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Forging Valerence: Book 3

The Greatest

Paladin

Cailan Wilkinson


Prologue

Luria

———————

“Hurry up!” yelled Dane.

“I’m working as hastily as possible!” yelled Seth, The Black Boned Wight.

Selris was sent flying back, his shadowy body impacting the snow between Seth and Dane.

“Resistance is futile,” crooned the Murlap Tree Blight as it glided toward them. “Blight consumes all, you, this forest, this world, soon it will all be as one.”

A corrupted root shot from the ground beneath Dane but he jumped back, slicing it at its base with his flaming sword. The Murlap Blight extended his long bark-covered arms to either side of his body. “I become all, I am death, I am life, I am essence itself.” 

“Done!” yelled Seth as he stabbed the bone staff he’d been inscribing with demonic runes into the ground. The ground rippled and a look of horror consumed the blight’s face. “My network! My colonies!” The ground around and beneath them writhed as the blight staggered. Dane sent a bolt of holy energy crashing into the blight’s chest, the outermost bark of which crumbled away to reveal pale wood beneath which was oozing black syrup. “I will survive!” gasped the blight just before his body deteriorated and he collapsed into the upturned earth and snow.

Snowflakes fell around the trio as Selris stood up and ripped the demonic mask from his face. Shhhwuuckkk! “We’d best get back to the burrow,” said Dane.

“Or we could attempt to hijack another ship,” suggested Seth.

“No,” said Selris as he stashed his mask in his satchel.

“Come on, it can’t possibly go as bad as it did last time,” insisted Seth.

The memory of the burning ships, dying men, and cackling witch played before Selris.

“It’s not as if another witch will just happen to attempt to sneak onto a ship at the same time as us,” said Seth.

“Even so our plan would still likely have failed, and it is certain to now,” said Selris.

“How else are we going to get away from this frozen wasteland?” asked Seth.

“I don’t think we are,” said Dane.

“We are,” said Selris. “We just have to figure out a way that doesn’t involve the deaths of a hundred Valerence soldiers, the destruction of two ships, and our nearly dying.”

“I place full blame on that witch,” said Seth.

“Yes well what happened happened and now we need to get back to our burrow before we run into another blight,” said Selris.

“As you say,” said Dane and they began walking through the snowy forest. Then Selris paused, as he felt a vibration emanating from within his satchel. He dared not hope, yet a thrill shot through him as he withdrew the communication crystal and Malistith’s voice emanated from it. “Selris?”

“Malistith?!” asked Selris. “What has taken you so long?”


Chapter 1

Highlends

———————

Pulbis sat on a rocking chair while Travis sat facing him on a cushioned stool. The short bald man wiggled his hairy fingers as he spoke. “So you have no idea why the stars would bring you here?”

“None,” replied Travis. “Though I am curious as to why you are here rather than at Lightspear Academy.”

The floor beneath them trembled and the tower they sat within seemed to shake as a muffled screech sounded from far below them. Travis inclined his head questioningly.

“Well the answer to your question is truly tragic,” said Pulbis. “I was fired from my position at the academy and sent here to deal with some monsters which live in this tower's lower levels. Unfortunately, I have found them beyond my ability to subdue and so have remained here uncertainly, until now…”

“Why were you fired?” asked Travis.

“I was caught getting a little handsy with some students.”

Travis’s eyebrows rose. “Please elaborate.”

Pulbis sighed. “I was caught performing unseemly deeds with two female students.”

“And you were merely fired rather than imprisoned?” asked Travis.

“Yes, I know quite a few things to the extent that The Lightspears must either kill me, or keep me under their employ in some capacity.’

“Stop wiggling your fingers,” ordered Travis. “I am tempted to throw you from this tower.”

Pulbis clasped his thighs as he smiled. “Come now, your face is far too innocent to utter threats.”

“Then you’d be surprised if you knew of the things I’ve done,” said Travis. “How did monsters come to inhabit this tower and why do they remain in the lower levels?”

Pulbis chuckled. “I do not know, but if you kill these monsters then we may return to New Haven together and you will no doubt receive some great reward.”

“Why were you sent alone? And why do the Lightspears care about some monsters in an old Highlend tower?”

“I was sent alone because they believed that I was well suited to the task, and they care because they believe that there is an ancient artifact within the lowest of the tower's levels.”

“And yet you claim to be too weak to combat these monsters?” asked Travis.

“Indeed, my specialties lie elsewhere.”

“Elaborate.”

Pulbis began wiggling his hairy fingers once more. “My class allows me a certain amount of charisma, enough in fact to lead others to believe me stronger than I am.”

“And so you deceived the Lightspears yet reveal your secret to me?” asked Travis.

“Indeed,” replied Pulbis. “You have the power to vanquish these monsters and deliver the artifact to New Haven.”

“And you assume I won’t reveal your weakness to the Lightspears?”

“I do. You will find having an ally whom you hold leverage over is a valuable ally indeed. Made even more valuable when you consider my influence over the Lightspears.”

Travis stood. “Very well. Though I find you disgusting, I will assist you, now lead me to these monsters.”

Pulbis stood and led the way down the spiral staircase which descended through the tower’s various levels.

“How long has it been since you left the academy?” asked Travis.

“Three weeks,” replied Pulbis.

“What levels are Mathis, Grace, Lancel, and Landren?”

“That is confidential information.”

“As you said earlier, I hold leverage over you and you will answer any and all of my questions.”

Pulbis chuckled, jumping down the next step. “Lancel and Landren aren't prominent enough for me to know their levels, but Mathis and Grace are both level seven.”

“And what level are you?” asked Travis.

“Thirteen,” replied Pulbis cheerily.

“I don’t believe you.”

Pulbis sighed dramatically. “Very well, I am level ten.”

“And your class is?”

“That’s my personal information and no amount of leverage will exploit it from me,” said Pulbis as the spiral staircase ended. They were on the level beneath that which Travis had entered into some hours ago after teleporting from Malistith’s island. This circular room was unlit, though his dark vision allowed him to spot the old wooden door which lay in the opposite wall. “The monsters are past that door?” asked Travis.

“The stairs leading deeper into the underground lay past that door, and the monsters lay somewhere beneath the stairs.”

Travis took a step forward, then paused as Pulbis remained behind. “You're not coming?”

“I’d be of no use to you, besides, I must keep a lookout should others approach the tower.”

“How are we to return to New Haven?” asked Travis.

“I have a device which will teleport us there,” replied Pulbis as he wiggled his hairy fingers.

Travis turned away in disgust and strode to the wooden door which he opened. He was met with a heavy earthen smell and the sight of stone steps leading down into dark depths. He left the door open behind him as he descended, stone lay to either side of him, though he could smell the dirt behind it. A slight sense of unease washed over him, he attempted to shrug it off as he continued forward. He could always teleport away should his life become imperiled. Though should he succeed in killing these monsters and recovering this supposed artifact, then he would return to New Haven as a hero and with luck become an official inquisitor.

He missed the ease and comfort of his life before that fateful day, that dreadful day, that day when Jeffery had been murdered and he had been teleported to Luria. He had been through so much since that day, he’d gained power too, far more than he would have should he have remained at Lightspear Academy. Though he had also grown tired, not physically, but mentally. Retiring to rest for a time in New Haven seemed an overly appealing prospect indeed. He need only slay whatever monsters lay ahead of him.

He paused as he felt a familiar vibrating sensation. He reached for his communication crystal but as he withdrew it he found it to be still and blank. Yet the vibrating persisted from his empty pocket, he moved the crystal to his left hand as he reached his right into the pocket, ensuring that it was truly empty even as the vibrating continued. Confused and frustrated he pushed his pants down as he touched his pale thigh, he felt two sensations at the same time, the vibrating as well as the contact between his hand and thigh.

MESMOR POISON RESISTED! BRAIN INFLAMMATION RESISTED! EDGE REALM DELIRIUM RESISTED!

He opened his eyes, finding that he was lying on a stone table and looking up at a hideously horrific creature. Its body was round and bulbous and hovered above him supported by half a dozen thin stalky appendages which extended to the ground. Its skin was brown and scabby and its singular large eye was a dark black. He conjured a solar bolt immediately and it shot straight into the abomination’s eye.

DAMAGE DEALT TO SOUL WEAVER = 134x2/CRITICAL HIT! TOTAL DAMAGE DEALT TO SOUL WEAVER = 268.

The monster toppled backwards as the solar bolt shot straight through its eye which lay in the center of its small circular body which hit the ground with a squelch.

EXPERIENCE GAINED = 1,200/SOUL WEAVER DEFEATED. LEVEL UP! Hp and Mp restored, + 1 Constitution, + 2 Wisdom, + 2 Intelligence, YOU HAVE 1 FREE STAT POINT TO ALLOCATE!

He hastily climbed off the stone table and stood, finding himself within a circular stone room. To one side of the room lay a spiral staircase which both ascended and descended. The rest of the small room was empty but for the table and the dead soul weaver. What had happened? He’d been talking to Pulbis, then he’d descended the stairs, and now…

The sound of distant waves crashing against a rocky shore caught his attention, they sounded as if they were crashing below where he stood rather than above. But he had descended into the tower's subterranean levels had he not?

His eyes wandered back to the dead soul weaver. What had it been doing to him? And how long had he been unconscious for?

He needed to find Pulbis. Turning, he strode toward and up the spiral staircase. He was met with a foul odor and moments later he arrived within another room. This one featured three corpses, which by their condition, had been here for some weeks if not months. It also featured a window, one which looked out over the sea. This didn’t make any sense! Wait… He thought back to the afflictions he’d resisted. Whatever the Soul Weaver had been doing to him it had involved his mind and imprisoning him within a false reality. He considered the bizzareity of finding Pulbis within this tower, and as he thought back to their conversation he found it to be just as bizarre and unrealistic.

He gazed out the window and at the waves that crashed against the rocky shore as he thought back through his recent memories. He’d attempted to teleport to Stormhold but instead had arrived here. Then he’d entered the tower and been greeted by Pulbis. Or so he remembered. Had the soul weaver subdued him upon his arrival and infiltrated his mind to make him imagine Pulbis? And if so then why?

A noise caused him to turn back toward the steps. He watched as Lennex emerged, a self-confident smile present on his face. “Travis, why are you here?”

Travis frowned as he conjured a solar bolt. “This can’t be real,” he said as the solar bolt shot toward Lennex.

“Can’t it be?” asked Lennex, as in an instant, he sidestepped and the solar bolt impacted the wall behind him.

Travis cast gravity grasp and Lennex was levitated into the air, though his smile never wavered. “You can’t win, not against me.”

“I already have,” said Travis as a solar bolt impacted Lennex’s head and his body morphed into that of a soul weaver whose bulbous circular body hit the ground amidst a tangle of appendages.

EXPERIENCE GAINED = 1,000/SOUL WEAVER DEFEATED.

Travis felt nauseous as he realized that he was standing a mere few feet from the dead soul weaver rather than by the window where he had been a second ago. His mind had been infiltrated once more. He hastily allocated his free stat point into Intelligence, hoping that it would aid his ability to detect and escape from the soul weavers’ traps. He needed to leave this tower, and he was about to attempt to starwalk away when a familiar voice called out to him. “Please, Travis, we just want to talk.”

He watched as his mother emerged from the staircase, her hands held out placatingly. “Killing us is only harming your brain which we are attempting to repair. You have suffered damage from your prolonged time in the astral and we are attempting to heal that damage.”

“Reveal your true self!” ordered Travis, his voice angry as the air above his left palm warped in preparation for a gravity grasp. His mother disappeared, replaced by a soul weaver, though the weaver lacked a mouth, an alien, yet smooth, voice emanated from it. “Allow us to heal you, or you may suffer a cranial rupture.”

Travis cast gravity grasp and the monster’s many appendages left the ground. He conjured a solar bolt before his right fist.

“Wake up Travis!” called Jeffery and he opened his eyes to find the familiar baize ceiling of his dorm above him. He lay there for a moment, confused, then he climbed down from the top bunk to find Jeffery dawning his school uniform. “I had a dream where I ranked second in the tournament,” said Jeffery excitedly.

Travis was reminded of the tournament, the first day of which had taken place yesterday. The students from Corridors A and B had had their initial matches yesterday, and today he and the rest of the students from Corridor C would have their initial matches along with the students from Corridor D. He was about to change into his uniform when he looked down, finding that he was wearing cotton pants and no shirt. Hadn’t he been wearing a dark blue tunic and coat? 

He turned to Jeffery. “Your dead.”

“Is that a threat?” asked Jeffery light-heartedly, “because I already know I’ll take you down if we end up fighting in the tournament.”

Travis smiled sadly as he cast gravity grasp on Jeffery. “I know you would.” The room around him flickered and vanished as he sent a solar bolt into the soul weaver which collapsed in a heap of sprawled appendages.

EXPERIENCE GAINED = 800/SOUL WEAVER DEFEATED.

He stepped back and into a portal which opened around him as he fled into the astral. He was flying through space as his mana drained away. Distant stars surrounded him as did shimmering areas through which he could vacate the astral. But did he truly want to leave? This place was so beautiful. His mana drained below a fifth of its maximum and he turned toward one of the shimmering patches, a portal opening around him as he staggered out of the astral and fell into a thin layer of cold snow, beneath which lay frozen dirt.

For an instant he considered remaining where he lay, then he pushed himself up and got to his feet. He was standing in a clearing, and he wasn’t alone. A dozen or more people sat mounted on horses some ways away. They were all staring at him, and to his surprise, he found that he recognized two of them.


Chapter 2

Reef Shore

———————

Ronan rode beside Vandimir and at the head of the procession as their horses trotted through the snowy forest. “Remember when I took you hunting in these woods?” asked Vandimir.

“Those are some of my fondest memories,” replied Ronan.

“I had hoped to take Grace hunting someday,” said Vandimir.

“We’ll get her back,” promised Ronan.

“When?” asked Vandimir. “Every day we delay the chances of her being brainwashed by the Lightspears increases. Allow me to take the fleet to New Haven and I’ll bring her back.”

“You’d fail, and I can’t lose you too.”

“He wouldn’t fail if he had Highlend and Lesterland Inquisitors with him,” said Jason Valien as he trotted his horse up to ride to Ronan’s left.”

“I will not be dragged further into your war,” said Ronan.

Jason smirked. “Don’t delude yourself. You’re already a part of this war and this exchange cements that.”

“Perhaps we should call this exchange off then?” asked Ronan.

“Most certainly not,” said Jason hurriedly. “The implants you're receiving for releasing me are an invaluable commodity.”

“Jason is correct,” said Vandimir. “The King wants us all dead and you will never see your sister again unless we rescue her.”

“I will not join the losing side in a hopeless war,” said Ronan as they emerged from the forest and into a clearing where a dozen mounted figures waited.

“Saxton Lintrus is the greatest military commander in Valerence,” said Jason. “And his recent victories have proven that we can win this war, with your support.”

“You are two fiefs against seven,” said Ronan.

“With your aid, we would become three against seven, and of those seven only five truly oppose us. Lexington is too distant to be consequential and High Perch will not join this conflict.”

“You lack the implants to stand against New Haven,” said Ronan as they approached the mounted Highlend company.

Falven Lintrus smiled and trotted forward. “My Lord Ronan, and Jason, it brings me much joy to find you both well.”

“You’ve brought the implants?” asked Ronan.

Falven extended a palm, conjuring a pouch which he tossed to Ronan. “Three implants as agreed upon.”

Ronan caught the pouch, opened it, and dumped the gems into his hand. They were a pale blue and seemed to sparkle. After examining them to ensure they were real, he dropped them back into the pouch before storing it in his pocket dimension. Jason trotted his horse forward, turning it about so that he sat beside Falven, facing Ronan and Vandimir.

“Ronan,” said Falven. “Have you given more thought to my proposed alliance?”

“I have, and I am unwilling to join your war.”

“But you are already a part of this war, our exchange today cements that.”

“I wrote to Xander thirty days ago, asking for permission to enact this exchange, and since I have received no reply, I have used my judgment as a Lord in a time of war to make the decision I deemed best.”

“Is it not likely that your letter never reached Xander?” asked Falven. “And legally that argument will fall short in any court. Jason’s value is immense and Xander would surely have wanted him as a prisoner in Stormhold.”

“Transporting him to Stormhold would have been impossible with these winter sea storms,” said Ronan.

Falven sighed. “We need your ships, and in exchange for your aid we are willing to offer you many more implants, as well as the promise that we will rescue your sister.”

“How do you intend on winning this war when the Lightspears alone command ten times more inquisitors and clerics than you?”

“We have secret weapons, weapons which will ensure our victory,” said Falven.

“Such as?” asked Vandimir.

“Join your fief to our cause you will learn,” said Falven.

Suddenly Ronan, Falven, and Jason’s heads all turned as a portal opened some fifty or so feet away and a man fell through it and onto the snowy ground.

“You betrayed us?” asked Falven.

“No,” said Ronan as the man got to his feet. Ronan stared at the man who looked somewhat familiar, though from where he could not say.

“Who are you?” called Falven.

The man who wore a blue tunic and dark purple coat looked at Ronan, then to Jason before his eyes settled on Falven. “I’m Travis, and who are you?”

“You are in the presence of Falven Lintrus, Lord of Felk Hall and captain of the golden Legion,” announced one of Falven’s men.

“I recognize you,” said Jason. “You're that paladin who I found drifting at sea.”

“I am,” said Travis. “And you’re the would-be Valien who flaunted his house symbol in open waters. How did that turn out for you?”

“I’ve seen you before,” interjected Ronan, “but where?”

“At Lightspear Academy. You were picking up Grace for The Holy Day and she introduced us.”

“Ah, I remember now, but why are you here and not at the Academy?”

“That’s a very long story,” said Travis. “The short version being that I’m a paladin of the stars and my Gods teleported me away from the academy several months ago.”

“And why are you here?” asked Falven.

“I’m not sure,” replied Travis. “I was in this tower fighting these soul weavers, awful hideous creatures, and I needed to escape so I teleported away and now I’m here.”

“And you’re not a spy?” asked Jason.

“Certainly not, who would I even be a spy for? And who would I be spying on?”

“A spy sent by The King or Lightspears to spy on me and report back to them,” replied Falven.

“Well I’m definitely not that,” said Travis. “Do you know Larenthian? He’s a Necromancer assisting Lord Fallith in your war. I’m sort of friends with him as well as with Artemis, Lord Fallith’s daughter.”

“How do you know Artemis?” asked Falven.

“I rescued her from Reef Shore and escorted her to CrestHelm after Vense led a coup against Lithen.” Travis turned to Ronan, “I assume you’ve dealt with Vense and are now Lord of Reef Shore?”

