you just tell me.” 

“These demonstrations were not what you think it was,” she said. “It was a test; they were just sizing you up. They wanted to see how you would respond to witnessing real blood magic in person.” 

“And how did I do?”

“You’re still here, so I’d say you must have fared well.” He snickered, but her expression remained unchanged. “Had you responded poorly, or appeared to be overwhelmed in anyway, they would assume your potential to be too low and have no use for you.” The grin dropped off his face like a stone. “I tried to get here sooner. I did not believe my sister would start the trials before I arrived. I was wrong, and for that I am sorry.” 

“I imagine she thought you wouldn’t show.” He was speaking his inner thoughts.

“Perhaps.” His double meaning was not lost on her. “But nothing can be done about it now. Jemaex, you will be meeting with the faction leaders tomorrow. This is the final portion of the trial. Now that you’ve seen what their faction abilities are, it is their turn to see your abilities.” 

“My abilities?” He took a step back.

“Yes, which is why I wish I had gotten here sooner. And no more drinking.” She walked his empty cup to the other side of the room. “We have work to do. Oh, why is it that time is always against us?” 

“I don’t understand. What work are you talking about?”

She gripped his cheeks and forced him to look at her. “You are behind. You are way behind, and I’m the only one here who cares. The Lumen, on the other hand, have no investment in you. To them, you are just a body who may or may not amount to something. Even though I know better, my words alone will not convince them. They must see it for themselves.” 

She released his face with a shove. “You should have been days into training by now, but no one took you seriously enough to get you started. That is my failure, because I was the Lumen responsible for you. Now I have to make sure you’re ready by tomorrow.” 

“Ready for what? What does that mean?”

“It means you have to be able to use your blood magic by tomorrow. Which means we must start immediately.”

“In one day?” Jemaex was shaken.“You already warned me how hard this is. What if I can’t do it?”

She sighed. “Then I will help you escape, tonight. And I alone will bear the full responsibility of that action.”

“Escape?” He swallowed. “Because they will have no use for me. And if they have no use for someone who has already seen their operations from the inside...” 

“Precisely,” Thaola said softly. “The stakes are as high as they can be. We must begin.”
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Chapter 14


[image: image]


Jemaex marched over to the window and peeked past the curtain. He was acting paranoid, but with good reason. “Thaola.” He snapped the curtain back into place. “We don’t even know if I’m capable of using blood magic. And even if I have the potential, there is no way I can become proficient in a day.” 

“Don’t you think I already know that?” 

“Thaola!” He looked terrified. “This time tomorrow, I will be branded a fraud who wasted the Lumens’ time. They’re going to kill me! You said so yourself.” 

“Yes, I am well aware. Proficiency in any form of magic takes time. But for those who are gifted, which I believe you are, that time can be shortened significantly.”

“In one day?” Jerking this way and that, he seemed to be searching for a place to hide.

“No. Under any normal training regimen, that would be impossible,” she said. “We are past that now.” This time, she was the one to peek outside the curtain. “I know what you saw seemed like magic users with completely different abilities.” She snapped the curtain back. “But they all have much more in common than you think.

Satisfied no one was eavesdropping, she came back over to him. “Blood magic is nothing like traditional magic where the power comes from a completely different plane of existence. Not only does the energy come from our world”—she pressed a finger to his chest—“it comes almost entirely from within you.” 

He already knew that much, but didn’t see how it would help. He shoved her finger away. “This branch of magic is completely foreign to me. How am I supposed to become proficient in such a short amount of time?”

Her mood went dark. “Normally, I would guide you through it step by step. Controlling blood magic is the same as dominating your own energy. And bit by bit your mind learns to manipulate these inner energies. That is the typical approach, but there is no time to do it this way. We must achieve the end result immediately, and I’m afraid it will require desperate measures.” 

Despite the dire warning, Jemaex seemed calmer than before. “Very well... What do I need to do?”

“I have trained Lumen in the past, but we are about to try something that has never been done. I can’t say for sure, but it may be very...uncomfortable. But this is where we are, and we are out of options. Are you ready?”

Jemaex steeled himself. “Let’s get on with it.” 

“Good. I will guide you through this to the best of my abilities. In order to do that, I will have to use the mind link spell.” She stepped forward and touched his temples. After a few muttered words, the room appeared to darken around her. Jemaex... He could still see the image of her face right in front of his, but her lips didn’t move. I am here with you. Feel my presence, focus on my energy.

At first, it felt as if he was falling. But as the disorientation settled, he realized it was more like he was shrinking. He was surrounded by blackness, but the trailing image of Thaola’s face was comforting. Her hair waved about, even though he felt no wind as the sinking sensation caused the darkness to expand outward in an endless flow. It was as nauseating as it was frightening. 

The secret of blood magic is to be completely in tune with your own body, the true source of power. This is not as easy as it sounds because it forces you to think in a completely different way. Most folk are not consciously aware of their blood flowing or their heart beating, yet this is the level of awareness required. Over time, the user will become so in touch with their own energy that they can feel every function of their body. Such mastery can take several years. 

We don’t have several years... Jemaex’s voice sounded like a distant dream, even to his own ears. 

Which is why it has come to this. There is no time to slowly merge and become one with your inner energies. You must seize them and take full control, as if they were an enemy! You must dominate your inner self with no room for compromise. You will have one chance at this, a test of wills against yourself. Succeed, and you should have full control of your inner power once and for all. Fail, and it is possible you may be trapped in your own mind forever. 

But why would I be trapped in my own mind? Jemaex had only thought the question in his head, but it came out a spoken voice.

Attack your mind as we are about to do, and it can only view you as an enemy. 

He could hear his own heartbeat, its rolling thumps slow and drawn. Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion, and as he continued to shrink, the beats slowed even further. Squishy and wet, the slurping thumps were now several seconds apart. 

This is it... Thaola’s lips still didn’t move and the direction of her gaze never changed, but they were both seeing the same thing. 

A black vortex whirled just below him, like an empty space absorbing everything around it. It was odd how blackness could become even blacker, but that’s exactly what it was. Its movement patterns seemed to constantly change depending on which angle he looked at it. One moment it was spinning in place, the next it appeared to be expelling its energy back outward. 

Your life force, Thaola gasped. It’s massive! I had no idea you... He could actually feel the fear radiating from her expressionless image. I’ve never seen anything like it. But I should have known, given your substantial abilities. I... Jemaex, no, we have to go back. You can’t...

There is nothing for me to go back to. Jemaex drifted toward it while her image stayed afloat. I do not fear the power of my life force. It is my power... I own it and I will not be denied... 

Jemaex, I’ve made a mistake! You can’t... We’ll find another way. Jemaex!

The moment his feet touched the shapeless mass, a black, gooey substance spidered up his legs and began pulling him in. Jemaex, she screamed in horror. His life force was at least triple the size of any she had ever seen. But of course it was! She felt like such a fool. She always knew he was savant. This was why she had taken such interest in him in the first place. 

She tried to float down to him. Perhaps it was not too late to escape before this went too far. But a rush of wind blasted her back upward. Repelled by the unseen force, she could only watch as it continued to pull him in. But his expression was calm and determined as his legs disappeared into the rolling blackness. 

I am not your enemy he said as the blackness climbed up to his neck. I am your master. I own you and you will obey. His head disappeared into the void. I will not be denied.

Jemaex! 

What had she done? She knew that a life force could be tamed and controlled over time. The idea that it could be strong-armed in a single blitz was just a guess. In theory, it should still work, but she had miscalculated its sheer size and power. And now she may have cost her dear friend his life. 

The blackness boiled and rolled about, bulging in and out like a giant mouth chewing. She tried again to rush down and save her friend, but the winds pushed her back up a second time.

The movement slowed as the blackness began to expand, and a soft glow of golden red radiated from deep within its belly. Thaola watched in horror as Jemaex’s own life force consumed him. She could mourn later and hate herself another time, but for now she had to escape, or she might be next. 

I will not be denied! The booming voice came from deep within the void. She watched as the internal glow began to expand and grow brighter, giving shape to the entity with its intensifying light. Not only did it look like a giant black heart, but it pulsed in double beats as well. 

Double fists broke through the top of the black gel, and a moment later, Jemaex’s head rose. His face was slicked with a dark film, his eyes plastered shut. The pulsing beats slowed as he rose, and the black entity began to wither around him.

The inner glow blazed like the sun as the wilting walls began to burn, and soon the black heart lay about in torched ribbons. The black slim on Jemaex’s face and arms turned to dried ash and flaked away as he levitated up and away from the smoldering ruins. 

The charred remains of his withered life force crumbled to dust, and the black ash drifted upward and spun around him. Jemaex inhaled sharply, and the swirling cloud funneled into his mouth and down his throat. What little remained converged over his body and was absorbed through his skin. 

Suddenly, both he and Thaola lurched as they soared upward at an incredible speed, caught in a straight-up freefall. The world around them warped into a streaking blur. 

Thaola opened her eyes, and her fingers dropped away from his temples. A moment later, the room settled down as the disorientation slowly faded. When Jemaex opened his eyes, they shimmered with light, flickering through a rainbow of different colors before returning to normal. 

“Jemaex?” Not completely sure what just happened, she took a step back. “It is you, isn’t it? How do you feel?” 

He closed his eyes and rolled his neck. He could feel...everything, was aware of everything. He could feel his heartbeat as well as the blood flowing through his veins. Never in his life had he been so aware of his own body, right down to the smallest detail. His inner energy was like a river of lava rushing through him. The sensation was so extraordinary, it was like hearing music for the first time.

“I feel...” He rolled his neck again. “I feel as if I’ve been reborn.”

She cocked her head to the side and smiled. She hadn’t noticed at first, but now she could feel the power rolling off him. So much so that it filled the room. He had merged with his inner power, taken full control. 

For a time, she felt foolish for endangering her good friend, and now she felt foolish for doubting him. 
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In the morning, he woke with a start with Thaola standing over him with a bucket. He flinched and covered his head, bracing against the inevitable dousing. He imagined there was probably a line of Lumen waiting with buckets outside as well. Abusing the artor seemed to be mandatory around here. 

“Good morning.” She set it down near his feet. “I thought you might like to wash up before it begins. You have a big day ahead of you.” Still suspicious of her true intentions, he dipped his hands in the water. But to his relief, it was pleasantly warm, so he cupped his hands and splashed his face several times. “And take that thing off. It stinks.” 

He looked up, eyes wide with hope. “Wait... You mean?”

“That’s right... You have reached the next level. You are no longer an artor.” She tossed him the folded purple robe she had waiting on the table. “You won’t believe who reached out to me. They want to meet with you this morning.”

Jemaex was surprised with how emotional it felt to be wearing an honorary Lumen’s robe. “Thank you,” he said breathlessly. He was really at a loss for words. 

“Don’t thank me yet.” She tossed him an apple. “Today will not be easy. Before the sun goes down, you may find yourself begging me to give back the artor’s robe.” She smiled and winked. “Are you ready?” 

He took a bite of the crisp apple and shrugged. Guess he was about to find out.
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A rabbit nibbled on a dark patch of sweet greens nestled beneath the shade. Still chewing, he looked up and gazed off in the distance as the rattle of dry leaves pulled his attention. He stopped chewing and his whiskers twitched with unease as his ears stood up straight.

With a sudden jerk, he leaped high in the air and bounced away just as a line of trees toppled in an explosion of dust and shattered wood. The beast roared, an assault of pulsing sound waves that warped reality in every direction. 

With one foot propped up on the shattered tree stump, the albino creature raised the bloody rag to his face. Grunting with satisfaction, he took in the mouthwatering scent as saliva dripped freely from his fangs. Intoxicating, invigorating, he could almost taste her warm flesh. 

He threw his head back and let out a pulsing roar as the world around him distorted in waves. With the urge to tear her apart driving his every instinct, he dropped down to all fours and galloped off through the forest. Full-grown trees and thick vegetation did little to slow the charging creature as he barreled straight through them. Spurred on by the taste of blood, he made short work of anything in his path. 

* * *
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There was still plenty of daylight left, but they still decided to stop early. They had just passed a shallow creek and would use it to fill their water skins in the morning. Renwin warned that it was likely to be the last water source for a while. They were about to head into barren lands, so it was better to stop now and get an early start tomorrow. 

Nylian sat near the fire while Renwin and Sillavana sparred on the sand. She played her pan flute in an attempt to inspire them both, a special tune that instilled energy and vigor to any that heard it. 

Renwin insisted he might get rusty if he didn’t get more work in, so this evening he had something a little different in store for Sillavana. After getting bested almost every night, tonight she would have her chance at revenge. He would not use any weapons this time, and all she had to do was hit him once. Simple enough...

Left, right, downward chop, her staff whooshed with lightning speed as Renwin sidestepped and ducked. With his arms hanging loose at his sides, he was proving yet again what made him the Brotherhood’s weapons master. Sillavana had always been good, and through Renwin’s training she had surpassed her former self by leaps and bounds. And still the difference between them was maddening. 

Ducking and weaving, he did have to stab out with his palm on occasion when a staff strike got a little too close. Nylian’s music filled them with vigor as the violent dance raged on. Sillavana grunted with each whirling thrust, stabbing and slashing in a full-on flurry of offense. He wasn’t attacking, so there was no fear of a counterstrike, which made his ability to evade her best efforts even more impressive. 

Despite her conditioning, this sparring session was turning into a full-on sprint, and her labored breaths were coming in heavy gasps. The plan was to attack hard and fast to overwhelm him with speed and tenacity. Surely one would get through. But it didn’t happen, and now she was overcommitted to an unsustainable pace. Her best chance had come and gone early, and now she was beginning to slow. 

Demoralized from her inability to even touch him once, she decided to change tactics. She had been itching to try this anyway, and now was as good a time as any. 

She turned her mind inward and attempted to focus on her chi. She had been doing this at night without telling anyone to try to sharpen the connection. Her staff whirled about, but its movements had become sluggish and unfocused. If she could just form the connection, she might be able to give Renwin a little surprise. Not to hurt him, of course, but to possibly gain the upper hand for a change. 

Her staff came to a jarring halt and her eyes snapped back into focus. “What are you doing?” Renwin’s soft voice had an edge like a knife. He did not look pleased as he gripped the end of her staff. 

“I wanted to try again,” she quickly admitted. There was no point in lying, as he clearly recognized what she was attempting to do. 

He shoved her staff away. “I already warned you of the dangers. A release of power is not some toy to be played with.” 

“I would never treat it like a toy.” Sweaty and winded, she leaned heavily on her staff. “Yes, you already warned me of the dangers. If you’re so concerned, then why won’t you help me learn to control it?” 

“Because at this time it is not a priority. We’ve already been through this.”

“Well, maybe it should be a priority.” Nylian walked over to join them, even though she was a bit preoccupied. A rainbow of knives looped above her head as she juggled the blades with ease. “If her honing another skill might help us live longer, then I see no reason not to give her that advantage.

“Besides, haven’t you figured out how stubborn this girl is yet? Now that she’s gotten a taste, she’s going to keep trying it with or without your permission. If it’s as dangerous as you say, then I think you better get involved and guide her.” She dropped to one knee, her hand flickering in and out in a rapid-fire motion. Falling daggers streaked away one by one and thumped into a nearby tree. The formed circle had two perfectly placed dagger eyes. 

Nylian’s skills continued to impress them. Sure, she was just a performer, but those talents could easily be used in combat situations. 

“I may not like it.” Renwin threw up his hands in defeat. “But I fear you may be correct. The idea that I might have given up everything to protect her from the Servants, only to watch her kill herself due to stubborn ignorance, is a risk I don’t dare take. It seems you’ve left me no choice.” 

He sat down by the fire and prompted Sillavana to sit across from him. “I am only doing this because your potential is extraordinary. Which means your potential to harm yourself or one of us is also extraordinary. This I cannot allow.” 

“Thank you, Renwin. I appreciate—”

“I am not doing this as a favor,” he grunted. “I’m doing this only because you’ve forced my hand.” She felt guilty, but was still excited about the chance to take another step. 

“Your chi energy behaves a lot like any other muscle,” he explained. “The more it is used over time, the stronger it becomes. The trick is to be able to connect with it at will, but that, too, will develop over time.”He held out his hands. “For now, I believe it is best to show you what a highly developed chi actually feels like. It will give you some sense of the energy and may make it easier to connect with your own. Here, take my hands and free your mind.” 

She held his hands and closed her eyes. She emptied her mind while trying not to concentrate on any one thing in particular. At first, it felt like she was drifting above her body. She thought nothing of it though; even some lingering effects from the hard sparring could have played a part in this sensation. But soon it became something more, and a sort of pressure began building in her head. It wasn’t agonizing, but certainly strange and uncomfortable.

She was tempted to release his hands, but who’s to say that would stop the pressure. For all she knew, severing the connection might even make it worse. Perhaps he was just giving her a lesson in humility, a bit of revenge for backing him into a corner and forcing him to teach her.

Suddenly, her whole body shook as an icy cold assaulted her senses. Her eyes jetted open as the shock was nearly unbearable.

Even though she couldn’t actually see it, the power took a physical form in her mind. Icy cold and blazing hot all at the same time, his powerful chi was like a living entity all on its own. The way it roiled and boiled, thick like molten lava, so much condensed energy was frightening. How could this thing be a part of him? How could any mortal man control so much energy? By all rights he should explode. It was massive, and she feared she was about to be consumed when...

He released her hands and she toppled backwards. When her vision cleared, it was Nylian who stood over her. “What did you see?” Grinning, she didn’t seem the least bit concerned about Sillavana’s well-being. Perhaps it didn’t seem so intense to anyone just watching. “What was it like?” 

“Yes, what was it like?” Renwin helped her sit up, then waited for the answer he knew wasn’t coming. “Difficult to find the words, yes?” All she could do was nod. 

“Imagine what might happen if I couldn’t precisely control how much energy I released at any given time,” he continued. “Servants only release but a tiny fraction of their power. Any more and they would pass out, or worse. If I were to ever release my full chi at once, the results would be devastating.” 

He lowered his voice. “Nothing could survive it, including me. That is why it is so important to respect your chi and understand its limits. Only then can you grow with it. I have seen the effects of those who tried using their power before they were ready.” He shook his head. “Such a foolish way to die.

“That is why I am so fearful of you practicing on your own. Had I known you would show such potential so early, I wouldn’t have shown you anything at all. But now it is too late for that, so I will make you a deal instead.” He looked up and met Sillavana’s gaze. “We will work a little on your chi every night, but you must only practice in my presence. Promise me this and it will be a standard part of our sparring sessions from now on. Can I trust you?” 

“Of course you can.” Sillavana was still a bit shaken from the experience, but she managed to find her voice. “I have taken all your teachings to heart. I promise you that this will be no different.” 

They started slow and worked well into the evening. Being able to easily connect with her chi was the early goal, and she was constantly getting better right before his eyes. 

Nylian watched until she grew tired of it, and then decided to work on her knife-throwing skill instead. A nearby tree paid the ultimate price for her boredom.
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In the morning, they filled their water skins and were back on the road. Within an hour of travel the trees had all but disappeared, and the wide-open land had become sandy and barren. It seemed that Renwin was right: the terrain was quickly becoming a wasteland. Their bulging skins were a burden, but there was no choice in the matter. When they might find water again was anyone’s guess.

By midday, the scorching sun was beating down on them, and the going was slow. Their skins were hot to the touch, and the water tasted warm and thick. The occasional breeze brought some welcome relief, even if the gusts were only temporary. 

“How are you two holding up?” Renwin glanced back. Their movements were sluggish, but they were keeping up.

“Don’t worry about us,” Nylian answered. “We can handle a little heat.” 

“Was dealing with harsh elements part of your Brotherhood training too?” Sillavana asked. “You know, being forced to walk through a desert with everything you own strapped to your back. Sounds like a standard drill to me.” 

“Not exactly.” Renwin laughed. “But perhaps that’s a good thing. Hopefully the Servants will think twice before following us this far out.”

“If they really want me dead, I don’t think a little heat and sand is going to stand in the way.”

“True, but it won’t matter much if they don’t know where you are.” Renwin squinted and wiped the sweat off his brow. It was the first outward sign that he was even aware of the heat. “And the deeper we get into uncharted lands, the harder we’ll be to track. That is why we must keep moving.” 

“But do you really think the Brotherhood would ever give up so easily?” Nylian stopped walking. Hands on her hips, she closed her eyes and arched her back in a deep stretch. “They aren’t exactly known for letting things go.”

“The realm is big, and many lands still remain unmapped. Whether or not they want to give up will eventually become irrelevant. They don’t have the resources or capability to continue a worldwide search.”He gestured toward what looked like a rocky sand dune hollowed out through its center. Some shade and a short rest was just what they needed.

“Say they try to hire more mercenaries, even a hundred or more,” he continued as he led them over to the dune. “Where does it end? Even if they hired one sword for every standing Servant they have now, it would still only be a tiny fraction of what’s required. They would still need to cover hundreds of leagues in every direction because they won’t know where to look. Even an entire city’s worth of mercenaries wouldn’t be enough.” 

“I see your point,” Sillavana said as she hurried toward the shade. “Let’s hope you’re right.”

Renwin leaned his back against the cool wall of hardened mud. It was nice to get out of the sun. “With each passing day, the Brotherhood is finding itself increasingly isolated. What allies they do have remain loyal out of necessity. I imagine they want to see them fall just as badly as the rest of—”

A man flashed out from behind the dune and they all took a step back. He shook a crude spear at them and began chirping in some strange tongue. His baggy clothes hung like ribbons, and his protective eye goggles were dark stained glass. Others stepped out of hiding, each shaking a spear with angry intent. 

“It’s all right.” Renwin threw his hands up. “Everyone just calm down. We mean you no harm.” He glared at the ladies, who were fingering their weapons as they shifted sideways. Taking his hint, they reluctantly went ahead and put their hands up. More men stepped out from behind the rock wall. Chirping and squawking, they circled around them while jabbing out with their staffs. Some had their heads covered with light wrappings, but all wore loose clothing to help deal with the sun. 

Renwin lowered his hands bit by bit and began clicking and squawking himself. The ladies gave him a surprised look but said nothing. Another took another stepped toward him, clicking and popping with her spear tip slightly lower than before. Her whole head and face were covered with ribbons, but her physique was obviously female. 

“She says we are trespassing on their lands,” Renwin said. “So now we must pay a tax.”

“A tax?” Nylian said.

“That sure is a fancy way to say we’re robbing you.” Sillavana dropped her hands back down to her sides, but that move prompted a second wave of spear shaking.

“Quiet, both of you. Just let me reason with them.” Renwin continued speaking in their unusual tongue. As impressive as that was that he could speak it at all, he still wasn’t perfect, and often had to repeat himself. As the back-and-forth continued, none of them relaxed their stance or lowered their spears. Not an encouraging sign. 

Renwin seemed cool and calm as always, but then suddenly he reached out and grabbed one of their spears. With an angry twist, he snapped off the tip and hurled it against the wall. A wave of spears rose all at once, but no one charged him.

“They want half of everything we have,” he growled. Even though being robbed would make anyone angry, the emotional outburst still seemed strange coming from Renwin. “I don’t know what’s gotten into the Merfolk. They aren’t normally like this.” 

“We’re not giving them half of anything,” Sillavana warned, reaching for her bow.

“Of course we’re not.” Renwin raised his hand to calm her. She went no further but still kept her fingers on it. “I need to make them understand that this isn’t worth their lives. If they would just listen to reason...” 

Tremors vibrated beneath their feet as rocks and sticks danced along the quivering sand. They looked off in the distance at what appeared to be an approaching sandstorm. But it wasn’t wide enough and was closing in way too fast. The sandy ground beneath the whirling cloud popped in bursts, and as it came closer, they saw creatures diving in out of the sand like fish in the sea.

The Merfolk squawked in alarm and began running round in circles. Those who kept their heads began scrambling up the sand structures on either side. One of the creatures dived high in the air in plain view, its skeletal face frozen in a permanent grin as its fishlike tail waggled. 

“Sand ghouls!” Renwin shouted. “Everyone get to high ground!”
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The shifting cloud of dust rolled toward the dune, the creatures diving in and out of the sand giving it life. They soared through the air, their skinless skulls with oversized jaws clicking away. It almost seemed as if they were laughing at their prey. Their short arms were little more than stumps of bone, half the size of a man’s with no bendable joints. And their upper bodies were nothing but hollow ribcages that flowed down into their long, silver-scaled fish tails. 

“Up! Everybody up!” Renwin pointed frantically to the tops of the structure, but his prompting wasn’t really necessary. Everyone was on the move, climbing as fast as they could. These sand people knew exactly what these things were, and obviously wanted no part of them. 

“Renwin, come on!” Sillavana called out as she reached down from the top of the dune. But he ignored her plea and rushed out across the sand. “Why, you stubborn...” she grumbled to herself as she drew her bow. “Fine, have it your way.”

He ran straight toward the cloud as sand ghouls came ripping up through the sand on all sides. They soared high overhead, their silvery tails catching the sunlight as they swished about. They were about twice the size of humans, yet they pounded back into the sand with such incredible force. Such deep penetration was that of creatures many times their body weight. 