“Indeed, though that was five months ago,” said Ronan.

“I’ve been in the astral for the last five months,” said Travis.

“What have you been doing in the astral?” asked Falven.

“The answer to that is very complicated and not easily explained. Perhaps we could talk more over dinner?”

“I must return to Reef Port, but you're welcome to accompany me,” said Ronan.

“You're also welcome to accompany me back to Linton,” said Falven.

“I appreciate your offer,” said Travis to Falven, “but I actually have a few things I’d like to discuss with Ronan.”

“Very well,” said Falven, before turning his attention back to Ronan as he conjured a communication crystal which he tossed to him. “Please consider joining us.” With that, he reeled his horse around.

Jason followed Falven, though he glanced back toward Travis. “Feel free to seek me out if you ever wish to join The Valien Empire.”

“Sure,” said Travis.

“I’m afraid we don’t have an extra horse for you, but you're welcome to ride with one of my men,” said Ronan. “Grey Keep is just a half day's ride away and we can find a horse for you there.”

“Do you plan on spending the night there?” asked Travis and Ronan nodded. “In that case, I’ll teleport there and join you for dinner tonight. I know Lord Mortis and there’s a set of armor waiting for me at Grey Keep.”

Ronan’s eyebrows rose. “You’ll have to tell me the story of how you met Lord Mortis over dinner.”

Travis smiled, “Of course, see you then.” A purple portal opened around Travis and he disappeared into it.

“Well, that was certainly interesting,” said Vandimir.

“Indeed,” said Ronan as he reeled his horse about and started back toward the forest. “I look forward to hearing his story, and he may prove to be a valuable ally.”


Chapter 3

Stormhold

———————

Ryan Kinel relaxed on a cushioned chair as he watched the rehearsal for the theater's latest rendition of War of the Pawns. The stage was currently empty but for the Jester who was performing the intro. Ryan flipped through the playbook as the rehearsal continued, ensuring that the events taking place on stage matched the manuscript:

JESTER

Hark my words, my lovely pawns, and you shall hear a tale of two foolish kingdoms, one of dark and one of light. Both thought themselves the greatest, yet both were impaired by their own pride.

(JESTER sidles to the side of the stage, letting his story unfold.)


ACT Ⅰ: BEGINNING OF STRIFE 

Synopsis: The JESTER craftily maneuvers the Black and White kingdoms into a war.

Scene 1: A Valiant Mission

Characters: WHITE KING, WHITE DAUGHTER, WHITE KNIGHT.

Synopsis: WHITE KING sends WHITE DAUGHTER on a mission to convert the Dark Lands to the White kingdom’s own religion.

SETTING: WHITE KING’S throne room.

AT RISE: WHITE KING is sitting on his throne with WHITE KNIGHT kneeling beside him. WHITE DAUGHTER is standing before him.

WHITE KING

Knight, Daughter, people of my holy kingdom, I have decided we must spread our religion forth to the Dark lands! We must excise the plague of sin and evil which festers in the hearts of the men of the Dark Kingdom, shielding them and their forsaken lands from God's light. It is our duty to deliver holy judgment upon them and guide them to the power that God provides, for only then can they be absolved of their sinful ways.

Daughter, I have decided to send you to meet with the Black King, in order to secure his aid in this holy endeavor.

WHITE DAUGHTER

Yes, Father. I will not fail you.

WHITE KNIGHT

My Lord, shall I secure an escort for the princess? The roads between here and the Dark lands can be perilous in places.

WHITE KING

Good knight, do not fret yourself with the safety of my daughter. She is on a holy mission, and her fate rests in God's hands.

WHITE KNIGHT

Yes, my king. You know best.


Scene 2: A Sinful Deception

Characters: JESTER, WHITE DAUGHTER.

Synopsis: JESTER kills WHITE DAUGHTER.

SETTING: Country road

AT RISE: An empty country road.

(JESTER bounds to centerstage, while WHITE DAUGHTER starts her trek across the stage, showing her journey to the Dark Lands.)

JESTER

And so the pitiful princess took her leave. Lalala lala~!

Traveling alone, she encountered a stranger, who took it upon himself to relieve her of her mortal suffering.

WHITE DAUGHTER

I can do this! I’ll prove to Father that I am not a pawn! I’ll prove my worth and rise through the ranks of my enumerable sisters. Lala-!

(WHITE DAUGHTER surveys the ground.)

Ooh, shiny! What a stunning stone! I shall keep this and offer it to my father as a present! Maybe then I shall gain his favor,  and not be ignored like a child, locked in my room and made to do meaningless tasks, solely to keep me occupied; like embroidering the king's royal socks!

(WHITE DAUGHTER bends over to pick up the rock, and JESTER closes in behind her.)

JESTER

Kings do nothing but [WHITE DAUGHTER snaps her head around at the sudden voice.] treat their denizens as disposable commodities. In their eyes, we are nothing but playthings.

(JESTER pulls out a small knife and stabs WHITE DAUGHTER. She screams.)

But I’ll show them.

WHITE DAUGHTER

What have you done?

(Sinks to knees.)

My stone will never be delivered to my father! Nor will my mission be completed.

(Heaves last breath :).)

JESTER

I am sorry, for you were as I was: treated as a puppet. Manipulated for their indulgent desires. But your death was not in vain, my pretty pawn. I will now be able to rid the world of two self-serving, petty monarchs.

(Turns back to  WHITE DAUGHTER, and walks toward the chessboard.)

You have served me well.

(JESTER removes a white pawn from the chessboard.)


Scene 3: Lies

Characters: JESTER, WHITE KING, WHITE KNIGHT.

Synopsis: JESTER starts the war between the Dark Kingdom and the Light Kingdom by lying to WHITE KING, saying someone from the Dark Lands has assassinated his daughter on her holy journey.

SETTING: WHITE KING’S throne room.

AT RISE: WHITE KING is sitting regally on his throne with WHITE KNIGHT kneeling beside him.

(JESTER enters.)

JESTER

Your majesty, it is with great humility and sorrow that I bring forth tragic news. Your Daughter was slain on the expedition you sent her upon.

WHITE KING

The audacity! Who dares assassinate my kin?

JESTER

The killer was of the Dark Kingdom.

WHITE KING

How have you come to this knowledge, Jester? How reliable is its source?

JESTER

Very. For I am the one who has gathered this information, using my very own eyes, My Lord.

(The JESTER points to his eyes.)

I was frolicking down the same road as your deceased daughter, on my own business, and around a bend in the road  I saw your daughter lying dead upon the earth, and a soldier from the Dark kingdom run away down the road.

Would that I should have been but a few minutes earlier! For then this tragedy would never have befallen your kingliness. I am skilled with the sword, and should have easily defended the princess. I am deeply sorrowful for your loss, I blame this upon myself, your grace. I should have been able to save her.

WHITE KING

If this terrible act is indeed true, it only confirms what I have long suspected. The dark lands must be cleansed, their evil wiped from this earth entirely.

Knight!

WHITE KNIGHT

My lord?

WHITE KING

Mobilize our armies and prepare an invasion force. God's justice shall be brought to those sinful wretches!

WHITE KNIGHT

Yes, my king.


Scene 4: Fanning the Flames of War

Characters: JESTER, BLACK KING, BLACK KNIGHT.

Synopsis: BLACK KING receives word delivered by JESTER that his kingdom has been invaded, and mobilizes his army. BLACK KNIGHT has second thoughts, though…

SETTING: BLACK KING’s throne room.

AT RISE: BLACK KING sits on his throne, with BLACK KNIGHT kneeling beside him. JESTER stands before the king.

JESTER

Your majesty, it is with great humility and sorrow that I bring forth tragic news. Your kingdom is being invaded by an army sent forth by the White King, who intends to claim your lands for his own.

BLACK KING

I always knew that twisted self-proclaimed messiah would attempt to claim what is not his.

Your intel and assistance have been of utmost use to this kingdom. We are forever indebted to your loyalty. After this war, you shall be showered with thanksgivings and gifts of great wealth.

JESTER

You humble me, my king.

BLACK KING

Knight, mobilize our armies and prepare an excursion force to burn their crops and common folk. None shall live from that tainted land.

BLACK KNIGHT

Yes, Your Majesty. Your wish is my command…but…

BLACK KING

But what?!

BLACK KNIGHT

But burning civilians? My king, this would not only support the White King's perception of us as savage brutes, but it would also be wicked! Even if this were a justifiable retaliation against the leaders of the White Kingdom, these people are not the ones making the decisions! Will you not consid—

BLACK KING

Am I not king?! You are naught but a servant, to do as you are ordered.

I now order you to go! Our troops must depart on the morrow!

BLACK KNIGHT

Yes, my king.

(BLACK KNIGHT exits.)


ACT Ⅱ: ESCALATION

Synopsis: The war escalates, and the kings themselves finally ride to battle.

Scene 1: I Shall Ride to Battle

Characters: JESTER, WHITE KING, WHITE KNIGHT.

Synopsis: JESTER tells of raiding parties sent from the Dark lands, inciting WHITE KING to ride to the front lines himself.

SETTING: WHITE KING’S throne room.

AT RISE: WHITE KING is sitting regally on his throne. WHITE KNIGHT kneels beside him.

(JESTER enters.)

JESTER

Your majesty, it is with great humility and sorrow that I bring forth tragic news. The Dark King has sent raiding parties out, and they are at this moment burning common folks like the homes of the plagued!

WHITE KING

Such is the nature of evil, targeting the weak. Well, I intend to exact God's vengeance upon those sinners.

(Looking toward WHITE KNIGHT.)

Knight, prepare an escort of clerics, it seems I must travel to the front lines myself. Only then can our victory be certain.

WHITE KNIGHT

There may be great bloodshed, your highness, and I feel this to be an unnecessary risk. Are you certain?

WHITE KING

Yes, good knight. I am God's holiest servant; he will see to my safety, if not that of my daughter’s. [To self] What sins she committed I may never know.

WHITE KNIGHT

As you say, my king.


Scene 2: Then so Shall I!

Characters: JESTER, BLACK KING, BLACK KNIGHT.

Synopsis: JESTER tells BLACK KING of the advances of the war. BLACK KING is convinced by JESTER to ride into battle, as WHITE KING had done.

SETTING: BLACK KING’s throne room.

AT RISE: BLACK KING sits on his throne, with BLACK KNIGHT kneeling beside him. JESTER stands before the king.

JESTER

Your majesty, it is with great humility and sorrow that I bring forth tragic news. The White King has taken to the field himself. He has brought other fellows with him—a force of clerics. Together they are slaughtering and crucifying your citizens.

BLACK KING

I must defend my people. And if he has taken to the field, then so must I.

BLACK KNIGHT

Must we leap into strife with our neighboring kingdom so eagerly? Would it not be wise to first try and negotiate? We do not even know why they first attacked. I think it may be wise to gather more information before we do something so drastic. This war will cost the lives of many young soldiers.

BLACK KING

I will ponder the questions you have raised. Maybe…

(As BLACK KING ponders, JESTER speaks up.)

JESTER

If I may your grace, it is at this very moment that the White King has extended himself deep into your kingdom. If you do not act quickly, you will be putting the lives of civilians at risk. The time for parlay is past, they will not listen to reason. I have heard their mad king ranting of this war to his citizens, and he is not planning for an end until you have surrendered or you have been slaughtered. Though this war may cost the lives of a few soldiers, the overall death count will be lower if you end the war with force; now.

I am but a jester, yet I advise you to listen to me.

(Throughout JESTER’S monologue, BLACK KNIGHT grows increasingly hostile toward JESTER.)

BLACK KING

Yes. I will do as you say, Jester. Your guidance has never led me astray thus far.

Prepare a force of shaman to accompany me, Knight.

BLACK KNIGHT

If that is your command, then that is what I shall do. Though I wish you would strive more for a peaceful resolution to–

(BLACK KNIGHT Glares at JESTER.)

BLACK KING

Silence! I wish for no more chastisement from my lessers. Go now, and do not talk back to your superiors.


Scene 3: A Swaying of Opinion

Characters: BLACK KNIGHT, JESTER.

Synopsis: BLACK KNIGHT has a conversation with JESTER. BLACK KNIGHT is not pleased by what JESTER has been making the king do.

SETTING: In a corridor of the Black Palace.

AT RISE: An empty corridor.

(JESTER strides in from off stage, followed by BLACK KNIGHT.)

BLACK KNIGHT

Stop! You and I have a few things to discuss.

JESTER

(Sweetly.)

What about? My juggling skills? Tee-hee~

(Jester pulls three juggling balls out and starts juggling.)

BLACK KNIGHT

No! About what you’re telling the king! You seem to want a war. And in my experience, only the most foolhardy or psychopathic people truly wish for more human strife.

JESTER

In my experience, actions which appear terrible are often the ones which accomplish the most for the greater good.

If we do not strike back with equal force as our enemies, our whole kingdom may be ripped from our grasp, leaving us as slaves for a new empire, one ruled by a self-righteous, conquering madman. Is this truly the future you would bring to the subjects of this land?

This war is for the salvation of lives and the continued reign of your… our king. For the endurance of this land as we know it.

I’m begging you! Please take my words to heart! Do not let your mistrust in me cloud your better judgment.

BLACK KNIGHT

My judgment is and was not clouded! I was just aiming for a more…peaceful conclusion to the matters at hand.

But I now see your justification, and why my king puts his faith in you. Thus, I will march to battle willingly, doing what must be done. Though I will not relish in the slaughter of soldiers, even those of the White King attempting the same.

Jester, I beg forgiveness for my mistrust in you and your actions.

JESTER

Forgiveness granted, my lovely knight. Run along now and prepare an honor guard for the king. Choose only the most skilled and devoted swordsmen.

BLACK KNIGHT

This I shall do. May our paths cross after this war, when our land has settled down. We shall live peacefully, in a land of prosperity and joy. I misread you earlier, and am indebted to you for my misgivings.

JESTER

Fret not, good knight. You have apologized already. You were doing what you thought best for your kingdom and your people. You know now you were misguided in your actions, and you will strive for a more accurate reading on future situations.


ACT Ⅲ: A DECIMATING CONCLUSION

Synopsis: All except JESTER die in a final confrontation, who proclaims his victory to the audience.

Scene 1: Confrontation

Characters: WHITE KING, BLACK KING, WHITE KNIGHT, BLACK KNIGHT.

Synopsis: WHITE KING and BLACK KING and their armies confront each other on the battlefield. The two armies fight until no one is left alive, save JESTER.

SETTING: A battlefield on the border of the White and Black kingdoms.

AT RISE: All characters are onstage, in two armies of black and white, confronting each other. Characters are both in front and behind the center chessboard.

(Two armies, of black and white, meet on the battlefield, coming from opposite sides of the stage. The JESTER sits behind the desk, and starts moving pieces.)

WHITE KING

With God as my witness, I shall smite you for the sins you have committed against my kingdom and my family.

BLACK KING

What sin have I ever committed against your kingdom or your family? You invaded my kingdom first, this war is your sin, not mine.

WHITE KING

You killed my Daughter unprovoked, and that is just one of the many sins you are about to die for.

BLACK KING

I did no such thing!

WHITE KING

Lying is a sin punishable by death! Surrender and submit to God's justice! Or I shall smite your kingdom and crucify every last one of its sinners.

BLACK KING

If I stand down, you will just crucify me and all my army anyway. I will fight, and either I will win or I will die in an attempt to rid the world of one self-righteous, arrogant, deceitful monarch.

WHITE KING

How dare you make such mockeries of a king! I am God's holiest servant and you are naught but an agent of darkness.

Charge!

(Both knights draw swords and attack each other. They battle for a bit, and finally all have killed one another. Near the end of their duel, the kings realize they’ll have to fight themselves, instead of letting their minions do all the work. They battle and likewise kill each other.)


Scene 2: A Cruel Conclusion

Characters: JESTER.

Synopsis: JESTER proclaimed his victory.

SETTING: Battlefield.

AT RISE: The two armies, including the Kings, have killed each other, and lay dead upon the earth. JESTER is the only survivor.

JESTER

And the final move. I maneuver each and every piece, whether king or servant. The silly fools! They thought they had power, and yet this happened! I have shown the world that I am no mere jester, I am a player amongst a sea of pawns, who were no more than playthings to me!

Now… they’re all dead!

(JESTER sweeps the chess pieces off their board, and produces a Joker card, which he shows to the audience before placing on the table. He then throws his hands out and up, laughing evilly.)

I played them off one another, and they slaughtered themselves, leaving only one player and one piece remaining: me! Tee-he-he!

(Jester skips offstage, laughing maniacally all the while.)

Ryan clapped, a wide smile on his face. “Fantastic!” he continued clapping as the actors came on stage and bowed. After the last of the actors had bowed, and while the stage was being cleared in preparation for the next rehearsal, Gary, the theater’s director walked down the aisle and took a seat beside Ryan. “How was The War of the Pawn’s rehearsal?”

“Excellent,” replied Ryan. “I expect a six thousand gold opening weakened, the drop off will likely be low too, I’d estimate no higher than fifty percent.”

“Good,” replied Gary, “how do you feel about this next rehearsal? A Space War.”

Ryan sighed. “We shouldn’t have allowed this thing to enter the production phase. Filoni is an idiot and I expect this rehearsal to be a disaster.”

Gary stood, stretching. “Filoni’s father’s plays are what made this theater what it is now. While I share your sentiment, we must allow Filoni this one chance, should he fail I’ll leave you with the pleasure of terminating his contract.”

“You won’t stay and watch this impending disaster?” asked Ryan.

Gary chuckled as he turned and began walking back up the aisle. “I have better ways of spending my time.”

Ryan turned his attention back to the stage, the curtains were down and the noises of Filoni’s crew's preparations could be heard from behind them. He allowed himself a moment to think back to the good old days, when the theater had first opened. Those initial years had been glorious. They’d produced so many excellent plays, they’d changed Stormhold for the better, providing the people with meaningful entertainment. It had been him, Gary, Jeremy, Azz, and Mauler, but Azz and Mauler were away on a trip to The Bread Isles. Jeremy was busy constructing the new theater in New Haven, and so in their absence, only he and Gary were left from the original group.

It had been six months since Azz and Mauler had left for their trip to recruit new talent from The Bread Isles. With luck, they’d return soon. Jeremy had been in New Haven for nearly a year now, though he did visit occasionally, each time insisting that the New Haven theater was nearly complete. Without Az, Mauler, and Jeremy present to vote on various decisions, the theater’s other board members had been steering the company down a perilous road. The main annoyance stemming from their recent decisions being the production of Filoni’s play.