Renwin dove left as the sand erupted near his feet. The rising sand ghoul howled as it soared straight up, its silvery tail flipping about. He barely rolled to his feet before diving again, only this time it was another ghoul diving at him from above. There was a hollow boom as it broke straight through the sand where Renwin was just standing. It hit with such incredible force that there was almost no chance of surviving a direct hit.

He rolled back to his feet and waited. Even with the chaos of erupting sand and flying skeleton fish soaring all around him, he stood perfectly still with his eyes closed. With his swords crossed out in front of him, he stomped the sand twice, stepped back, and then whirled into motion. 

He steel flashed as the sand burst beneath his feet. Then he stepped back again, repeating a similar strike as another came firing up. Neither soared very high before their lifeless bodies flopped back down onto the sand, their heads bouncing nearby a moment later.
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Sillavana released her arrow, and it hit between two ribs before rattling in and out. She cursed under her breath and notched another one. These fast, moving targets were hard to hit anyway, and even when she did, her arrows had minimal effect. Shooting at bone was no different than shooting rock.

A little ways off, another one came crashing up through the sand. She gauged its speed and leveled her bow. Locked in, she let loose just before it reached the apex of its flight. Her arrow cut the air with a whistling hiss and struck it right in the neck. Its body jerked, arms flailing as it shrieked in agony. Tail flipping about, bony arms clawing the air as it began to lose altitude, it eased into a slow backward roll before falling back down. It landed with a hard bounce and lay still on the sand. 

“Nylian! The neck...” 

But Nylian saw it too and already had her dagger belt laid out and ready. The problem was the swarm was mostly chasing Renwin, and his goal was to lead them away. While Sillavana could still use her bow from this distance, the distance was too great for daggers. 

Sillavana let loose again, her arrow taking another through the neck. It squealed and went limp before falling right at Renwin’s feet. He glanced at the dead ghoul and flashed a quick look toward the dune. No one else could have made that shot from such a great distance...

The sand people watched as this lone man danced through danger, taking out one or two whenever the opportunity presented itself. They began chirping among themselves, gesturing now and then toward the girls. The ladies braced, wondering if they would dare choose a time like this to try and attack them. Weren’t there more pressing matters at hand?

But instead of attacking, a few began throwing rocks down onto the sand. Others joined in, and soon they were all scooping up stones of any size and throwing them. There seemed to be no logic to this tactic, no obvious target they might be aiming for. But soon their intent became clear.

A stone bounced once before the sand beneath it caved under and the sand ghoul launched straight up, its jaw snapping wildly. Nylian flicked her wrist and her dagger zipped right into its neck. The snapping ceased as its black hole eye sockets seemed to suddenly expand with surprise. Sillavana notched another arrow as the Merfolk kept on throwing stones. She didn’t know if the creatures were blind or not, but it was now clear to her that they hunted primarily by sensing vibration. 

That’s it, keep on drawing them over. This is going to be fun...
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Renwin juked across the sand in a zigzagging motion. His moves were sudden and explosive, but the enemy seemed to be everywhere. He planted his foot again, swords flashing as he changed direction. Sparks flared with a shrill clang as steel grinded against rock-hard ribs. It was hard to mount any offense when all his energy was being spent attempting to evade the enemy. 

He leaped into a dive roll as the sand erupted behind his heels. He rolled up to his feet and dipped his shoulder again, changing direction and rolling off to the left this time. He expected to hear the crash of breaking sand directly behind him, but there came no such sound. The frequency of their attacks appeared to be slowing.

Taking advantage of the small window, his swords flashed up and left. Two more ghouls dropped, their headless bodies tumbling along the sand. He briefly glanced at the Merfolk and saw what they were doing, and now that the ghouls were being drawn away, he could finally make a stand. 

He dropped to one knee and crossed his swords. Let them come to him... 
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The Merfolk were stunned at how deadly these ladies were with their ranged weapons. At first, they were just trying to draw them away from Renwin, but now the strategy had changed. Throwing stones with less frequency but more precision, they began working closely with these two assassins to set up traps. 

A stone thumped once and settled. Almost immediately, the sand erupted and up charged the ghoul. Its flight had barely begun when a perfectly placed dagger thunked into his neck. Nylian smiled and held up another dagger, then motioned for the sand woman to throw another stone.

Sillavana faced the other direction with Merfolk on either side of her. She notched her arrow and gave the signal. She watched the stone land as she kept the bowstring pulled tight. Three seconds, seven seconds, she relaxed the string and motioned for him to throw another to a different spot. But the sand suddenly erupted as a ghoul burst through.

She quickly drew and released, but couldn’t get much on it. The half-speed arrow rattled in and out of its black eye socket, and the flying ghoul soared all the way up and landed right on top of the sand dune. 

The Merfolk dived in all different directions as it flopped around. It hissed and snapped as its stumpy arms flailed about in search of flesh. Its body was not made to fight on solid ground, but its wild flipping about still made it dangerous. 

The Merfolk fumbled with their slingshots and began pelting it with bolts, but the metal balls just bounced off its head and ribs like raindrops. Sillavana shot three more arrows as it thrashed its way toward the sand people, and all three ricocheted off its shoulders and head. Its movements were so rapid and wild that she couldn’t line up a clean target even at this close range.

It rolled onto its belly and tucked its chin to protect its neck. Where the thrashing creature was practically a fish out of water a moment ago, it was now moving swift and efficiently. Short but undeniably strong arms propelled it across the dune top as its tail swished back and forth for added speed and balance. The Merfolk scattered as it charged. One fell down, and it pounced on him in a heartbeat.

The man’s horrific screams were short lived as snapping teeth crunched through bone and flesh alike. The man’s lifeless legs flipped from side to side as the ghoul crunched away on his upper body. More bolts peppered its back as the desperate sand people tried to force their friend’s release, even though it was clearly too late to save him.

It did... And now that it had tasted fresh flesh, it was ready for more. Entrails hung from its mouth as it turned about, its bloodstained teeth snapping with a bang as it rushed toward them. Without much room to maneuver, several opted to jump down and take their chances on the ground. Others fell on their backs while fumbling to load their slings. 

An arrow struck its tail from behind, embedding deep into the scaly flesh. It didn’t care at first, but two more strikes and it turned back and snarled. But now that it was turned around, the next two arrows just clacked off the top of its head. 

“Hey! Over here!” Sillavana tossed her bow aside and ripped her staff off her back. Those slings of theirs weren’t going to do much against this thing, but her bow wasn’t effective either as long it kept its neck covered. Close-range combat was the only option left.

It rushed across the dune and was on her in a flash. Jaw snapping wildly, its head stabbed in and out as her staff whirled about. Shoulder, head, jaw, she ripped off a three-strike combination and stepped to one side. The blows landed clean, but it felt like hitting a boulder. Too many of those and her staff would crack for sure. 

It whirled around and she ducked just as its tail whipped over her head. She spun and thrust her staff up into its midsection to get in a cheap hit. Its tail and fleshy underbelly were the only spots that seemed to take damage, but it never reacted as if it were in pain. There was only one truly vulnerable spot she knew of, and the ghoul was consciously protecting it.

She dodged left, then right, her staff whacking all around the hard skull as it snapped wildly at her. Her strategy wasn’t about trying to hurt it anymore; she was trying to keep it off balance and use its own momentum against it. Its attacks were wild and predictable, but powerful. She would lose a limb for sure if one got through. 

She struck its head to the left, then down and to the other side, using her staff more as a probe as she backed away. Jamming the end of her staff into its bony eye socket seemed to annoy it, but not much else. Measuring, trying to get the timing just right, she cracked the top of its head and stepped in. 

She twirled the other side of her staff upward just as it lunged, spearing its lower jaw with the tip. Between the hard hit and its own momentum, its head rose straight up.

“Nylian!” She pushed with all her might to keep it up, and two daggers zipped into its exposed neck. The ghoul screeched like a whistle as it flopped onto its back. Not taking any chances, Sillavana pounced and drove the end of the staff into its throat multiple times. The bone there was brittle, and it crunched inward like dry dirt. Its jaw stopped snapping as it its head tipped to one side. 
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Renwin’s swords danced as heads rolled across the sand. With the ghouls spread out and more space to work, he was able to unleash his full arsenal. But even as he buzzed through them, their numbers seemed endless. As more and more rose from the sand, he knew he couldn’t possibly hope to defeat them all like this.

His eyes flashed toward Sillavana just before he kicked a stone in her direction. It hopped twice before the sand erupted beneath it and a ghoul came firing up. As he ran, he kicked another toward the same spot before making a quick gesture with his blade. 

Taking the hint, she began throwing stones into that general area. The sand people followed her lead, and it wasn’t long before the demon fish began to swarm.

“Why are we doing this?” Nylian asked as she threw a rock. “I thought the idea was to spread them out.” 

“I have no idea,” Sillavana admitted as she threw another. But she had learned not to question Renwin, even when he wasn’t making any sense. 

Renwin danced across the desert, his flashing blades making short work of anything in his path. Despite still being swarmed from all sides, he made the counterattacks look easy. But no matter how good he was or how superior his conditioning, this pace was simply not sustainable. 

His movements became more concise as he circled his way around the quickly condensing swarm. His blades flashed furiously as skeletal rainbows arched overhead. Sand collapsed beneath his feet with every other step, and he had to hop over just to keep from going under. The swarm thickened as he penetrated the dome of ghouls, and visually he seemed to disappear. 

The sight of him rushing into the dome of death was harrowing. Everyone stopped throwing stones and held their breath. What kind of madman would do such a thing?

The soundless boom shook the sands and nearly knocked the sand people off the dune. Bone, bloody scales, and skull fragments came raining down from the sky. Seconds felt like hours as the bloom of dust swirled about, and everything seemed eerily calm. The dust finally began to settle as Renwin’s outline slowly became visible through the haze. 

Down on one knee with his fist to the ground, he looked up and took a deep breath. He had ravaged the swarm of sand ghouls with a single blow. It was a not-so-subtle reminder of just how powerful this man was. 

* * *
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“Are you sure about this?” Nylian asked as she swayed around on the back of the yackel. A bit bigger than a horse and covered with white scales, the powerful beasts were used exclusively as pack animals. But in this case, it would serve as a mount just fine. 

“There is nothing to worry about,” Renwin assured her as he slipped back and forth on the back of his. These beasts were not accustomed to being ridden and did little to accommodate their riders. Getting bucked off any moment was always a possibility.

The Merfolk had agreed to take them back to their desert village as a way of showing their gratitude. They would have never survived the sand ghoul attack on their own, so they owed them that much. Nylian and Sillavana had their doubts, but Renwin seemed confident in the decision. 

“But they tried to rob us.” Sillavana lay belly down on her yackel, hands gripping its thick neck for extra support. She could ride a horse quite well, but this thing was nothing like a horse. 

“The Merfolk have fallen on hard times.” Renwin said, repeating what the Merfolk had told him earlier. “It was an act of desperation which they now regret. However, they wouldn’t have left us with nothing. And if it turned out we had very little to begin with, they wouldn’t have taken anything at all.” 

“And you believe them, just like that?” 

“Yes, I do. I am somewhat familiar with the Merfolk and their ways. I assure you they are not thieves.” 

“Well, if they are leading us to our deaths, at least we won’t have to walk there,” Nylian said as she slipped about on the back of her yackel. Bags and gear hung from each side of the beast, and she found herself hooking the straps with her feet for extra support. “But I can see they don’t want to ride these things.”

“The Merfolk don’t ride, or eat, any animals,” Renwin explained. “There is no need for them to ride. They are well adapted to this harsh climate and can walk across the hot sand for days without food or water. And you should consider yourself lucky they don’t ride. Otherwise, I doubt any of us would have been a priority as far as who rides and who walks.” 

“All right, let’s just assume we’re not all going to end up rotating on cooking spits over an open fire,” Sillavana said. It felt strange saying these things right in front of them. But supposedly they didn’t understood Common, so it shouldn’t really matter. “Doesn’t this little deviation take us way off our originally planned course?” 

“It absolutely does.” Renwin grinned. “And what better way to throw the Servants off our trail? They didn’t know which way we were headed to begin with, and even we hadn’t anticipated this. We’ve now put even more distance between us, and the shifting sands will cover our tracks within the hour. The Merfolk are largely secluded people and have minimal dealings with the outside world. It’s the perfect place to stay out of sight for a while.”

She couldn’t argue with his logic. This was probably their best chance at putting the most distance between themselves and the Brotherhood. It didn’t mean she trusted them, but it was probably a risk worth taking. 

As the day wore on, much of what Renwin told them turned out to be true. None of the Merfolk showed any interest in trading places or wanting to ride. Not only were they content to run along on the hot sand, but their endurance was almost supernatural. Even after so many hours beneath the blazing sun, not one of them showed any signs of fatigue.

It was late in the day when their village could be seen off in the distance. Village? No, it was more like a sprawling city. With nothing but sand for leagues in any direction, they couldn’t help but wonder if they were seeing a mirage. How could any civilization survive, let alone thrive, in such a brutal climate? 

More details emerged as they drew closer, and it was nothing like they expected. With no gate or guards to deal with, they rode right into the city. 

There were no true buildings of any sort, nothing even as solid as a simple house. Teepees made of woven cloth sprawled in all directions, and each one looked nearly identical. Most were tan, with a few white ones scattered in. Some had unique markings, drawings of strange animals that may or may not exist. But all looked like a stiff breeze would probably blow them over. 

“What did you expect?” Renwin asked, reading their confused expressions. “The Merfolk are always dealing with sandstorms and other natural disasters out here. In spring, the storms are particularly destructive. Why invest heavily in structures that are almost guaranteed to be blown down twice a year? These makeshift tents provide adequate shelter, and can be assembled in a matter of hours. Remember, a simple life is not necessarily an inferior one.” 

Everywhere they went, activities came to a halt as folk stopped and stared in wonder. The shock at seeing outsiders led down the main street was almost too much for them. In fact, there was only one main street from what they could tell. The paths leading through the sprawling tents were merely narrow walkways. 

Folk wearing baggy clothing and oversized hats were the norm as far as fashion went, and many wore tinted goggles to protect their eyes from the sun. It wasn’t strange to see both men and women walking around topless. Who could blame them, given the sweltering heat?

Public barrels lined the street for anyone to drink from. Each was filled with blue or red punch, and a chained ladle made for an easy dip and drink. They certainly looked refreshing, and almost anything was better than the hot water they’d been sucking down for days.

Children played in the street as they smacked around an inflated animal bladder to keep it aloft. Laughing as they ran about, they were too distracted to pay much attention to the outsiders.

Up ahead was the only solid structure they’d seen up to this point. Wide but not tall, the stone frame looked as if it could withstand one hundred sandstorms with little difficulty. One of the Merfolk jabbered something back at Renwin. “We look forward to meeting her,” he replied in common.

When they reached the building, a woman was already waiting for them outside. Word of their arrival had probably reached most of the city by now. “Greetings.” Her loose-fitting cloak was dark blue, unlike the light colors everyone else was wearing. Half her face was hidden beneath a low-hanging hood, and she wore multiple gold chains and rings. “I was instructed to meet you here.” Her accent was slow and drawn out. 

“You speak Common?” Sillavana asked. 

“Recent events have forced us to do more trade with the outside world.” Her rings clacked as she rubbed her hands together. “Learning Common has become necessary for our survival.” She turned her attention to the Merfolk and reverted back to her native tongue. Whatever they were saying, they seemed to agree with her.

“You three come with me,” she said after the brief exchange. “Tyldrir will see you now.” The Merfolk who led them thanked them one last time before leaving. 

When they followed her inside the structure, there was an immediate stairway heading down. Given the extreme elements, it made sense that the majority of this structure was underground. Frosted glass lanterns lit the way down, their scented oils filling the otherwise musty air with spicy fragrance. 

Although the air was thick, the temperature was still cool and comfortable. And the stone slab floor was freshly swept, if not particularly polished or pretty. The halls were narrow, and the ceiling was uneven and tilted down at spots. With the dark and musty ambiance, so far it felt like they were being led through a dungeon. 

The woman stopped and cast a lazy gesture toward a side room with no door. Light flickered from within, a reminder of just how dark this stone hallway really was. “In there,” she stated as an afterthought, and then stalked away without another word. It was certainly an odd way to be introduced to someone who supposedly had right rank among the Merfolk. But who were they to judge their ways, even if they did seem overly...casual?

At the center of the room was a woman sitting on a red pillow. With an eyepatch over one eye, she sat with her eyes closed. Her long, straight hair was white with strips of color dyed in, blue, red, and green, among a few other blurred-in shades. Sitting cross-legged in silence, she had yet to acknowledge them.

“Hello?” Renwin took another cautious step. She opened her eye but didn’t speak. “I beg your pardon. We were told to enter and—”

“Traitor,” she said as she rose up off the pillow. 

Renwin stood up straight. “What did you say?” His fingers inched toward his blades, an instinctual reaction he wasn’t even aware of.

“You are the Brotherhood’s former weapons master. You betrayed them, and therefore you are a traitor by definition. Do you dispute my claim?” 

“How do you know this?” He wasn’t about to deny anything, as it was obvious she already knew. The question was, how? The Merfolk had minimal dealings with anyone from the outside world. Could his reputation really have traveled this far out? 

“I know a great many things. The Merfolk are not warriors. Knowledge is what keeps my people safe.” She walked around them once, touching each on the shoulder before completing the circle. She was short, and her brilliantly blue eye seemed to be searching their souls. “Besides, it is my job to have some understanding of the strangers who have entered my city.” 

“We were invited,” Nylian said. “We did not wander in blindly.”

“Yes, of course you were invited. They brought you back because you saved their lives, and I thank you for that.” She smiled for the first time. “This is not a thing I take lightly.” 

“Nor do we,” Sillavana said. “I am—” 

“The ixolae who is also being hunted by the Brotherhood.” That gave her a start. Her makeup and disguise had not held up throughout the trip, but it didn’t explain why this woman knew her race by name. It was unsettling how much she knew about them, and about the Brotherhood for that matter.

“As I already mentioned, the security of my people is my top priority. I would not have let you enter if I did not know who you were.” She flashed them a coy smile. “Relax, the Servants are no friends of the Merfolk, if that is what you fear. If anything, it seems that we share a common enemy.”

“Everything you’ve said is true,” Renwin admitted. Trying to hide anything from this woman seemed like a bad idea. She clearly had some special ties in regards to gathering information. It could even be some sort of magic at work. “I did betray the Brotherhood, and now they want me dead. Yes, they also seek to purge the last remaining ixolae to appease their god, but I have sworn an oath to defend her with my life. But it seems you already know this much, so I will be even more forthcoming than I already have.”

He took a step toward her and bowed his head. The ladies respectively mirrored his pose. “We did not save the lives of your people for personal gain; it was simply the right thing to do. And although you owe us nothing, I will dare to ask you anyway. 

“If you allow us to stay here for a few days, I’m certain our trail will go cold within that time. The Brotherhood will have lost our scent for good, and I will be able to fulfill my oath to Sillavana. Grant us this one favor, and the Merfolk will never see us again.”

Tyldrir’s hair produced a looping rainbow as she flipped it to one side. She gave Renwin a sideways glance before turning it on Sillavana. “I will agree to this request on one condition.” She gave them a warm smile. “Tonight is the annual Gronk Festival. It is our most celebrated holiday, and no outsiders have participated before. I insist that you three be the first.”
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Chapter 17
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Sillavana and Nylian sat on their seats and watched the evening’s festivities. Colorful streamers danced in the breeze as lively music played. All the walkways were lit by colored lanterns hung from wires overhead. No longer wearing their large hats and dark goggles, the Merfolk wore festive outfits more appropriate for a celebration. 

The mood was lively, and everyone was having fun. The Gronk Festival turned out to be a water celebration, a day to give thanks for the life-giving rains that came during the high season. The Merfolk had grown so accustomed to such harsh conditions that celebrating such a basic resource made perfect sense.

Sillavana watched the circle dances taking place out in the street. Choreographed to perfection, the Merfolk movements were smooth as silk. Seeing them dance with so much passion and vigor, she found herself swaying in her seat along with the music. She wasn’t sure about this at first, but so far, this was more fun than she thought it would be. 

“I see you looking over there,” Nylian teased, pointing to the circle dancing with her chin. She leaned over in her seat and gave Sillavana a playful nudge. “Go on... Get out there.” 

“No!” Sillavana laughed as she took another sip of sugar mead. A drink made from fermented honey, the clear liquor was sweet with a strong aftertaste. But even that was becoming less noticeable. “You go out there and I’ll stay put.” 

“Pfftt... Not a chance. I just want to sit here with you.” She took a sip from her cup and winced, one eye twitching shut. It really was sweet, perhaps a little too much. “So...tell me more about this friend of yours. Jarlax...” 

“Jemaex. His name is Jemaex.”

“Yes, Jercrix... That’s what I said.” She quickly covered her mouth to smother a hiccup. “Now spill it. What do you think he’s doing right now?” 

“Huh? How would I know what he’s...” Mead frothed over the side of her cup as she spun with it too fast. “Oops...” 

“I didn’t mean spill your drink.” Nylian snickered as she raised her feet up on the edge of her seat. Everything suddenly seemed funny to her for some reason. “Come on, I want to hear more about him.” 

“All I know is that I haven’t seen him in a long time.” Her voice was suddenly so soft that Nylian had to lean closer just to hear her over the music. “His life is probably so different now. So many things have changed since I saw him last, he probably wouldn’t even remember me now.”

Nylian rolled back in her seat and laughed as she smacked her thigh. “Oh? Is that what you think?” She laughed even harder, and had to stop and catch her breath before she could continue. “This is the man whose entire life changed because of you. He got arrested and nearly executed because of you. You fought side by side in an arena and were the only survivors. 

“And if that wasn’t enough to burn your memory into his brain, you’re undoubtedly the only ixolae he has ever met in his life. And you think he might not remember you?” She roared with laughter and nearly fell out of her seat as her drink sloshed around.

“Well, when you put it that way...” Sillavana narrowed her eyes in a mockery of anger. “And I wish you hadn’t put it that way.” She smiled and returned her attention to the dancers. “I suppose he probably hasn’t forgotten me, not completely anyway.” She sighed and leaned back in her seat. “But I don’t imagine he thinks about me much either.” 

She took another sip from her cup. Barely a moment later, a man passed by with a clay pitcher and topped off her glass. She didn’t think much about it before taking another sip. 

“You know that’s not true,” Nylian said.

“Yes it is...” Even with music and laughter all around them, the mood had become a bit more somber. “Did I ever tell you what his passion was?”

“Magic... Yes, you did.” Nylian scooted her chair a little closer.

“He had a mind for it, like he was born to channel energy. All he ever wanted was to perfect his craft and take it as far as he could. It was his dream.” Her eyes went distant, and Nylian didn’t have to ask what she was thinking about. She knew that look all too well. “He was a natural merchant as well.” She laughed and shook her head. “That was a skill that was forced on him. He was great at bargaining and reading people’s body language, even though he didn’t like to admit it. 

“Languages were another thing he excelled at. He had this uncanny ability to pick up on patterns and read them like a book. A person with that much ability in so many different areas comes along once in a lifetime. I see nothing but greatness in his future. And while he is off fulfilling his destiny, I, on the other hand, will live out the rest of my days just trying not to die. Why would he ever bother thinking about me?”

Lost in her own words as her inner thoughts came pouring out, she had almost forgotten she was speaking to someone. She turned her gaze away from the dancers and looked at Nylian. Her unblinking eyes had that red glow again, the same glow that seemed to happen only at night when the stars were out. 

“You’re in love with him,” she said, grinning ear to ear. 

“What?” Sillavana stood up quickly, spilling a fair amount of her drink in the process. “No... No, I’m not.”

“Mmm...yes you are,” Nylian hummed the words as if singing a tune. 

“No, no... I just admire him. And...and...he’s a good friend. And...” She shook her head and rubbed her eyes. Why was her vision swimming like this? “You’re drunk,” she blurted out.

Nylian leaned away and pressed her hand to her chest as she feigned a hurt a look. She tried to look serious, but couldn’t hold it for long as she began laughing again. “So are you.”

“What? No I’m not...” Unlike Nylian, Sillavana’s denial was quite genuine as she gazed into her cup. “I’m still on my first cup.” She took another sip and continued eyeing it suspiciously. Just then a woman with a clay pitcher passed by and topped it off. Nylian threw her head back and laughed harder than ever.

That explained a great deal...

Despite the fleeting moments when the nature of their conversation turned heavy, they really were having fun. The food was good and the drink was even better. Everyone seemed happy tonight, and the Brotherhood felt like a distant memory. Tonight was going to be all about enjoying themselves. 

“Pardon me.” They glanced up as their laughter trailed off. “It’s you, isn’t it?” Standing before them was a tall young man. His dark hair was slicked back, and his light blue eyes were burning a hole right through Sillavana. He didn’t seem to know how to blink.

“Me? W-What are you talking about?” she stammered. The effects of the liquor were apparent, but his boyish good looks weren’t helping either. 

“The famous ixolae, of course. The girl who has evaded the Brotherhood for well over a decade.” He was confident and well spoken, his ability to speak Common nearly flawless. He did have an accent, but it was minimal.

“I... Yes, I suppose so.” If only he would stop staring at her like that, then maybe she could string together a proper sentence. “But how do you know about that?” 

“Not all the Merfolk live in complete seclusion with their heads buried in the sand. Some of us actually like knowing what goes on outside of our hidden community. There is lot more to the world than sand, I suspect. My name is Kharis.” He gently took her hand and lightly kissed the back of it. “It is an honor to finally meet the legend.” 

“A pleasure,” Sillavana gasped. Well, at least she didn’t stutter that time. How could a man be so good looking? It wasn’t fair. “Your mastery of Common. It’s extraordinary.”

“Thank you so much.” A cool breeze licked the sweat on her fingers when he finally released her hand. Had he really been holding it this whole time? “I wouldn’t dream of boring you with the details. In short, the Merfolk have been sending runners to outlining cities in search of new trade partners.”

“Yes, I heard your people have fallen on hard times recently. I’m so sorry.”

“I hear you helped some of our people, even after they attempted to steal from you.” He knew about that too? This young man was well informed. “Actions speak louder than words, as they say. Few would have done that. You are very kind indeed.” 

“Oh, I...” Even though she couldn’t blush, she felt the heat building in her face. 

“Yes, my friend here is very, very special,” Nylian said as she leaned over and nestled her head against Sillavana’s shoulder.

“Nylian,” Sillavana gasped. Oh, her burning face was going to pop for sure.

“And single...”

“Nylian!” 

“Like I was saying... I must speak Common proficiently. As one of the few who gets sent out on these regular scouting missions, it is a requirement,” he continued, ignoring Nylian’s not-so-subtle hints. Sillavana was greatly relieved by this. “I take great pride in representing the Merfolk. It is an honor that they would choose me, and I do not take it lightly.”  

“Tyldrir must think very highly of you,” Sillavana said. Good, she had settled down and found a way to communicate like an adult. Now if only her heart would stop racing.

He took her hand a second time. “Would you do me the honor?” He glanced over his shoulder at the dancing behind him. “It would mean the world to me.” Well, so much for slowing her racing heartbeat.

“Oh! Oh, no, I can’t. I...” She peeked up over his shoulder at their intricate movements and perfectly timed footsteps. It was all so beautiful, but incredibly intimidating. “I’m sorry. But thank you for asking.”

“I understand.” Head bowed, he loosened his grip and allowed her hand to slip away. “Another time then, perhaps.” 

“Wait, don’t go anywhere.” Nylian snatched Sillavana by the wrist and practically yanked her out of the chair. “We’ll be right back.” After marching her a short distance away, she turned on her with aggressive suddenness. “What is wrong with you?” She seemed more sober now, and irritated. “That man wants to dance to with you.” 

“Nylian, I can’t.” 

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I’m...” The ground was moving beneath her feet. “I’m drunk,” she admitted. “Besides, I’ll make a fool of myself.”

“So what?” Nylian peeked around her shoulder at the young man waiting patiently. “He’s gorgeous!” she said, perhaps just a little too loud.

“Shhh...” Sillavana risked a quick peek back. “Yes, I can see that. And to be honest, it really isn’t helping my confidence any.” 

“All right, then.” Nylian patted her friend on the shoulder and sighed. “I understand how uncomfortable this must be for you. We’ve been through a lot these past few days. Dancing and drinking is not why we’re here anyway. Let me talk to him. I’ll make sure he understands.”

“Yes...please. And thank you.”

With her arm draped around Sillavana’s shoulder, she walked her back over. “Kharis?”

“Yes?” He sounded hopeful.

“She’d love to.” With a quick push, Nylian practically shoved her into his arms.

“Wait! What?” Before she knew it, he had her by the hand and was quickly leading her away. When she looked back, Nylian was waving with a sheepish grin on her face. Oh, you are going to pay for this.

It all happened so fast, and before she knew it, she was standing in a line with the other ladies. Kharis lined up with the men across from her. It was terrifying, but when she looked into those light blue eyes of his, she went weak in the knees. “Don’t worry,” he shouted over the music and laughter. “Just follow my lead and do what I do.”

But it was the lead of the women around her she was trying to follow. They kicked, she kicked. They spun, she spun. She could only imagine how funny it must look to have someone mimicking each of their movements a hair too late every single time. But the laughter she heard wasn’t directed at her. This was not a contest, and everyone was simply having fun.

It was probably just the liquor numbing her thoughts, but she suddenly didn’t care how foolish she looked. How long had it been since she felt this carefree? She couldn’t remember, but she wasn’t about to let foolish pride ruin this for her. If looking silly was her worst problem tonight, she would embrace it with open arms. 

Both lines turned to face the same direction, and everyone kept clapping as couples began pairing off at the top. Waving multicolored ribbons up over their heads, the newly formed couples laughed as they came skipping back through. 

As they reached the top of the line, Kharis grabbed a blue ribbon off the bamboo stand. With both he and Sillavana holding one end, they howled with laughter as they skipped down the center. She tried her best to follow Kharis’s lead, dipping her shoulder in when he did before turning in back out.

Cheers rose like a storm for the outsider dancing among them. In many ways, it was a historic moment for the Merfolk. 

As for Sillavana, the warmth of feeling so welcomed in a strange environment was a far cry from her usual life of hiding from the world. Could this really be her new normal? After so many years of isolation, did she dare dream of such a thing?

With more couples skipping down behind them, the outer lines shrank until everyone had gotten their turn. When the dance had concluded, there were hugs and kisses all around. Cool mist sprinkled the air as children pumped their water-filled toys. Sillavana spread her arms and tipped her head back as the cool crystals settled down across her face.

She wiped the wetness from her eyes, but when she opened them up, Kharis was standing uncomfortably close. What was he about to do? Hug her? Kiss her? He scooped her hands and braced them up against his cheeks. His face was so warm... “Words cannot express what an honor this has been. I will cherish this evening for the rest of my days.”

Her heart began to pound as a lump rose in her throat. “I...” The world around her began to spin as her stomach full of honey mead made its presence known. “I...” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick!” 

She turned and ran. 
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The world lurched in and out as she heaved yet again. Was that the sixth, or seventh time? She had all but lost count. Hands braced against her knees as she hid behind a tent, she thought that might finally be the end of it, but she had made that mistake a few times already. 

“The myth, the legend, conquered by sugar mead.” Kharis laughed as he kept a watchful eye out for anyone coming. “When your incredible story is recorded in the archives, let us hope they leave this part out.” 

Still bent over, she held up her index finger. “But I only had one cup.” The moment she spoke, at least that much came spewing forth. 

“I would sooner die than doubt your word, my lady.” He bent down and tried to peek beneath her hair. “But the gambler in me is not so easily convinced.” Laughing anew, he took up his position again to see if anyone had noticed them yet. “Sillavana, I want you to know something. It is important.”

She pushed off her knees and stood up straight, then wiped the tears from her eyes. It wasn’t her proudest moment, but at least her stomach had finally settled. “I’m sorry you had to see that, Kharis.” She wiped her mouth and spit.

“It’s been an honor, and I’m glad I had the opportunity to speak with you first.”

“Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say. His words were similar to what he had already said. Wait, first? What did he mean by that?” 

There came a blur of movement from the corner of her eye. She turned quickly as he flashed up on her, the gleam of steel in his raised hand. She threw herself back as she fumbled for the weapons she was no longer carrying. But his blade never fell...  The hand grasping his wrist from behind gave a sharp twist and cracked it sideways as a second hand curled around his mouth, smothering his impending scream.

Sillavana fell on her backside and inched away as her mind raced. Everything was happening so fast...

With a blood choke fully locked in, the man kicked once but was unconscious within seconds. Broken wrist and all, Renwin dropped him to the ground in a not-so-gentle manner.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18


[image: image]


“What were you two thinking?” Sillavana sat slumped in a chair, rubbing her temples as Renwin scolded her. She was severely hung over, and his usually mild voice sounded like thunder in her ears. “You drank yourself into a stupor while schmoozing with an assassin? You couldn’t possibly have made his job any easier.” 

He turned on Nylian. “And where were you? You swore an oath to protect her, but you were too busy drinking instead of looking out for danger. You led by example and encouraged her all night long. How could you be so careless?” 

“Yes, we drank at a party. Yes, we let our guards down because you said we could trust these people,” Nylian fired back. “We thought this might be the one time we could loosen up and not have to keep looking over our shoulders.” 

“You still do not understand after all we’ve been through?” he hissed. “Sillavana is a marked woman, and therefore the threat of danger is ever present. As long as the Brotherhood are still hunting her, she will always be looking over her shoulder. And that also includes those of us who have sworn to protect her.” 

“So where were you when all this was happening? We haven’t seen you all night.”

Renwin flashed up on her, his face right near hers as his eyes smoldered. This was about as angry as Nylian had ever seen him. “Unlike you, I was scouting the grounds for danger.” The chill in his soft tone made her shiver. “I was watching from the shadows. I wasn’t trying to be seen, that was the point. Meanwhile, I foolishly believed I had left Sillavana in capable hands. I see now that I was wrong.”

“Stop it.” Sillavana’s fingers dropped from her temples as she glanced up. “Both of you... I am not a child, so stop speaking about me as if I’m not sitting right here.”

“True, you are not a child,” Renwin growled. “And yet tonight you acted like one.”

“I know,” she said softly. “And it was my inexperience and thickheadedness that led to this mess. So stop casting blame at each other when it was my fault. I take full responsibility.” An argument ensued, and they continued speaking over each other until Tyldrir entered the room. She did not look particularly pleased.

“He still won’t talk?” Renwin asked, but the answer was clear by the look on her face.

“Not yet, but not for lack of trying, from what I’ve been told. They beat him for hours, until he eventually lost consciousness. The interrogation will resume whenever he wakes up.” 

“Interrogation, eh?” Nylian said. “How do we know he’s not laid up in a comfortable room somewhere while you’re in here spinning this story? For all we know, he’s actually working for you.” 

“Nylian! That’ll be enough of that,” Renwin said. “We don’t know anything yet. Let’s not start jumping at shadows and blaming the wind.”

“And why not? Am I the only one here who has learned her lesson? Isn’t it obvious that we can’t trust them? Not even her!” She pointed.

“I said enough!” 

“No, no, it’s all right,” Tyldrir said. “She’s right. I know how this must look. You trusted us, you were our guests, and now look what has happened.” She sat down and dropped her head down into her hands. “I can’t blame you. You have every right to be suspicious.”

“Well, I’m not blaming you for anything.” Sillavana dragged her chair over and sat down in front of Tyldrir. “Please, just tell us what you’ve learned so far. Even if it doesn’t seem important, you never know what might prove useful.” The others moved in closer.

Tyldrir blew out a breath. “I’m afraid there is very little to add to what I’ve already told you.” She looked exhausted. “I have known Kharis since he was a child. He was a good boy who ultimately grew into a good man. I never dreamed he might be capable of something like this.” 

“Has he said anything at all?” Sillavana pushed.

“Nothing...” She slowly shook her head. “This is so hard for me. I simply cannot believe he would betray his upbringing like this. Was he paid off? Has he lost his mind? I simply don’t know.”

“You say he is still unconscious?” Renwin cracked his knuckles. “Then I shall be the first thing he sees when he wakes up. I have a particular skill set that might prove very useful. Trust me, he’ll talk.” 

“No...” Sillavana stepped in front of him and gently pushed him back. “Didn’t you hear what she just said? Brute force is not getting it done.”

“I imagine they define brute force a bit differently than I do.” His muscles tensed as he expanded his chest. The man seemed more than ready to get to work. 

“No, I want to try a different tactic. It’s me he is after, right?” She turned to Tyldrir. “So let’s give him what he wants. Let me talk to him.”

“I’m not sure this is such a good idea,” she protested.

“Would you rather stand by and watch him get beaten until there is nothing left to beat?” Tyldrir dropped her eyes and looked away. “Just let me try. What do we have to lose?” 

“Sillavana, he tried to kill you,” Nylian reminded her. “Why are you suddenly feeling sorry for him?”

“I don’t feel sorry for him at all,” Sillavana said. “I’m just looking for answers. If I thought cutting off his fingers and toes one at a time would make him talk, I would do it myself. But for now, let’s try something else. Call it a hunch... If we need to revert to our old tactics”—she gestured toward Renwin—“then we certainly have the tools.” 

“Fine, we’ll try it your way,” Tyldrir reluctantly gave her approval. “But I will not let you be alone with him. We’ll go together.” 
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Warm air rolled over them in a wave when they opened the chamber door. Tyldrir jerked back and raised a hand to her mouth to fend off the stench. Hanging in the corner with a rope tied around each wrist, his broken wrist was still horribly bent. Obviously no one felt the need to reset it. Battered and bloodied, one of his eyes was swollen shut. Even with the restraints in place, they still approached him cautiously.

Tyldrir stepped in close and dared to put her face near his. His chest rose and fell with deep, rasping breaths. “Kharis?” she whispered. “Kharis, can you hear me?”

His eyes sprang open, and she leaped back just in time as he lunged at her. The ropes creaked with tension as his arms flailed out wide. Frothy foam spewed from his mouth with each barking grunt as his broken wrist flopped about. The pain of that injury should have been crippling, but he hardly seemed to notice it. 

Had he been going for Tyldrir, she might have been in trouble, but his wild eyes were set on Sillavana. Clawing and snarling, he seemed like a crazed animal.

“Kharis, what have done?” Tyldrir stepped closer again while still staying out of his range. “Since when have you become a killer? I don’t even recognize you anymore.”

“I’ll kill you,” he growled as he continued clawing at Sillavana. “I’ll tear you apart. I’ll...” 

“Kharis?” Sillavana stayed just out of his range as he flailed. “Why do you want to kill me? What have I done to you?” She gave him time to answer, but all he did was snarl and swing. “Is someone making you do this?”

He stopped swinging and relaxed his posture. “I’m going to cut you into little pieces,” he hissed through his clenched teeth. His sudden calm was unnerving. “You can’t keep me tied up forever. I’ll escape sooner or later, and when I do...” He smiled at her. “I’ll start by clipping off your toes one at a time. Then I’ll peel the skin up your legs like a piece of fruit. I plan to savor every second of your excruciating pain.”

“Your family.” Ignoring his demented threat, Sillavana dragged over a chair and sat right in front of him. It was important that he see his target sitting just out of range. She needed to stay calm and emotionless. “Were they threatened? Is that was this is all about? Did the Brotherhood threaten to hurt them if you disobeyed their order?” 

He didn’t answer, but the searing hate in his eyes spoke volumes.

“Kharis, you have been given more chances than you deserve, and you’ve wasted them all.” Tyldrir’s voice trembled. “I see your continued silence as an admission of guilt. You have betrayed me, your family, and our people. Now you must face the consequences of your actions.” 

She looked at Sillavana. “That’s it, we tried it your way, and you see where it has gotten us. He will be hanged as a traitor first thing in the morning.” Kharis did not react to the death sentence. He didn’t even seem to care. “And since he refuses to speak, his secrets will die with him. I’m afraid we will never know what his motives were.” 

“Your harsh sentence won’t be necessary,” she said. “I’ve seen enough.” Tyldrir gave her a questioning look. By now, Kharis had calmed completely. If anything, he looked like he was about to fall asleep. 

“This was why I insisted on questioning him face-to-face,” Sillavana continued. “If his family had been threatened by the Brotherhood, there would have been some emotional shift. No matter how brief, that is not the kind of thing your eyes can hide. He could have been paid to do it, but the attempt has already failed. Anyone in their right mind would start giving up names in hopes of reducing their punishment.”

She stepped closer to him again and his anger returned. Eyes flaring, he growled and leaned toward her as the ropes creaked. “He hates me, pure and simple. But how do you hate someone you have only just met? How do you despise a person who has done nothing to you? He has either gone completely insane, a possibility I have not yet ruled out, or...”

“I am a fool,” Tyldrir said, her eyes wide with recognition. “How did I not see it before?” 

“It is not your fault, or the fault of the men who questioned him,” Sillavana pointed out. “It only became obvious once I was in the room. His obsession with me is not natural. He is not of his right mind. The question now is—” Tyldrir stepped up and grabbed him by the chin. “Hey, what are you doing?” 

“What I should have done right from the start.”

“He’s still dangerous. Step back!” Sillavana wasn’t sure what to do.

“He’s only after you,” Tyldrir said, still clutching his jaw in one hand as she lifted her eyepatch. Her always exposed eye was blue, but the one hidden beneath her eyepatch was green. “Renwin claims to be good at his craft. I, too, am quite skilled in my own right. Now that I know the problem, let’s see how deep-seated this evil presence truly is.” 

She whispered a few words under her breath and her one green eye began to shine. Kharis twitched and jerked back, but she held him fast. Even as this woman clutched his jaw and was apparently causing him great discomfort, he still couldn’t take his eyes off Sillavana. 

She moved her face closer to his, and the light of her eye flared with brilliant green light. The room seemed to darken, as if the light were somehow fading. Veins in his neck and face rose to the surface as a sort of black webbed pattern crept up beneath the skin. His eyes pinched shut and his teeth clenched as his whole body began trembling.

“Yes, I see it,” she growled as the light from her eye lit up his face.“As you suspected, his mind has been fully invaded.” Beads of sweat streamed from her temples as her forehead creased from effort. Sillavana held her breath as she watched the silent battle unfold. Tyldrir’s face was tight with concentration, and she didn’t dare do anything that might break her focus. 

Kharis nearly broke free from her grip as he threw his back against the wall. But she rushed up with him to maintain her hold. His body trembled as he slammed the back of his head against the wall again and again. Each hollow thump made Sillavana wince. None of this was going to matter if he ended up killing himself first.

Obviously in tremendous pain, his eyes bulged and his mouth hung wide open. The arch in his back was so extreme that it looked like he may fold himself in half any moment. Tyldrir’s face contorted with strain as her eye flared like the sun. Now her body was trembling as well. 

“Be gone!” she boomed as her magically enhanced voice shook the walls. They separated with a violent jolt, his body hammering against the wall as hers went flying the opposite way. She hit the far wall with a hard thud and dropped to the floor. 

She slowly struggled up to one knee as Sillavana rushed to her side. Stunned, but with no major injuries, she glanced up with heavy eyelids. With her face drenched with sweat, she still managed a weak smile. “It is done.”

* * *
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The red-masked Servant went flying across the room. His back hammered up against the far wall and he went down in a heap. He shook his head and rose back up on his hands and knees. Zelgius marched and stood over him. Other red masks moved away and began busying themselves with meaningless tasks. They wanted no part of this.

“You failed to kill her?” Despite his rising tone, it wasn’t really a question. The Servant sat back on his heels and dropped his head in submission. Zelgius knelt down and touched his shoulder. “I see.” The Servant didn’t dare move. He had infiltrated the young man’s mind and twisted his thoughts, but when the time came, he failed to assassinate her. 

Zelgius stood up and moved to the center of the room. “So the demon’s tracking was accurate. That is good.” He appeared to be thinking out loud and didn’t seem particularly mad at the failed assassination attempt. “Now that we have her exact location, it is only a matter of time.”

He stepped back over to the downed Servant and dropped to one knee. “Our demon friend will complete the task you could not. We are still in a good position.” He clasped both sides of the Servant’s mask. “But it would have been better if you had finished the job. We must all do our part and make sacrifices as needed. Your failure shall be your last, but your contribution to the cause will live on forever. May the Eye watch over you.”

Zelgius’s jaw appeared to come unhinged as it dropped down below his neck. White vapors rolled from his eyes and mouth. The silent Servant suddenly found his voice as his screams carried down the hallway. 

* * *
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“W-What’s going on? Why are my hands...” Kharis’s face suddenly twisted in agony. His entire body was on fire, but he didn’t know why. Confused and beaten, he began weeping as they cut him down and eased him onto the floor.

“Easy, Kharis,” Tyldrir said as she lay his head across her lap. “I am here for you. Everything will be all right.”

“Tyldrir,” he sobbed. Sillavana could see that they were indeed good friends. “It hurts... Why does everything hurt so...” His face contorted again as he arched his back. Waking up to such a broken body had to be a total shock.

“Shh...” Tyldrir tried to soothe him as she stroked his hair. “I will explain everything. But right now you need herbs and rest.”

*
[image: image]


Sillavana stood when Tyldrir entered the room. “How is he?” she asked.

“Frightened, confused, and quite drugged,” Tyldrir answered honestly. “But I believe he will make a full recovery.” 

“Does he remember anything?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Which means he will be of no help to us,” Renwin grunted from the corner. 

“Which means he will not be scarred for life with the horrific memories of having his mind infiltrated by a foreign entity, and then being beaten half to death by those he trusted,” Tyldrir snapped back. Renwin looked away. “But yes, I do see your point,” she conceded, softening her tone. “As far as how this actually happened in the first place, he seems to know even less than we do.”

“But you saw them, right?” Sillavana said. “When you freed his mind, you saw who was pulling the strings?” 

“It was the Brotherhood,” she confirmed. “This much I know for sure. When I severed the connection, I got a quick glimpse into the Servant’s mind. But it was brief, not enough to gather any useful information. I’m still not sure how they did it or what sort of magic was used.”

“But how did they find us in the first place?” Nylian asked. “We were so careful, and we’ve traveled so far. It seems impossible.”

“That’s what I want to know.” Renwin leaned up against the wall and thumped the back of his head. “I never believed the Servants had such capabilities. How are they tracking us?” 

“How doesn’t matter right now,” Tyldrir said. “They know where you are, and that is of grave concern to me. My people are in great danger because of you. We are not equipped for a war with the Servants.”

“I’m sorry we brought this evil to your doorstep, Tyldrir,” Sillavana said. “It was never our intent. We never could have anticipated this.” 

“I’m sorry, but the risk is unacceptable,” Tyldrir said.

“We understand,” Sillavana said. Renwin groaned and looked away. “We will leave just as soon as we—”

“You will be gone by first light.” Everyone fell silent. “And it is still likely that the Brotherhood will come here looking for you even after you’re gone. If this happens, I plan to fully cooperate with them. This I tell you out of respect and as a warning. Therefore, I do not wish to know where you’re going. The less I know, the better. Now, we are done here. Get what sleep you can, and I will resupply you in the morning.” 
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Chapter 19
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The morning air was cool and crisp, even by mountain standards. Luckily, the purple robe was much warmer than that hole-filled rag meant to pass as clothing.

Lumen stared as Jemaex and Thaola walked by. They always gave him looks, but this morning they seemed to linger a little longer than usual. He could only assume it was because he was no long wearing the artor’s robe. Lumen were fiercely loyal to their factions, and seeing him in purple may not have sat well with some. 

“Thaola, weren’t you ever asked to join a faction?” Jemaex asked. The question was straightforward and probably none of his business. But he was curious, and also looking for an excuse to break the silence. She seemed rather distracted this morning.

“I was never chosen by any faction.” 

“I’m told that choosing a faction is required.” 

“Not when your sister is the leader of the Lumen.” 

“So you get special treatment because of your favored position? That must be nice.”

“Hardly.” Thaola gave him a sideways glance. “Choosing a faction would be seen as a conflict of interest. And in the event something was to happen to Faylen, I would be next in line to lead the Lumen. Therefore, my position must remain neutral at all times.” 

“I had no idea you had so much influence here,” Jemaex said. “In fact, I didn’t know a great many things about this place. Some of your laws regarding outsiders come to mind.”

“Jemaex.” When she stopped walking, he did the same and turned around. “I know... Jemaex, there is something I must confess to you.” She paused a moment to collect her thoughts. “I swear to you my intentions were good when I asked you to meet me here. But...”

“But you did not tell me that I can never leave this place,” he finished for her. This little fact had been hanging over their heads for a while now. And even though he accepted the situation, that she would purposely leave out such important information had left a bitter taste in his mouth. “In handing me this future, you’ve also handed me a death sentence.” 

“Not on purpose,” she replied quietly. “As you recall, our last encounter took place under extreme circumstances. I had so much to say and no time to say it. And in that moment I had to make a choice, Jemaex.” 

“It was a choice that was not yours to make.” He raised his hands and cocked his head before she could reply. “But I am not angry. In truth, I probably would have agreed to come anyway. I suppose you assumed so as well.”

“Yes, I had suspected as much.” She began walking again. “Which is indeed why I went through with it. But you still don’t quite understand, the circumstances are not as black and white as they seem.”  

“Then perhaps you could fill me in.” He fell in step again and walked beside her.

“This is one of those things I wanted to tell you, but couldn’t. That law you’re referencing is utterly ancient, as are many of our laws. These ancient relics are but a history lesson and have no bearing on today’s world, as far as I’m concerned. I do not have my sister’s rank, but I do have her ear and more influence than most. It is time that one of us pushed for change.” 

Jemaex gave her a curious look. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 

“I am not planning to overthrow Faylen, if that’s what you’re suggesting.” She raised her hands innocently. “But I do plan to buzz in her ear like an insect. The world is changing, and we must be willing to change along with it. It will not happen overnight, but I am convinced that with a little pushing, she will see eventually see reason.

“This vision of mine has been years in the making. But again, we did not have time to discuss these things. That is why I’m telling you now. And I assure you my vision does not include draconian laws, or ancient traditions meant to be punishing for the sake of building character. We are all brothers and sisters working toward the same goal.”

“And what of the precious artor’s robe?” Jemaex teased. He was feeling much better now. She was already planning to change the Lumen customs long before he got here. He should have known better than to doubt her.

“We can throw it off a mountain for all I care.” She cast out her hand in a throwing motion. “That thing isn’t fit for a dog to wear.”