The curtains opened and Ryan’s musings came to an end as his attention turned to the stage where a ship sailed across an ocean of blue paper. Two young women stood prominent on the ship’s deck, there were also several crew members scrubbing the deck and pulling on ropes. “Another ship is approaching and hailing us,” said one woman, “but their flag is old and their hand signals are slightly incorrect.”

The other woman crossed her arms and smiled smugly. “Allow them to pull up and board.”

“Yes captain.”

A new ship was pushed forward and an older man accompanied by a young woman walked over a boarding plank and onto the ship. They proceeded to draw swords and kill everyone on the ship as Ryan scowled. Why would the ship’s captain allow the other to pull up beside and board if she knew that the ship was sketchy?!

After killing everyone, the old man and young women freed a prisoner from the ship before returning to their vessel as the curtains closed and preparations for the second scene began. Ryan resigned himself to several hours of discomfort as the curtains opened and the second scene began.


Chapter 4

Reef Shore

———————

Travis stepped out of the astral and into Grey Keep’s courtyard. Finding this location within the astral had been easy. Possibly because he’d teleported from this location before?

“Who are you!?” yelled a startled voice, and Travis turned to find a soldier in tight leather armor leveling a spear at him.

“Lower your weapon, I’m Travis, a friend of Lord Mortis, and I have arrived to pick up my armor and dine with Ronan when he arrives this evening.”

“Travis?!” called a familiar voice, and Travis turned to see Eric descending from a ladder that led up to the parapets.

“Eric, it’s good to see you,” said Travis, putting on a false tone of excitement.

Eric jumped from the ladder and smiled as he approached. “Have you come to pick up your armor?”

“Indeed, and to dine with Ronan, he should arrive before sunset.”

“You know Ronan Umbrille?”

Travis smiled, “Indeed, I attended Lightspear Academy with his sister.”

“Interesting. Would you like to try your armor on now?” asked Eric.

“Sure,” said Travis as he followed Eric into the castle proper and to a familiar room where they found Demetri scrubbing a piece of leather.

“Dimetri,” said Eric, gaining the man’s attention. “Travis has arrived to collect his armor.”

“Ah, yes,” said Demitri as he glanced toward a shelf covered in various pieces of studded leather armor. He approached the shelf, rummaging around it as he spoke. “It was a small, nice and tight and made of the firmest leather.” A moment later he turned back toward them, clutching several pieces of studded leather armor. “You’ll be able to wear these under your clothes, they’ll even help to make you appear less skinny. Now get those clothes off and let’s get you armored up.”

“I’d better go inform Lord Mortis that Ronan will be arriving soon,” said Eric before departing.

Travis watched him go before turning back to Dimetri. “Ah, right,” he said as he began undressing. The armor felt as tight as it looked, especially the parts which wrapped around his thighs. Dimetri explained and demonstrated how to put on and take off the armor, and to Travis’s mild surprise a description appeared as he looked down at the studded leather armor that he wore:

TIGHT STUDDED LEATHER ARMOR - UNCOMMON. STATISTICS:

Provides a 90% chance to reduce low incoming damage by up to 100%

Provides a 70% chance to reduce moderate incoming damage by up to 30%

Provides a 50% chance to reduce high incoming damage by up to 5%

Travis couldn’t help but smile. This armor was certainly beneficial. “Thanks Dimetri, I really appreciate the effort you must have put into crafting this.”

“Of course,” said Dimetri as he stepped back and surveyed Travis. “It certainly fits nice and tight. I didn’t craft you a helmet because I know you Inquisitors pride fashion over protection, but if you ever want one just let me know.”

“I’ll do that, thanks again. Will you be joining us for dinner?”

Dimetri was about to reply but was cut off as Eric returned. “Travis, Ronan has arrived and requests your presence.”

“Thanks again,” said Travis to Dimetri before following Eric out of the room. They found Ronan and Vandimir in a sitting room. Eric made his leave and Travis took a seat on an elegant berch chair.

“Do you have the ability to teleport other people with you?” asked Ronan immediately.

“I don’t,” replied Travis, slightly irked at the recurring question.

“Who is your current allegiance to?” asked Vandimir.

Travis hesitated as he considered the question. “Valerence.”

“And by extent King Xander?” asked Vandimir.

Travis nodded slightly.

“And yet you are not an inquisitor, nor have you completed your training at Lightspear,” said Ronan.

“I’m a paladin, as such I have Gods who have seen fit to remove me from the Academy.”

“Gods plural?” asked Ronan.

“There are many stars,” replied Travis.

“And what tasks have they set you to?”

“Spreading their influence. Why did you trade Jason for implants rather than keeping him as a prisoner as your King would have wished?”

“Xander has denied my fief implants, he has raised our taxes, and he has demanded that we lend our ships to him to send to Skelous and Luria as he sees fit.”

“And so you betray him by giving up a valuable prisoner, yet you are unwilling to fully ally yourself against him?”

“I,” Ronan sighed.

“It is a difficult choice,” said Vandimir. “Ronan’s actions will either save or doom hundreds of thousands of lives.”

“And you decided to give away your most valuable prisoner in exchange for some implants?” asked Travis accusingly.

“We need them if we are to have people capable of combating the other fiefs Inquisitors,” said Ronan.

“You could have used Jason as leverage over both sides, giving you power over them and ensuring that your fief remain outside of the conflict.”

“I could have,” agreed Ronan, “but I didn’t.”

“If you ask it of me, I will go to Stormhold and attempt to sway the King toward forgiving you,” said Travis.

“Why would you do that for me?” asked Ronan.

“Because you’re my friend’s brother, and because I’d rather this war not be escalated further.”

A door opened and a soldier entered, an envelope in hand. “Pardon the interruption, but this just arrived for you my Lord, the messenger said it’s urgent.”

“Thank you,” said Ronan as he accepted the envelope.

The soldier departed as Ronan opened the envelope and withdrew a letter. A moment passed and Ronan’s expression turned dark. “Reef Port is under siege from a Corinthian fleet.”

“They must have learned of our meeting with Falven,” said Vandimir as he stood.

Ronan rose as well, glancing at Travis. “It seems the time to prevent further escalation has passed.”

“Can you not treat with them?” asked Travis as he stood.

“They invaded our capital,” said Ronan.

“I will ride to Shiptackle castle and form a blockade outside the harbor,” said Vandimir. “We can trap them, destroy half their ships, and hijack the rest. The prisoners gained will be a valuable resource.”

“I’ll ride to Salt Harbour and amass an army,” said Ronan. “We’ll come at them from all sides.” Ronan glanced at Travis, “Please inform Lord Mortis of our departure and pass on our apologies.”

“Of course,” said Travis as Ronan and Vandimir hurried out of the room.

Travis remained where he stood. Then a portal opened around him and he drifted into the astral. He hadn’t intended to starwalk, yet he sensed that it had been he and not the stars who had cast the spell. Where was he going? He sensed where the stars wanted him to go, but should he travel to Stormhold instead? Perhaps he could still do something to de-escalate the war? His mana was draining away and he couldn’t afford to remain indecisive. To Stormhold then.


Chapter 5

Stormhold

———————

Travis stepped out of the astral and into the palace’s courtyard. Shouts of alarm came from all around him, and he smiled a falsely confident smile as he surveyed the startled people around him, many of whom were leveling weapons toward him. “I am Travis Losland, and I have urgent news for the King.”

Ten minutes later he stood within the throne room as he looked up at King Xander the Holy who sat atop his golden throne. “While the mission you dispatched me on was a failure thanks to the incompetence of those whom you sent me with. I have managed to return here with valuable information regarding Jason Valien, Falven Lintrus, Ronan Umbrille, and Vandimir Umbrille. I offer this information freely to my King, though I also ask that I be recognized for my services to Valerence.”

Xander nodded slightly. “Travis Losland, I hereby pronounce you an inquisitor of the realm and grant you the rank of captain in the grand Valerence army.”

Travis smiled. “Thank you, my King. Shall I reveal the sensitive information I have learned here, or perhaps in a more private setting?”

“I will meet with you in three hours,” declared Xander, “Edward, accompany Travis to a meeting room and hear his report.”

Travis bowed before turning and following Edward Lightspear from the throne room and down a hall. “Congratulations on your promotion,” said Edward as he passed Travis a yellow crystal. “Here’s your authorization crystal.”

“Thanks,” said Travis. Thus far things were going splendidly, he had no intention of selling out Ronan’s and Vandimir’s strategy. However, he did possess other information which the King would find useful.

They arrived within a sitting room and took seats across from each other. “So, what have you to report?” asked Edward.

“Jason Valien was released to Falven Lintrus earlier today in exchange for three implants.” Travis was confident that knowledge of the exchange must have already reached the King some time ago. As evidenced by the Corinthian fleets' invasion of Reef Shore. “Ronan Umbrille had no intention of joining this war until he received news of the Corinthian fleets' insurgence.”

“And how have you learned all of this?”

“I can teleport anywhere I wish and I am able to stealth myself from sight,” replied Travis.

“And you were never detected?”

“Only when I wanted to be. Are there any enchanted javelins I could requisition?”

“Possibly, though what do you mean by only when you wanted to be.”

“I mean that I am trusted by Ronan, Vandimir, Jason, and Falven.”

“How?”

“As I said, I can teleport anywhere I wish, I’ve met a lot of people.”

“Are you in a position to act as a spy?”

“Certainly, though I would expect fair compensation. How many people do you know with my abilities and connections?”

“Only one,” replied Edward, “and he is more God than person. I am certain that Xander will reward you extravagantly for your services.”

“Could you have food brought to us?” asked Travis, “I haven't eaten in five months.”

Some hours later after they’d eaten and discussed Travis’s role as an inquisitor, King Xander arrived. They had a similar conversation to the one he and Edward had had, after which Xander asked a question. “What rank is your starwalk spell?”

“Rare,” replied Travis.

“We can assume that when it reaches a certain rank you will be able to bring others with you when you teleport. When that happens, I would ask that you consider becoming one of my personal guards. Should my life ever be threatened you would have the power to transport us to safety.”

“That would be an honor, Your Majesty, though that time is still distant.”

Xander nodded. “Of course. There is a combat assessment for Inquisitors an hour after dawn. I would like you to participate.”

“Alright,” agreed Travis. “How long until dawn?”

“Three hours.”

Travis winced, “Do you by chance have a bed I can borrow until then?”

“Of course,” said Xander.

——

He was lying in the pool as he stared up at the stars.

“You are on the path to prominence.”

“You will found that which will undo you.”

“Your guild, your adventurers, your world.”

“Five wars will come and go until the decimation would transpire.”

“You must prevent the decimation, you must escape from the paradox.”

A bell was ringing and Travis opened his eyes to find that a dim light shone through a window, signaling that dawn had come. He considered remaining in bed, but then forced himself up. He had a combat easement to attend. A mild sense of deja vu washed over him. It was almost as if he was back at Lightspear.

He rose and dressed, dawning his armor and then his clothes before making his way toward the courtyard where the assessment would take place. Arriving in the courtyard he spotted a familiar face. David was talking to a younger woman with long dirty blond hair, but his eyes met Travis’s as he approached.

“It is a fascinating ideology,” said David to the women, “apologies but I’ve just spotted the reason I’m here and not in bed.’

Travis smiled as they both turned to face him. “You're here just for me?”

“Unfortunately,” said David, “Elizebeth this is Travis, Travis Elizebeth.”

Elizebeth smiled warmly. “I haven’t seen David at a combat assessment in years. You must be pretty important to dictate his arrival.”

Travis chuckled. “Are you here to assess my capabilities or something?”

“Or something,” replied David. “I’m departing for a mission to Reef Shore tomorrow and depending on how you perform you may be invited to accompany me.”

Travis’s eyebrows rose. “What type of mission? I’d assumed that I’d be used in a more discreet role. ”

“Implying that I’m not discreet?” asked David.

“Well, yeah.”

“I can be discreet,” insisted David.

“You can?” asked Elizabeth.

“Yes. Me and Travis infiltrated this goblin breeding den several months ago and they never even saw us coming.”

“I wouldn’t classify that as a stealth mission,” said Travis.

“Alright, everyone come here and let’s get this over with,” called a tired yet commanding voice.

Travis, David, and Elizebeth joined the other Inquisitors who were gathering around a chalk circle, in the center of which stood the man who had called them over. He was massive and wore a full set of plate armor inset with several gems. “Alright, we’ll be having simple one-on-one fights today. The objective is to knock your opponent out of the circle or force them to yield. First up we have Travis Losland and Jez Hendricks.” 

Travis hid his surprise at being first and stepped forward and into the circle, as did his opponent. Jez was a burly man with a bald head and black beard. He wore a glistening set of silver armor and conjured a large war hammer from one end of which protruded a nasty-looking spike. The man who had explained the exercise conjured two iron bracelets, passing one to Travis and the other to Jez. “These blockade bracelets will ensure that any accidental fatalities are prevented.” With that, the man stepped out of the white chalk circle which glowed faintly. Leaving Travis to face Jez who stood a mere fifteen or so feet from him, holding his massive war hammer as if it were weightless.

“Don’t ye worry lad, I’ll go easy on ya, seeing as how you're so scrawny and new to this business.”

Travis smiled a false smile. “Oh, I’m not worried.” Blue energy swirled around his left hand as he cast gravity grasp. A look of shock and anger consumed Jez’s face as he was levitated into the air. A solar bolt formed before Travis’s right fist before shooting off and impacting Jez, though to Travis’s surprise, rather than sending Jez toppling outside of the circle, the solar bolt rebounded, ricocheting back toward Travis. He cast star shift, switching places with Jez and landing on his feet to watch as the solar bolt crashed into Jez and sent him staggering backwards and out of the circle. Several Inquistors chuckled and Jez’s face turned red.

“And the winner is Travis. Next up we have Kyle Johnson and JD Glasscock.”

Travis removed his bracelet and passed it to an older man whose conjured weapon was a giant glass phallus.

David patted Travis on the back as he exited the ring. “Well done. There’s an enchanted javelin waiting for us to pick up in the armory.”

“You're not staying to compete?” asked Elizabeth, sounding disappointed.

“Nope, but feel free to drop by the estate anytime you want to have a private match.”

Elizebeth blushed as David led Travis toward a door, then their path forward was blocked as Jez ran in front of them. “Ey lad, those tricks may be useful when you're just tryna knock someone out of a circle, but you need to know tat in a real fight. You need more den just tricks.”

“Alright…” said Travis, uncertain as to what Jez was getting at.

“You're young and scrawny and inexperienced. I just hope ya remember your place.”

Travis rolled his eyes, glancing at David. “Am I obligated to listen to this guy because of the chain of command or something?”

“No, you're each of equal rank,” replied David.

“Ah,” said Travis, a smile playing across his face. “In that case, Jiz is it, rather unfortunate name. You may be larger than me and have been born before I was,” his pleasant demeanor changed as his voice took on a darker tone. “But speak down to me again and I’ll rip your fucking head off.”

“My name’s Jez! And how dare you threaten me,” fumed the man whose face had turned from white to red.

“Yeah, Jiz, that’s what I said,” blinding starlight shone from Travis as he stepped forward and Jez shrank back, covering his eyes with his gloved hands. “Come David, I have an enchanted javelin to collect.”

Travis strode to the door, opening and holding it for David as starlight ceased its emanation from his body. He glanced back, winking at Jez before following David through the doorway and closing the door behind him. “That was bold,” said David, “you’ve likely made an enemy.”

“Better a cowed enemy than someone who mistakenly thinks themselves above me.”

“Perhaps,” said David as he led the way down a hall.

Upon arriving within the armory, David spoke briefly to a man who then disappeared into a back room before returning with a double-hafted javelin which he presented to Travis. This javelin was covered in faint yellow runes, and it yielded a description as he examined it.

Rune Etched Double Hafted Javelin - Epic, increases dexterity of owner by 5. Attacks which pierce skin inflict corruption. Corruption - deals 100 -x damage every four seconds where x = victims constitution, lasts for eight seconds. Physical attacks deal 40-50 damage + 10 skilled, + 15 strength statistic, total damage modifier = 65-75.

A smile spread across his face as he read the description. This javelin was so much better than his common one! The javelin disappeared into his pocket dimension as he turned to David. “So what type of mission are we leaving on?”

“A force has been dispatched to capture Ronan Umbrille. I will be leading a team of Inquisitors to collect and transport him here from Reef Shore. You claim to know Ronan, and so your presence may be valuable should complications arise.”

Travis’s smile disappeared. “By capturing Ronan, King Xander will hold leverage over Reef Shore, forcing its lords to join the war on his side.”

“Exactly, that is why this mission is so vital. The Umbrille fleet prevents our ships from remaining near Reef Shore, which is why we must sail to collect Ronan from those dispatched to capture him.”

“And how many Inquisitors will be sailing with you?”

“Just three. We’ll be departing tomorrow morning, and whether you join us is up to you.”

Travis felt sick, uncertainty threatening to consume him as he searched for what to say. “I, cannot accompany you. I fear that my connection to Ronan could compromise the mission's success if I were to go.”

David smiled reassuringly. “I understand, knowing your strengths and weaknesses is important. Will you join me for dinner at the estate?”

“Definitely,” said Travis, attempting to sound cheerful even as inner conflict raged within him.

“Great,” said David as he led the way out of the armory. “Filoni will be excited to hear your thoughts on the stories he gave you to read.”

Travis grimaced, playing the motion off as a reaction to Filoni’s stories rather than the true source of his discomfort. Should he teleport to Ronan and warn him? But would such an action as that not make him a traitor to the realm?

Travis attempted to mask the increasing uncertainty and confusion which he felt as he and David exited the palace and rode aboard a cart and toward the Adili Estate. Should he ask Malistith for advice? Yes, that seemed like his only option. He would contact him tonight once everyone else was asleep.

David was speaking and so Travis attempted to clear his mind and pay attention to what he was saying. “You're of course welcome to stay at the estate for as long as you wish.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate that,” said Travis.

“Of course.”

They arrived before the hedge wall and it parted as David approached. Travis followed behind David, a pit in his stomach. As they emerged from the hedge they found Filoni sitting alone on the bench swing, he was wearing his high-crowned and wide-brimmed beige hat and holding a notepad. He glanced up from the notepad as they approached. “Travis? It’s been so long since you’ve visited.”

Travis forced a smile. “Yeah. How have you been?”

“I’ve been great! My play’s production is nearly complete and our first performance is in nine days! And guess what!?”

“What?”

“Daddy Lucas is going to come watch my play!”

“That’s great,” said Travis. “I hope he enjoys it.”

“Oh he will, I sent Daddy Lucas the script and he said it was unlike anything he’d ever seen before.”

David winked at Travis who raised his eyebrows. “Where’s Ariana?” asked Travis.

“She’s off doing boring stuff with Mea,” said Filoni. “Oh! Did you read the stories I gave you?”

Travis’s hands strayed to his pockets, finding that they were empty but for his two crystals. Truthfully he’d completely forgotten about the notepads Filoni had given him. They had likely fallen out of his pockets somewhere. “I actually haven’t had time yet, and I gave them to Arianna to keep them safe, but I’ll be sure to get them back from her and start reading them tonight.”

“Oh goodie,” said Filoni excitedly. “You’ll have to tell me what you think tomorrow morning. Oh! Do you want to come to the theater with me tomorrow? You could be like my bodyguard. There’s this one man named Ryan and he has very threatening body posture.”

“Potentially, I’ll let you know in the morning,” said Travis as he followed David toward the house. Filoni hopped off his swing and followed after them. “I just don’t understand why some men have to be so masculine you know?”

David stifled a laugh and Travis coughed. “Ah, in what way?”

“I don’t know, some men just scare me.”

“Why?”

Filoni shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I’d feel a lot safer with you around to protect me.”

“I’m not a bodyguard, but perhaps you could hire one?” suggested Travis.

“I’ve thought about that, but all the ones I’ve considered scare me.”

“Perhaps you should see a therapist about that?”

“Definitely not, therapists always tell me I’m delusional.”

Travis nodded. “I see.”

“Filoni why don’t you go…do….something with your notepads,” suggested David as they entered the mansion.

“Alright,” said Filoni dejectedly before scampering off.

“That kid makes me want to jump off a tower sometimes,” muttered David.

“How old is he?” asked Travis.

“Early twenties I think.”

Travis nodded. “I’m exhausted. Do you mind if I retire to the room I stayed in last time?”

“Of course, will you join us for dinner later?”

Travis nodded again and David smiled. “Great, I’ll call your crystal when it’s time.”

“Thanks,” said Travis before turning up a set of steps that led to the second floor. He made his way to the guest room, entered it, and shut the door behind him before face-planting onto the bed. He sighed wearily, then rolled over and withdrew his blue communication crystal, a fraction of his mana entering it as he called Malistith. A moment later Malistith’s voice emanated from the crystal. “What?”

Travis climbed beneath the covers, pulling them over him to muffle his voice. He doubted anyone was near his room but it was better to be safe than sorry. “I’m in Stormhold, and I just learned that my friend David is being sent to abduct and transport my friend Ronan from Reef Shore. Should I betray my King’s trust and warn Ronan? Or allow him to be abducted?”

There was a brief silence before Malistith spoke. “You should allow Ronan’s capture. Warning him is not worth risking your position.”

“But he’s my friend.”

“An event will soon occur which will disrupt the current political structure within Stormhold, when that event occurs you will have the opportunity to seize an amount of power and free Ronan.”

“What event?”

“It is best left unspoken, but it will soon occur and you must be prominently positioned within Stormhold if you are to take advantage of it.”

“Can you not warn Ronan for me?”

“I won’t. If he is forewarned then you may be suspected of treason.”

“Alright,” said Travis dejectedly.

“Work to gain favor within the court, I will be in contact after the event has transpired,” said Malistith before ending the communication.

Travis pocketed his crystal, remaining where he lay. A sense of fatigue weighed heavily on him. Even after hearing Malistith’s opinion, he remained conflicted. He closed his eyes, troubling thoughts haunting him until he drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 6

Reef Shore

———————

Snow fell around Vandimir as he hunched beside a large rock atop a cliff which overlooked the Corinthian’s encampment. Rather than remaining to hold the port, the Corinthian ships had departed immediately after offloading their troops who were encamped around Reef Port. Umbrille ships now blocked off the bay, preventing the Corinthians from receiving support.

“Hail the cavalry to attack,” ordered Vandimir. After arriving at Shiptackle castle he’d sailed up the coast and deployed half his men on the northern beach while he and the other half crept up the cliffs which overlooked the southern section of the beach which stretched before Reef Port. He now had the Corinthian encampment surrounded from all sides. Reef Port lay to their east, the sea to their west, and he and his men to their south and north.

Shouts echoed from the encampment as they mobilized against the cavalry which was masked from Vandimir’s sight by the night. “Deploy ballista,” ordered Vandimir.

“Deploy ballista!” called one of his captains and the thrum of taught cords releasing was heard all along the cliff as dozens of ballistic bolts shot toward the encampment. Screams echoed from below as tents and men alike were shredded by the deadly bolts.

“Deploy infantry,” ordered Vandimir.

“Deploy infantry!” called his captain.

The beat of hoofs and clash of swords carried to them from below as the cavalry met the Corinthians on the northern side of their encampment, even as Vandimir’s men crept down from the cliff and rushed toward the now undefended southern section of the encampment. 

“Move the ballista to the eastern ridge,” ordered Vandimir and his captain echoed the order.

“Hail the fleet to deploy ground troops,” ordered Vandimir.

Row boats of reinforcements, mainly archers, would leave the blockade and row to the beach, where they would assist in eliminating the Corinthians would-be invasion force. A light flickered from the eastern ridge, indicating that the ballista were in place. Vandimir’s attention turned toward the catapults the Corinthians had erected on the beach, the fools had allowed fires to be made close enough to illuminate their siege weapons, even from this distance.

“Give the signal to destroy the siege weapons,” ordered Vandimir.

A moment later the sounds of splintering wood pierced the night as ballistic bolts tore through the catapults. Vandimir turned his attention back to the encampment as his infantry reached it and rushed to take the enemies from behind.

“Hail the second wave of cavalry to deploy,” ordered Vandimir.

Screams filled the night as swords clashed and men died. Once the row boats carrying the archers reached the beach, Vandimir descended from the cliff with the rest of his men. Reaching the encampment to find that the surviving Corinthian soldiers had surrendered.

He met with the Corinthians’ highest-ranking surviving officer in a large tent as the sun rose. They sat across from each other at a round table. Vandimir surveyed the younger man who looked to be in his fifties. “Captain Standish is it?”

“Yes sir.”

“This attempted siege of yours, it seems highly ill-conceived and poorly executed, to the point that I must ask. Did Xander truly believe that you would succeed in taking the port and fortress?”

“Sir, I hope that you can respect my decision not to answer questions pertaining to my superior's strategy, as I am unfit to discuss such matters.”

Vandimir smirked. “I could have you tortured.”

“With all due respect sir, committing such a war crime would lose you any respect you may maintain.”

The tent flap parted as a squire entered. “My Lord, the casualty report you requested,” he said, bowing his head to Vandimir as he passed him a sheet of paper.

“Thank you, you may go,” said Vandimir as he surveyed the report. “Hmm. Would you care to take a guess as to the casualties we each suffered?”

“I would not,” replied Standish.

“I suffered eleven hundred casualties, while you suffered two thousand, one hundred and nine.”

“Quite unfortunate losses,” said Standish impassively. “Do you intend on releasing the rest of us?”

“Of the fourteen hundred prisoners I’ve captured I’m sure some will be bartered. Whether or not you are among those released depends on your cooperation here and now. Why was this foolish invasion attempted?”

“I am not at liberty to attempt to answer that question.”

“Alright then, perhaps the next highest-ranked officer will prove more intelligent than you,” Vandimir rang a bell and two soldiers entered the tent. “Lock this one up with the rest and bring me the next officer.”

Standish stood and the soldiers marched him outside. Then the tent flap parted once more as Ronan entered. “Took you long enough,” said Vandimir.

“Bandits ambushed me on the road and I was delayed,” said Ronan as he took the seat across from Vandimir. “How’d you manage such an absolute victory so quickly?”

“Simple strategy, though I’m certain there's something I’m missing, that or the Corinthians have turned from tacticians to idiots in the last few decades.”

“We’re there no Inquisitors or clerics with them?”

“None that I know of. Could this be a diversion? But if so then why? And where does the true threat lay?”

“Not in the fortress or port,” said Ronan. ”I’ve had them thoroughly searched.”

The tent flap opened as a soldier entered, accompanying a young man who wore a bloodied dress uniform. “My Lords,” said the soldier bowing his head. “Did you still wish to speak with the next prisoner of rank?”

“Indeed,” said Vandimir as he gestured to a stool. “Take a seat and tell us your name and rank.”

The soldier departed as the prisoner sat. “Jameathan Hendricks, second-rank captain.”

“Tell us Jameathan, what was the intent behind this invasion?” asked Vandimir.

“To take your capital by surprise,” replied Jameathan smoothly.

“And yet you failed without ever breaching our gates. What is at fault for your failure?”

“You are,” said Jameathan.

Vandimir chuckled. “There were no other contributing factors?”

“None which I am smart enough to discuss.”

“What are we missing?” asked Ronan. “Why weren’t you accompanied by Inquisitors or clerics?”

“They were needed elsewhere,” replied Jameathan.

“Where?” asked Ronan.

“Many places, to list them would be irrelevant.”

“Are any of those places here in Reef Shore?” asked Vandimir.

“No.”

“And you're telling the truth?” asked Ronan.

“Yes.”

Vandimir leaned back in his chair. “That last one was much the same. I suggest we bring him back and torture them both separately to see how well their answers align.”

Jameathan didn’t so much as flinch. “Such macabre action would be seen as a war crime.”

“Oh? So the King will send more Corinthians to invade our fief?” asked Vandimir. “Splendid, as long as they’re as lack-witted as you lot, I’ll be able to add several more victories to my roster.”

“Have him taken away,” said Ronan, and Vandimir rang the bell, speaking to the soldiers who entered. “Take this one to a private cell and keep him secluded from the others.”

After the soldiers had escorted Jameathan out of the tent, Ronan spoke. “I think we may have to join Falven.”

“I’d say so,” agreed Vandimir. “If he sends us men to bolster our army I can sail the fleet north and see how the Corinthians like being invaded.”

“What’s our capacity?” asked Ronan.

“If I left six ships to guard the port, I could likely transport five thousand men. A third of which would preferably be Highlend and Lesterland soldiers.”

Ronan nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll contact Falven tonight and accept his alliance with caveats which I will need to consider.”

“Good. I’m proud of you Ronan.”

Ronan smiled sadly. “Thank you. I’m grateful to have you by my side.”

“I know we’ve lost a lot,” said Vandimir slowly, “your father, my nephew, your brother, my great nephew, and of course your mother, but I promise you, we won’t lose your sister, and you’ll never lose me.”

Ronan’s eyes grew watery and Vandimir stood and embraced his great nephew. “We’ll get through this storm, and there will be a pleasant island waiting for us on the other side.”

Ronan inhaled deeply. “Thank you.”

They stepped away from each other and Ronan nodded to Vandimir before turning and taking his leave of the tent. He emerged into a gray and overcast day, turning toward the port walls he paused as a soldier ran up to him. “My Lord I-” the soldier was cut off as he disappeared. Ronan blinked, finding that the tents and soldiers around him had all vanished. He stood alone on a deserted beach. Then someone tapped him on the shoulder and he turned, slumping to the ground as his eyes shut and he lost consciousness.


Chapter 7

Corea

———————

Lennex lounged on a heavenly-feeling cotton bed, surrounded by naked women who massaged, caressed, and kissed him. Clouds drifted by him and the air felt fresh and smelled of sweet flowers. A harp was playing in the distance and the atmosphere was so incredibly sublime. I’ve done it! He thought. I’ve achieved perfection.

“Blang! Blang! Blang!” The horrid clanging sound cut through the perfect vision, obliterating it as Lennex’s eyes shot open and he let out a cry of horror. He was lying on an ordinary bed within a small cramped room on the second floor of an old inn. His hands clenched into fists. “Agh! Not one fucking dream! I can’t have one good fucking thing without it getting interrupted!” 

He climbed out of bed, finding that he hadn’t bothered to undress the night before. “I fucking hate life,” he muttered. “I’m so much better than this filth.”

Then why don’t I just go back to Stormhold? Asked a voice in his head. “Because Stormhold is fucking humid, and noisy, and smelly, and filled with fools.”

Why don’t I hire myself out to some Lord then? “Because I’ve wasted too much time serving others.” So I’d rather languish and meander alone? “No, I’m killing monsters and growing stronger.” To what end? “I’ll become the most powerful person on this planet.” Will I though? “I have to.” I’m alone, without friends, without family. “I have myself.” I’m pathetic. “I’m the greatest there ever was.” I’ll be alone forever if I don’t make a change.

Lennex laughed. “Haha-ah-haah. I need to go kill something.” Maybe myself. “Haha, oh my, fucking hell.”

Lennex kicked the door open and strode out of the room and down the steps. A self-confident smile on his face as he ignored the looks that the people who meandered around the inn's first floor shot him. He exited the inn to find that it was past midday. “Fucking hell.” Only three hours of light left. Lennex entered the stables and saddled his destrier before mounting and riding out of the town and toward a dark-looking forest. 

I could become a teacher at Lightspear Academy? “Fuck off.” It’s a potential idea. I could be a survival instructor for the third years. There were a lot of beautiful girls at Lightspear. “That’s fucked up.” Is it? “Maybe?’ I’m the most handsome person ever. “Fucking hell.” Does hell even exist? “Let’s not think about that.”

“Hey!” yelled Lennex at the top of his lungs. “If there are any monsters out here please come kill me! I’m easy pickings!”

The forest around him remained still. “Fucking hell. Maybe I should join the war?” On which side? “Xander’s, I’m not some bloody Valien.” The Valiens were into purity though. “Yeah, but there’s was messed up. I need to stop talking to myself.” But who’s a better conversationalist than me?

Lennex’s mind cleared as his attention snapped toward the presence he sensed toward the not-so-distant west. Finally. He smiled as he dismounted and tied his horse off to a tree. When do our facades become so real that we become them? “Never,” whispered Lennex. He’d heard rumors of the witch who’d been terrorizing the area, and from the descriptions he’d received it sounded as if she fed of uncertainty and angst. And it seemed as though his assumption had been correct as his projections had lured her to him.

He raced through the forest, trampling bushes and obliterating branches as he drew closer to her. She was beginning to move away, likely having sensed his change in mentality. It didn’t matter, he was nearly upon her. He glimpsed her then, a dark figure who flitted between the trees ahead of him. With a burst of speed, he reached her, a fist filled with kinetic energy smashing into her back and sending her crashing to the ground. 

He felt her attempt to penetrate his mind but only smiled. “The only one capable of compromising my mind is myself,” he said as he smashed his foot into her head which exploded.

Experience Gained = 3,600/Mentality Mage defeated.

And still no level up. Thought Lennex as he wiped his shoe off against an evergreen. Suddenly a sense of fear shot through him. He sensed the portal just before it formed, reeling about to watch as Malistith appeared behind him. “Lennex, I have a job for you.”

“How are you tracking me?! Your spell ended months ago.”

“That is inconsequential. I’m forming a team of sorts, and I’d like you to join it.”

“What’s the objective and compensation?”

“The primary objective is to end this war, secondary objectives include normalizing my religion and safeguarding the world against a potential doom. As for compensation, I offer opportunities to gain more experience than you would otherwise be capable of gaining.”

“How do you intend on ending the war?”

“By eliminating and replacing the leadership of both sides.”

Lennex chuckled. “Who’s on this team of yours?”

“Selris, Travis, Larenthian, a black-boned wight named Seth, a cleric named Dane, and I have my eye on two vampires as well.”

“And you think yourself strong enough to kill King Xander?” asked Lennex skeptically.

“Not with his protections in place, but someone else will be taking care of Xander shortly. I need only fill the power vacuum that will follow and institute Travis in a prominent position.”

Lennex chuckled, a sardonic expression on his face. “Alright, I’m in.”


Chapter 8

Stormhold

———————

Travis awoke to a knocking sound as someone rapped on his door. “Yeah,” he muttered as he climbed out of bed and opened the door, still half asleep. He found Ariana standing before him, a warm smile on her face. “Hurry up, or you won’t have time for breakfast before Filoni’s rehearsal.”

“I don’t want to go to Filoni’s rehearsal,” moaned Travis.

“Well, you’re going to. Filoni’s ship is sinking and I need someone to watch it go down with.”

“Why not Mea?”

“She’s got court cases all day.”

Travis yawned exaggeratedly. “Fine… but I could be contacted at any moment to be dispatched on some important mission by The King.”

“Sure, but until that happens we’re going to watch this impending disaster,” said Ariana as she grabbed his hand and pulled him into the hall and toward the steps.

“Did David leave already?”

“Yeah, he said to tell you he’s proud of you and also that some guy named Jez was heard to say that he’ll kill you if he ever sees you again.”

“Good news all around then,” said Travis as they descended the steps and walked to the kitchen where Ariana passed him a plate of eggs, toast, and apple slices. “Why is Filoni’s play even being produced if it’s so awful?” asked Travis around an apple slice.

“Because some members of the theater’s board are hoping that he’s as talented as his father, even though he clearly isn’t.”

Travis finished eating and then drained a cup of water before wiping his face off with a napkin. “Do I look presentable?”

Ariana surveyed him appraisingly. “You could use a haircut.”

Travis’s hands moved to feel his hair which he’d been tucking behind his ears subconsciously due to its increased length. “You're right. Any chance we have time for that before we head to the theater?”

“We might miss Filoni practicing his pre-play speech, but we should have enough time if we hurry,” she said as she pulled him to the door.

“Alright, I can walk you know,” he said, amusement in his tone as they left the mansion and headed toward the hedge walls which surrounded the estate, separating it from the surrounding city. “Also I don’t have any gold so…”

Ariana laughed. “Don't worry, I’ll pay for your haircut, and if you're good I’ll buy you a treat after we watch the rehearsal.”

“Thanks,” said Travis, unsure whether his tone should carry an appreciative or mock-offended inflection. He settled on appreciative. “This pleasant weather is certainly a nice change from the other fiefs I’ve visited recently.”

“Yeah, the weather’s usually pretty nice here when it’s not thunderstorming.”

They turned down a block and Travis’s eyes passed over an alley, then returned to it as he recognized an old man who leaned against the side of a building within the alley. The man’s eyes met his and an annoyed expression crossed Gap Toothed Hob’s face. Hob slid a finger across his neck, then produced an orange piece of candy and licked it as Travis kept walking.

“Who’s that?” asked Ariana.

“A goblin breeder who me and David arrested five months ago, I’m surprised he’s not still in prison.”

“He likely yielded his clients' personal information in exchange for a reduced sentence.”

“Yeah, he was just the doorman though. I doubt he knew that much about the clients.”

They rounded the block and arrived before a barbershop. Entering the shop Travis noticed that many of the waiting seats were filled. “Maybe we should come back another time...” he began to say but Ariana was already handing the hostess a bag of coins. The hostess smiled, her eyes traveling to him. “Right this way,” she said and he and Ariana followed her into the next room, within which sat half a dozen chairs most of which were occupied by people in the midst of having their hair cut.