They marched to the far end of the mountaintop. Here, the space was wide open, and there were far less Lumen walking around. “In there,” she said, pointing to the only structure in this area. White pillars held up a crooked overhanging roof, and flaking black paint chips coated the outer walls. Near the top stood a golden half-moon propped up with two metal poles. Both were probably silver colored at some point, but one was completely tarnished with rust. 

She led him up a short set of chipped stone steps. “The purple weren’t too keen on meeting me before. What made them change their minds?” Jemaex asked.

“I honestly don’t know,” Thaola admitted. “But you will eventually have to spend time with each faction anyway. Perhaps they just wanted to get their turn over with.” 

When Jemaex went to knock, Thaola stepped around him and threw back the doors. The floor had dark tar spots from where there once might have been a carpet. It was dark, so much so that Jemaex had to pause and let his eyes adjust. 

“Lizaen,” Thaola called as a woman approached them from the other side of the room. She was bald, save for a thin line of brown hair striped back over each ear. “I would like you to meet Jemaex. Here is here at your request.”

Her pace never slowed as she rushed right up on him. “Jemaex,” she whispered in his face. Her eyes were brown, and she had a small birthmark near her right temple. Barely a sheet of parchment could slide between their noses, and their lips were almost touching. 

“A pleasure to meet you, Lizaen.” His rush of words came out in a single breath as he resisted the urge to lean back. He didn’t know if the invasion of space was a test, or just an awkward woman who didn’t know how to act around people. Either way, it seemed better to stand his ground.

“Yessss... A pleasure.” To his great relief, she finally stepped back. “So, Jemaex...” Her voice was so soft, yet it carried well through the nearly empty chamber. “I hear your journey here makes for quite a story. I would love to hear it one of these nights. Who knows, perhaps I have a tale or two that can match.”

“Ale and stories are a dangerous combination.” He smiled. “Such nights often lead to lasting friendships.” The old merchant’s-son charm was beginning to kick in.

“Jemaex, since this is your first extended faction meeting, I’d like to ask you something. What, if anything, do you find interesting? About the purple, I mean. I’m curious...” 

“The purple are but one branch of blood magic,” he said. “Of course I’m fascinated by the way your powers are used, but I could say the same about the green, red, and orange as well. All the factions interest me equally, but today I am only with you. I imagine I’ll have a better perspective after a demonstration.”

Lizaen smiled. Perhaps she thought his arrogance was charming. Or maybe it was the fact that he wasn’t intimated by her. The purple were often seen as outcasts, and her strange mannerisms didn’t help matters.

“You sound eager. Very well, follow me.” But rather than walk ahead of him, she took him by the arm and they walked side by side. Even through his sleeve he could feel the coolness of her many rings. He hadn’t noticed it before, but she was slightly hunched. 

She led them down a side hall and into a cluttered room where pieces of armor and scrap metal lay scattered about. Even Jemaex grinned at how unkempt this workspace was. It reminded him of his old room back home. But his grin dropped away when he saw the full suit of armor lying on a table near the corner. That cone head and those deep-set eye sockets were an unforgettable sight. 

“I believe you may have met one of our spirit walkers already.” 

“Spirit walkers?” He inched closer to it. “Is that what you call these things?” 

“We usually just call them ‘walkers,’ but yes.” 

“Is this the same canister that dragged me up those steps?” He tried to keep his sense of humor, but it wasn’t easy. He still wasn’t sure what to make of these cone heads.

“No, that’s not possible,” Lizaen said as she walked over to it. “This one has not been given a soul yet.” She turned to read Jemaex’s expression. It was a topic that made many uncomfortable, even among the Lumen. “Please, feel free to have a closer look.” 

He didn’t move.

Two more purples entered the room, a man and a woman. They seemed to be making a painful effort not to make eye contact with Jemaex. After a nod from Lizaen, the woman pricked her finger and rubbed a bit of blood on the inside of the helmet. This time, Jemaex did step a little closer to get a good look. This was getting interesting.

“There is no specific pattern or symbol,” Lizaen said, guessing at what he was trying to analyze. Yes, that was exactly what he was trying to determine. “The blood is only used to hold the spirit in place.” 

The woman closed her eyes and held up her hands. She whispered a few words, and a twinkle of light formed over her head. Jemaex took several steps back. He had seen Thaola do this once before, and it resulted in him being chased around the room by angry spirits. They couldn’t physically hurt him, as he recalled, but it was still an unpleasant memory. 

The twinkle of light blinked in and out until it fully materialized. The steaming sphere rotated overhead as a ghostly white tail flowed out from behind. When the woman raised her hands higher, the tail slinked down toward her wrist and coiled around her arms. If he didn’t know better, he might think the ghostly apparition was cuddling her affectionately.

The man rounded the table and stood near the armor’s head as she pressed her finger against the quickly drying bloodstain. The spirit looped down her arm as it shrunk a little more with each revolution. It was the size of a worm by the time it reached her wrist, and it slithered out across her finger. It spiraled down into the blood and disappeared. The bloodstain flared white for an instant, then turned black and steamed with black smoke.

The suddenly animated suit started flailing and thrashing about on the table as the eyeholes blinked with white light. It seemed to be confused. The man quickly raised his hand, and ghostly white strands flowed down from his fingertips. They wormed their way into the facemask, and the moment they attached to the bloodstain, the armor stopped thrashing. The eyeholes still shone with white light, but it now lay perfectly still.

“The spirits are wild and confused when the blood bond first occurs,” Lizaen explained. Jemaex was captivated as he hung on her every word. “But as you can see, they can be tamed quickly. This is why the procedure is done in pairs. One summons the spirit while the other subdues the entity. And now we have a loyal walker who doesn’t need food or sleep.” 

Jemaex stepped closer. He was bursting with questions, but the last thing he wanted was to sound like an eager child. “Could you create an army of these...walkers?” he asked.

“In theory, yes. But it wouldn’t be the best idea.” Lizaen seemed pleased by his enthusiasm. Most prospects were scared off by this part, and the demonstration didn’t go any further. “The spirit world carries an endless supply of raw energy. There really is no limit other than time”—she knocked on the walker’s chest plate—“and material. They are barely as smart as dogs. Complex commands would be done incorrectly, or just plain ignored. They are good for labor and menial physical tasks, but not much else.” 

“So they’re not too bright, eh?” Jemaex circled the walker. He was feeling braver about it now than at any other point. “But they seem solid and rugged to me. How do you kill one?” He reached out to touch it but shied away at the last second. He wasn’t feeling that brave. As recently as yesterday, he hoped to never see one again. But now that he was gaining a better understanding of what they were, he couldn’t take his eyes off it.

“It’s nearly impossible if you don’t know what you’re doing,” Thaola said. “But quite simple if you do.” She circled the table while making chopping motions around its arms and legs. “You can cut it into pieces if you have the means, but it will just keep coming if enough of it is left.” 

“That sounds like a pretty useful soldier to me,” Jemaex reasoned.

Lizaen stepped up and raised the visor, exposing the dry bloodstain on the back. It had hardened and was still black, like it had been burned in. “But to stop it cold, all you have to do is scrape off this marking.” She made a scraping motion with her fingernail just over the stain. “And it will release the spirit energy. The life drain would be instant, and it goes back to being a chunk of metal.” 

“That’s all?” Jemaex mimicked her scraping motion. “It seems indestructible on the outside, yet it’s actually quite vulnerable if you know where to look.”

“Which is why we only reveal that information to a select few,” Lizaen said. She seemed to be warming up to Jemaex. He was curious where others often showed fear. “Shall we move on?” 

He was expecting to see some other section of the run-down temple, but she led them right back to the main chamber instead. “Do you think you’re ready to try?” Lizaen asked.

“Try...what?” The question caught him off guard. “You mean try to create a walker?” 

“In due time.” She laughed. “But you’re not off by much. The basis of all our blood magic is the same. To do anything functional, you must learn how to cross over to the spirit world. Are you ready to try?” 

Was she just testing the limits of his arrogance? Were they really going to let him do this during what was supposed to be a few simple demonstrations? He glanced at Thaola to get some indication, but she just smiled at him. “I’ll be right there with you every step of the way,” she said. They were serious! 

“Sure... Yes, I think I’m ready.” He hoped he didn’t sound too eager. 

“There is no danger as long as you stay linked with Thaola,” Lizaen added.

They moved to the center of the chamber to give themselves more room. “We’ve gone over some of this already,” Thaola said. “How much do you remember?”

“The veil that separates our two worlds is imperfect,” Jemaex said. “The key is to find the cracks and exploit them.”

“Very good.” She touched her fingers to his temples and uttered a few words. The room darkened around them. “As you will see, exploiting the cracks is not really that difficult.” The room darkened further, and suddenly he felt like he was floating. “Trapping a spirit with your mind? Now that part takes a bit more practice.” 

Trap a spirit? How am I supposed to do something like that? What do I even compare it to? Jemaex realized that his voice was no longer audible. It was more like a thought in his head.

The challenge is not unlike trying to catch a fish with your bare hands. Thaola’s voice had turned inward as well, but he could still hear her because of the mind link. Imagine wading through a river and the fish are swimming all around you. Touching them is easy enough, but actually grabbing one with your hand is much more difficult. But don’t worry, I will guide you through it.

His vision flashed with rippling waves of blue and purple as if they were moving at an impossible speed. The blinding colors suddenly stopped, and all stood still. There it is, she said. Isn’t it beautiful? Shining blue like a vertical ocean, the massive wall of pure energy was the most incredible thing he had ever seen. Shifting constantly, the wall seemed to roll like a flag in the wind.

The world seemed to tilt as they glided up against the shimmering barrier. What seemed like an endlessly moving mass of waves from a distance was quite different up close. Smooth and slick to the touch, it was like running his hand across soft gel. 

Can you feel them? He knew exactly what she was talking about. The divots and cracks were everywhere, not visual, but he could mentally feel them. In a way, the veil was utterly broken. No wonder sprits accidently slipped into their world all the time. Here... This is where we’ll go through. 

Mass was not relevant here, and the tiny crack was easy to slip through. We’re taking our time because I want you to have the full experience. However, this process will become instant once you become more proficient.

The moment they slipped through, the world came rolling up in a whirling rush of warped reality. The nauseating blast only lasted a moment, but he instinctually knew that any physical body would have pulverized during that surge. There was no question their minds had crossed over into another world. 

The feel and energy were completely different, and the vastness felt like it went on forever. Spirits drifted about like seeds blowing in the wind. Lazy and subdued, they paid no attention to the intruders.

We are on the outermost portion of the spirit world. These are the weakest and most harmless of the spirits. We are invisible to them, just as they are to us when they slip into our world. Can you feel their energy? We’ll take this slow. I want you to try and touch one using only your—

The misty ball floating by wiggled against the foreign energy holding it in place, but to no avail. Another drifting the other direction suddenly went stiff. A hostile face appeared within the sphere, teeth snapping as it struggled against the unseen force. Three, then five, there were limitless life forces to choose from, and Jemaex was easily able to trap them at will. 

Of course he had never done anything like this before, but it came so easily and instinctually. Like catching wiggling fish with your bare hands? Nonsense... It was more like catching turtles, dead turtles at that.

I’ve... I’ve never seen anyone... How could you possibly... Jemaex could feel Thaola’s genuine shock through the bond. The bond went both ways, and she could connect with his senses as well. She could feel how effortless this was for him.

But there was something else coming through the bond too, something that disturbed her. She was familiar with the spirit world, but also of her own limitations in this place. But her perception through Jemaex’s mind was very different. His ability to see into its deepest depths eclipsed hers by a very wide margin. It was surreal, and even a bit frightening.

Jemaex, that’s enough for today. We’re going to cross back over. She already knew he had an extraordinary mind, but something about this was unsettling. She felt a sort of pull coming through his mind, a temptation, and it was growing by the second.

You say there are stronger spirits out there? Deeper into the void?

Now the pull was becoming extreme. They had to get out of here. Jemaex, don’t worry about that. We need to go. 

Ah, yes. I can feel them now. Wait here, I will return.

Jemaex! No, come back. No one every goes that deep. Those are too powerful to control! She tried to follow him, but couldn’t. She simply didn’t have the ability to drift that far into the spirit world. No one could, yet somehow Jemaex was able to drift deeper into the void with very little effort. The distance between them was too great, and the mind link shattered. She could no longer feel him. Jemaex! Come back!
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He didn’t care that the link had shattered. It was the farthest thing from his mind. What was all the fuss about, anyway? He didn’t need her permission or guidance to go exploring. He had already proven he was more equipped to navigate the spirit world than she was. 

Somehow, he felt compelled to do this.

He saw more spirits off in the distance, their frosty, shapeless masses drifting along like lazy clouds. But he could feel their energy, and it was substantially greater than the spirits near the edge of the veil. He didn’t know why, but the farther he went, the more urgent it became to go deeper. 

Something was drawing him in. Thaola’s warning tugged at the back of his mind, but he chose to ignore it and continue on. 

Suddenly, a massive wave of white rushed up on him, roiling and boiling like volcanic ash. He had detected nothing at first, but now the energy was overwhelming. Paralyzed and completely overmatched, he tried to fend it off with his mind, but it was like trying to push a mountain. 

The roiling mass shifted into a giant face, and its gaping mouth swallowed him in a diving wave of white. Blinding pain assaulted every inch of his body before...
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Jemaex opened his eyes and fell over backward, but Thaola was right there to steady him. “Of all the stupid...” she barked in his ear as she eased him onto his back. “I warned you it was dangerous. The deeper spirits are a completely different entity. They cannot be controlled, even by us. Why would you dismiss my warnings so casually?”

His mouth worked wordlessly as he tried to form his excuse. But what was he thinking? He knew better than to dive headfirst into a world he knew nothing about. What made him do something so stupid? It was like he wasn’t in control of himself.

“I...” he began. Rumbling laughter cut off his words. He glanced at Thaola, then at Lizaen, who seemed oblivious to the sound. It wasn’t either one of them.

Then the deep laughter rumbled again...from inside his head.
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Chapter 20
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“Jemaex?” He gave a start as Thaola moved closer to him. “Is everything all right? You don’t look well.” 

“I’m... I’m fine,” he lied, rubbing his eyes as he leaned back against the wall for support. 

“I warned you not to go that far into the spirit world,” Thaola said. “I don’t even understand how you were able to do that. The energy usually pushes us back to the edge, but you cut straight through like it was nothing. You are the first I’ve ever seen—” He jerked away when she tried to touch his cheek. “Jemaex, what has gotten into you? Are you sure you’re all right?” 

“He may be experiencing some side effects,” Lizaen said. She cupped his cheeks and tilted his face from side to side. It was unclear what she was checking for. “Who’s to say what damage your extended journey might have caused? We have healers. If you’ll just wait here a moment, I’ll go fetch—”  

“No, I said I’m fine.” Jemaex raised his hands and walked backward away from them. “I don’t need a healer, I just need some fresh air.” In need of a quick dismissal so he could clear his head, he backed away until he was close to the doors. “Thank you for the demonstration. Now if you’ll excuse me...” 

He ducked through the doors and cleared the outer steps in one jump, and then hurried off down the street. He didn’t hear any voiced objections, but wanted to get some quick separation in case they changed their minds. What he wanted was to be alone, but he soon discovered just how hard that was going to be. 

The moment he reached the main street, all eyes seemed to lock onto him. The outside was highly recognizable and made blending in nearly impossible. Many tried to start a conversation, even stepping out in front of him to block his path. But all he could do was mumble a string of apologies as he pushed on by. Sure, it was rude and even a little suspicious, but getting away from everyone was top priority.

He darted off the main road as soon as he got the chance and hid behind an empty shack. He crouched down and pressed his hands to his chest as his heart pounded with urgency. “Get a hold of yourself,” he muttered. “Your mind touched the energies of another world. Don’t you think that could cause a little disorientation or temporary illusions?”

After a few more deep breaths, his heart rate began to slow, and he even managed to laugh at himself. Feeling better, albeit very foolish, he sat down on the sandy dirt. “Fool... A little disorientation and you lose your mind. Even a child who just had a bad dream doesn’t act so stupid.” He poked himself in the temple and shook his head with a grin. “The joke is on me. You’re not even real.”

Maybe you’re the one who isn’t real? the voice boomed in his head.


* * * 
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Bernar sat back in his throne with his eyes closed while servants picked emptied plates off the table. He had eaten alone, as usual, and now he was going to enjoy a bit of wine, as usual. The city was in shambles, but the laborers were working day and night to get the city’s infrastructure back in working order. They had a long road ahead of them. 

He was taking a long sip from his white jeweled goblet when the double doors opened a crack. The two guards turned, their swords halfway unsheathed before they noticed the tiny woman dip her shoulder and slip through. They sheathed their swords and ignored her.

Bernar rolled his eyes as she came scurrying toward him. She was given special privilege to disturb him when necessary, he just wished she didn’t feel the need to do it so often. This better be important. He set his goblet on a side tray just as she rushed up and jabbered in his ear. His expression didn’t change as he gave a subtle nod. She turned and left just as fast as she’d entered.

Bernar reached for his wine, then changed his mind and fell back against his throne. He hadn’t even taken a sip yet, and already the taste had been ruined.

A moment later, a trio of soldiers led Armin into the chamber. All three fingered their weapons, including the two who were already standing guard. Of course, it wasn’t likely to make much difference. If Armin decided to get violent, then even five armed soldiers was no match. The posturing was just a show of unity in the presence of the king.

“Leave us,” Bernar said. The soldiers looked at one another as servants funneled out through the doorway. The tension between the king and his brother was no secret, and leaving them alone didn’t seem like a good idea. But the only thing more foolish was to challenge a direct order. They backed through the doors in pairs while keeping eyes on Armin until the last possible moment.

The brothers watched each other in silence as neither blinked. “I have granted you an audience, Armin,” the king eventually broke the silence. “Do not waste it.” 

Armin grunted with a half smile, and then took a slow stroll across the room. Stopping at the far wall, he gazed out the stained-glass window. “How very kind of you, Brother. Oh, I mean...” He turned back and bowed deeply. “King Bernar. May the gods smile upon his greatness a thousand times over.” 

Other than a slight twitch in his cheek, Bernar’s expression never changed. 

“Oh, come now.” Armin refocused his attention on the glass. There were few panes transparent enough for him to look out onto the street. “Was there really any doubt in regards to your destiny, my king? Even when we were kids, you always seemed to get your way. You never seemed to lose at anything. Why, I remember the time that boy was being bullied in the alley behind the butcher shop. What was his name again?”

“Nethron.” The name came out as a strangled grunt. Bernar’s patience was already wearing thin.

“Nethron.” Armin snapped his fingers. “Yes, that’s it. Oh, how those boys were beating him. And then you showed up.” Armin smiled, as warm a grin as he was capable of under the circumstances. “You raced headfirst into that alley and thrashed those boys like nothing I had ever seen. Five of them in total, as I recall. And you made it look so easy.”

“Seven,” Bernar corrected. “And it was easy. Yes, a touching memory worthy of a royal audience. Is there a point to any of this?” 

Armin drew away from the window. “Can you imagine what you must have looked like to Nethron in that exact moment? Frightened to death as he feared for his life, then suddenly this hero comes rushing in out of nowhere and saves him. You did a good thing that day, Bernar. I had never been so proud to be your little brother.”

“You move me, Brother.” Bernar’s eyes narrowed.

“It was some days later before I heard why you really did it.” Armin’s smile melted away. “Of course, I didn’t want to believe it at first. I refused to believe it... The idea that my brother, the hero, began charging that boy a weekly sum for his ongoing protection couldn’t be true. But it was... You even made it clear to him that a single missed payment would result in him being thrashed the same way you thrashed those boys.”

Bernar sighed. “I have no time for this. If we are done here, I have a kingdom to attend to.” 

“Since you continue to keep me under close watch, I’ve had nothing but time to ponder and think, Brother.” 

“I have risked much to grant you your freedom,” Bernar growled. “A more permanent death would have brought me far less trouble. I would have thought you might be more grateful.” 

“And as I sit around in my room thinking,” Armin went on, ignoring his brother’s rising irritation, “I find myself sifting through these old memories of us.” His eyes turned hard as steel. “And try as I might, I cannot think of a single time where you did something kind simply because it was the right thing to do. Not one... Oh, the act itself may have been kind, but it was only done for personal gain.” 

“If there is a point to your rambling, I’ll hear it now!” Bernar boomed. “Otherwise...”

“My point is that I do not trust your motives!” Bernar didn’t flinch when Armin closed the distance between them in a flash. They stood nose to nose. “My point is that, no matter how hard you work to make folk see what you want them to see, I know there is always a second truth that lies beneath the surface.” 

Armin stepped back. “I helped defend your kingdom against a pack of so-called wild savages. The problem is...they were anything but.” 

“Bah!” Bernar backhanded the air and twisted away. “This is about the kappa? What do you know of them? Mindless beasts obsessed with drawing human blood. How can you defend such savagery?”  

“I understand that it’s easier to generalize an entire race rather than see them as individuals. Perhaps that’s a necessary evil when one rules over a kingdom. But I looked into their leader’s eyes, Bernar. I spoke with him and I saw the individual for who he was. Obsessed with drawing human blood? Yes, of that there was no doubt. 

“But a mindless beast? Far from it. I knew that look as well as any, that burning hatred in his eyes... It was personal. They did not come here seeking to quench some primal bloodlust. They were seeking revenge.” 

“Armin, you have no idea what you’re—”

“No more lies!” Armin’s closed fists cracked with tension. “Your Majesty,” he finished in an icy tone.

Bernar sighed and gestured toward the table, and Armin sat down. He poured each of them a goblet of wine and took the seat across from his brother. “There was a famine a few years back,” he began as he stared down into his goblet. “The rains had ceased for nearly two years, and most of our crops had dried up.” 

“I remember,” Armin said. “The famine was widespread, and many across the realm suffered. To this day there are regions to the north that still haven’t recovered.” 

“Westreach had to swallow its pride and reach out for help. It was either that, or starve.” Still staring down into his goblet, he swirled the sweet wine in circles as his thoughts drifted back to a time he’d rather forget. “I sent a scouting party over the valley to ask the kappa for help.” His eyes flickered up. “To beg them for help.” He went back to inspecting his wine. “We had no established relationship with them at the time, but had run out of options. We were at their mercy.

“The party first reached a small settlement on the outskirts of their lands. As you can imagine, the kappa were timid at first. They knew as little about us as we did about them, and in the end, they refused to help. Claimed their supplies were as low as ours and they barely had enough food for themselves.

“However, that answer was not good enough for my scouts.” 

Bernar slowly shook his head as he struggled to look Armin in the eye. “My orders were vague, and much was left up to interpretation. I told them all of Westreach was depending on them and that they could not come back empty-handed. It would appear they took my words to heart.” 

“You have our symmmmpathy,” the kappa said. The only one proficient in Common, he served as a translator between both parties. “But we already told you, we cannnnnnot help. We don’t even have enough food for ourselves.” 

“So you say.” The scout pointed to what appeared to be two grain silos. “Then what is in there? Given their size, it looks to me like you have plenty of grain to spare.”

“Emmmmpty.” The kappa shifted nervously before turning to speak to those standing behind them. His muttered grunts meant nothing to the scouts, but the kappas’ sudden unease was evident. 

“Empty, you say? Then you won’t mind if we have a look for ourselves.” But when the scouts started to move, all the kappa shifted over to block their path. The scouts drew their weapons. “By order of the king, you will step aside.” The kappa braced but didn’t move. “Very well. You leave us no choice.”

“Weaponless farmers with no fighting experience... They had no chance.” Bernar downed his last swallow of wine, then stood to go get a refill. “It was a rout. None were left alive.” He returned to the table with the whole pitcher this time and topped off Armin’s goblet. “Their bodies were burned right there on the spot.”

Armin swirled the sweet drink under his nose, but didn’t drink. “Times of hardship bring out the worst in folk. It’s such a tragedy that a simple compromise could not be reached. I suppose both sides were doing what they thought was right. How desperate the kappa must have been to give up their lives just to protect their grain.” 

The king’s face grew dark. “It was not grain they were protecting.” 

With the kappa bodies disposed of, the scouts moved to collect what was rightfully theirs. They kicked in the door of the first silo and jumped back, half expecting a stream of grain to come spilling out. But that was not what they discovered.

Frightened children hid in scattered piles of hay, and there was no grain to be found. 

“What the... Go check the other silo,” the scout said. 

“Children, sir,” came the call from outside. Demoralized, he dropped down onto a pile of hay and lowered his head. So they were telling the truth the whole time. There really was no grain left. They must have been tipped off that a party of humans were heading this way, so they hid their children rather than take any chances.

Scouts brought the other children over to the first silo. They cried as they were lined up, no doubt calling out for their dead parents in their native tongue. 

“Sir, what now?” a woman asked. “We killed their parents over nothing. This is our fault.”

He stood up from the hay and eyed the line of kappa children. They were young, too young to care for themselves. “Make it quick,” he said.

“Sir?”

“You heard me. All of you, take up positions.” He gestured to spots behind the children. “Do it fast. There is no reason to make them suffer.” 

“Sir!” The woman rushed up to him and lowered her voice. “They are just...children,” she rasped in his face. 