The hostess gestured to an empty chair. “Have a seat and Gruven will be with you shortly.”

Travis sat in the chair which faced a mirror and Ariana stood beside him. “Yikes,” he muttered. “I really do need a haircut.”

“Yeah,” said Ariana. “I'm thinking seven inches off all around.”

“Sounds good,” said Travis as a thin man approached, a pair of shining scissors in hand.

“What type of haircut can I do you for Sir?” asked Gruven.

“Seven inches off all around,” replied Ariana.

Gruven nodded, producing a bottle and comb he began spraying Travis’s hair with a pleasant-smelling liquid as he began combing it out. “You’re definitely in need of a haircut. How long has it been since your last?”

“Nearly two years I think,” said Travis.

“Well, you came to the right place. I grew my hair out long like yours once when I was young. I only did it to catch girls' attention, but then people started mistaking me for a girl and so I got it cut. I don’t think I’d run into that same issue now, still, I haven’t let my hair get too long since then, and that was nearly twenty years ago.”

Travis listened to Gruven’s light conversation and answered his surface-level questions as he watched his reflection’s hair fall to the ground. He smiled, it had been some time since he’d gazed into a mirror and he liked what he saw. His cheeks were thin, revealing his slightly prominent cheekbones which he’d inherited from his mother. His nose was perfectly symmetrical and also heavily resembled his mother’s. He had a light tan which added an attractive-looking pigmentation to his face and complimented his hazel eyes. His lips were bright red, his facial hair sparse, and his complexion unmired by pimples nor birthmarks. His newly cut and still-wet bangs hung half an inch over the top of his forehead and twin miniature wrinkles appeared just before his cheekbones as he smiled.

“Damn I look good,” said Travis, and Ariana giggled.

“You do indeed sir,” said Gruven as he stepped back.

Travis stood, smiling at Gruven. “Thank you, I hope Ariana tipped you generously because you deserve it.”

Ariana held a hand to her face as she laughed. “I did.”

“Well then, we’ve got a rehearsal to get to,” said Travis as he took Ariana’s hand and led the way out of the barbershop.

——

“And so the play you are about to witness not only breaks problematic stereotypes but also saves lives and inspires young diverse women to rise above this patriarchy which oppresses them every day!”

Travis sat on a cushioned theater seat beside Ariana, a look of horror on his face as he watched Filoni give his speech. “He’s speaking treason.”

Ariana nodded. “His ship isn’t just going to sink, it’s going to implode first, and he might just drag this theater down with him.”

Travis gestured to all the empty seats behind and around them. “Hundreds of people will watch this play's debut in eight days.”

Ariana nodded. “There will likely be a riot.”

“Down with the oppressive patriarchy!” yelled Filoni before stepping back as the curtains closed in front of him and the crew began setting up the first scene.

Travis opened his mouth, dumbstruck by what he had just witnessed. “And you haven't even seen the play yet,” laughed Ariana.

Travis began laughing as well, a pained laugh. “I’m laughing so I don’t cry.”

“Aren't we all,” said a voice from beside him. Travis turned to see a man with a short orangish brown beard and slick haircut approaching. The man offered his hand. “Ryan Kinel, board member of this once great theater.” 

Travis stood and shook his hand. “Travis Losland, Inquisitor and enjoyer of nonpolitical plays.”

Ryan nodded, he had a very expressive and likable face. “I’ve done all I can to prevent this calamity.”

“There has to be something we can do to stop this,” said Travis.

Ryan shook his head sadly. “The board majority voted to endorse this production, it will go on and it will debut, and we will lose a percentage of our returning customers forever.”

“Have they even watched any of the rehearsals?” asked Ariana.

“They haven't, there’s three of them, and they only got their board seats because they invested in us early on. With Jeremy, Mauler, and Azz away, Gary and I are outvoted at every turn.”

“Jeremy is in New Haven right?” asked Ariana. “Couldn’t you send him a letter to come back?”

“I already have and he’s on his way, but he won’t arrive in time to change anything, it’s already too late. This play will debut in eight days, and our reputation will be destroyed.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Travis.

“It’s our fault,” said Ryan. “Mauler and Azz shouldn’t have gone on their expedition to build a theater in The Bread Isles, it’s too time-consuming and we needed them here to outvote those investors.”

The first act began on the stage but Travis ignored it as he continued conversing with Ryan. “What if there was a plague hazard or something to delay and buy time to figure something out.”

“That would be awful and also isn’t likely to occur,” said Ryan.

Ariana squeezed Travis’s hand. “It’s a difficult reality to accept, but there’s nothing we can do. Filoni’s ship will sink never to rise again and everything will be okay after that.”

“You're right,” said Travis. “I just wish Filoni could have gotten physiatric help instead of creating all of this.”

Ariana nodded. “My parents were too soft on him.”

Ryan withdrew a communication crystal. “Well I have to go find Gary and prepare for the aftershock of this disaster, but it was nice meeting you Travis, can I connect our crystals?”

“Yeah,” said Travis as he withdrew his yellow crystal and taped it against Ryan’s red one.

“I’ll be seeing you then,” said Ryan before turning up the aisle.

Travis sat back down and Ariana sat beside him as their eyes turned to the stage where a man in blue face paint was smiling smugly. “Do not pursue them, we will allow her to choose her own path, and then we will be waiting for her when she reveals herself again.” The man turned toward an elderly woman. “It seems I may have need of your ancient magics once more.”

Ariana groaned. “This guy was one of Lucas’s most beloved characters. An extremely intelligent tactician, and Filoni’s turned him into a bumbling idiot. I’m sure everyone will just love to see that.”

Travis felt a vibration from his pocket and withdrew his yellow communication crystal. “Hello?”

Edward Lightspear’s voice emanated from the crystal, he sounded oddly flustered. “Travis, could you come to the palace, as quickly as possible.”

“Yeah,” replied Travis.

“Excellent, someone will be waiting in the courtyard to take you to us,” said Edward, then the communication ended before Travis could ask what he was needed for. He stood, glancing apologetically at Ariana. “As much as I’d love to stay and finish watching this horrendous rehearsal, it seems I’m needed elsewhere.”

Ariana stood, a smile playing across her face. “I’ll walk you to the palace.”

Their hands shot out at the same time in a race to see who could drag the other up the aisle. Travis was faster and Ariana laughed as they raced up the aisle and away from the horrendous rehearsal.

The sun was dipping low in the cloudy sky as they left the theater and headed toward the palace which loomed ahead of them. Travis flashed his crystal to the soldiers guarding the gate as they entered into the courtyard. A young man ran up to them immediately. “Travis Losland, if you’ll follow me I’ll lead you to my Lord.'' Then he noticed Ariana and glanced at her uncertainly. “Miss Adili, I was expecting Travis to come alone.”

Ariana flashed a smile. “I’m sure whatever business Edward has with Travis can’t be too confidential.”

“Ahh, right, okay then, please follow me, my name’s Polivor by the way.”

Travis and Ariana followed Polivor as he led them into the castle. “Do you know what Edward needs me for?” asked Travis.

“I’m just a messenger, Sir, I’m sure Lord Edward will explain all when you arrive.”

Several minutes later they arrived before a door which was guarded by two knights whose armor was adorned with the lightning bolt of house Lightspear. One of the knights opened the door and Polivor led the way into what Travis assumed to be The Lightspears’ apartments within the palace.

They entered into a large and lavish room, within which sat Edward and a young woman who looked very much like she could be his sister or cousin. The two stood as they entered, and Travis heard the door close behind them.

“Travis, and Ariana Adili,” said Edward. “I did not expect your presence Miss Adili, but you're most welcome. Please sit, this is my sister Lydia Lightspear.”

“A pleasure to meet you Travis,” said Lydia, smiling warmly as Travis and Ariana sat on a couch that faced the one which Edward and Lydia sat on.

“Likewise,” said Travis.

“I’m sure you're wondering why I called you here on such short notice,” said Edward.

“Enough with the pretense,” interjected Lydia. “Godsmith just paid the court a visit and informed Xander that Valerence’s religion needs to be converted and that we must all now worship The Superior God. Xander has one week to make this conversion law or else Godsmith will assist in the realms conversion.”

Travis inhaled deeply, finding that the air within this room felt oddly invigorating. “This has to be a joke right?” asked Ariana.

“Sadly not,” said Edward. “Travis, we were hoping that you could negotiate a deal with Malistith. I know I know, the last one didn’t go so well, but this time the deal would be between him and the Lightspears rather than the realm as a whole. We would have him assist us in defying Godsmith, in exchange we would grant him the title of Lord and offer him a castle and settlement to rule within New Haven. He would also have access to all of our magical research and resources.”

“Which as he surely knows are the greatest in the world,” added Lydia.

“I’ll contact him,” agreed Travis as he withdrew his blue communication crystal. Just then the door opened and Travis glanced up to see five people hurry in, they were all arguing.

Lydia jumped to her feet. “Quiet! Travis is about to contact Malistith.”

The five went silent. They all had the same black hair and golden eyes as Edward and Lydia, marking them as Lightspears. “Go ahead Travis,” said Lydia.

Travis’s mana flowed into the crystal as he called Malistith. A moment passed and Travis considered what he was going to say, then Malistith’s voice emanated from the crystal. “What?”

“Hey, Malistith, uh, interesting development actually. So Godsmith just came to Stormhold and informed the court that they have seven days to convert Valerence’s religion to worship The Superior God. I’m here with The Lightspears and they’d like to offer you access to all their knowledge and resources and make you a Lord and grant you a lot of land in New Haven if you’ll come help us….” Travis glanced at Lydia who slid a finger across her throat. “If you’ll come help us kill Godsmith,” concluded Travis.

“They’re in the room with you?” asked Malistith.

Travis glanced at the seven Lightspears who were all staring at him. “Yep.”    

“I have no intention of fighting Godsmith,” said Malistith. “He’s one of the few entities on this planet who could actually kill me. I will however offer you some invaluable advice. Summon Victarian immediately, then after he and Godsmith are done fighting you throw everything you’ve got at the victor and pray it’s enough to kill him. Also, I’ve foreseen Xander’s death and it’s pretty much inevitable, so assuming you manage to deal with Godsmith and Victarian, I’d recommend being prepared to seize the throne and institute Travis as leader of the Inquisitors.”

There was a long silence. Then one of the Lightspear men spoke. “Why would we institute Travis as leader of the Inquisitors?”

“Because after Godsmith and Victarian die that leaves no one left to combat me should I choose to claim the throne myself,” said Malistith. “This way one of you gets the throne while my second in command is placed in a prominent position to ensure that I am satisfied.”

“I do actually have several ideas which if instituted would increase Inquisitors competency,” said Travis. “I think a rebrand may also be in order, but I’ll hold off on that until after things calm down.”

The Lightspears just stared at him, some looked shocked, others angry. Lydia smiled. “Malistith, I am Lydia Lightspear, and we have a deal.”

“Good,” said Malistith before ending the call.

“Xander must be warned,” said the man who had questioned Malistith.

“No, rumors of a foreseen death will do no good for anyone,” said Lydia. “Has Victarian been summoned?”

“The King is discussing whether or not to summon him with his council,” replied the man.

“He must be summoned,” said Edward. “He’s our only counter to Godsmith.”

“You could summon him,” suggested Lydia.

“That would be treason,” frowned Edward.

“We would protect you,” said Lydia. “You have access to the vault, go and summon Victarian before it’s too late.”

Edward seemed to waiver uncertainly. Then one of the Lightspear women spoke. “Valith would never allow your demotion, and this act could save us all.”

Edward nodded. “Right, okay then, I’ll go summon Victarian,” he stood and strode from the room.

Lydia turned to Travis. “Your allegiance is to Malistith rather than Xander?”

“My allegiance is to Valerence and ensuring its preservation,” said Travis.

The doors opened and another Lightspear ran into the room. “The Corinthians are transporting their assets out of the city,” she said.

Lydia scowled and one of the Lightspear men spoke. “We should begin transporting our assets from the city as well.”

“No,” said Lydia. “We cannot show weakness. We will be able to hold this over the Corinthians should we all survive the next few weeks.”

“Should the city be evacuated as to minimize potential casualties if Godsmith comes for Xander?” asked Travis.

“No,” said Lydia. “That would cause riots and chaos. We must maintain a calm atmosphere and prevent word of this from spreading to the public.”

“Assuming Victarian does come to fight Godsmith. How do we intend on killing Godsmith if he wins?” asked a Lightspear.

“We’ll use the precision projector and the binding bolt, while we send our strongest Inquisitors against him,” said another Lightspear.

Lydia nodded. “We need to assemble a team of the strongest Inquisitors and paladins to act should that scenario occur. Vander, Selena, you two should go and begin gathering them.”

Two of the Lightspears nodded before departing. “I’d best go gather our enchanters to begin work on temporary enhancements,” said another Lightspear before leaving.

Lydia withdrew a vibrating communication crystal and a female voice eliminated from it. “It appears as though Xander has decided to summon Victarian.” Lydia smiled. “Good, tell Valith to inform him that Edward will handle that.”

“Alright,” said the voice before Lydia pocketed the crystal and turned to Travis.

“Do you have any idea why Godsmith has made this sudden demand?” asked Travis.

“None,” replied Lydia as she withdrew her crystal which was vibrating once more. “He has always been unpredictable.”

Edwards voice emanated from the crystal. “I’ve sent the message to Victarian.”

“Good, Xander just decided that that was the correct course to take so if anyone asks, you summoned him because Valith told you to.”

“Got it, I’m on my way back,” said Edward.

“Travis’s communication crystal vibrated and he withdrew it as an unfamiliar voice emanated from it. “Travis Losland. This is Corland Corinthian, would you mind coming to the palace? There’s a rather urgent matter which you should hear of.”

Lydia put a finger to her lips and nodded her head as she mimed the word yes. “Alright,” said Travis, “where should I meet you?”

“I’ll have someone collect you from the courtyard and escort you to us,” said Cortland.

“Alright, thanks,” said Travis before ending the comunication.

“There’s a secret passage you can take out of the palace then you can enter the courtyard as if you’d just arrived,” said Lydia. “I’d really appreciate it if you could act as if you know nothing of this situation. Learn what the Corinthians’ plan is and we’ll set up a secret meeting for you to tell me what you learn. Sound good?”     

“Why not simply ask them?” asked Travis. “Shouldn’t you all be working together?”

“Things are not quite that simple. The Corinthians will want to protect their own assets, they will also want to come up with the solution to defeating Godsmith themselves in order to gain more political ground.”

“Is that not what you're doing?” asked Travis.

Lydia smiled endearingly. “Yes but we’re doing it more effectively than they are. And we have more to offer you than they do.” She stood. “Follow me and I’ll lead you to the passage.”

Travis stood and so did Ariana but Lydia waved for her to sit. “It's best for Travis to attend this meeting alone. Besides, Lyndon has an important matter to discuss with you regarding your brother.”

One of the Lightspears glanced from Lydia to Ariana. “Oh, yes, I do.”

“I’ll call you as soon as I leave the Corinthians,” said Travis to Ariana before following Lydia down a hallway which extended from the room.

“This goes without saying but if they ask you to contact Malistith then make up some excuse not to,” said Lydia.

“Right,” said Travis as they turned into a room the walls of which were adorned with paintings. Lydia approached one of the paintings, extending a finger she tapped the eye of a squirrel which crouched on a tree branch and the painting disappeared to reveal a set of steps leading down. “Follow these then walk down the hallway and turn left at the first fork. Then continue straight until you see a painting of a red bird, stand before it and jump up and you’ll arrive just outside the gate.”

Travis smiled. “I could do that, but I’d rather just teleport.”

Her eyes widened and a look of shock crossed her face. “Fuck I forgot. Apologies, I was so caught up with everything happening that I forgot you could teleport.”

Travis smiled as he stepped back and into a portal which formed around him. He drifted into the astral, then emerged from it almost immediately as he stepped onto the street before the courthouse. Night had come, and there were no torches near him so his sudden arrival wasn't accompanied by shocked shouts. He walked down the street and toward the gate. Flashing his yellow crystal to the soldiers before entering the courtyard which was alive with activity.

Soldiers and messengers ran about and several inquisitors stood in groups as they conversed. “Travis?” asked a female voice and he turned to see a young woman with long golden hair and bright green eyes standing beside him.

“What’s all this about?” asked Travis, gesturing to the bustling courtyard.

“It’s likely best for my cousin Corvis to tell you, follow me and we’ll head up to our chambers.”

Travis followed her out of the courtyard and through the castle. Putting on a slight air of confusion at the happenings around him. They arrived before a silver door guarded by two Corinthian knights, one of whom held the door for them as they entered a lavish room not unlike the one he’d just sat in with The Lightspears. Two men sat in the room, they both had short golden hair, green eyes, and athletic figures.

“Travis,” said one of the men, rising to greet him. “I’m Corland Corinthian, this is my cousin Corvis,” he said gesturing to the other man who smiled, “and you’ve already met my sister Savannah. Please sit, we have much to discuss.”

Travis was about to sit on a chair but Savannah took his arm and guided him to a couch where they sat facing Corland and Corvis. “What’s this about?” asked Travis.

“Earlier today Godsmith paid the court a visit and informed King Xander that he has one week to convert Valerence’s religion to worship The Superior God,” said Corvis.

Travis frowned. “That’s dreadful news. What does the King plan to do?”

“He is in meeting with his council now to determine how best to proceed,” said Corvis. “But we were hoping that you could assist us by contacting Malistith and requesting his aid.”

Travis paused, attempting to look as though he was processing what he’d just learned. “I can contact Malistith, though I don’t believe he will assist us and I will have to wait until tomorrow to contact him as he is currently preoccupied fighting a sea beast which is guarding an underwater temple.”

“In exchange for his assistance, we would offer him the title of Lord as well as a plot of land in Corea and dominion over a village. We would also offer him access to our rune smiths,” said Corland.

“I’ll pass that offer along to him. Do you have any idea of how Godsmith can be defeated?”

“The King has summoned Victarian to fight him, though whether Victarian comes is anyone’s guess,” said Corland.

“You’ll be able to convince Malistith to aid us won’t you?” asked Savannah as she clasped his left hand.

“Potentially,” said Travis. “But do you have no other options should Victarian and Malistith both fail to lend their aid?”

Corvis spoke. “My grandfather, Lord Corinthian and arch Lord of Corea has dispatched a force to deliver a powerful artifact to us. One which may be able to weaken Godsmith long enough for some action to be taken against him.”

“When will this artifact arrive?” asked Travis.

“It is being flown in and so with luck will arrive within the next four days.”

“I imagine that the Lightspears have a great many powerful artifacts that if used together with yours could potentially kill Godsmith?” asked Travis.

“They certainly do,” said Corland. “But they will likely keep them to themselves in an attempt to launch their own attack against Godsmith in hopes of taking credit for his defeat.”

“But if they were to work with you, wouldn’t that help ensure that Godsmith is defeated?” asked Travis somewhat exasperatedly.

“Obviously,” said Corland. “And we will of course attempt to work with them, but they at times seem to care more for their family's fame than protecting the realm and its people.”

Corvis withdrew a vibrating communication crystal. “Apologies,” he said to Travis just before a voice emanated from the crystal. “I’ve secured Ronan and am holding him in preparation for his transportation to you.”

“Good,” said Corvis. “Let me know once he’s on the ship.”

“Yes my Lord,” said the voice before the communication ended and Corvis pocketed the crystal. “Apologies for the interruption.”

“No worries. You’ve captured Ronan Umbrille?”

Corvis nodded. “Once we have him here we’ll control Reef Shore.”

Corland scowled. “We won’t truly control Reef Shore, not as long as The Lightspears hold Grace Umbrille.”

Travis kept his features impassive even as anger coursed through him. The Lightspears and Corinthians were the same. They seemed to think themselves above everyone else, treating those they deemed below them as pawns. They seemed no better than Godsmith. Travis withheld a frown, should Godsmith succeed in converting Valerence’s religion, what would that even change? There would be conflict to be sure and many would die, but was that not now inevitable? Why should he side with The Lightspears or Corinthians when they themselves seemed just as uncaring as Godsmith.

Travis stood. “Forgive me, but I must take my leave. I will contact Malistith on your behalf.”

The Corinthians stood, smiling, and offered pleasant farewells as he departed. He felt cold as he descended the tower steps. Was there no one in Stormhold worth fighting for?

His communication crystal vibrated within his pocket and he withdrew it, listening as Selris’s voice emanated weakly from it. “Travis, help me…”     


Chapter 9

Lesterlands

———————

Malistith stepped out of the astral and into a clearing, finding Selris standing beside him and staring at the burnt remains of a cottage. Selris’s mask was on and his voice was hostile as he spoke. “Five months. Your ineptitude kept me from her for five months.”

Malistith frowned. “You have my condolences.”

Selris reeled about, shadowy sword extended toward Malistith. “Five months! She was defenseless thanks to you! And it only took two of those months for my enemies to realize I was gone and take their revenge!”

“I understand your frustration, though perhaps rather than calling me here, your anger would have been better spent hunting down those who did this?”

“Their time will come, but yours must come first!” said Selris as he lunged at Malistith.

Selris’s sword disappeared, reappearing some dozen feet from him. He conjured an orb of darkness in his left hand and hurled it at Malistith, though it dispersed upon coming within inches of his face. “You cannot overpower me,” said Malistith, “and I do not wish to cause you more pain. Tell me what I can do to compensate you for your lost time and I will.”

Selris seethed with anger. “Compensate me?! Can you resurrect the dead?!”

“I cannot.”

Suddenly the shadows covering Selris burst forth, crashing against Malistith and causing him to stagger as a blue shield formed around him. Selris’s eyes shone red through the slits in his mask as waves of darkness poured from him, crashing against Malistith. In a flash of blue, Malistith disappeared. “Coward!” yelled Selris.

Some of the darkness dissipated, while the rest returned to him as he sunk to his knees. “Coward…” He should take the mask off, but he didn’t care to, he could feel his strength waning but it didn’t matter, nothing mattered now. Lillian was gone, and he was powerless to avenge her.

He remained on his knees as the sun set, his mind wandering aimlessly as stars appeared above. Then a sudden thought pierced through the nothingness and entered his mind. There was someone, someone who could help him kill Malistith. He ripped the mask from his face, gasping in a long cold breath, the mask fell from his hands as he reached into a pocket and withdrew his communication crystal. “Travis,” he muttered weakly, “help me.” Then the crystal fell from his hand as he collapsed onto the grass.

—-

A portal opened and Travis stepped out of the astral and onto the grass beside Selris. He bent down, resting a hand on Selris’s neck and checking his pulse. Then he rolled him over, searching for any visible wounds, he found none and his eyes traveled to the mask which lay beside Selris. Travis frowned. Then he turned around, surveying his surroundings. He was in the middle of a forest, with no means of transporting Selris to a healer.

He looked back down at Selris’s unconscious form, then he bent down, scooping up his mask and communication crystal, pocketing the crystal he held the mask in one hand while he placed the other on Selris’s shoulder, grasping it firmly as he cast starwalk. To his shock, the world around them disappeared as they fell into the astral.  He struggled to keep a hold of Selris, fearing that if his grasp loosened then his friend would fall away and become lost forever. A burning sensation caused him to glance toward his left hand which held the mask, it felt hot, not unbearably so but still enough to be noticeable. Then he glimpsed a figure below him, a figure whose face was that of the demonic mask.

A sense of horror shot through him and he veered toward the closest exit point. Dread washed through him as his mind was consumed by the thought of the figure within the astral’s depths. He and Selris shot out of the astral and tumbled to the ground in an uncomfortable heap.

YOUR STARWALK SPELL HAS INCREASED TO THE EPIC RANK! YOUR SLIPSTREAM SPELL HAS INCREASED RO THE EPIC RANK!

Travis untangled himself from Selris, rolling to lay on his back as he looked up at a gray sky from which descended sparse snowflakes. He got to his feet, standing and surveying his surroundings. A frozen stream lay to his right and past it lay a pine forest. The splintered remains of what had clearly once been a massive tree lay ahead of him, and to his left, he found a familiar haze of purple fog. Had the stars led him to the carnival once again? And if so then for what purpose?

“Jervis!?” called Travis.

A moment passed, and then a figure appeared emerging from the fog. Jervis wore his tall top hat as well as an overly large smile. “Travis, what brings you back to my carnival?”

“The stars brought me here, though why they did I do not know, but Selris is injured, can you heal him?”

Jervis looked down at Selris’s unconscious form. “What happened to him?”

“I don’t know, he has no visible injuries so I am led to believe his current state may be a result of wearing his mask.”

Jervis bent down and picked Selris up, slinging him over his shoulder as he turned back toward the purple fog. Follow me to the big tent and we’ll get him sorted. Travis followed Jervis into the purple fog, the temperature around him changing from cold to pleasant as he walked deeper into the fog. A large tent materialized before them and they entered it, finding the interior to be fogless and deserted. “Where’s Callie and the others?” asked Travis.

A laugh caused him to look up, a plank of wood levitated seemingly of its own accord, high up near the tent’s peak, and atop the plank sat Callie. Then she disappeared, and a moment later a smiling set of sharp white teeth materialized floating before Travis, then the rest of Callie materialized around her smile. “Why are you here?” she asked as her smile disappeared.

“I have no idea,” said Travis as he turned toward a giant mushroom which Selris now lay on. Jervis had removed Selris’s arm guards and was placing mushrooms on his exposed skin.

“What do those do?” asked Travis.

“They’ll excrete a toxin which will flush any other toxins from his system. Then I will attach calming fungi to revitalize him.”

“What happened to him?” asked Callie.

“I don’t know. I was in Stormhold when he called my communication crystal asking for help, then when I teleported to him he was like this.” Travis passed Jervis Selris’s mask. “Do you think this could have done this to him?”

Jervis examined the mask. “He knew it was cursed and demonic, and yet he continued wearing it. I’m certain his prolonged exposure to it has had some effect on him, though we’ll have to wait until he wakes up to learn the truth.”

A chill shot through Travis and he staggered as a figure wearing his clothes shot through the astral. The figure's face was that of the mask, with dark red engravings across a black and sinister face from which shone crimson eyes.

“What is it?” asked Jervis as he steadied Travis.

Travis looked at Jervis. “Something’s coming!” Travis felt the tear in reality as the figure forced its way from the astral and arrived outside the purple fog.

“What’s coming?” asked Callie.

“I don’t know, but it’s here, and it’s evil,” said Travis as he turned toward the side of the tent past which lay the fog that the figure was approaching through. Callie and Jervis turned toward the direction he faced.

“It was in the astral with us when we teleported,” said Travis. “It has my body and its face is that of the mask.”

A section of the tent burned away, dark blue energy disintegrating it, as the figure stepped through the hole and into the tent. “Who are you?” asked Callie.

“A remnant,” gasped the figure in a stilted and unnatural voice.

“And why are you here?” asked Callie.

“To seek death,” gasped the remnant as two solar bolts formed before its hands.

The solar bolts shot toward Callie, as a giant mushroom sprouted from the ground in front of her, absorbing the brunt of the attack, though two greatly diminished solar bolts still impacted Callie, dealing little damage. Travis cast gravity grasp on the remnant, though the spell failed to take effect and the remnant took a step forward as Jervis was levitated into the air by the remnant's own swirling blue gravity grasp. Callie conjured three naked winged babies who flew toward the remnant, daggers gripped in pudgy hands. Just before the babies were about to plunge their daggers into the remnant, it cast star shift, switching places with Callie who screamed in pain as two daggers were plunged into her shoulders.

Travis sent a solar bolt crashing into the remnant. DAMAGE DEALT TO REMNANT = 65. Travis frowned, the remnant had only taken half of the spells' usual damage, on top of resisting his gravity grasp. It seemed to possess the same spells and resistances which he did. The remnant conjured an orb of swirling black energy and Travis cast star shift on it as it hurled the orb at him, but, to his horror, the spell failed to take effect and the orb crashed into him. DAMAGE SUSTAINED = 90 -18 armor, TOTAL DAMAGE SUSTAINED = 72.

HP 138/210

Travis recovered from the attack just in time to watch two solar bolts impact the still-levitating Jervis, sending him crashing to the ground. Callie’s babies fluttered around the remnant, obstructing it from casting more spells but not attacking it in fear of it casting star shift again. Callie herself stood unsteadily as she conjured mushrooms which she pressed into her two bleeding wounds. A burst of necrotic energy erupted from the remnant, sending the babies falling back and onto the ground as their bodies shriveled and their skin turned black.

Travis conjured his Javelin and approached the remnant, weary of attacking it outright for fear of it switching places with Callie or Jervis. “What do you want?”

The remnant’s blazing red eyes met his and he repressed a shiver as it spoke in its unnatural voice. “Reparations and restorations, impossible outcomes resulting in new parameters. I seek death.”

“Whose death?”

“My own, and that of my creator.”

The remnant conjured a javelin identical to Travis’s as they circled each other. Then purple vines shot from the ground beneath the remnant, who struck out with his javelin, slashing away the vines that threatened to entangle him. Travis took the opportunity given to him by Jervis, he raced forward, slashing his javelin down toward the remnant’s neck. The remnant flicked his own javelin up at the last possible instant, blocking the strike and diverting it to glance off his shoulder. Travis danced back as he flicked the other end of his javelin forward, only for the remnant to parry the strike. Then the remnant began casting a spell and Travis held back from attacking in fear that the spell was star shift. Suddenly it was Callie standing unsteadily in place of the remnant, then an orb of darkness exploded between them, staggering them and temporarily obscuring their vision.

DAMAGE SUSTAINED = 50 -3 armor, TOTAL DAMAGE SUSTAINED = 47.

HP 91/210

Travis’s vision cleared and he watched as Jervis erupted from the earth beside the remnant and slapped a mushroom onto his neck. The remnant spun about, his javelin swinging toward Jervis, then he faltered as the ground beneath him collapsed and he fell two feet. Jervis stepped back from the remnant as mushrooms grew around him, the remnant climbed from the hole as the mushrooms around him began to balloon. Travis took a step back, realizing what was about to happen. The mushrooms burst, spraying spores around them and emitting a purple mist which stank of death. The remnant disappeared amidst the purple mist as Travis, Callie, and Jervis watched from a safe distance.

A shuddering gasp emanated from the mist, then there was a metallic crashing sound accompanied by a sound similar to air being sucked through a straw.

EXPERIENCE GAINED = 900/COMBAT CONTRIBUTIONS.   

Callie continued attaching mushrooms to herself, and when Travis glanced at Jervis he almost recoiled in shock. Jervis looked as if he were eighty years old, his face was thin and his skin hung loosely from it, giant purple eye bags lay beneath weary-looking eyes and his hands were skeletal and heavily wrinkled as he conjured a mushroom into them and pushed it into his neck.

“Jervis?” asked Travis, scarcely believing his eyes.

“He over-extended himself,” said Callie weakly as she moved to support Jervis and help him sit down. Jervis looked old and frail while Callie looked pale and exhausted, mushrooms covered her neck and abdomen where her shirt had been torn and bloodied.

Travis wavered, then sat down painfully, he felt unwell, likely a result of the necrotic attack he’d endured. “I’m alright,” said Jervis, sounding old and weak. “Callie and I, and Sal before his death. We all began using our mana to mask our aging. I used all of mine in that fight, and now I must recover it to revitalize myself.”

“How old are you?” asked Travis.

“I have no idea,” replied Jervis. Then he began to stand, and Callie looked at him uncertainly. “This will heal you,” said Jervis as he conjured a mushroom and took a step toward Travis, then he collapsed to the ground, the mushroom falling beside him.

“You fool,” cried Callie as she rolled Jervis over and pressed the mushroom he’d dropped into his cheek. Travis felt a sudden pang of guilt and fear as he stood and moved to crouch beside Callie. “Is he alright?”

Callie conjured a blue mushroom which she pressed into Jervis’s other cheek. “He’ll be fine as long as he doesn’t keep expending himself in attempts to aid you.”

“I’m sorry,” said Travis, not knowing what else to say or do.

“He needs to rest,” said Callie as a layer of pale fungus grew up from the ground around Jervis and encapsulated him. Travis sat down beside the fungi which covered Jervis. “I’m sorry, this was all my fault.”

“I don’t know why he keeps risking his life for you,” said Callie. “He’s too good for you, too good for me, too good for everyone. He always tries to help people and it always ends poorly for him.”

Travis just stared at the fungus. “We all try to do good in our own ways, but in the end, it doesn’t really seem to matter. This world is consumed by war after war, conflict after conflict, with no end nor true respite. The Valiens failed as rulers, the Lurian Kings failed as rulers, even King Xander is failing as a ruler.”

“Peace cannot be given by rulers, but is found through freedom,” said Callie.

Travis shook his head sadly. “Freedom doesn’t exist.”

“It does for me and Jervis.”

“There would come a day when Inquisitors would finally hunt you down and kill you. That was a certainty, but I will prevent it. Peace can only reign when a ruler forces it to.”

“You're no ruler.”

“Not yet, but soon.”


Chapter 10

Corea

———————

Jason Valien, Falven Lintrus, and a dozen Lords and knights stood around a map spread across a table within a large pavilion. Lord Sangial moved wooden ships from Reef Harbor to Brimstone Bay as he spoke. “With our new ally Vandimir sailing the Umbrille fleet to assault the Corean coast, Vilgorth Corinthian will be forced to march down from Kiren Hall. I suggest we take the opportunity presented and instruct Lord Wilder to cross The Golden Ford.”

Lord Feltis frowned. “My nephew's host is already positioned alongside the eastern bank of The Golden Ford. Leaving Lord Vintis in a threatened position. Claiming The Ford will become inconsequential if we can take Takton Hill. So I suggest we send Lord Wilder’s host along with Lord Viral’s to assault Takton Hill, while we march to assist them.”

“If Viral marches from Corlindale then we risk the city being retaken,” interjected Sir Nial.

“We will pass by Corlindale in three days should we march on Takton Hill, our proximity should prevent any such attempts,” argued Lord Feltis.

“I agree with Lord Feltis,” said Jason. “Claiming Takton Hill will signify our control over The Southern Corean Reaches.”

A messenger entered the pavilion, passing a sealed envelope to a knight who then passed it to Falven. Falven opened the letter, withdrawing and reading the parchment within as those around him continued their discussions. Everyone went silent as he spoke. “My Lords, I have news from The Lesterlands. Deep Hollow has been taken by a host led by Lord Fairweather, and Lord Calister seems to be moving his forces to join with Fairweather’s.”

“Fallith continues to prove himself an unreliable ally,” said Damien Pheonix.

“The turmoil within The Lesterlands proves that we must hasten our advance through Corea,” said Lord Feltis.

“And such an advance relies heavily upon Vandimir Umbrille,” said Lord Binc. “Should he fail to take Brimstone Bay and cut off Sumner’s supply lines, then we may find our armies surrounded and cut off from The Highlends.”

“Vandimir is a tried and tested battle commander,” said Falven. “Brimstone Bay will fall within a day after he makes landfall.”

“And if it doesn’t then Sumner will dispatch another force to harry our own supply lines,” protested Lord Binc.

“We will move forward assuming Vandimir’s success at Brimstone Bay to be a near certainty,” said Jason. “Once we control The Southern Corean Reaches, we will be in an advantageous position to threaten New Haven and Stormhold.”

“Jason is correct and this is our path to victory,” agreed Falven.

Another messenger entered the pavilion, his envelope traveling to Damien Phoenix’s hands. Damien smiled as he read the parchment within. His bright blue eyes rose from the parchment, meeting Falven’s. “Celtis has fallen to the necrotic army.”

Falven chuckled. “This undead insurgence couldn’t have occurred at a more opportune time.”

“Perhaps,’ said Jason, “but we will be forced to deal with it eventually.”

“Eventually,” agreed Falven, “but in the meantime it has forced The Corinthians to fight on two fronts and claimed a great many of their levies. We will watch as they exhaust their Northern Reaches against the undead, then we will sweep in and claim that land for ourselves.”

Jason nodded thoughtfully, while Sir Lestine spoke. “When should we plan to depart for Takton Hill?”

“Tomorrow afternoon,” replied Falven.

The meeting came to an end and Falven remained with Jason in the pavilion as the others departed. “Fallith is losing his hold over the Lesterlands,” said Falven. “Should we fail to win this war soon, we may find all of Valerence uniting against us.”

Jason stared at the large map. “We just need more time and more implants.”

“I doubt we’ll be able to acquire more of either before this war ends,” said Falven as his gaze traveled to the map.

“New Haven is the key to our victory or defeat. I know we can push through Corea but that leaves The Lightspears between us and Stormhold.”

Falven picked up a miniature wooden boat and stared at it. “We must break through New Haven. With the new Luralay fleet guarding Stormhold’s bay, we have no choice but to descend on the city from the north.”

Jason nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll be needing more prisoners to practice my blood magic on. I believe that it may prove vital to our success.”