“Children who will be dead in a matter of days regardless of what we do,” he rasped back. “Would you just leave them here to starve, or worse? Their deaths are inevitable now, but if we do it my way, we can still salvage the mission.” 

“Sir, you can’t possibly mean...”

“Yes, soldier. The meat is either going to the worms, or to us. The king told us not to come back empty-handed, and I intend to obey that order. You will do the same or be brought up on charges of mutiny. Now let’s just get this over with.” 

Armin slid his goblet away in disgust. He had seen his share of blood and injustice over the years, but this was a completely different level. It took a moment for his stomach to settle. 

“Jerky, thin soups with whatever vegetables we could scrounge up,” the king said. “There are many ways to prepare meat so that it is not that easily identified. Many lives were saved, and no one ever found out.”

“Oh, I’d say someone figured it out,” Armin growled. “They were acting on your command, which makes you just as guilty. You’re a monster.”

The king just laughed. “I’m sure there are many who would agree with you.” His laughter stopped and his eyes hardened. “But I doubt those whose lives were saved by an extra meal or two are among them.” 

“You murdered their children and started a war. You have no soul. How do you live with yourself?” 

Bernar laughed again, a dry and humorless rasp. “My soul? I lost that long ago, Brother. Besides, what is done is done. The moment they brought that meat back, I had two choices: I either praise them for a job well done, or apply harsh discipline, which would only serve to crush their morale. And I’ll remind you that turning back time was not an option.

“Such are the burdens I face each and every day. I shoulder them so that common folk, like you, will never have to. Having a soul would only get in the way.”

I shoulder them every day so that common folk like you will never have to... His words gave Armin pause. He had never really considered what kinds of demons might haunt his brother. Folk lived and died on the choices he made every day. Of course he had no soul left. He couldn’t afford to have one. 

“Judge me if you wish. If viewing me as a villain helps you sleep at night, I will not rob you of this comfort.” 

Armin rose from his seat without another word and made for the door. He was too unsettled to finish this conversation.

“Armin.” But when Armin turned around, his brother looked...sad. Had he ever seen Bernar sad before? “I have carried this burden for a long time, and I’ve never breathed a word of it until now. I know you hate me right now, but thank you...for listening. It helps more than you know.”
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Armin spent another restless night in his quarters. Tossing and turning, he couldn’t stop thinking about what he had learned. And worse, he couldn’t say for certain that he would have done anything differently than his brother had. How did one weigh his moral code against the starvation of his own people?

There was a time when he envied his brother’s status as king. That was hard to believe now. How arrogant it was to think he would make a better ruler than Bernar. Those who wished to wear the crown were either madmen or fools. That was what he believed now.

He looked up as the door swung open. By now, he was used to the unannounced intrusions, most likely a servant bringing his breakfast. He had barely slept all night, but it was about that time. 

“The king would have a word.” There stood a soldier out of uniform. Weaponless and wearing no armor, his straight back and ready stance were the only things that gave him away. “At your leisure.” He turned and closed the door behind him.
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Armin threw back the doors and walked straight into the throne room. Two could play the intrusion game. But to his surprise, the king was in here all alone. 

“You summoned me, Your Highness?” 

“I did.” Bernar rose from his throne and stepped over to the table. They both took their usual seats across from each other. “Armin, I will get right to the point. I need you to leave Westreach.” 

Armin folded his hands up on the table. “I have no intention of doing that.” His tone was cool and measured. He knew this talk was coming and was prepared to hold his ground.

“Your king does not make suggestions, he gives orders. My asking was only a courtesy.” 

“When my business here is finished, I will go. But until then...”

“I am warning you, Armin, do not force my hand on this. When it comes to matters regarding my kingdom, our blood relation means nothing. Do you really need proof beyond what I have already done?” 

“Your threats ring hollow, Brother.” Armin thumped his feet one at a time up onto the table. “Are you threatening to take my life for the second time? That’s like threatening to behead a man twice. You cannot take what you have already taken.” 

“Sometimes I wish you could see yourself through my eyes.” Bernar even cracked a grin at his brother’s arrogance. “I know you have convinced yourself that revenge is your top priority. I know you believe that is why you have come. Dear brother, I don’t believe you have it in you. That moral compass of yours seems always seems to get in the way. 

“In the meantime, I cannot allow the tension between Westreach and Verid Keep to keep building. The risk of open war increases with each passing day, and as long as you remain here, my people are in danger. 

“Surely I’m speaking your language now? Surely the noble warrior inside you can understand my position? I suggest you abandon this fantasy of revenge and leave on your own while I still allow it.” 

Armin folded his arms across his chest and smiled. “Do you really think so little of me?” he asked. “For a man of your position, you certainly lack forward thinking. Do really believe that sending me away will change anything? Verid Keep knows I am here. Short of sending them my head as proof, claiming I’m either dead or banished means nothing at this point.”

“Your head for the lives of thousands? An easy choice for even the most dimwitted,” Bernar growled. He could now see what Armin was getting at. Short of killing his brother and offering his head to Valgerd Gadburg as tribute, he was left with few options. And given that his lie about Armin’s death had already been discovered, even a bloody head might not be enough.

“You think backing me into a corner is a wise move?” Bernar’s eyes smoldered. “I don’t care if you’re my brother. I’ve killed many men for less.”

“Wise or not, it was a necessary evil to make sure I got what I wanted,” Armin reasoned. “And I assure you my moral compass will not be a factor once I get my hands on Valgerd. One of us is going to die. That is the only way this ends.”

“Then what is it you want from me?” Bernar sounded defeated. He had indeed underestimated his brother’s thirst for revenge. It was clear he had been planning this for a long time.

“My request is simple.” He dropped his feet down off the table and leaned forward in his seat. “Lift the ban against my men. Let the Knights of Westreach ride once again.” 

How long had it been since the king had heard that name? “And antagonize Valgerd even further? Why would I ever do such a thing?”  

“Because you are already at war whether you accept it or not. Verid Keep has had its eyes set on Westreach for years. Would you rather sit back and wait for their inevitable attack?” 

Bernar slumped back in his seat. He knew Armin was right. Verid Keep’s ambitions couldn’t be kept in check forever. An eventual attack was inevitable, and that was one thing he couldn’t blame on Armin.

“You know what is coming. Wait too long and they will strike at Westreach when you least expect it. But if you act now, you will have the Stone Wolf and his loyal knights at your service. Allow me to assemble my men, and you will have a force at your disposal like no other. And if I fall on the battlefield”—he shrugged—“then you’ll finally get your wish. You’ll be rid of me forever and there will be plenty of witnesses to the fact. 

“You say you wish to defend Westreach? Then I give you your best chance. What say you, Your Majesty?” 

Bernar sighed, but he couldn’t argue with Armin’s logic. The end result would either rid him of a powerful adversary and constant threat to his kingdom, or he would be rid of Armin. Either was a desirable outcome. 

“I will send word that the ban against your knights has been lifted.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “But know this: this act itself is an act of war. The moment I do this, the clock starts ticking. If no one comes to your aid, you will stand alone. And if that is the case, then rest assured I will still send you into Valgerd’s waiting arms myself. In forcing my hand, you have also sealed your own fate. After this, I will not be able to protect you.”

“After this, I will not need your protection, Brother,” Armin whispered at the king’s back as he left. “Mark my words, my brothers will come, and blood will be spilled.” 

* * *
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Jemaex pressed his palms against his forehead as he paced around behind the building. More than once he heard Thaola calling from the streets, but he ignored her each time. She must have tried to follow him but lost him in the crowd. Good thing, because he was in no shape to speak to her.

He had to think, had to focus... He visualized his recent ordeal and played through it in his mind step by step. Patterns, he had to pay special attention to them. Something had gone terribly wrong, and now it was affecting his mind. If he could just see the pattern clearly, a solution might also present itself. There had to be a way to reverse these bizarre effects.

He finally calmed enough to stop pacing and sat on the ground. His fingers circled his temples as he worked up the courage to reach out. “Are you there?” he whispered, then held his breath. Nothing... “Am I going mad?” 

They used to say that about me...Jemaex froze... He squeezed his eyes shut and clamped his ears so tightly, they began to whistle. The voice did not come as a painful boom that time, but it was crystal clear and easy to understand. But it wasn’t true. Lies. All they do is tell lies.

“Get out of my head.” 

You get out of mine.

Jemaex tucked his face between his knees and hugged his shins. This was horrifying, but he had to keep his head on straight. “Why are you here?” The sounds of his own heavy breathing hissed in his ears. Wait, his breathing? No... It was someone else’s coming from inside his head. It was all he could do not to give in to the rising terror. “What do you want from me?”

Why would I want anything? The heavy breathing continued in long, hissing rasps. 

“You’ve invaded my mind like some kind of parasite. You must want something.” 

They said I was mad. They said my mind was broken! The deep rasps suddenly stopped. Lies... None of it was true. I saw the world more clearly than any of them, and it drove them mad with jealousy. 

“Who?” Jemaex slowly stood up. “Who said you were mad?”

They did... 

“Who is they?” 

You know who!! That time, the echoing boom dropped him down to one knee, and it felt as if his head might explode. You know who, he repeated softly. I can smell them on you.

“Wait, are you...” Jemaex rubbed his temple and shook out the fuzz. “You’re talking about the Lumen?” 

Ahhhhhh!! Jemaex threw his hands over his ears and doubled over again. The voice was more a torrent of vibrations than actual sound. Had the sound been real in any physical sense, he would have gone deaf instantly. Liars... Betrayers... You will see soon enough.

“Please, I just want you to leave me alone,” Jemaex wept into the crook of his arm. He felt so helpless. “I cannot help you. Just go... Get out of my head.” 

But you have already helped me. Jemaex lifted his head a little. You came when I called to you. Now we are joined, as it was always meant to be. 

Jemaex rose up on his knees. “So it was you... You’re the one who drew me out into the void. But why?”

Isn’t it obvious? The ensuing laughter was not so painful as before. I needed a vessel. How else could I enter the world of the living?

Jemaex struggled back to his feet. “But why me? From what I understand, the Lumen enter the spirit world all the time. You could have entered any one of their minds at any time.” A low, rumbling thunder rolled through his head. It was an odd sound, and it took him a moment to recognize the snarling growl for what it was.

I know the Lumen... I despise them... Liars, all of them! The rolling growl finally trailed off. Weak... So weak... He laughed again, a cackling chatter. They are not like us. They are not like you. You are strong, stronger than any of them. Their minds would have broken had I tried to enter. But you are special. I could feel you in the darkness. I could smell your powerful blood!

Jemaex closed his eyes as the mad laughter rolled through his head. How could this be happening? He almost wished he had gone mad. At least then this insanity could be explained. But as for now, all he could do was try to hold it together until he could figure how to rid himself of this presence.

“What is your name?” Jemaex was surprised at how steady his voice was. He had no choice but to accept the situation, and the merchant in him wanted to try to gain its trust.

Ostrum. The heavy breathing returned. Ostrum Zasorin. Once again he heard Thaola calling from the streets. She was coming from the other direction and sounded a bit more urgent this time around. 

Waiting any longer would raise too much suspicion, so he wiped his eyes dry with his cloak and fought to compose himself.
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“Jemaex?” Thaola glanced over as they walked side by side.

“I’m fine,” Jemaex replied before she could ask again. “I was fine the last three times you asked, and I’m fine now too. The only thing not fine is you asking me the same question over and over.” 

“So you say. Still, you didn’t answer when I was calling you.”

“I was throwing up, violently, if you really must know. Had I known you wanted to watch so badly, I would have belched out your name between breaths. But if you still want a full recount of my joyous experience, I’ll be happy to provide as much detail as possible. Or better still, I could wait until dinner and bring it up then.” 

Thaola chuckled with relief. At least he had his sense of humor back. “If getting sick was the only side effect you experienced, then consider yourself lucky.” 

“Wait... Are there any other side effects I should be aware of?” He wanted to gently probe her knowledge without pushing too much. It wasn’t like he could casually explain that there was a madman’s voice inside his head, but perhaps she knew something that might help him. 

He deflated a little when she laughed in response, but he tried not to show his disappointment. “How would I, or anyone else, know? To my knowledge, you did something that has never been done before. No one other than you has shown the ability to penetrate so deep into the spirit world. Remind me later to have you tied up so we can cut you open as a human experiment. I’ll do the examination myself.” But her voice trailed off when he didn’t join in with her laughter. Perhaps he still wasn’t feeling well.

“Do the Lumen have a study somewhere?”

“A study?” Now that was an abrupt change of subject.

“Yes... Or a library, perhaps?” 

“Er, yes. Actually, we do.” Thaola gestured off in another direction. “It’s near the edge of town. I assumed you might have some interest in seeing it eventually. I was planning to show it to you sometime next—”

“Now.”

“Excuse me?” 

“I would like to see it now, if that’s all right.” He struggled in making his desperate need seem like casual curiosity, but this couldn’t wait. If there was any documented information that might help them, it would most likely come from one of the Lumen’s own journals. 

“I need to learn everything I can about the Lumen if I’m to establish myself here. The sooner I get started, the better. Just point me in the right direction and I’ll find it on my own.”

“No, that is not an option. It’s a private study consisting of rare scrolls and old books. As you can imagine, the collection is quite ancient and completely irreplaceable. You may only enter with one other person at your side, a witness to discourage theft or vandalism. That is the law.”  

“Oh, I see. I suppose that makes sense.” Now how was he going to ask her to join him without sounding even more desperate than he already had? At this point, he was willing to beg. Luckily, she spoke up before it came to that.

“But I have nothing further planned today. If it’s that important to you, I suppose we could go now, if you like.” It was all he could do to keep from running.
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It was small, smaller than he would have guessed. With only three closed glass lanterns to light the dingy place, even reading the large-lettered spines proved difficult at times. One of the three lanterns was fixed on the corner of a podium. The base was wood, but the top was a thin slab of stone to ensure fire resistance. One was only allowed to read in this spot, and then return the book when finished.

Thaola watched as his fingers stroked across the binders until one caught his eye. He cautiously moved it over to the podium and began thumbing through the pages. And on it went... He was respectful of every book as he turned the yellowed pages with exceptional care. He read quickly, often skimming through multiple chapters before putting it back and retrieving another. 

There was a file full of well-marked parchments as well, firsthand accounts of the Lumen’s struggles throughout the centuries. He thumbed through his share of those, usually marking the occupied space with a scrap piece of leather before carefully sliding one out. Thaola waited patiently as the hours passed. 

When he moved to the podium to set down another book, her hand folded down over the back of his wrist. “Jemaex?” she said softly. “I must confess that I’m a little disappointed in you.” 

“Disappointed?” He looked up in surprise. She had barely said a word since they got here. In truth, he was so caught up in his research that he quite literally forgot she was there. “What are you talking about?”

“I thought we were closer than that.” Her hand slipped off his wrist. “I thought you trusted me.”

“Thaola, of course I trust you.” His eyes flickered back to the book on the counter. He was obviously eager to continue his research. “Where is this coming from?”

“You’re really going to make me say it? Fine, I’ll play along.” She knocked lightly on the book’s binder. “Trying to research the Lumen so you can improve your knowledge of them? Is that really why we’re here?” His shoulders slumped, and he dropped his eyes.

“Jemaex, I can see you’re looking for something very specific. I gave you space in the hope that you might give up this ruse, come clean, and confide in me the way you always have. I can see right through you, and still you keep playing this game. Perhaps we are not as close as I once thought.” 

“It’s not like that,” he whispered, chin tucked as he struggled to make eye contact. “I do trust you, as much as anyone I’ve ever met. But some things are just... I don’t know. How am I supposed to share a secret that I don’t even believe myself?”  

“Jemaex.” She rubbed his shoulders until he finally looked her in the eyes. “We are long past this. I know something happened to you, and we can deal with it. But I cannot help you unless you tell me what it is.” 

If not her, then who? Who else in the world could possibly understand? “Yes, something happened to me out there.” Her expression didn’t change; she already assumed as much. “I think I brought someone...or something...back with me.” She firmed her grip on his shoulders. “It spoke to me several times now. It says its name is Ostrum Zasorin?” 

Her composure shattered like glass as she shoved him away and jumped back. Her eyes bulged with horror as her lips quivered. “Ostrum Zasorin?” She spit the name as if it were poison on her tongue. “It can’t be!”
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Chapter 22
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Thaola tiptoed across the room and pressed her ear to the door. He hadn’t said a word, but she still held up her hand as a signal to stay silent. She changed positions several times, even laying her hand on the floor to check for the vibrations of shifting feet. Satisfied no one was standing outside listening, she shooed him over to the far end of the room as a final safety measure. 

“Jemaex,” she rasped a harsh whisper right in his face. Her eyes looked wild with fright, and he wondered if he had made a mistake by telling her. She clasped him by the ears and their foreheads touched. “You must tell me everything. Start from the beginning and spare no details, no matter how insignificant they may seem to you.”  

“I will...” He pried her wrists back to free himself from her grasp. “But I must first see that you are calm enough to hear it.” She hardly appeared calm but still nodded her reassurance. He didn’t believe her, of course, but continued on anyway. 

He walked her through everything step by step—the way this being drew him out into the void, how it latched itself to his mind and ultimately began speaking to him. He knew he sounded crazy, but if she was thinking the same, there was no indication of it on her face. She hung on his every word without interrupting. 

“Do you hear him now?” she asked once he finished.

“No... The voice has been silent for a while.” He dropped his eyes. “Be honest, do you believe anything I’ve said, or are you just humoring me?” 

“I believe you,” she answered immediately. “I trust your word, anyway, but there is more than enough proof that you are telling the truth.” She lifted his most recent book off the podium and moved back toward the bookshelf. “That name, for instance. If information on him was what you were looking for, I assure you it won’t be found here. Had you told me from the beginning what you were looking for, it would have saved us both as lot of time and hassle.” 

“If I can’t find the information here, then where should I look? Thaola, I need to find—” 

“All of it was burned!” she turned and said a bit louder than intended. “Every book, scroll, and parchment that so much as mentioned his name was destroyed. The Lumen did everything in their power to erase Ostrum Zasorin from the history books, and as far as I can tell, they’ve succeeded. That name has not been uttered for many years.” She sighed and tipped her head back. “And now it seems he has returned in some unexplainable form.”

Jemaex touched a finger to his temple. “This thing is in my head, and you’re saying there are no sources of information left about him. If that’s true, then that means you are my only hope. Please, you must tell me what you know about him. Who is he, and what does he want with me?” 

“Jemaex, it’s going to be all right. There has to be a simple explanation for—”

“Who, or what, is in my head?” Jemaex repeated. “The more I understand about him, the better my chances of finding a solution to this problem.” 

“Ostrum Zasorin was the original founder of the Lumen.” They sat down, and she paused to let that part sink in. “He was very powerful, unequalled when it came to blood magic proficiency. And he was a good man too, not afraid to show patience and kindness even while the Lumen were being hunted like dogs.

“Unlike other narcissistic leaders, he did not view these traits as being weak. He avoided battle whenever he could, and eventually moved the Lumen into hiding rather than risk an all-out war with the outside world. In the long run, this conservative tactic probably saved many lives, and as you can see, it is still how we live today.

“But he had his share of critics among the Lumen as well. But he knew that such dissention could weaken the Lumen from within, so one day he decided to silence his critics once and for all. A public show of power was just the thing. 

“Against the advice of his advisors, he wanted to attempt something that had never been done. He was convinced he could utilize all four types of blood magic at the same time. It would not only entertain, but lift his people’s morale to new heights.

“But it was a day the Lumen would never forget...” 

The sun sat low on the horizon as its swollen deep red swallowed up the mountain peaks. With its last breath of light beginning to wane, torches and strings of lanterns began flaring up. It wasn’t a holiday of any sort, but it still felt like a special occasion. Ostrum Zasorin had ordered the gathering, and from what they could see, he had spared no expense.

Tables were bursting with trays of food as the smells of roasted pork and vegetables wafted about. Coils of colorful streamers spiraled up over the seating area. Children skipped in circles with their handheld pinwheels, waving them with urgency to make them spin faster.

Orange robes circled the dining area, their watchful eyes always alert for possible trouble. Even during times of peace and celebration, they felt as if their duty was to serve and protect. The other factions paid little attention them. They were long used the oranges’ paranoid ways. 

When night fell, the streets came alive with colored lights. With still no official announcements, and still no sign of Ostrum anywhere, it was decided that the food and drink were now fair game. For the next few hours, the Lumen ate and drank their fill. Fiddles played as small groups broke off on their own and danced their cares away. 

Few had any idea why they had been summoned this evening, and even fewer cared. With the way the Lumen had been treated by the outside world in recent years, a little fun and relaxation was a welcome change.

Out of nowhere came a flash of light followed by a swirl of gray smoke. Startled, more than a few jumped up out of their seats. But those who were more familiar with Ostrum’s flair for the dramatic recognized his entrance for what it was. By the time he stepped through the smoke, everyone was on their feet, clapping.

The seldom-seen leader was a tall man with a trimly cut beard. He was a natural leader, and his presence alone commanded a measure of respect, but he wasn’t one to rule with an iron hand. In his own words, such tactics were only reserved for tyrants. Never one to crave power, he led because someone had to. He had the mind as well as the ability, so by default it had become his responsibility. 

“My friends.” His voice carried on the wind as if he were talking to each of them individually. “It warms my heart to see you all gathered together this evening.” Another step put him in plain view of everyone, and his warm smile was infectious. “It has been a trying year for the Lumen, but once again we have persevered, as we have always done.” 

He held out his arm and rolled back his sleeve, then dragged a dagger along the back of his wrist. The motion was unsettling, and a few gasps rose from the crowd, but his skin shimmered with a silvery afterglow, and there was no apparent wound. “I had a dream that I would love to share with you all this evening.” 

He raised his hands to either side as waves of winding red mist rose from his palms. “I dreamed that the Lumen were free to live as we wish, and that we no longer had to live in fear of those who do not understand our ways.” The rising mist solidified, and he was now holding two blood-red swords. 

A few Lumen shuffled uneasily in their seats. Had he dropped the blood magic shielding his body? He must have, for how else could he be doing this? Still, to use two different types of blood magic within such a short amount of time was taxing on the mind. Surely he knew better? 

“The outside world fears what it does not understand, so it lashes out in anger. They believe the Lumen are lower than dirt.” His eyes narrowed as his muscles tensed. “And I’m beginning to think they might be right. We are insects so low on nature’s scale that it’s a miracle we’ve survived this long.” 

A gasp rose and hands covered mouths to try to smother their shock. Why would he say such things? And why had his temperament switched so suddenly?

White strands of energy danced back and forth between the sword tips, a highly recognizable form of blood magic used exclusively by the green. There was now no doubt about it, he was using multiple forms at one time. Switching between different facets of magic over time could cause severe damage to one’s mind. This much they knew. But using more than one at the same time? Who knew what effect that might have? It was considered to be impossible, and no Lumen had even shown the ability. 

Until now... 

“Well, I, for one, am done living in fear.” White bolts of energy danced back and forth between his blades as he held them high above his head. “Perhaps it is time for the Lumen to retaliate in kind, to take back what is rightfully ours.” 

Rightfully ours? What was he talking about? Mothers moved quickly to gather their children. Ostrum had never behaved like this before, and their instincts screamed for them to get their families far away.

Red bladed disks floated around him like a buzzing tornado, and ghostly apparitions materialized out of thin air. They merged with the tornado of blades to form a chaotic swirl of supernatural energy. It was a display of power like no one had ever seen before. Ostrum threw back his head and cackled as Lumen leaped out of their seats. 

Was this some kind of twisted joke? He seemed completely...insane. 

“Even now I can sense your hesitation,” he growled as folk began running. “Your fear is your weakness, and I can allow it no more. The Lumen have been held down for far too long. If you are too afraid to stand against a world that hates you, then you are of no use to me.” Lightning bolts hammered the ground to his left and right as sprays of dirt kicked up into the air. He was more powerful than any of them realized, and it had never been more apparent than now.

“If you are not with me, then you are against me.” His cackling laughter was mostly drowned out by the swirling wind and lightning bolts pummeling the ground. “And those who stand against me must pay with their lives!” 

He dropped his hand and a swarm of blood disks went streaking away. The wave of spinning wheels buzzed through flesh and bone as Lumen dropped by the dozens. A pointed finger guided bolts of white lightning into the panicked crowd, sending charred bodies tumbling through the air. 

His cackling mad laughter rose over their screams as he sent waves of death into those who once loved him. Red disks came spinning back in retaliation, but they ricocheted of his limbs in a shimmer of silvery glitter. Energy strands snapped around his arms from both sides as the Lumen organized to bring him down, but he shook them off like bands of smoke.

Orange-robed soldiers rushed at him from all sides, their staffs crashing down in a savage onslaught. But Ostrum’s body shimmered in protest while many of the staffs simply shattered from the impact. With a wave of his hand, a flow of white-hot energy strands flowed through the soldiers like silk fingers, and a moment later, slabs of severed meat bounced off the ground in a series of wet smacks.

“You’ve betrayed me!” he screamed into the sky. “Mark my words, every one of you will pay for this treachery.”

“He was by far the most powerful wielder of blood magic to ever live.” Thaola purged a tear from her eye as she looked away. “The Lumen ultimately subdued him.” She softened her voice. “Killed him, I mean. But the victory came at an incredible cost. Countless lives were lost. They once loved him like a father, but the man went completely insane.” 

I am not insane!! The booming voice almost dropped Jemaex to his knees, and he had to fight to keep upright. But other than half a closed eye and a twitching cheek, he managed to keep his composure. 

“It was a dark day best forgotten.” She gestured around the room. “And you certainly won’t find any books or documentation on him here. As I said before, all known copies were destroyed long ago.” She sighed. “No one knew how dangerous it was to practice multiple types of magic at once. The unfortunate experiment caused us a great deal of pain and suffering.” 

She threw her hands up. “So there you have it. Now you know who he is and what he has done.” Her eyes went wide, as if just remembering why she shared this tale in the first place. “Jemaex, I must inform Faylen right away.” 

“No, you can’t!” Jemaex took a step out, as if attempting to block her path to the door. “I confided in you, and only you. She must not find out about this.” 

“Jemaex, a madman trapped in your head is not a thing to be kept secret.” 

“No, it is exactly the sort of thing that must be kept secret,” he countered. “If the Lumen find out what I’m dealing with, everything I’ve worked so hard for will be taken away.”

“Jemaex, are you listening to yourself? It’s not going to just go away like a cold. We are going to need help.”

“And just what do you think their help is going to look like?” He paused to give her a chance to think about it. “With the laws the way they are now, and because of how much I’ve already seen, even banishment is no longer an option. Think about it, the obvious solution is to kill the host to release the spirit.” She opened her mouth, and then slowly closed it. She had no answer for his logic. “That’s what I would do,” he added with a shrug.

“Fine...I see your point. For now, we wait.” She put her finger in his face. “But we’re going to have to figure something out eventually. All options are on the table.” 

“Thank you.” He pinched the tip of her finger and made a honking noise to help lighten the mood. “I’ll figure it out. I always do.” 
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Thaola didn’t want to leave him alone, but he eventually convinced her to just give him some space. He needed to think and couldn’t do that with her breathing down his neck all day. Part of the ruse was convincing her that the voice had gone silent. It was even possible that it may have moved on to another host. 

That, of course, was a lie to get her off his back.

Ostrum hummed in his head as he walked. It didn’t even seem to be a real song, just a single drawn-out note he buzzed endlessly. Once he got bored with it, he chose a different note and did the same thing. 

“Would you stop that?” Jemaex growled, his eyes darting around as he tried to keep his voice low. Lumen stared at him as always. An outsider didn’t have the luxury of blending in with the crowd, so all he could do was force a smile and wave. More than a few tried to talk to him, but he always muttered something about being in a hurry before scurrying off in a different direction. Small talk was not a thing he could handle right now. 

You see? They think you’re crazy.

“That’s because I’m talking to myself like a crazy person,” Jemaex replied through gritted teeth. 

You cannot trust them. They will betray you the same way they betrayed me. 

“Betrayed? You tried to kill them.”

I am the only one you can trust. We are the same, you and I. 

“We are not the same! Thaola told me everything, remember? You’re a murderer who could never be trusted.” 

How can I be a murderer when I’m the one who is dead? Deep laughter boomed through his head, and his legs wobbled from the intensity. Thaolaaaaaa... You cannot trust her either. 

“Shut up! Not another word out of you.”

He quickly whipped around the side of a building while hoping no one noticed. He was beginning to wonder if leaving Thaola’s company had been a mistake. 

There is something I think you should see. Ostrum’s voice lowered to a soft whisper. 

“I don’t need to see anything.” He leaned back against the wall. “What I need is for you to get out of my head. Isn’t there something you want, something that might persuade you?” He had originally entertained the idea of trying to gain Ostrum’s trust to buy more time, but he had since abandoned the idea it. Better to just be rid of this madman once and for all. If a bribe was all it took, he’d happily oblige.

You’ve already given me more than I could have hoped for. Now I think you better come with meeee... 

The voice faded off into the distance, and Jemaex suddenly felt dizzy and lightheaded. Extreme confusion began to set in, and he wasn’t even sure if he was still on his feet. The next several minutes were a blur, a fuzzy hole in his memory. Lumen stared at him as he walked by, their lips moving with silent questions he never heard. Some he noticed, most he didn’t as the dream walk continued.

A cool breeze ruffled his robe as his body swayed. With his toes just over the edge of the cliff, he gazed out across the landscape. How did he get here? Under any other circumstances, this would have been terrifying, but he found it oddly soothing. He leaned his head back as his hair whipped in the breeze.

Isn’t it beautiful? 

“Yes...beautiful...” His reality seemed far away, distant and detached, as if viewing the world through the eyes of a third party. Someone else was speaking... Someone else had their toes hanging over the cliff... “Yes, it’s so beautiful.”

Jemaex... Had the voice ever called him by name before? Together, we will be unstoppable. Our combined powers will show the world something it has never seen. His toe nudged a rock over the side. It ticked once off the cliff face before disappearing down into the endless haze. He whirled his arms in a circle to stay balanced, but didn’t bother stepping back. 

Jemaex... Jemaex nodded to the hypnotizing voice. How powerful are you really? Are you as strong as you think you are? If so, do you think you can fly?
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Chapter 23
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The world blurred past as the demon galloped along. A clawed hand ripped straight through a tree trunk that was only partially in its path, hollowing out the side in a burst of cream-colored dust. The tree crackled over, but the creature was already long past it by then. What was otherwise impassable terrain proved to be a minor inconvenience for the beast.

It scampered up the rocky slope and came skidding to a halt. Frothing at the mouth, it brought the filthy rag up to its snout and inhaled deeply. By now most of the blood was faded away, and the rag itself was caked over with sticky saliva. Still, he savored what remained of the sweet scent. He could almost taste her soft flesh. He would feast soon enough, and his reason for existence would be justified.

His howl radiated through the trees, a broken disturbance of sound waves that sent woodland creatures running in terror. He reared back, and with a giant leap sailed over the cliff. His claws clutched the rocky face to ease his fall, and he galloped straight down the steep cliff.

Yes, he would taste her flesh very, very soon...

* * *
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“Give me that!” Tin snatched the chicken leg right off Khorn’s plate and dropped it onto his own with a thunk. “I saw it first.”

“If you had seen it first, then you would have already had it,” Khorn argued as they fought over the scrap.

Displaying a bit more restraint than the other two, Yudges heaped a mound of mashed potatoes onto his plate. He greedily licked the after splash off each knuckle before circling around to the other side of the table. Reaching over people to grab whatever they could, none of the knights had bothered to take a seat just yet.

Not sure exactly what to do about these uncouth visitors, the other guests remained seated with their hands folded on their laps as these savages circled the table like vultures. More than a few times they found themselves leaning this way and that to avoid hot spoons and splashing food. 

Flinching at the hot gravy dripped on top of his head, one guest actually worked up the nerve to turn and face one of the brutes, but his wife promptly put an end to that nonsense by grabbing his shoulder. Harsh words directed at these sorts likely wouldn’t end well.

“Ugh...” King Bernar watched the scene unfold from his private table. “Savages... Were they raised by wolves?”

Armin chuckled as he cut into his steak. “Guess you’ll have to excuse them.” He took a bite and washed it down with some wine. “Living in a forest away from civilization tends to do that to a man. They’ll adjust soon enough.” 

“I’m not sure I have the patience to wait that long.” He watched as Khorn stabbed a slab of fish off Tin’s plate with a fork. Tin in turn swiped it right back using only his fingers. It flaked apart, and most of it ended up on the floor in pieces. “By the gods,” Bernar whispered before finally forcing himself to look away. 

“Well, they didn’t have to live in a forest like animals,” the king continued as he stirred his soup to cool it down. “They were banished from my kingdom, not the entirety of civilization. They could have gone to any city they wanted. The rest of your knights certainly did.” He stopped stirring and looked up from his bowl. “Why did they stay? Why would anyone choose to live that way?” 

“You may find this hard to believe.” Armin set his fork down. “But they were holding out hope that I might come back someday.” He glanced over at Tin, who was tauntingly holding a roll high in the air while pushing back on Khorn’s forehead. “I don’t think they really ever considered leaving. Protecting Westreach was all they’d ever known. It is who they are right down to their core, and your ban wasn’t about to change that.” He looked back at his brother. “Mere words on parchment can’t change a man’s soul. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The king said nothing. He had control over an entire kingdom, and his commands were followed without question. They had to be, otherwise there would be consequences. But that was not the same as loyalty. These men were fiercely loyal to his brother. Had anyone ever shown him such loyalty before? The only person he could think of was Armin, the very man he had banished from his kingdom so long ago. 

The door opened and a castle informant peeked inside. It didn’t take her long to spot Bernar, and he was already groaning before she was halfway across the room. Now what? Armin tried to look away and mind his business as she raced up and began jabbering in his ear. But the look on his brother’s face drew his attention back. 

Eyes wide, the king crumpled up his hand cloth and flipped it down on his plate. “Come,” he said as he pushed back his seat. Armin stood, and they left the dining hall together.

They moved down the hall at a brisk pace. More than once Armin glanced over expectantly, wondering when Bernar might give some hint as to what the urgency was about. But the king simply kept walking, his silent scowl scattering any servants they encountered on the way. They turned at the end of the hall and the king threw back a set of double doors. When they stepped out onto the stone balcony, Bernar turned sideways to allow his brother to go first.

Armin laid his forearms on the rail and looked out across the crowd. Folk were moving to either side of the street while glancing back nervously. A group of men, twenty or so, split the crowd and came marching through. Only two were on horseback, and all were dressed in travel-worn rags.

Their unkempt appearances made them look like beggars, but their straight backs, rock-hard bodies, and sharp eyes told a completely different story. 

When they looked up and saw Armin out on the balcony, the air whistled with a single clap as their hands struck their chests in unison. There was no doubt of who these men were. The Knights of Westreach had returned. Armin bowed his head and pressed a hand to his chest. It was good to see his brothers once more.

When he stepped back, Bernar was leaning against the side wall. His bowed head and slumped posture was an odd look on the ever-confident king. Armin clapped him on the shoulder. “Loyalty,” he said. “I told you they would come.”When Bernar couldn’t meet his gaze, Armin squeezed his shoulder and went back inside.

* * *
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Valgerd stood still, his eyes fixed on the floor as he was circled by four soldiers. Wearing full armor with their wooden weapons up and ready, they stalked cautiously around the dangerous man. Their suits of plate armor were so massive, they made their heads look tiny in comparison. It was a wonder they could move at all, wearing such thick plate mail. 

But move they could, and quite well at that. 

In direct contrast to his opponents, Valgerd was shirtless and barefoot while wearing only a pair of loose black pants. His long, white hair was tied back, and his lean upper body glistened with sweat. Gripping two wooden short swords with the tips pointed down, he shifted one foot out and stomped the ground.

All four struck at once as their weapons came crashing in. Valgerd intercepted three with a solid parry while ducking the fourth. His knee came up hard and crashed against the breastplate in front of him. It did no real damage to the armor, but the force alone was enough to drive the attacker back several steps.

Valgerd turned sharply and hammered the jaw of the man behind him with a spinning elbow, and then dipped his shoulder and rolled between the other two. Back on his feet, he turned and crossed his blades above his head, blocking the follow-up downward strike with a crash. Swords interlocked, and with a quick twitch of his arm he met the attacker’s jaw with another point-blank elbow strike. The man’s knees buckled and his eyes rolled back.

Valgerd turned to the man holding a staff and urged him to advance, then tauntingly tossed his own blades aside. Staff twirling from side to side to keep his attack angle unpredictable, the man rushed at Valgerd and thrust his weapon straight in. A quick spin by Valgerd and the thrust rolled wide. He then caught it by the tip and brought down a hammer fist that splintered the staff in half. 

Valgerd rushed straight in with a blinding combination, his punishing lefts and rights making the man’s body twitch and jolt. The blur of hammering strikes actually dented his armor in several places and sent him stumbling back. He fell to his back but Valgerd stayed on him, his fists driving down with relentless speed and power. The storm of strikes vibrated right through the thick plate, quickly numbing his body from head to toe. 

Valgerd drove his fist into the white gem set in his breastplate. It loosened slightly, and a second blow cracked it. He clutched the blinking gem with an iron grip, then ripped it from the socket with a shrill crackling sound. The white light winked out, and the man’s flailing arms fell flat to either side. 

With the armor no longer energized by the gem, its true weight made it nearly impossible to move in. Trapped inside a set of dead platemail, the helpless man might as well have been pinned beneath a mountain. 

“Pathetic.” Valgerd stood over the downed man with his legs straddling his face. “How dare you give me such a poor effort?” Valgerd’s knuckles were bloody, but there wasn’t a scratch anywhere else on him. “I expected more from one of my top combatants.” 

“Sir, please.” Eyes wide with fright, the man couldn’t even lift his arm, let alone sit up with the heavy plate weighing him down. “It won’t happen again. I...” Valgerd’s foot dropped, and a wave of red pulp splattered the floor. With the side of his skull crushed, and one eye hanging from its socket, the dead man’s unhinged jaw hung wide open. 

“I’ll not hear any of your excuses.”

Valgerd turned to face the others. “Get out of my sight,” he said, his voice soft and dangerous. They bowed and left quickly. 

He had briefly considered doing the same to them, but he didn’t have time to punish anyone else for their lack of effort. In fact, he was even guilty of it himself. The only reason he called this sparring session was to take out some of his frustrations. Despite his being distracted, a half-hearted effort was all it took to beat four of his better soldiers. 

No matter, it was time to go anyway. He had a meeting with his advisors this afternoon.

*
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“Sir, I implore you.” A short man wearing a purple silk robe brought his fists down, but stopped just short of hitting the table. Despite his rank among the advisors, such a display of aggression wouldn’t likely help his case. “We must strike Westreach now. There has never been a better time.” 

“That may indeed be true, Tray,” Tren admitted. As Valgerd’s most trusted general, he had more say than most during these military meetings. He had an aged, leathery face, and his eyes had seen their share of battle. “But that still does not mean it is wise, tactically speaking.”

“Westreach took heavy damage during the kappa attack.” This time he did pound the table, but no one seemed to notice. 

“Their infrastructure was damaged, yes,” Tren conceded. “But our intelligence states that the casualties were mostly civilians. Their army is still largely intact and highly functional.” He lowered his voice. “And of course, the Stone Wolf now stands among their ranks. That alone is cause for some concern.”

“Sir!” The little man bypassed the general and spoke directly to Valgerd. He had the final say, after all. “If not now, when?” Valgerd didn’t answer, but his gaze shifted back over to Tren. The man had a point. Giving Westreach time to rebuild and strengthen didn’t seem all that wise.

Taking the hint, Tren sighed and stood up. Hands clasped behind his back, he slowly paced a full lap around the table before speaking. 

“If we were to attack Westreach now, as you keep suggesting, such a campaign would require at least seventy percent of our forces. And even that would not guarantee victory. Casualties on both sides would likely be substantial. Meanwhile, our remaining forces would have to stay behind for defensive reasons.” 

He stopped at the far end of the table and turned to face everyone. “Once our enemies hear that we’ve moved over half our forces into Westreach territory, they will no doubt organize an immediate strike.” He lowered his head. “With our forces spread so thin, we could never withstand it. Verid Keep would fall.” 

“Old fool, I see you are still stuck in your ways,” the little man said. “Your past glory has come and gone, and now you would have us leave a legacy of cowardice and—” His eyes widened at the feel of Valgerd’s hand on the back of his neck.

“As I sit and listen to you two, I’m in awe of how opposite your views are,” Valgerd said as he firmly massaged the man’s neck. “I hear a tale of two completely worlds. Well, three worlds, really. Those who say nothing for fear of being disagreed with.” He gestured to the other advisors seated around the table. The meeting had been going on for hours, and so far only these two had voiced their opinion. “One who speaks from wisdom and experience, an honest assessment if not a popular one.” He gestured to his general.

He leaned into the little man’s ear and spoke softly. “And one whose reckless approach is meant only to build his own legacy, regardless of the cost to myself or Verid Keep.”

“Sir, I d-didn’t mean to...” he stammered, his words dripping with terror. Yes, it was true. He did want the records to state that he pushed for war and conquest, regardless of the outcome. He did want his name to appear on the declaration of war. After all, it wasn’t like he was going to be the one fighting on the front line.

“Tray, I find that I struggle to trust your judgment these days. I don’t think your services will be needed anymore.” With a twist of his fingers, the man’s head cracked sideways. His death was instant, and his frightened expression remained unchanged. 

Valgerd let the body drop and went back to his seat. “The rest of you, dismissed.” He flicked his fingers and chairs scooted back with an urgent grind. “No, Tren, you stay.” The room emptied in a heartbeat as the general hung back.

“And that is why they don’t speak up when summoned to advise you.” Tren casually gestured to the body on the floor. As usual, the veteran was not afraid to give his honest assessment. 

“Then perhaps they should all share his fate,” Valgerd growled. 

“Perhaps,” Tren agreed. After all, what use were advisors without spines or tongues? “But killing them won’t change the reality of the situation. You do not have the army for such a campaign. Not yet, anyway. But in a few years’ time...”  

“Bah...” Valgerd threw his hand in the air. It wasn’t that he disagreed, he just didn’t need to hear it. Verid Keep continued to expand their territories year after year. They were heading in the right direction, but the process had been slow and costly.

Just then, a messenger knocked softly before entering. Pretending not to see the body on the floor, he dropped the rolled parchment on the table and hurried off. No one felt safe around Valgerd when he was like this.

He removed the gold ribbon and broke the wax seal. It was not just a letter, but a formal document sealed and stamped. Eyes growing wide, he sat up in his seat and read it several more times. “Sire, what is it?” Tren asked. 

“The answer we’ve been searching for.” A grin split his face as he crumpled the document in one hand.

* * *
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Bernar knelt down and jabbed at the fire with a metal poker. Logs shifted and popped as a whirl of sparks twirled up through the chimney. He leaned the poker next to the fireplace and sat back down in his big, comfortable chair.

“Don’t you have servants for that sort of thing?” Armin sat across from him in a similar seat. The king’s private study had a warm, cozy feel to it. With only two lanterns flickering at the far side of the room, most of the soft light was coming from the fire. 

“Of course I do,” Bernar chuckled. “You, for instance...” He raised his foot toward Armin’s knee in a playful kick. “Point that sharp tongue at me again and you’ll be cleaning the castle floors.” 

Armin laced his fingers behind his head and leaned further back. “I was hoping you’d have me banished to the kitchens. I was planning to cook a special meal just for you.” He reached back and waved at the space behind his head. It was a comfortable chair to be sure; all it was missing was a sturdy pole to lean his head against. 

“We used to sit in front of the fire like this as children,” Bernar said as he reached for the wine glass on the stand next to him. “Remember those days?” His fingers brushed the glass before he changed his mind and grabbed the ice water next to it. He didn’t really feel like drinking this evening. A dulled mind could be a welcome relief sometimes, but not tonight.

“Sure I do.” Armin’s eyes went distant as he thought back to a simpler time. “Mother was turning the stew pot, father was passed out drunk, and you were threatening to make me eat hot coals right from the fire.” 

Bernar laughed as he rolled up from his seat and began poking the fire again. “And I’ll remind you again that it’s never too late to keep a promise.” He raised the smoking poker toward Armin’s mouth. 

As he poked the fire some more, his pumping wrist slowed down. With a more somber expression, he slowly turned back. “You...um.” He cleared his throat. “You never told me what really happened that day.” Armin raised his eyebrow and leaned forward in his seat. “Yes, yes, I know,” Bernar digressed. “You tried to tell me and I didn’t listen.” He returned the poker and sat back in his chair. “But I’m listening now.” He folded his hands on his lap and waited.

The fire popped as the brothers sat in silence for a while. “I wasn’t even on duty that evening,” Armin began. “Would have been better if I had just stayed home.” 

Armin sat in his favorite booth off in the corner. From here, he could take in the sights and sounds of the crowded bar while still keeping an eye on things. The air was thick with the scent of smoke and stale ale. Folk laughed as glasses clinked, sending even more ale spilling onto table tops. A barmaid squealed as her butt got pinched, and her entire tray of drinks went crashing to the floor. 

Armin couldn’t help but wonder if the floor might be drinking more than the people. 

The room’s energy seemed to change as something drew Armin’s gaze. Most didn’t know the man who just entered the tavern, but it was Armin’s job to recognize any potential threats. He knew who Valgerd Gadburg was... an up-and-coming assassin for hire, by all accounts he was quite good at what he did. Purposely hunched with his eyes low, his quiet entrance had hardly been noticed by anyone. 

Anyone but Armin...

Armin watched as Valgerd slipped in behind a group of men, careful not to bump them or draw any attention to himself. If the man was trying this hard not to be seen, there had to be a reason. When the assassin’s gaze drifted to a corner table where Lord Bueufry was seated, Armin slid across the booth and sat near the edge of his seat.

He tensed as Valgerd made his move. Hand on his sword, he debated whether or not he should take him down now. He’d never make it in time if he waited, but he couldn’t exactly cut down the assassin for walking across a tavern, either. 

Valgerd moved in from behind as his hand dipped inside his shirt. Armin stood... Valgerd flipped a white tablet into Lord Bueurfry’s drink. It fizzed briefly before the foam settled. Already on the move, Armin was relieved to see his hesitation pay off. Of course Valgerd wasn’t going to cut the man down in front of so many witnesses. Poison was the obvious choice.

Sensing the incoming danger, Valgerd glanced up and their eyes met. That knight had obviously seen him and was coming this way. Without any noticeable sudden movements, Valgerd slipped back across the room and was out the door in the blink of an eye. In and out like a shadow, no one ever even noticed him.

Armin was far more noticeable as he shouldered his way through the crowded tavern. A man his size didn’t fit through the cracks quite so easily. He hip-checked Bueurfry’s table on the way out, spilling his drink as the glass shattered on the floor. He ignored the angry shouts from the enraged lord and just kept moving.

He stepped outside and immediately softened his gaze to detect any and all movements simultaneously. He jerked his head toward a flickering shadow just as a trail of flowing white hair disappeared around the corner. Armin dashed in pursuit, but came to a sudden halt as soon as he turned the corner. 

“Not one step closer.” Valgerd backed his way down the alley with a young girl in his grasp. With one hand over her mouth, the other held a dagger to her neck as her feet dangled off the ground. 

“Easy there...” Armin showed his empty palms. “She has nothing to do with this.” 

“Then perhaps you should have kept your nose out of my business,” he snarled back. When the girl squealed and kicked her feet, he clamped down on her mouth harder. She stopped struggling and closed her eyes as a tear rolled down her cheek.

“Perhaps...” Hands still raised, Armin took another step forward. “But it’s not too late. Let her go and it ends right here as far as I’m concerned. It’s been a long night, and I’m eager to go home, just as I imagine you are.”

“Oh, I’m afraid that option has already come and gone.” Valgerd pointed back with his chin. “You interfered with my mark. Not only will I not get paid, but you’ve hurt my reputation as well. Others will think twice before hiring me.” 

“No one saw you but me,” Armin reasoned. “And I don’t plan on saying anything.”

“No...” Valgerd grinned and tightened his grip even further. “But they saw you.” The girl’s squeal came out in a strangled gurgle. A thin trail of red trickled from the edge of his blade as he applied a little more pressure. “Your interference will come at great cost. I doubt you’ll be going home tonight, Stone Wolf.” 

He suddenly dragged the blade across her neck and shoved her forward. He threw himself sideway against the wall to get past the charging giant, but it was an unnecessary maneuver. Armin was no longer focused on the assassin.

He caught the girl just before she hit the ground and gently turned her over. Her neck spurted with pulsing squirts, and he clamped his hands down to ease the flow. “No...no...no. Why? Why would you do this?” He faintly heard a number of shouts coming from the street, but he couldn’t worry about that now. He readjusted his grip and applied pressure from multiple angles. But no matter which way he shifted his hands, he simply couldn’t stop the blood flow. 

“Hey, you! Turn around and show us your hands.” Armin ignored the guard’s commands. Focused only on the girl, he squeezed to the point where he was nearly strangling her. “I said stand up and turn around!” He heard the clanging of more armor and the hissing of drawn swords. The girl’s glazed-over eyes stared up at nothing, and he finally released his grip.

“Stone Wolf? Is that...” Armin stood and slowly turned around. Guards gasped as they stared at the fresh corpse at his feet, his red hands covered in her blood. 

“I still see her face in my nightmares,” Armin finished. “She didn’t deserve her fate. I suppose in a twisted way, we both lost our lives that day.” Bernar stared down into his water glass in silence. He wanted to know the truth. And now that he did, he didn’t really know what to say.

A soft knock at the door broke the silence, and Bernar clapped his hands twice. The hour was late, so the intrusion was worrisome. A man stepped in and left the door open behind him. His clothes were travel worn and his eyes were heavy. The king’s eyes flickered down to those dusty boots of his, but he said nothing. 

It was clear this messenger had stopped for nothing on his way here. Such devotion was to be admired, even if he was tracking dirt across the king’s private study. He handed Bernar the sealed envelope, clicked his heels, and was out the door. 

Bernar broke the seal and took his time, his expression never changing as he went over the document. 

“Bernar?” Armin came around and looked down over his shoulder. 