Chapter 11

Lesterlands

———————

Travis awoke to find his communication crystal vibrating. He withdrew it, moving to a sitting position and resting his back against a mushroom. Callie and Jervis lay slumped together across from him and Selris lay on a large mushroom behind them. Savannah Corinthian’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Travis?”

“Yeah,” answered Travis, he felt rested but he still bore the recent memory of the fear which had gripped him during and after the remnant’s attack.

“Were you able to contact Malistith?”

“I was, and he will not act against Godsmith directly, though he will support me against him.”

“Oh, that’s unfortunate. Are you able to attend a meeting in four hours?”

Travis glanced at where Jervis and Callie lay. Jervis no longer looked like a dying husk, though he and Callie both appeared to still be weakened and Selris hadn’t yet awoken. He couldn’t abandon them now, not until they’d recovered their strength. “Unfortunately I am predisposed and away from Stormhold, I’ll be back tomorrow though.”

“Where are you?”

“In the Lesterlands, helping an old friend.”

“I see, well let me know when you return to Stormhold.”

“Alright,” said Travis before ending the communication.

He pocketed the crystal as Callie stirred and then opened her eyes. “Who were you talking to?”

“Just someone in Stormhold. How do you feel?”

“A lot better than I did last night,” said Callie as Jervis yawned and opened his eyes. His head rested against Callie’s neck. “I had an invigorating dream,” said Jervis.

“What was it about?” asked Travis.

“A life I could have lived,” replied Jervis.

Motion caused Travis to glance toward Selris’s mushroom bed to watch as the knight sat up. He rubbed his head groggily, then yawned before glancing toward them. “Where am I?”

“In a tent pitched within the Lesterlands,” answered Travis. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

Selris frowned. “I. I was standing and looking at the burned remains of Lillian’s cabin. Then I called Malistith and I’m not sure what happened after that.”

“Why did you contact Malistith?”

“I was angry with him for stranding me in Luria for five months. For keeping me away from Lilian, for inadvertently causing her death.”

“And you don’t know what happened after you contacted him?”

Selris shook his head. “I don’t. Where’s my mask?”

Travis pointed to where the cursed mask lay atop a small mushroom. Selris stood, approached the mushroom, and retrieved his mask before glancing toward Jervis and Callie. “You two belong in prison.”

“I disagree,” said Callie.

Selris slipped the mask into his satchel. “Fortunately for you, I have already been forced to break my knightly vows a dozen times; once more cannot tarnish me more than I already am.”

“You’re welcome for saving your life,” said Callie.

“What sort of injuries had I sustained?”

Travis got to his feet. “It appeared as though that mask had drained your life away.”

“I had no bodily wounds?”

“None, you were pale and sweaty and appeared exhausted.”

“How did you come to find me?”

“You contacted me and asked for help, you sounded very weak. I teleported to you, then teleported us both here.”

“Then we were attacked by a remnant with Travis’s body and your mask as its face,” added Callie.

“What?” asked Selris, sounding baffled.

“It was in the astral with us when I brought you here,” said Travis. “I think we may have created it inadvertently. Then it somehow followed us here.”

“Where is its corpse?”

“It vanished after we killed it,” said Jervis.

“Very strange,” mused Selris.

“I should probably get back to Stormhold now that you're all alright. What do you plan to do now?” Travis directed his question at Selris.

“I, don’t know. The love of my life is dead, I suppose I should seek out her killers, but, I don’t know, I feel different, strange, the vengeance that used to burn within me seems to have diminished.”    

“Do you want to accompany me to Stormhold?”

Selris hesitated uncertainly. “Uh, what would I do there?”

“Assist me in attempting to maintain order and prevent another civil war from breaking out.”

Selris sighed. “Why does everyone want to go to war these days?”

Travis smiled sadly. “I have no idea, but we can try to prevent further conflict. You could also use a haircut and there’s a great barber shop in Stormhold.”

Selris raised his hands, feeling his shoulder-length hair and full beard. “I do need a haircut. Very well, I will accompany you, assuming you're able to teleport both of us?”  

“I did it once, so I’m sure I can do it again.”

“Do you not fear that you might create another remnant?” asked Callie.

“Living in fear seems quite horrid, and I’m not about to stop starwalking,” said Travis as he beckoned Selris closer.

“I wish you both good luck,” said Jervis.

Travis smiled. “I wish you good luck as well,” then he paused, withdrawing his blue communication crystal, he tossed it to Jervis. “Contact me if you ever need my help.”

Jervis caught the crystal. “Thank you.”

“It’s the least I can offer, considering how many times you’ve helped me and saved my life,” said Travis as a portal opened around he and Selris, and they stepped into the astral.

———

Jervis watched the portal close, his head still resting against Callie’s neck. “I think we should begin recruiting again.”

Callie smiled. “That sounds fun. There’s a village some ways northwest.”

“I’ve been dreaming of an island recently. An island off the coast of East Shore. I think our God wants me to plant his seed there.”

“Does he not intend to reclaim his original island?”

“He need not reclaim it, soon the boy shall awake from his slumber beneath, and rise up to wander the land once again.”

“You have seen this?”

“I have, the dreams and nightmares have returned in full, and the boy shall soon awaken to return this land to our God.”

“Why then would we flee to an East Shore island?”

Jervis turned his head so that his nose touched Callie’s. “The boy is a danger to us all, we have lived too long from our God’s mesmer, and returning to it would revert us.”

“You, don’t want to dance amidst his dreams?”

“I do, I only fear that we would lose ourselves amidst such grandeur.”

“What if I wish to be a part of such a dream?”

“Then I would join you.”

“But you would prefer we remain separate from the boy.”

“Yes.

Callie kissed Jervis, speaking as she pulled her lips back from his. “We will travel to this island then, and watch from its shores as the new dream begins.”


Chapter 12

Stormhold

———————

Travis sped through the astral, clutching Selris’s hand tightly as they flew toward Stormhold. Travis feared to look down, though he could sense the presence beneath them. There were other presences too, they lay deeper in the distant depths of the astral. A shiver ran down Travis’s spine, he felt cold suddenly, so very cold. Then he was falling forward and out of the astral and onto the grass which lay before the Adili estate.
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Travis groaned as he sat up, finding Selris sitting beside him. “You alright?” asked Travis.

“Yeah, that was very strange, terrifying even.”

Travis and Selris stood, as the door to the estate opened and Filoni ran out to greet them. “I saw you arrive out my window! I just got home too, I’ve been sooo busy getting ready for the play! Did you know that most of the local Lords and Ladies will be attending?!”

Travis felt a headache beginning. He had so much on his mind right now that he was having trouble paying attention to what Filoni was saying. “Uh yeah. That’s great. Good for you.”

As he spoke he felt his communication crystal vibrating and he withdrew it as Ryan Kinel’s voice emanated from it. “Travis, would you mind coming down to the theater this evening?”

“Why?” asked Travis as Filoni scowled.

“There’s a rather urgent matter I need to discuss with you.”

“Alright, I can be there just after sunset.”

“Great! See you then.”

Travis pocketed his crystal with one hand as he rubbed his forehead with the other. So much was happening, and so many people seemingly needed his attention.

“I hate that Ryan guy and denounce him!” said Filoni.

“I figured,’ said Travis as he glanced up at the sky to find that the sun was already descending toward the west.

Filoni extended a pudgy hand toward Selris. “I’m Dave Filoni, and you are?”

Selris shook his hand. “Sir Selris Helvion, but you may call me Selris.”

“Do you enjoy the theatrical arts?” asked Filoni.

“I can’t say I’ve had much time to view plays.”

“That’s too bad, luckily for you you’ve arrived just before the tickets for the later showings of my play sell out. You should definitely watch it since you're here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Selris.

“Let’s go get your haircut, then head to the theater,” said Travis as he led Selris toward the hedge wall.

“Bye!” called Filoni.

“See you,” called Travis as the hedge parted and he and Selris passed through it. “I just remembered I don’t have any coin,” muttered Travis, “do you have any?”

“Yeah,” said Selris as he reached into a pocket in his satchel and felt around.

“Great, 'cause I’m sure this haircut will cost every copper you have, but I promise it will be well worth it.”

“Your haircut does look nice,” complemented Selris.

“Thanks,” said Travis as they entered the city proper and headed toward the barbershop. Entering the shop, they found to Travis’s delight that it was devoid of people waiting, and Selris was taken back for his haircut immediately without a bribe needing to be given. Travis watched as Selris’s hair was cut short and his beard was trimmed. Half an hour later, Selris had transformed from grizzly and unkempt to distinguished-looking and knightly.

The sun had set when they left the barber shop and so they promptly headed toward the theater. Only for Travis’s communication crystal to vibrate as they walked. He withdrew it and Lydia Lightspear’s voice emanated from it. “Travis, are you busy right now?”

“I am, why?”

“I’d like to speak with you privately, though I suppose it can wait. Are you free tomorrow morning?”

“I can be.”

“Excellent, I’ll have someone waiting in the courtyard after dawn to lead you to my chambers.”

“See you then,” said Travis before ending the communication and pocketing his crystal as they arrived before the theater.

“Who was that?” asked Selris.

“Lydia Lightspear, both the Lightspears and Corinthians are intent on winning my support and by extent Malistith’s.”

“Which house do you favor?”

“Neither.”

Ryan Kinel detached himself from the gate he’d been leaning against as they approached him, he extended his hand toward Selris. “I’m Ryan Kinel and you are?”

“Selris Helvion.”

Ryan released Selris’s hand and turned to Travis. “I called you here because I have discovered a disturbing plot regarding the theater.”

“What type of plot?”

“I am still unsure of the details, though I have noticed that the other board members have been hiring a great many mercenaries lately. When I asked them why, they were deflective, and I fear they may attempt a hostile takeover.”

“Of the city?”

“Of the theater.”

Travis felt perplexed. “I don’t mean to sound uncaring, but there’s a lot happening right now and these board members seem rather insignificant comparatively.”

“There are seventy thousand people living in this city. Half of them watch theater, whether it be free performances, copper allys, or within our grand establishment. The stories and messages within such theatrical plays inspire, motivate, and change the minds of most of those who witness them. A play might motivate someone to buy apples, or to join the army, or it might motivate them to hate and despise a Lord or Lady. There is power in theater, and should that power be co-opted, I fear that our very way of life may be threatened.”

Travis found that he not only understood Ryan’s meaning but also agreed with his sentiment. “What can I do?”

“You have the ability to teleport, all I ask is that you remain vigilant, and come to my aid should I request you to.”

“I will,” agreed Travis.

“Thank you. I will contact you should anything drastic occur. For now, I wish you a good night.”

They exchanged farewells, and then Travis and Selris headed back down the Dark city streets. “We should spend the night in the Inquisitor's barracks,” said Travis as he led Selris toward the gate.

——

The following morning Selris acquainted himself with the knights training in the yard while Travis followed a young servant girl through the palace. Arriving before a door guarded by a Lightspear knight. Travis was amidited, entering a spacious room which featured a large glass window overlooking the harbor. Lydia turned from the window to face him. She wore a pink dress which darkened to a dusky purple as it descended. “Travis, thank you so much for coming.”

“Of course.”

Please have a seat, we have much to discuss,” she gestured to two chairs across from each other and Travis took one as she sat upon the other.

“Has any progress been made in crafting a plan to defy Godsmith?”

Lydia pursed her lips. “We do have three powerful artifacts which will be arriving within the day. However, that is not the matter I wish to speak with you of. I believe that we should work on training your starwalk spell until it reaches a sufficient rank to allow you to bring others with you when you teleport.”

“That actually happened two or three days ago. My starwalk spell reached the epic rank and it seems I can now bring another person with me when I starwalk.”

“That’s fantastic! In New Haven we have research centers focused on evolving our understanding of teleportation. Once this whole Godsmith mess is over with, I believe that you should visit our facilities. Your presence would surely hasten our research and allow us to test some hypotheses.”

“I would certainly be open to assisting with that. Though should we not focus on the current issue?”

“Yes, you're right. How did your meeting with the Corinthians go?”

“They are also transporting artifacts here. I would hope that both your families plan to devise a united way of defeating Godsmith.”

“I’m sure Valith and Vestimir will figure something out. What else was discussed at your meeting?”

“Forgive me, but informing you of what went on during our meeting seems, insensitive. I would not share your plans with others and I would hope that you would not ask me to betray what others have told me in confidence.”

“I would though. I have so much more to offer you than they do. New Haven’s understanding of and control over magic is decades ahead of Corea’s. Our implanted outnumber there’s five to one, and our fief has the highest mana density in Valerence. We have everything you could ever want for, and I want you to join us.”

“Why should I be made to choose between supporting New Haven or Corea? Both your fief and there’s are part of Valerence. Aren’t the ten fiefs supposed to be united as one kingdom?”

Lydia leaned forward, her eyes focusing on his. “King Xander is going to die soon. Malistith has not been the only one to foresee this. When he does, Prince Arron will ascend the throne and it is crucial that the Corinthians do not corrupt him to favor them over us. We must strike the decisive victory against Godsmith.”

“And so you would have me spy on the Corinthians for you?”

“Yes, attend their meetings and learn of their intentions.”

Travis stood. “I’m sorry, but I want no part in any of this.”

Lydia’s face fell. “I’ll give you time to reconsider, I’m certain that you will see the importance of this.”

Travis nodded before taking his leave. Damn these idiotic rivalries! Rather than walk back through the castle he stepped into the astral, emerging from it and into the courtyard. A page jumped, scampering back in fright. “Calm yourself,” said Travis as his eyes searched for Selris.

He found Selris clashing swords with another knight, a small crowd surrounded them, cheering them on. As Travis watched, the other knight overextended himself in a lung and Selris stepped forward and to the side, slashing his sword up and halting the strike just below the knight’s unarmored armpit.

The two combatants lowered their swords, clasping hands and exchanging amenable-sounding words. Then Selris spotted Travis and headed toward him as another two knights stepped forward and began dueling. “How did your meeting go?”

“Poorly. I have half a mind to abandon this city.”

Travis’s communication crystal began vibrating and he reluctantly withdrew it. “Yes?”

Savannah Corinthian’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Are you back in Stormhold?”

“Yeah, I just arrived.”

“Could you come up to the Corinthian apartments? It’s rather urgent.”

Travis rolled his eyes. “Sure, I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Great, see you then.”

Travis pocketed his crystal. “Here we go again. Do you want to come along and get a taste of what I’m dealing with?”

“I suppose,” said Selris.

Travis led the way through the palace and up to the Corinthian apartments. The entrance to which was guarded by two knights. “Your knight can wait outside,” said one of the knights.

“No, he’ll be accompanying me as an advisor.”

The knight turned and knocked on the door. A moment later Savannah opened it. “My Lady, your guest wishes to bring this knight in with him?”

“Yes of course,” said Savannah as she beckoned them in. They followed her into a familiar room and found Corvis and Corland waiting within. 

Greetings were exchanged and Travis introduced Selris, then they took seats around a circular table as Corvis spoke. “Travis, if tragedy were to strike and Godsmith were to kill King Xander and replace the church of light with his own religion. Then our ruling structure would likely become greatly altered. Should such an event come to pass, then my father Vestimir would like to offer you a potential seat on the new King’s council.”

“Why?” asked Travis, though he suspected he already knew. They wanted to use him for his connection to Malistith. 

“Travis, you’ve accomplished so many incredible feats in such a short time. Additionally, your class is one of a kind and your ability to teleport is truly rare. You could one day become the new leader of the Inquisitors.”

“I appreciate the compliments, though if I were ever to lead the Inquisitors, I would make several major changes to how they operate.”

“Innovation will be needed if we are to move forward from such a potential tragedy,” said Corland.

“We must hope that such a tragedy does not come to pass,” added Travis.

“But if it does, then we will be prepared for it,” said Corvis.


Chapter 13

Lesterlands

———————

Smoke rose from the southern Lesterland regions as the armies of Calister and Destros advanced, claiming more land and putting more castles and holdfasts to the torch with each passing day. The Lesterlands Lords were divided, further destabilizing the fief as The Lords Gial, Lementos, and Tilx gathered their armies at Mort Tilx, forming a host four thousand strong to march against Cresthelm.

Fearing such an attack, Lord Fallith had drawn his forces back within CrestHelm, barring the fortress’s gates and sending no aid forth to those Lords who fought to repel Destros and Calister. Several great battles had been fought as The Lesterland Lords Lincen, Bog, Oaklend, and Hilton attempted to repel the invaders. Hilton and Oakland gathered their strength at Deep Hollow, while the Lords Lincen and Bog formed a host three thousand strong and marched on the Destros encampments. Disaster struck all four lords and those who followed them.

Unbeknownst to Hilton and Oakland, Lord Fairweather had sailed his fleet up from East Shore and down The Ash River. Sending Inquisitors ahead to prevent word of his movements from reaching the Lesterland Lords. Deep Hollow was invaded in the dead of one cold winter night, as three inquisitors brought down the gates and two thousand of Fairweather’s troops took the encampments surrounding Deep Hollow by surprise and stormed through them and into the castle. Both Hilton and Oakland were captured, and the host they’d been gathering was broken.

The Lords Lincen and Bog marched toward the town of Ashfall, around which lay The Destros encampments. They gathered more men to their cause as they marched, swelling their numbers to over four thousand. Though news of their approach had reached Lord Simon Destros, who held command of The Destros host. He split his host in three, leaving a thousand men behind within Ashfall, while he took three thousand men west and his cousin Desmend Destros took another three thousand east.

Lincen and Bog fell upon Ashfall two days later, routing the Destros forces left within the town, only to have their victory torn away as six thousand Destros soldiers surrounded the town and engaged them in a bloody battle which lasted well through the night and ended the following morning. Lord Bog was slain, as were two thousand of his and Lincen’s soldiers. Lord Lincen managed to escape from Ashfall in the night, taking with him a dozen knights, the rest of his men were captured or slain the following morning as Simon Destros reclaimed Ashfall.

Thus the southern Lesterland regions fell and The Destros, Calister, and Fairweather armies continued north and toward CrestHelm. Though two Lesterland Lords still stood between the invaders and CrestHelm. The Lords Foaly and Fense. Lord Foaly recalled his strength back behind the walls of Foalton. While Fense joined with Lord Lincen and his surviving knights as they set out to harry the invaders' approach. Lord Fense set out not just with soldiers and knights, but also with his Inquisitor Malcolm, and an implanted ally named Larenthian. Lord Fense also possessed an implant and so hoped that he, Malcolm, and Larenthian could change the tide of this thus far mostly one-sided war.