“He accepted the terms,” Bernar said softly, then crumpled the envelope and tossed it into the fire. Sour smoke rose up in a flash of blue before settling back down. “You wanted blood, and now it looks like you shall have it. I hope you know what you’re doing.” 

The brothers sat in silence as the fire crackled away.
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Chapter 24
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White sands blurred past the demon’s vision as it streaked through the desert. Its pink eyes flared with burning hatred as it closed in on the tent city. Its mouth frothed with white foam as her delicious scent carried on the hot wind.

She was so close...So very close...

* * *
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“There should be enough food and water to last you at least a couple of weeks,” Tyldrir said as she gestured to the bag-strapped yackel. “Four if you bother to ration it properly. That should be plenty to get you clear of the wasteland. After that, you’ll be on your own.” Another two yackels were saddled up next to it, one for Renwin and another with two saddles for the ladies to ride double. 

“We can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done,” Sillavana said as she stroked the beast’s neck. They weren’t so bad once they got used to you. Of course, riding one over a long distance was going to be the real test. “If we ever come back this way...”

“I would prefer that you didn’t,” Tyldrir interrupted. She smiled, but it was unclear whether or not she was kidding. “The Merfolk don’t need any more trouble from the Brotherhood, and they seem to follow wherever you go. Therefore, I’m asking you to stay far away. Farewell, and good luck on your journey.” 

Everyone mounted up as several Merfolk gathered around to see them off. It was early yet, but the temperature was already on the rise. At least they wouldn’t be walking this time. 

Heads suddenly turned to the sounds of screams off in the distance. There was a moment of confusion as Merfolk glanced about, but the screams only intensified with each passing second. A wave of disruption came rolling toward them as ripped-up tents and tossed bodies were flung up in the air. It was almost like a mini sandstorm was barreling right through the center of the city.

And they saw it...

The albino creature came galloping through on all fours. Paying little attention to anything in its path, it decimated tents and people alike as it came straight for them. Screaming Merfolk dived in all directions as it barreled through, but the creature made no particular effort to go after them. 

It only had one target on its mind.

“This way!” Renwin shouted. Sillavana and Nylian were right on his heels just as the creature came rumbling through. It thundered into one of the yackels, its horned head tearing through leathery flesh as ribs cracked like twigs. A gush of red and innards came pouring out as the heavy beast spun around twice and hit the ground with a wet smack.

“Stay with me and don’t fall behind!” Renwin ordered as he charged toward the first line of tents. Swords drawn, he slashed open the side and dashed through the slit. He sliced an exit out the back and dashed into the next row of tents. He led them through tent after tent, dashing through an entrance when one was obvious, making one when it seemed faster. 

They listened as they ran, trying to gauge the distance of the screams so they might guess at the demon’s location. But the screams were coming from all directions now, so it could be anywhere. 

Renwin came to a hard stop and jumped back just as the side of the tent exploded inward. He sucked in his gut and threw his arms out wide just as a wave of white crashed through. It barely tipped his nose as the wind ruffled his clothes. It passed straight through and blew out the other side of the tent. Waving his arms for balance, he fell forward a step before bolting off in a different direction.

He led them through the street as screaming Merfolk raced around. Knowing they needed cover, he dashed toward the next line of tents and sliced into the first. He slowed briefly and glanced back to make sure everyone was here. The ladies were still right behind him, but so was the demon. They saw its shadow roll across the outside of the tent as it galloped in a sweeping loop and came circling back. It was like it knew exactly where they were at all times.

Sillavana stopped in front of the next tent, spun her bow off her shoulder, and whirled around. She ripped off two quick arrows, both striking the demon right between the eyes. They shattered on impact. She cursed under her breath and darted inside, then raced after the others, who were already two tents down. 

“That thing is not attacking randomly,” Nylian shouted as they ran. “It’s coming after us.”

“It’s coming after Sillavana!” Renwin shouted as his blade flashed through another cloth wall. The trio leaped over frightened families cowering on their tent floors as they raced through and out the other side. But a horrible realization hit them as they heard more screams coming from behind. Because the demon was always right on their trail, they were leading it right through these folks’ homes.

Sillavana stopped, whirled her staff once, and cut a clean slit through the side wall. She bolted through before the others could protest her decision to split up. They would never have agreed to it, but this was her only chance to lead it away from these innocent families. 

She felt fully exposed as she raced down the now empty street, but she needed to keep the fight out in the open. Hearing the thundering clops closing in from behind, she stopped and whirled back with her staff in hand. But when she gazed into those glowing pink eyes bearing down on her, she nearly dropped her weapon as fear gripped her heart. She could literally feel how much it hated her.

Pure white like a ghost, except for fresh bloodstains from those it had already trampled, the muscular creature moved with surprising grace considering its bulk. A coiled intestine waggled from one of its horns like a flag as it galloped. Rearing back, it released a pulsing wave of sound that physically dropped her to her knees.

The paralyzing blast rattled her senses. With a hand covering one ear, she tried to stand but was completely helpless. It lowered its head to charge, and she braced for the inevitable impact. Galloping full speed, the beast opened its mouth wide, ready to bite down on the savory meal. But its head jerked to one side as the flash of silver struck it dead in the eye. 

Pink liquid oozed down its white cheek as a clawed hand swiped at the wound. Sillavana snapped out of her pained trance and sprang to her feet. Few, if any, could have made such a pinpoint throw. It was either the luckiest toss ever, or it had to be...

Nylian stood at a fairly safe distance with a rainbow of airborne daggers circling up over her head. What looked like a show-off performance act was actually a way to keep her weapons easily accessible. The silvery rainbow climbed and expanded as her hands worked in wide circles. Satisfied with the spacing between them, she suddenly burst into a whirling spin.

The daggers completed their last loop and came falling down in a row, and with each full spin, she caught one and sent it zipping away. Her spin added substantial torque to each throw as they hammered against the demon’s head and body with tremendous power. But most just cracked or bent on impact while none actually penetrated its rock-hard flesh. Even its wounded eye didn’t seem to be bothering it anymore. 

An arrow cracked off its cheek while it was momentarily distracted. When it turned toward Sillavana, another two daggers banged off the back of its shoulder. Between the two of them, they tried to split its attention, but it ignored the bait. It was Sillavana he was after. The other annoying pest was of no importance. 

Sillavana picked up her staff and backed away. Nylian’s daggers thumped against its side as it stalked toward her. They might as well have been raindrops for the attention it gave them. There were no options left. She couldn’t outrun it, so here was as good a place as any to make a final stand. 

Who knows? Maybe I’ll land a lucky shot. 

Pain shot through the back of her calf as a well-placed kick swept her off her feet. “Fool girl!” Rewin roared from behind. “How many times must I tell you not to risk yourself?” He streaked past her and raced straight toward the demon.

The creature snarled as the pesky human came charging in. So many little distractions when all he wanted to do was consume her flesh. Swords up and ready, Renwin dropped at the last moment and slid between it legs. 

Sparks flew as steel dragged along its underside. Claws raked down at the annoying pest trying to interfere with its meal, but it missed as Renwin rolled out the other side. The demon whirled back just as steel snapped across its face. It swung its claws again, but Renwin’s explosive evasion was two steps ahead.

Renwin moved so fast, he seemed to disappear and reappear at will, striking from one side before suddenly materializing on the other. Sillavana had spared with this man many times and always knew he was the best she’d ever seen. But now, with no reason to hold back and his full skill set on display, it was a sight she couldn’t have imagined.

His swords buzzed with inhuman speed as blooms of sparks shed from the demon’s body. The demon flailed about, claws slicing at air as it didn’t really seem to know where he was at any given time. The demon wasn’t slow by any means, but its wild, predictable attacks were nothing compared to Renwin’s masterful bladesmanship.

The shrill clang of individual strikes blended into a rolling clatter of steel striking diamond-hard flesh. Had the demon been a man, he would have died a thousand times over by now, and still Renwin’s blades whirled like a tornado of steel.

Neither lady could utilize their projectile weapons for fear of hitting Renwin. It was impossible to anticipate his movements because he seemed to be everywhere at once. But despite the countless unanswered strikes landed, none seemed to deal any visible damage. Furthermore, his blades had dulled and were beginning to chip and crack from the ruthless onslaught. 

At best, it was more or less a stalemate up to this point, a truly unbelievable feat for a mere human facing a demon. But there was no room for moral victories here, and a stalemate was still not enough. 

With his blade edges now jagged and saw-toothed, he parried an incoming claw strike and dropped to one knee. He punched the ground and the silent boom radiated outward in a wave of power. 

The demon reeled as its white skin rippled against the force washing over him. Its massive body slid back across the sand, yet somehow it managed to remain upright before sliding to a halt. The endless torrent of sword strikes had been annoying at best, but that jarring blast truly hurt it. 

With one clawed hand to the ground, the demon shook its head like a dog as its white skin steamed. Quickly recovered, its head snapped up as he glared at Renwin, and its once pink eyes now flared an angry red. 

Renwin rose off his knee. “No matter what happens, Sillavana must survive,” he growled as he pointed a ruined blade at Nylian. “You must fulfill your oath! Let this be my final order to you.”  

Sillavana felt helpless as she watched from a distance. She was no match for that thing and didn’t know how to help. She had to do something, but what?

Suddenly, she lurched forward as a pair of horns rammed into her stomach. Doubling over from the jarring blow, her feet came clear off the ground as Nylian followed through with her charge and slung her over her shoulder like a sack. The thundering blow had been so debilitating that it left her nearly paralyzed, which was obviously Nylian’s intent. 

Nylian had made her choice and fully committed to it. She would keep her oath and save Sillavana...even it meant doing it against her will. 

Sillavana looked back in horror through tear-filled eyes. She tried to cry out, but a hoarse wheeze was all her severely winded body could muster. Even with the load, Nylian galloped like a stallion, her thick legs pumping across the sand with urgency.

With a ruined blade in each hand, Renwin stood tall before the demon as he raised his arms out wide. The creature reared back and screeched, it pulsing sound waves washing over him in a river of power. He somehow stood against the wave and managed to stay on his feet. 

The weapons master’s otherwise limitless arsenal had been spent, and the demon still remained a threat. There were no other options left. It was time to end this once and for all.

The demon charged, its now red eyes flaring with pure hatred. This mortal had caused him enough trouble and needed to die already. Renwin raised his blades higher, closed his eyes, and tipped his head back. I am ready... He released his blades and they bounced off the sand just before the demon crashed into him.

Sillavana saw everything and suddenly found her voice; her shrill cry rang out across the tent city. Nylian galloped on without slowing or looking back. In truth, she didn’t want to know what just happened.

Impaled through the shoulder by its horn, Renwin remained pinned to its face as it galloped after Sillavana. His shoulder and arm were ruined, and several of his ribs were cracked. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he gripped the demon’s other horn with his one good arm. His chi boiled within him, its pressure building as he summoned every last bit of his life force.

Nylian could hear the thumping clops behind her now, but didn’t dare look back. “I will keep my oath!” she screamed out as her legs pumped against the sand. Just shouting the words seemed to give her renewed strength, and her speed increased despite the protests from her burning lungs. 

Jostling around on the demon’s face, Renwin stared into its eyes with a hatred so deep, it was almost a living force. He could feel Zelgius’s presence behind those eyes, the bond between him and the demon. It was almost like looking into a mirror to another world, and he knew Zelgius could feel him as well. 

Suddenly they were face-to-face, their ghostly images hovering before one another. Renwin’s lips curled back against his bloodstained teeth, and for a fleeting moment time stopped and all the world stood still. 

“You...will never...have her,” he hissed into that floating face. “You have failed again, Zelgius.”

The powerful explosion that came from behind nearly lifted Nylian right off her feet. Unable to hold on, she released Sillavana and sent her rolling across the sand. Tent cloths tore into ribbons as cords and spikes ripped up from the ground. The silent wave of energy rolled across the desert, its power waning as the ring expanded. 

What had been a chaotic scene of battle and screams was now deathly silent, and all that remained of the demon was a scattering of crystal shards and white dust. 

There was even less left of Renwin... 

* * *
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Jemaex blinked the sleepy haze from his eyes. He was sleeping, wasn’t he? But then why was he sitting up in a chair? With his hands resting on his knees, he flexed his fingers and rolled his neck as he tried to remember the last thing he did.

“Jemaex!” Thaola shot across the room when she noticed him stirring. “Jemaex... Oh, thank goodness you’re all right. You gave me such a fright.” 

“Of course I’m all right. Why wouldn’t I be?” He was more confused than anything, but felt the need to downplay it, given all the strange things happening to him recently. When he tried to sit up, she gently pushed against his chest to ease him back down. It was just as well; the way the room was spinning, he likely would have fallen over anyway. 

“Quick! How many fingers am I holding up?” She started with two but quickly switched it to three.

“Three.” Annoyed, he shoved her hand out of his face. “What is wrong with you? I told you I’m fine.”

“No! No you’re not, Jemaex.” The look on her face was more than just a little unsettling. She looked outright terrified. “You are not even close to fine. Do you remember anything at all? Where I found you? Anything?”

“Where you found me?” he repeated. “Wait, just give me a moment.” He began rubbing his temples as he tried to think, but he was really just stalling for time.

“You don’t, do you?” she accused when he didn’t answer right away. Unable to come up with anything, he reluctantly shook his head. “Jemaex, when I found you, you were staring out over the edge of a cliff with the strangest look on your face. I tried to talk you back from the edge, but you wouldn’t respond no matter what I said. It was like you were in a trance or something. Finally, I took you by the hand and led you back here. You said nothing the whole way. It was like you were sleepwalking!”

She thinks you’re crazy, the voice rumbled in his head. Maybe she’s right. Booming laughter rattled through his skull, and it took a strong effort to keep a neutral expression. 

“Yes...yes, of course. I remember now,” he lied. Well, it wasn’t a complete lie; the faint images were slowly coming back to him, enough that he might be able to quickly piece together some believable story. But it was like trying to remember a dream from a year ago. “The view was breathtaking, and I just wanted to get a better look.” Feeling stronger now, he did manage to standup. 

“I spoke to you several times and you didn’t respond.” Thaola tried to ease him back into the chair, but he shook her hands off and spun away.

“That, I can’t explain,” he admitted. Who was he kidding? He couldn’t lie his way through this. There were simply too many holes in his memory. 

“Jemaex, you need help,” she said quietly. “Just let me talk to Faylen about this. We won’t tell anyone else but her.” 

Nooo! Ostrum’s voice boomed.

“No, you can’t!” 

She will kill us for sure. That is what the Lumen do!

“What you’re offering is a death sentence.” He paused a moment before stepping back. “Unless, of course, that is what you want.” 

“Of course that’s not what I want.” She groaned and threw her hands in the air. “But we have to do something. It cannot go on like this.” 

But I am getting better now. Ostrum’s voice came as a whispered suggestion, soothing in his ears. 

“I admit that I have had some bad moments since all this began, but those have become few and far apart.”

I gain back more control with each passing day.

“Ostrum’s influence has become minimal and shrinks more by the day. Soon, I will be able to subdue this foreign energy.” 

Thaola slowly shook her head. She didn’t like how this was playing out, but they didn’t have many options here. How long did she dare keep this secret? 

There is nothing to worry about. I am asking you to trust me.

“There is nothing to worry about. I am asking you to trust me.” 

Their voices blended as one. These were still his true thoughts, his true opinions, right? 

Everything is going to be all right. I promise...  

“Everything is going to be all right. I promise...”
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Chapter 25
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Bernar and Armin rode ahead with nearly half of Westreach’s army at their back. Horsemen flew banners on the ends of their staffs as foot soldiers marched in lines. Armin’s knights formed up around them, their riding formation meant to serve as a human shield as they kept a watchful eye on the tree line. 

“It’s just over that hill,” Bernar said, his hips moving along with his mount’s swaying trot. The trees had thinned considerably as the terrain was opening up.

“This area is completely exposed,” Armin pointed out as he leaned in and stroked Iolas’s neck. The beautiful black stallion snorted his approval. Clearly his knights had taken good care of the creature while he was at the castle. “Why choose a place with no tactical advantage?”

“You’ve been gone a long time, Brother,” Bernar grunted in response. “All formal challenges are required to take place on neutral ground. It is the law. And not a Westreach law, mind you, but a decree enforced by all kingdoms and factions who signed the treaty years ago. And yes, both Westreach and Verid Keep are among them.” 

“Must have been difficult to get so many to sign such a binding contract,” Armin said. 

“Not at all,” Bernar corrected as they began their slow ascent up the hill. “What simpler way for conflicting kingdoms to avoid an all-out war while still being able to settle their differences? One champion from each side competes in the Circle of Justice... One lives, one dies, and the conflict is concluded with no additional loss of lives.”

“And these contests are always held on neutral territory, you say?” Armin confirmed. “So Verid Keep holds no advantage either?”

“That’s part of the agreement.” Bernar sighed. “The contest will be witnessed by the Clerics of Trey. In fact, we are already on their grounds. Depending on the outcome, this may be my last night as king.” He turned his head and looked into his brother’s eyes. “I have taken much from you, Brother. I know this... But tonight I have risked everything to give back what I can. I hope you recognize the sacrifice I have made.”

Armin gave a slow nod. “I do,” he said softly, before turning his gaze up ahead. “And mark my words, Brother. By this time tomorrow, you will still be wearing the crown.” 

They rounded the top of the hill with the knights close behind. From this vantage point, they could see everything happening down below. The Clerics of Trey moved about as they prepared the circle. It was little more than a ring drawn in the dirt with some sort of oiled black powder. 

With their heads bowed and faces hidden beneath brown hoods, the mysterious monks stalked about with smoking lanterns on silver chains. They seemed to be conducting some sort of religious ceremony.

The army of Verid Keep was already waiting on the other side. In the waning light with the sun setting behind them, the white gems of their breastplates gave the illusion of eyes floating near the forest. There were actually outnumbered by nearly two to one, but only a fool would underestimate a soldier from Verid Keep. Unlike larger kingdoms with business ties and functioning economies, their entire existence was dedicated to war and plunder. Training for battle and capturing new territory was all they did.

Even from this distance, Armin recognized Valgerd Gadburg at the front of their formation. His wiry frame and long, white hair were just how he remembered them, and the mere sight of that murderer made his insides smolder. 

“He is not the same brash young assassin you remember,” the king warned, as if reading his brother’s mind. “His reputation has grown in leaps and bounds since you saw him last. Merciless and feared on the battlefield, cool and calculating in the war room, he has grown into a natural commander who understands what it takes to win. Do not underestimate him.”  

“All I see down there is the man who took my life,” Armin grunted under his breath. “And now I will finally have my revenge.” 

He turned his black stallion around to face his knights. “My brothers,” he said as he took the time to look at each one directly. “I dreamed there would come a day when each of you would walk this realm as free men once more. Well, it seems that day has finally come.” He gestured to Bernar. “The king has granted you your freedom, and you may now go anywhere you wish. Gentlemen, the world is yours.” His knights stirred atop their horses, several grunting eagerly at their leader’s words.

“The challenge that lies before me is mine and mine alone. Brothers, your loyalty has never been in question, and I do not doubt it now. You owe me nothing... If any of you wishes to leave now, you go with my blessing. It has been an honor to serve you.” 

“Hear that, men?” Yudges shouted. “He says we can leave if we want. Who’s up for running away when the Stone Wolf needs us most? Let’s go back to the tavern. Drinks are on me!” Roaring laughter rose like a storm as knights threw their heads back and held their sides. Armin just smiled and dropped his eyes. He loved them like brothers and had to make the offer, but in his heart he already knew how they’d respond.

“You always were a funny one,” Tin bellowed as he dismounted. “Now, enough playing around. There is a man down there that needs killing. And that business is long overdue.”

The knights dismounted and readied themselves. They were only here to accompany Armin, not to be a part of the contest itself. But each combatant could bring his personal guard right up to the combat area while the main armies stayed back. Their jobs were to serve as enforcers until one man fell.

Armin stepped over to the king, who remained up on his mount, and reached up as the brothers clasped wrists. “I will see you soon,” Bernar said. With that, Armin made his way down the hill with his knights in tow. Valgerd could be seen coming from the other direction with around ten personal guards at his back. Their oversized armor was jet black, making the embedded white crystals appear even brighter.

Clerics walked around the circle while throwing handfuls of white powder, but when they saw Armin approaching, they scurried out of the ring. Valgerd stood just outside the ring on the other side, and the two men stared across at each other. While Armin felt nothing but hate coursing through his veins, Valgerd actually looked amused. 

Both men entered the circle as their personal guards took up positions around the ring.

Clerics circled the outer edge and began lighting torch stands. One removed a lit torch from its holster, then bent down and touched the black-powder ring. The sudden burst of flame quickly whooshed around the circle, and a moment later they were standing inside a ring of fire. The dancing flames were as tall as a man, and the rush of heat forced the onlookers back a few steps.

“It’s good to see you again, old friend,” Valgerd spoke first as he scanned the flickering flames around them.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” Armin growled as he flexed his arms and rolled his neck. “And you are not my friend.”

“No, I suppose I wouldn’t be.” Valgerd calmly slipped out a dagger and shortsword. His strategy was clear, given his choice of lightweight weaponry. He was going to maximize his speed advantage to try and wear the big man down. “The mighty Stone Wolf, slayer of children. Who could ever consider a murderer like you to be a friend? We all know what you did that day. I’m sure there are many here today who will be thrilled to watch you fall.” 

Armin took a deep breath and forced down his rising anger. He couldn’t afford to let this dangerous fighter to get in his head. “I accept my share of blame,” he hissed back. “Had I not tried to stop you from poisoning that man in the tavern, an innocent girl would still be alive.” He removed his sword belt and tossed it aside. “She had her whole life in front of her, and you took it all away.” 

“Armin!” one of him men called as a double-bladed axe came tumbling up over the wall of fire. It was a large weapon, one most men would struggle to wield. He caught it in one hand and whirled it around him as it cut the air with a whooshing sound. The handle was cased over with thin metal strips to reinforce its strength, but it came at the expense of even more added weight. 

“I don’t expect a monster like you to shed any tears over one little girl.” They began moving in a slow circle, each watching the other from the corner of his eye. “But me? Not a day goes by that I don’t see her face. I only hope that by spilling your blood this night, her soul just might find some measure of peace.” 

“Touching...” Valgerd hummed. “Tell you what, old friend. I’ll arrange the meeting so you can tell her yourself.” 

Valgerd closed the distance in the blink of an eye. Armin positioned his axe just in time, the head catching the shortsword as the handle blocked the dagger coming in low. The block was completely instinctual where his eyes saw almost nothing. The men were face-to-face with their weapons locked. Valgerd’s grin had returned.

And now Arming knew why...

No man could move that fast; it simply wasn’t possible. Valgerd’s enhanced speed could only be the product of magic. The cheat was subtle, and no one would ever figure it out. Armin snarled as he disengaged their weapons with a hard shove. 

With both hands on his axe, he circled away while keeping his body low to make it a smaller target. A magically enhanced Valgerd was extremely dangerous, but like all spells, he knew it had a limit. After enough time passed, it would eventually dissipate, but Armin had to weather the storm until then.

Armin spun hard and whirled his axe in a sweeping crossways slash, and between the oversized weapon’s reach and his long arms, Valgerd’s leap back was almost not far enough. The blade whistled past his tucked-in stomach as it nipped off a button from his shirt. The axe reversed direction with surprising speed, and Valgerd had to turn sideways and dive out of the way a second time.

He rolled up to his feet with a growl, then reset himself and began circling the giant again. “I’ve always dreamed of being the best.” He used the back of his wrist to swipe back a few strands of white hair clinging to his forehead. “And what better way to prove it than by killing the Stone Wolf in front of thousands?” 

“If that is your only motivation, then I pity you,” Armin snarled as he held his axe upright. “Where does it end, Valgerd? Do you plan to conquer the world only to satisfy your ego? What happens when there is no one left to impress?” 

“Then the legend...” He flashed up as their steel collided with a bang. Suddenly nose to nose, he pressed his forehead against Armin’s. “Becomes a god,” he hissed. 

Armin tried to push off again, but this time Valgerd dived back at him and pressed his attack. His shortsword and dagger pumped with vicious speed, slashing in from all different angles. It was an all-out offensive flurry meant to finish this quickly.

Utilizing unmatched speed at such a close range should have shredded the giant, but Armin’s defense was not a thing he had anticipated. Spinning his giant axe about, shifting it from side to side, he intercepted all incoming strikes by using the handle and blade equally. It had great range, but more importantly, it also doubled as a shield. 

His choosing this oversized weapon was not random at all, and Valgerd could now see that. 

Valgerd unleashed with a roar. His arms pumped with blinding speed, his blades a spinning blur of steel. He felt a tingling work its way down from his shoulders into his wrists, and he knew the spell’s energy was beginning to fade. He could not have anticipated the giant lasting this long. He needed to end this quickly while he still had the advantage. 

Armin whirled and shifted his axe, parrying the incoming swarm of buzzing steel as sparks flared out in blooms of blue and orange. Fire shot across his side as a dagger got through. He stiffened from the flash of pain, and the pause nearly cost him as a shortsword slash zipped just under his throat. 

The momentum was turning, and both men knew it. Armin worked his axe in defensive circles as Valgerd’s steel came on like a storm of blades. And even as he used all his concentration and energy to fend off the onslaught, lightning-quick strikes were still getting through with alarming frequency. 

With little choice left, Armin began shifting his body from side to side as nearly every tenth strike hit its mark. His last-second twists still allowed Valgerd’s steel to bite flesh, but it was enough to protect his vital organs. But this was unsustainable as the flesh wounds continued to add up. His hands were growing slick with his own blood as he struggled to maintain his grip on the axe.

“Fall! Fall, damn you,” Valgerd roared in frustration as his blades stabbed in and out. He knew his strikes were landing, but the big man’s speed and agility were keeping them from landing flush. The damage was adding up, but now he was facing a different problem.

The spell was clearly wearing off...

His arms slowed as a deep burn began to set into his muscles. Moving at such an unnatural pace had taken its toll. And now that the flurry had played out, he was paying the price in the form of delayed fatigue. 

Armin felt the sudden change in pace as the assassin slowed. He took a step back to time his next maneuver, then hesitated just long enough for Valgerd to strike again. When the sluggish stabs came in, he whirled his axe with all the power he could generate. There came a heavy clang, and both Valgerd’s weapons dislodged from his grip and went tumbling through the air. Fire rattled down through his hands as panic set in.

The bloody giant came stalking toward him. With his whole upper body covered in deep gashes, it was a wonder he could stand, let alone still fight. “Tell me, Valgerd, do you still think you’re a god?” He tossed his great axe aside and continued his slow stalking toward the terrified assassin. “Many before you thought they could take down the Stone Wolf. Like you, I imagine they thought it might seal their legacy in the history books. All of them are dead. Don’t worry, you’ll meet them very soon.”

No, it wasn’t over. It couldn’t be. Valgerd was unbearably fatigued but still uninjured. The giant was a bloody mess. Pull yourself together... Valgerd said to himself as he tried to summon what little courage remained. He is just a man, a mere mortal who bleeds like anyone else. His injuries are severe. I can still finish this!

Valgerd roared as he committed to a reckless charge, using mostly his shoulders to launch his fists. He threw a right hook, then a left, each of which Armin dodged with a slight dip of his head. Armin easily caught the follow-up right hook with one hand, then took one step forward and smashed his forehead down against Valgerd’s nose. It exploded in a wave of red mist as he fell straight back. 

Valgerd’s survival instincts blared like a horn. This giant, this demon... He simply wasn’t human. How could he be? This creature was grievously wounded, and yet he still had no chance against him. Down on all fours, he ripped a hidden boot knife out of its sheath and leaped up at Armin’s face. 

Armin caught his wrist. The giant’s expression didn’t change as his grip moved up and closed around Valgerd’s fist. Valgerd released the blade and dropped to his knees, shrieking in pain as the bones in his hand crunched from Armin’s inhuman grip. 

“Please! Please, spare me,” he wailed as he tried to use his other hand to pry off the crushing meat hook. 

“Like you spared that little girl? Oh, that’s exactly what I plan to do.” Bloody and covered with deep gashes, Armin almost looked bored as he increased the pressure of his grip. “Her life was worth a thousand of yours. I regret that I only get to kill you once.” 

“Kill him! Kill him now,” Valgerd shrieked as his finger bones were turning to powder. Armin suddenly wheezed from the blow to the back of the shoulder, and dropped to one knee with a hand axe sticking out of his back. Clutching his crushed hand, Valgerd hobbled away like a wounded animal. 

Valgerd’s personal guard came rushing through the flames. The first one who reached the kneeling giant swung his sword straight down, but it stopped dead with a crashing clang. Holding it up with his axe, Tin grinned before driving a heavy foot into the soldier’s gut. The armor absorbed any potential damage, but the hard kick still sent him tumbling backward.

“Knights of Westreach!” Tin called out as he stood over their fallen leader. “Stand with your commander!” But the command was unnecessary, as they were already rushing through the ring of fire, weapons ready. Five dropped down in front of Armin to form a human shield as the others lined up on each side. 

After one of his knights removed the axe from the back of his shoulder, Armin rose to his feet. He swayed a bit as the many grievous wounds and mounting blood loss were finally taking a toll, but he was very much alive and still in the fight. “Knights,” he acknowledged his men, his voice still deep and strong. They gave him room as he stepped out from the protective formation. 

Valgerd’s personal guard quickly formed up on the other side of the circle. They had trained their whole lives and were the best Verid Keep had to offer. But these men knew battle-hardened warriors when they saw them. One look at these knights and they knew they were dangerous men. 

“Verid Keep has broken the agreement,” Armin boomed. Even as he stepped toward them, bloody and unarmed, the elite guards still moved away from him. “As witnessed by the Clerics of Trey, Valgerd’s claim to Westreach territory, as well as to my brother’s crown, is now void.” 

Clerics standing around the outside of the ring watched them curiously. They were mere witnesses and had nothing at stake. The way this contest ended was of no concern to them, but they would enforce the laws exactly as they were written. And in this case, the Stone Wolf was correct. Verid Keep’s claim was no longer valid. 

“And since Verid Keep has broken the pact, you may now consider yourselves prisoners of war,” Armin continued. “By all rights we should kill you where you stand.” He sighed as he swayed on his feet.“But I, for one, have had enough violence for one day. Go, and take your army back to Verid Keep.” He shrugged. “Or stay here and die. Doesn’t matter much to me.” His grinning knights growled as they shifted their weapons between hands. “Just so you know, my knights hope you choose the second option. They’ve grown bored with being spectators and are itching for some blood.” 

“Verid Keep does not take orders from anyone,” one of the elite guards hissed. It was hard to tell who spoke with their faceguards down. “Verid Keep does not run from a challenge.”

“Oh?” Armin took another step forward and they all jumped. “Why don’t you ask your fearless leader about that?” Heads darted around. “That is, if he hasn’t already run off too far.” Even as his personal guard held their ground, they only now realized that Valgerd was nowhere to be seen.

A horn blew from the hilltop as the Westreach army came marching down in formation. The contract had been broken, and all bets were off. Armin pointed with his chin to the opposing army as they were already retreating back into the forest. 

“I would go now if I were you,” Armin grunted. “I won’t make this offer again.” No additional encouragement was needed as the elite guard backed away through the wall of fire. 

*
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Armin wobbled on his feet as the Westreach army settled at the base of the hill. Just outside the ring, the king dismounted and stepped over the dying flames with a few guards at his back. Many of the soldiers were celebrating; the sounds of cheers and laughter filled the air. 

“Sire,” Yudges said to the king as he held Armin’s arm up around his shoulder to keep him standing. “The Stone Wolf needs herbs and treatment. I’m afraid if we wait any longer—”

“Step away from him,” the king growled. 

“Sire?” Yudges looked up.

“Must I repeat myself?” 

The knights shared some uneasy looks before stepping away from their leader. They were victorious, were they not? What had the king so agitated? 

The king glared at his brother. “On your knees,” he ordered. When Armin didn’t move, Bernar drew his sword with a grinding hiss. “You dare defy your king?” he growled in a dangerously soft voice. 

Armin’s shoulders slumped forward and he dropped heavily onto his knees. In truth, he simply couldn’t stand any longer on his own. “What are you doing?” he asked while trying to keep his voice down.

“What I should have done long ago.” The king’s response was not quiet at all. Those outside the ring who had been celebrating and not paying attention were now drawn to the unfolding spectacle. He stepped closer and loomed over Armin like an angry mountain. “You were right about me, Brother. What you said was true.”

He slowly lifted his blade until the tip was pointed at Armin’s throat. Arming didn’t move. “I’ve never done anything for anyone simply because it was the right thing to do. The idea of acting with kindness or compassion has always been foreign to me. Even now, I’m not sure how to do it.” 

Armin bowed his head and spoke in a whisper, “I don’t understand what you want from—” 

“I want my people to look at me the way they look at you!” the king boomed as his eyes flared. “While my commands are followed for fear of repercussion, your men are willing to follow you through fire and beyond. They are willing to die for you at a moment’s notice. How did a dishonored knight earn such loyalty, I used to wonder.

“And then I saw that the answer was right in front of me. It is because you are everything that I am not. Well, perhaps it is time to change that.” 

He raised the blade away from his neck and held it higher. “I took everything from you, Armin. I claimed I did it for Westreach, but I knew deep down that I did it for personal gain. Today I give it all back to you, not for gain or public recognition”—he looked down at his brother and smiled for the first time as his eyes welled up with emotion—“but because it is the right thing to do.”

He lowered the blade once across each shoulder. “I hereby restore your title in full. Rise, Stone Wolf, Knight of Westreach.”
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Chapter 26
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They hate you. Can’t you feel their hate?

“Silence...” Jemaex growled under his breath. He tried to ignore the voice’s poisonous words, but the problem was that Ostrum seemed to be right. Everyone stared as he walked down the street. Twisted scowls and squinted eyes accompanied outright laughter with fingers pointing right at him. Faces warped and bulged in unnatural ways, and their hollow cackles sounded like they were submerged beneath a body of water. 

Part of him knew it had to be an illusion, but that still didn’t change what he was seeing with his own eyes. 

They think you’re crazy. And you know a madman cannot be allowed to live.

“I said shut up!” Silencing the voice even temporarily helped to ease the illusion somewhat. But each time Jemaex made eye contact with anyone, that person’s eyes still narrowed with suspicion. He could still feel them judging him. They couldn’t hear the voice in his head, could they? Maybe they were all against him after all.

You know you’re not safe. Surely you can see that? Sooner or later they will try to kill you, just like they killed meeeeeee! he wailed.

Jemaex darted around the side of the first structure he saw and threw his back up against the wall. His heart raced and his chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. There had to be a way to either get Ostrum out of his head, or at least silence his voice. 

Why are you so eager to silence me?

Jemaex opened his eyes and slowly pushed himself off the wall. “You can read my thoughts?”

Of course... After all, I am your thoughts. We are one and the same, you and I. I am the only friend you have left. I am the only one you can trust.

Jemaex had sent his mind into a different plane of existence and came back with a madman in his head. Not just any madman, but one of the original founders of the Lumen. He had somehow managed to accept this, in part by convincing himself that he would eventually fix it. But he hadn’t truly realized how deeply Ostrum had penetrated his mind, and how much control and influence he had.

Until now...

He closed his eyes and turned his mind inward. His thoughts, his feelings and most precious memories, in the end they were all just patterns. His mind spun as he searched out these seemingly random energies and collected as many as he could, as fast as he could. Memories that built and defined him through the years were scooped up like fish in a net. 

Memories of his family, his most important life’s experiences, and even thoughts of Sillavana were locked away so tight that even he would struggle to free them someday. But it was better than letting Ostrum taint what was most precious to him. He visualized the silver key, and then let it turn into smoke.

And now that they were safe and locked away, he would willingly give up what was left to this alien entity. He needed to buy time and saw no other way to do it.

Use my knowledge and power. You are the only one worthy of these gifts. Do this, and together we will be unstoppable. 

“Unstoppable,” Jemaex whispered as a sudden calm took over. 

He opened his hand and a line of red mist rose from his palm. Half of the red vapor solidified in his grasp as the rest drifted aside in the form of blade-like disks. Now holding a deep-red sword, he raised it high in the air as the blood disks circled around him.

Icy mist rose from the ground and began to swirl around his feet. Faster it spun until he was standing at the center of an icy tornado. Jolts of energy danced between his blade and bits of ice twirling around the outskirts of the funnel. It was all so effortless... Was he even the one doing it?

Floating white lines suddenly slashed the air around him. They ripped open one at a time as ghostly white faces came flying through the mini portals. Hissing with their fangs bared, they, too, entered the icy funnel and began whirling about in a chaotic scene of mismatched energies. 

The high was euphoric as power coursed through his veins. This is who you are, Jemaex. This is who you have always been! They will not accept you because they fear your power, but they cannot hold you back forever. Perhaps it is time you gave them something to fear!

Lightning bounced off floating blood disks before dissipating against his blood sword. What fool claimed you could not use multiple forms of blood magic at once? Of course he could, and it was exhilarating! The wondrous sensation was like hearing music for the first time. Mad laughter boomed though his head as the extraordinary light show flashed around him.

But no... The laughter was not coming from inside his head.

It was...Jemaex.

* * *
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The wooden platform creaked as they gently lowered the last body on top of the others. The caretakers then stepped back as an oil-soaked tarp was carefully dragged over the top. Merfolk wearing white robes danced around the bodies as two circles moved in opposite directions, one group waving colorful streamers while the other circle held torches with blue flames. 

“I can’t accept this,” Sillavana whispered, sitting hunched over with her face buried in her hands. “This can’t really be happening.” 

“I keep thinking I’m going to wake up and it will all have been a bad dream,” Nylian said softly as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I always believed he was invincible, that he would never fall. I just can’t...”

The tarp flamed up in a whoosh as Merfolk fell into each other’s arms and wailed for the loss of their loved ones. Meanwhile, the dancers kept dancing as colored smoke coiled from the top of the flames. There were too many bodies to deal with, so one hormous ceremony for everyone at once was the only realistic option. 

Renwin’s remains may or may not have been included in the blaze. There was so little left to identify that it was impossible to say. 

“It’s all my fault,” Sillavana sobbed. “If it weren’t for me, he would still be alive. If only I had—”

“Don’t!” Nylian interrupted, pausing briefly to wipe her own tears. “Don’t you dare.” 

“But it is my fault. He was protecting—” 

“I said stop it!” Nylian turned on her suddenly, her eyes glistening with tears even as her face scrunched up in anger. “I’m not about to sit here and listen to you feeling sorry for yourself, and neither would Renwin.” She slowly shook her head as Sillavana shrank back in her seat and tucked her chin. 

“Wait, I’m...” Nylian suddenly seemed to snap out of it and turned in her chair. “I’m so sorry. My tone was uncalled for. I’m... I’m not thinking clearly.” With her gaze on the burning platform, she reached over and touched the back of Sillavana’s hand. 

“No, you were right. I can’t afford to be weak right now.” Sillavana turned her hand over and gently took hold of Nylian’s. “We must cherish his memory, celebrate his life, and move forward. We at least owe him that much.” 

The two friends sat in silence as the ceremony carried on well into the evening. And during that time not one of the Merfolk approached them to offer their condolences. But it was understandable. They had lost many loved ones as well. 

Much later into the evening, one of the Merfolk did approach them. “Excuse me,” she said in a soft voice. “This was all we were able to salvage.” She prompted Sillavana to hold out her hand before dropping seven rings into her waiting palm. Sillavana closed her fingers around Renwin’s rings and began sobbing all over again. “We thought you might want to have them.” The woman turned and left without another word. 

Just then Tyldrir approached. Like many of the Merfolk, she was also dressed in a white garment. “Ladies,” she addressed them both. “It has been a trying day for us all, and the last thing I want to do is add to your burdens.” She turned toward Sillavana. “But I’m afraid I must speak with you”—she glanced back at Nylian—“alone, if I may.” She turned away and began walking. 

“I’ll be back.” Sillavana touched Nylian’s knee as she stood. 

*
[image: image]


The walk back to Tyldrir’s quarters was made in silence. And even now that they had arrived, Tyldrir had yet to tell her what this was about. 

“Look, I think I know where this is going,” Sillavana spoke first to break the silence. “You want us to leave as soon as possible. After all that has happened, I fully understand your position.” 

Tyldrir raised her hand. “Yes, of course I want you as far away from my city as possible,” she was quick to agree. “But that is not why I called you back here. I...” She turned and walked to the other side of the room. “Would you like a glass?” she asked as she poured some spiced wine for herself. When Sillavana didn’t respond, she took it as a no and returned with only the one glass.

“Tyldrir?” Sillavana was starting to grow uneasy with this constant stalling. “If there is something I should know...” 

“I admit, I wasn’t sure whether or not I was going to tell you,” Tyldrir said before draining half her glass in one swallow. “The other day, when Kharis’s mind had been invaded...” Again she hesitated, as if still considering whether or not this might be a mistake. “As you know, I had to push the intruder out myself.” 

“Is Kharis all right?” Sillavana asked, wondering if that’s what this was about. “Has anything happened...”

“Kharis is fine,” Tyldrir said, quickly dismissing her suspicions with a wave. “But that is beside the point. I witnessed something that day, saw something...through the eyes of the intruder. Before I was able to expel him, I caught a brief glimpse of his inner thoughts.”

Sillavana slowly rose from her seat. “And these thoughts had something to do with me?” Tyldrir nodded. “Then why did you wait until now to say something?” 

“Because I didn’t know how you might react,” Tyldrir admitted. 

“Tyldrir, don’t you think that’s irrelevant? I still had the right to know.” 

Tyldrir sighed. “Yes, I have recently come to the same conclusion, despite my better judgment telling me otherwise. Come closer.” Sillavana took a step forward as Tyldrir raised her eyepatch, exposing her one green eye. “It will be easier if I show you.” 

Sillavana gazed into her eye as her reflection gazed back. Tyldrir blinked once and a wave of green light washed over her. For a moment it felt as if she were falling into that green sphere, spiraling into another world. 

The blinding green light faded away as she saw the open desert sands down below. She appeared to be flying, yet did not feel any of the associated sensations like a dropping stomach or air rushing over her. Suddenly, the Brotherhood’s complex rushed up out of nowhere. The change of scenery was so fast that she could have missed it had she blinked. 

Unable to control her forced flight, she flashed inside one of the buildings with equal suddenness and found herself floating just outside a thick wooden door. Her image drifted through the door as if it were a mirage, and inside was a man hung by his wrists. Damp feces and urine pooled around his feet, and his skin was covered with red bumps. 

Suddenly, his head snapped up as his greasy hair flung back. Even with a long beard and severely swollen face, Sillavana recognized him instantly. 

“Father!” she gasped as a swirl of emotions flooded her mind. 

He was severely malnourished and sickly, but his eyes were still clear. He seemed to be looking directly at her. “Run, Sillavana,” he rasped in a hoarse whisper. 

He suddenly flashed away as her body lurched backwards. “No!” she shrieked as she clawed the air far too late to grab hold of him. All the images blurred in reverse as she sailed back the way she came. Green light flooded her vision just before she tipped backwards. 

Tyldrir grabbed her by the shoulders and eased her back until she was sitting on the floor. “Your father is alive,” she whispered as she stroked Sillavana’s hair. “I wasn’t going to tell you for fear of what you may do, but in the end, I do not have the right to keep this from you.”

Sillavana said nothing as she sat on the floor, sobbing. She wanted to scream and laugh all at the same time. Overwhelmed with emotion, all she could do was sit on the floor as Tyldrir attempted to comfort her. 
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Nylian watched as Merfolk raked down the smoldering coals and ash. It was very late now, and most had already returned to their tents. She kept glancing over her shoulder, wondering if Sillavana would be back any time soon. She may have already gone back to her quarters, but she would wait a little while longer just to be sure. 

After a second glance, she spotted Sillavana off in the distance. But Nylian’s initial smile faded when she noticed she was carrying full packs in both arms and moving with urgency.

“Sillavana?” she called as she sprang from her chair to rush after her friend. “Hey, what are you doing? Sillavana, stop.”  She finally caught up when Sillavana stopped to throw down her packs near a yackel. Nylian grabbed her by the back of the shoulder and spun her around. “Sillavana, what do you think you’re...” 

When Nylian looked into her eyes, that icy glare of hers drove her back a step. “Sillavana, what is it?” she whispered as she struggled to find her voice. “Talk to me.” 

“My father is alive,” she said. “He has been a prisoner of the Brotherhood all these years.” She shouldered her way past and was heading toward her quarters, presumably to gather the last of her things. 

“Wait, what?” Nylian stood stunned for a moment, then again had to shuffle quickly to catch up. “How do you know this? Who told you...”

“He is alive, Nylian. I saw him with my own eyes.” 

“Wait. Just wait.” Nylian grabbed her by the shoulder again and spun her back. “Let’s just say this is true. Let’s just assume your father is still alive and is being held prisoner by the Brotherhood. Then what? What can you possibly do about it?” 

“I don’t know,” Sillavana admitted before pulling away from her grasp. “But I can’t do nothing.”

Nylian stood in stunned silence as she watched her friend march away. Was she really going to do what it looked like she was going to do? “Sillavana!” she called out in a last desperate attempt to stop her friend. “They are hunting you as we speak!” 

Sillavana didn’t turn and just kept walking. “Well, they won’t have to look far,” she whispered.
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Epilogue
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Sillavana tied off her last bag and climbed onto the yackel’s back. It was very late, and there were very few Merfolk around anymore, and the few that were still lingering showed no interest in seeing her off. “I only need you to get me through the desert,” she said softly to the yackel as she stroked the beast’s neck. “Then I’ll let you return. You can do that for me, can’t you?” 

She was about to leave when she saw Nylian heading her way. “You can’t stop me,” she warned. 

“You think I don’t know that?” Nylian tossed down two full bags of her own. “Stubborn ixolae... I can see that your mind is made up.” She softened her voice. “If it were me, I would probably do the same.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Sillavana asked, eyeing the full bags. “This is my burden. You have nothing to do with this.” 

“Oh no?” Nylian planted her hands on her hips. “How do you plan to do it? Are you just going to knock on the front door and hope they let you in?” Sillavana’s lips tightened. Of course she hadn’t formulated a plan yet. The plan was to figure it out as she went. 

“As I already told you, I’ve spent many years stalking the Brotherhood’s scouting parties in hopes of finding their weakness. I’ve been in and out of that complex multiple times. I know it better than they do, and if you’re really going to do this, then you’re going to need my help.”

“Nylian...” Sillavana’s eyes began to well up. “I can’t ask you to do this.”

“Yeah, I don’t recall you asking anything.” Nylian picked up her bags and handed them up. “In and out like the wind.” She winked. “That’s how this is going to go. We’ll get your father back.” She jumped up and set herself behind Sillavana. “And I will keep my oath,” she whispered.

A short time later, they were trotting through the desert. The night sky was clear, and the air carried a chill. Even though the moon was shining bright enough to cast shadows across the desert sands, its light was not enough to drown out the millions of twinkling stars. 

With a shiver, Nylian scooted up closer to Sillavana. It was a beautiful night, peaceful and serene. They would enjoy the calm as long as they could, for they both knew it would not last long.

* * *
[image: image]


The naked man stumbled across the room until his back slammed up against the far wall. “Ohh!” he clutched the top of Ozzria’s bobbing head. He threw his head back and closed his eyes as the woman’s aggressive mouth threatened to remove his member. He was finally liberated with a slurping pop as she rose up off her knees.

“Whoa!” His body came off the ground as the fit woman scooped him up and slung him over one shoulder. She stalked over to the bed and tossed him down like a sack. The bed creaked in protest as he bounced off the springs, but she was already on top of him before he bounced a second time. 

She swung one leg over his face and rammed her crotch down onto his mouth. He mumbled something inaudible against her groin, but she ignored it as her mouth went right back to work. 

A moment later, her lips released him with another wet pop. She spun around and mounted him, and then eased him up inside her as her hips sank. Eyes bulged, mouth gaping open, the man appeared to be in shock as her hips started to grind. Faster and faster she moved, and with each thrust she lowered her face down a little closer to his. 

Her mouth was so close to his that he could feel the pulsing warmth of her breath. Her lips were still moist, and her scent was spicy.

Thrusting her hips down hard, she took all of him inside as she bit his lower lip. He jumped from the pain as the metallic taste of blood spread across his bottom teeth. She released his bloody lip and rotated her face, her tongue dragging across his cheek until she reached the side of his head.

Her moist tongue dipped once into his ear, then she gave him a playful bite before speaking. “Boring,” she whispered, and then rolled off his hips and began searching for her clothes. 

“Wha-What?” he gasped breathlessly as his whole body still trembled. 

“Boring,” she repeated as she began slipping on her undergarments. 

“What? I don’t...” Confused, breathless, and outright shaken from the aftermath of this sexual demon, it was a struggle just to string a few words together. “What’s boring?” he finally blurted out once he pulled himself together. 

“Everything.” She slipped a dress over her head, then swayed her body to wiggle it down. “Everything is boring. This room, that bed...you! Everything.” With that, she marched out into the hall and slammed the door behind her. 
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The tall brunette halted her finger halfway down the page of her appointment book. “I see we have you all set with Anlonin this afternoon.” She winked. “One of our finest. I should know; I trained her myself.” The elderly man couldn’t stop smiling as he bobbed his head incessantly. He was wringing his hat so hard, it appeared as though he might tear it in half. “She’ll be ready for you soon. If you would like to have a seat...” 

Ozzria came clopping down the steps with a packed bag in each hand, and one slung over her shoulder. She passed through the waiting area without a word and slipped out the front door. 

“Um... If you could excuse me for just one moment,” the brunette said as she eyed the door. “I’ll be right back.” She rushed across the room and peeked outside. “Ozzria?” The young woman watched as Ozzria tossed two bags over her horse’s back. “Are you going somewhere?” 

“Yes.” Ozzria fastened one bag, and then walked around to begin work on the other. 

“Um... Where? And when will you be back?”

She stopped yanking on the cord and glanced back. “I’m going to go find my friend,” she said as a genuine smile spread across her face. She tossed a key ring over and the young lady caught it with one hand. “I don’t think I’m coming back, Leiyal. The place is yours now.” She hopped up on her horse. “I know you’ll take good care of it. Good luck,” she called over her shoulder as she clopped off down the street. 




The End
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