Reports indicated that the Calister and Fairweather hosts had joined, and now numbered over ten thousand strong. Fense and Lincen commanded a host of only two thousand, and so were apprehensive of challenging Calister and Fairweather. Besides, Calister and Fairweather were taking the western road, while the smaller Destros host was approaching CrestHelm from the eastern road. So Fense and Lincen turned east, splitting their forces in four and harassing the Destros army as it moved north.

Larenthian was dispatched along with Sir Danis Finch and three hundred men, and sent to destroy the Destros supply wagons. While the wagons lay at the procession's rear, they were still well guarded.

Larenthian and Danis stood amidst their resting soldiers within a thick forest nearly a mile east from the road which the Destros host marched up. Larenthian used a stick to carve out his plan in the snow as he explained it to Sir Danis. “We’ll wait until Lincen attacks the front, then my undead will sweep forward to block off the wagons from the rest of them. Your soldiers will then assault the wagons with fire arrows while my undead prevent reinforcements from reaching them.”

“A good plan,” agreed Danis. “I will keep a hundred spearmen back to cover our retreat.”

A messenger ran through their makeshift encampment and hurried toward them. “Sirs, Lord Lincen is about to begin his assault.”

Larenthian tossed his stick aside as Danis began passing out orders and assigning positions. Larenthian took the lead with his undead around him as they moved west and toward the slow-moving Destros supply wagons.

They encountered a rear guard of Destros soldiers wandering through the forest parallel to the road. A mass decaying spell from Larenthian shriveled all eight of the men into husks before any could reach for a horn to sound the alarm. Then Larenthian’s undead swept ahead while he moved forward with Danis’s archers. Shouts of alarm sounded from the Destros procession as the undead surged forth from the forest. Then burning arrows flew from the trees, impacting the wagons and lighting them afire.

Destros soldiers rushed toward the tree line, only to be met by Larenthian and a hundred Fense soldiers wielding swords, spears, and axes. Battle was joined as more burning arrows shot toward the wagons. Larenthian drained the life from dozens Destros soldiers, using the power gained to send bolts of necrotic energy crashing into enemy archers.

Then he frowned as he sensed an inquisitor approaching. The ground beneath his feet trembled and he was met with a horrific scene of Deja Vu as earthen spikes shot up, impaling his feet but fortunately not reaching high enough to pierce his crotch.
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Larenthian stepped up and out of the spikes. Noticing that he hadn’t been the only subject of the attack as most of the soldiers around him had been injured far worse than he. He turned toward where he sensed the Inquisitor, spotting a man in a button-up flannel coat which wasn’t buttoned up. The unbuttoned coat revealed a line of the man’s pale yet well-muscled skin. He was clean-shaven, though his brown hair was long, falling past his shoulders in two rather feminine strands. He was shorter than most Inquisitors, standing perhaps just under six feet tall.

Larenthian locked eyes with the man, holding eye contact even as he leapt back, avoiding a spike which shot up from the ground where he had stood. Larenthian reached for the man’s life force, drawing some of it away and healing his injuries. The man winced, then ran and leapt into the air and over the fighting soldiers. Larenthian stepped back as he siphoned off more of his enemies' health and mana. The man landed some five feet from Larenthian who was impaled through his crotch by a sudden spike which he inadvertently stepped back and into the path of.

“Aghfuuckkkkkkkghhhh!” screamed Larenthian as his testicles were shredded for the second time in the past year.

Twin earthen gauntlets which ended in long sharp spikes formed around the man’s fists as he approached Larenthian. Suddenly the man was forced to dance back as Sir Danis pulled back from the fighting soldiers and lunged his longsword at the Inquisitor. Larenthian took the chance to climb free from the earthen spikes, his macabre regeneration already working to regenerate his testicles. He refocused on the Inquisitor, only to frown as the man withdrew a gauntlet from Sir Danis who collapsed, a sizable hole through his center.

Larenthian shot a debilitation blast into his enemy's face, lunging forward and conjuring his dagger as the Inquisitor was momentarily blinded. The Inquisitor stepped back, earthen armor rising up from the ground to coat him and repel Larenthian’s dagger thrust. Larenthian retreated, raising dead soldiers to grapple at the debilitated Inquisitor before turning and fleeing from the battle. A horn was blown from within the forest, signaling the retreat.

Larenthian ran into the tree line and past the spearmen who stood ready to cover the retreat. “Sir Danis is dead and there’s a fucking earth mage back there!” warned Larenthian as he fled past the spearmen.

Larenthian kept running, outpacing the archers who fled with him and cursing in pain as his testicles finished healing. “Fucking earth mages! Worse than vampires!”

Once the trees ahead of him thinned he stopped, turning and waiting as his men gradually arrived. “Did all the wagons burn?”

An archer nodded, out of breath. “Yes, they did.”

Larenthian performed a quick head count as the rest of his men arrived. “The spearmen are retreating but are being pursued,” reported a knight.

Eighty-two of the archers had returned, as had sixty-three of the melee soldiers. Larenthian spoke to the knight. “Take fifty archers and cover their retreat. The rest of you follow me south, we’re going to flank anyone they’ve left behind.”

The knight nodded, gathering archers to him as Larenthian led the others south. His health had fully regenerated though his mana was at less than half of its maximum. He hoped the Inquisitor hadn’t lingered. They skirted through thin forest and snow-covered farmland as they moved south, then turned west. Larenthian recalled a giant undead bear he’d kept back in reserve, and the creature joined him as he led his men toward the road.

They arrived parallel to the road and moved north through the forest and toward the scene of the battle. Only the blackened skeletons of half a dozen wagons remained of the main Destros host which it seemed had continued forward with those wagons salvageable. Mostly looted bodies littered the ground, though the distant sounds of fighting could be heard northeast within the forest. Larenthian led his men toward the bodies, intending on raising some before continuing to flank whatever Destros force had been left behind. Then to his shock, he sensed that not all the bodies were dead.

“Backtrack and form up!” he shouted, but more than a dozen of his forwardmost men were already amidst the corpses. Suddenly a quarter of the still and bloodied men rose, plunging daggers into the legs of the unsuspecting soldiers amidst them.

Screams filled the air as Larenthian’s men fell and twenty living Destros soldiers rose from the dead. Larenthian drained the life from a dozen of the crafty enemies as his surviving soldiers rushed forward and engaged the others. The ensuing battle was swift, but when Larenthian continued down the road it was without a score of his men.

He replaced his losses with undead, still, the recent skirmish irked him. These Destros men were smart, and he’d need to keep a vigilant eye if he wished to avoid falling prey to another of their deceptions. He and his men swept forward and through the forest, a pitched battle lay ahead of them and they approached the rear of a force of Destros soldiers among which Larenthian sensed the earth mage. His soldiers rushed forward as his archers loosed their arrows and he and his undead bear sought out the troublesome mage.

The enemies were caught off guard and many of them fell, revealing the mage who turned, sending forth a miniature earthquake which caused many of Larenthian’s men to fall and sustain injuries. Larenthian’s undead bear rushed at the mage who conjured a wall of stone which the undead bear burst through as Larenthian hurled a bolt of necrotic energy which impacted the man, shattering his earthen armor just before the bear impacted him.

Larenthian moved to flank the man who struggled against the hulking undead bear which was mauling him. The man’s gauntlets plunged into the bear as jagged spikes rushed up from the snow around and impaled the bear whose vicious bites and claw attacks were visibly injuring the mage. Larenthian conjured and shot a bolt of necrotic energy into the mage’s back, causing him to stagger as the bear’s maw threatened to close around his head.

The mage staggered away from the bear who was trapped in place by the stone which impaled him. Larenthian shot a debilitating blast into the mage, though even as the mage was blinded, Larenthian dared not rush forward with his dagger for fear of his enemy’s gauntlets. Instead, he spent the last of his mana conjuring one final bolt of necrotic energy which he sent crashing into the mage who rushed at him. The bolt struck the man’s chest, dealing nearly a hundred points of damage and slowing his approach.

Scrunching his face in annoyance, Larenthian conjured his dagger and lunged forward, driving it into the mage’s neck even as a gauntlet slashed across his ribs. Larenthian danced back, leaving his dagger lodged in the man’s neck as the mage collapsed.
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Larenthian staggered back and away from the fighting, grabbing one of his archers by the soldier as he pointed at the mage who was feebly reaching for the dagger embedded in his neck. “Fill him with arrows!”

The archer complied and the mage soon lay still as half a dozen arrows covered him. The remaining Destros soldiers fell or fled, leaving Larenthian victorious. Though he was in no joyous mood as his mana was drained, he was injured, and of the three hundred soldiers he and Sir Danis had commanded that morning, now only a hundred remained, and Sir Danis lay dead back on the road.

“Loot the corpses quickly, we will fall back and wait to learn what has befallen Lord Fense and the others,” said Larenthian.

Lord Fense had a communication crystal but was a deeply suspicious man, who suffered from delusions that conversations held through communication crystals could be spied upon. Thus he had forbade Larenthian from contacting him to discuss anything military-related. Larenthian scowled. Superstitious idiot!

He attempted to calm himself, the mage’s death had garnered him four thousand six hundred experience points. Not enough to raise him from level sixteen to seventeen, but still, every bit helped. That was why he was here after all. Fighting for the Lesterlands provided him with the opportunity to kill Inquisitors and clerics while commanding soldiers who would assist him. He cared not for the cause Fense, Fallith and the others fought for. He was here for the experience, though planning and executing strategies was fun too.

As Larenthian was preparing to depart from the scene of the battle, a snow eagle descended from the darkening sky, a scroll tied to it. Larenthian recognized the eagle as one of Malcolm's bound beasts. The eagle perched atop a tree stump and Larenthian carefully withdrew the scroll from its harness. Unrolling it, he read the short letter.

To Larenthian

Destros has two Inquisitors guarding the front. Our ambush was a failure and we sustained casualties equal to those we dealt. Neither enemy Inquisitors were killed and we retreated far back from the road and intend to regather our strength at Oak Hall and amass a host to march on the Destros’ should they siege Fenton. Please attach a report of your skirmish then skirt widely around the enemy and rejoin us.

—   Malcolm Lester

3/12/19 Holy Rule

Larenthian conjured pen and parchment. Writing of their success in burning most of the supply wagons, of Sir Danis’s death and their casualties, and of how he had killed the earth mage. He then folded and attached the scroll to the eagle’s harness. The bird glanced at him, then spread its great white wings and took flight.

“We make for Oak Hall to rejoin the others,” said Larenthian to his men who waited expectantly.


Chapter 14

Corea

———————

Smoke rose from Brimstone Bay as Umbrille ships fired upon the castle from the harbor. The broken remains of Corinthian and Lightspear ships sank behind him as Vandimir watched the fighting happening within the port through a telescope. He lowered the telescope as his ship rocked from the rebound of his firing cannons. He had three cannons aboard his vessel, and another four spread across his other ships. The tall gray castle’s walls had already begun to crumble away beneath the cannon fire, and soon his men would reach those crumbling walls and claim what was left of the castle.

“Prepare a row boat!” ordered Vandimir, “I’m going ashore.”

Moments later he was sitting within a rowboat as his oarsmen propelled them toward the docks. Vandimir coughed, frowning as he did so. Reaching the docks he climbed up from the boat and rose to stand on the blood-stained wood. He coughed again, then again.

“Are you alright sir?” asked one of his men.

“Cough! Yes. Cough! I’m fine,” said Vandimir as he strode down the docks and into the harbor city. He swallowed saliva, then closed his throat in an attempt to dissuade the sudden coughs.

Spotting a tavern he hurried into it, finding it deserted but for two dead soldiers, he searched around until he found a pitcher of water which he drank from. A sudden cough caused him to splutter, once he regained his composure he continued drinking. Draining the pitcher before turning out of the tavern and rejoining his waiting men.

The booms of cannon fire had ceased, indicating that the castle was being claimed by his men. “Let’s go see what prisoners we’ve captured,” said Vandimir as he led the way toward the castle.

Walking through rubble and debris, Vandimir made his way to the castle, within the courtyard of which he found one of his captains. “My Lord, the castle is ours and we’ve captured Lord Camdren and his family.”

“Good, raise my flags and ensure that the walls are well-defended.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

The flags depicting the orange brimstone of house Camdren, and the hydra of house Sumner were lowered from the city and castle, replaced by the spearfish of Storm Isle, the cliff of Reef Shore, and the blood drop of house Valien. Vandimir made himself comfortable within Lord Camdren’s seat as supplies and troops were offloaded from his ships which then formed a blockade, ceiling off Brimstone Bay.

Vandimir held a great council meeting that night. Plotting his next moves with his captains and those officers sent with him from the Highlends. Stormhold lay a mere eighty miles south-east across the storm sea. Yet Luralay and Phoenix ships guarded it by sea and a great winter storm was roiling in the east. It was assumed that Lord Corinthian would dispatch a force to retake Brimstone Bay, and so Vandimir prioritized shoring up their defenses. 

Camdren had had two cannons defending the bay, both of which had been seized by Vandimir who decided to move them to the western wall which curved around the city’s landside. He also dispatched squadrons to roam through the city, ensuring that any surviving enemy soldiers were captured or killed. From Brimstone Bay he could threaten Corea, New Haven, and Stormhold, all while blocking off supplies traveling between them by sea.

As Vandimir talked late into the night, he found a repetitive cough recurring, and so he drank several flagons of water as well as cups of tea and honey as he continued outlining his plans. Early the following morning, news reached him of a riot forming within the city, it seemed several hundred citizens and surviving soldiers were arming themselves as a prophet preached of Vandimir’s evils from atop a well. A great crowd had formed around the prophet, preventing Vandimir’s men from reaching him.

Without having slept in nearly two days, Vandimir armed himself with a crossbow and led a force of fifty knights and thrice that many soldiers forth from the castle. Arriving on the outskirts of the crowd, Vandimir’s men formed a protective formation between him and the rioters as he loosed a crossbow bolt which took the prophet through the heart.

The crowd grew furious and hurled rocks, spears, and various debris at the knights and soldiers. One of Camdren’s surviving knights leaped onto the well, protected by a full set of glistening armor as he shouted a challenge for Vandimir to meet him in one-on-one combat.

The crowd's noise and attacks decreased as Vandimir smiled, meeting the knight’s eyes he raised his left hand, then brought it down as the booms of cannon fire resounded throughout the city. The two captured cannons positioned on the wall had been turned to face inward, and upon seeing Vandimir’s signal, the soldiers manning them opened fire upon the crowd of rioters. The well exploded and the knight disappeared into it as people screamed and fled, dying by the dozens as cannon balls and ballista bolts ripped through their masses.

Vandimir’s men guarded the streets and alleys which led from the square, preventing the rioters from leaving and forcing them back toward the well around which flew projectiles. Vandimir called a halt to the massacre mere minutes after it had begun. Still, hundreds lay dead and dying, and those survivors had been painted red and coated in dust and entrails.

A stool was set down and Vandimir stepped onto it. “I will have no more rioting nor false preachings in my city.” Then he stepped down from the stool, returning to his castle as his soldiers and knights withdrew from the square.


Chapter 15

Lesterlands

———————

Fallith and Aubrey stood atop CrestHelm’s highest tower as they surveyed the encampments which surrounded their mountain fortress. “Ten thousand will not be enough for them to penetrate even our outmost walls,” said Fallith.

“Their numbers will likely double before the next full moon,” said Aubrey as a cold breeze brushed past them.

“They will deteriorate in this winter while we remain warm and well provisioned.”

“But surely this winter cannot last much longer, and when it turns to spring we may find ourselves besieged by the full power of Calistra and the Desterlands.”

“Still, a siege will take them a year or more, and much can change in a year.”

The sun dipped low, casting the western horizon in pinks and purples. Aubrey took Fallith’s hand. “Let us go to dinner.”

Fallith gazed upon the encampments for another moment before turning and following Aubrey down a spiral staircase.

Rather than the grand hall, the Fallith’s took dinner in their more private dining room. Kail sat at the head of the table, with Aubrey to his right, his daughter Artemis to his left, and his son Atticus beside her. Desmend dined with them as well, as did three of Fallith’s most trusted knights.

As the food was being served, Kail raised his wine glass. “To The Lesterlands, may we prevail against those who would subjugate us!”

“To The Lesterlands,” echoed everyone around the table as they drank, all but Atticus who was only eleven.

INFLICTION SUSTAINED! DREDGED! EFFECTS: UNKNOWN.

Horror filled Fallith as his knights slumped in their seats. A door opened and a plain faced man in servant's garb entered. “What’s happening?” asked Atticus fearfully.

Fallith felt heavy and sickly as his eyes met Aubrey’s. Desmend stood unsteadily, but the servant ran and jumped, running along a wall as if it were vertical. Jumping from the wall, the servant aimed a kick at Fallith, impacting him and sending him crashing back onto the floor. As the assassin stood over Fallith, he conjured a long sharp dart, but then he was forced to summersault to the side, somehow avoiding a whip Aubrey had conjured and sent flicking toward his back.

The assassin spun, flicking the dart toward Aubrey so swiftly that Fallith thought it must have missed her. Then her abdomen began bleeding, and time seemed to slow as Fallith watched her collapse. Mist drifted by, surrounding the assassin, and then a spear flew by, Fallith’s eyes remained on Aubrey as he struggled to stand.
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He knew parts of him had been broken from the kick, but he felt no pain, only a strange and alien feeling. The assassin stepped between him and Aubrey, but then Desmend was there, lunging forward with his spear. The spear took the assassin through the shoulder, but his hand flicked out, a dart entering Desmend. A condensed cloud of red mist surrounded the assassin’s head and he wavered before collapsing.

Fallith knelt before Aubrey, taking her limp hand in his, while he conjured a healing potion in his other. He poured the potion down her open mouth, to no avail. There was a thud behind him, but he paid the noise no mind as he conjured another healing potion, then another. They were useless.

“Dad?” asked Artemis as she and Atticus arrived beside him. Fallith clutched Aubrey’s hand tightly. “Summon The Dark Bishop.”

“Desmend’s dead,” muttered Artemis.

“Summon The Dark Bishop!” screamed Fallith and his children shrank back. Footsteps came as knights ran into the room. “Summon The Dark Bishop,” repeated Fallith, sounding exhausted.

“Yes my Lord,” said some knight, Fallith’s attention remained focused on Aubrey as he clutched her limp hand.

Atticus knelt beside him wordlessly. Fallith’s eyes never left Aubrey until The Dark Bishop arrived. The tall bald man had come to serve him from Luria after he’d evicted the clerics from CrestHelm. “Revive her,” ordered Fallith.

The Dark Bishop knelt, placing a hand on Aubrey’s forehead. A tense moment passed, then The Bishop spoke. “Her body is clogged by some malevolent poison which prevents me from reviving her.”

“How can we remove the poison?” asked Fallith.

“I, know not of any method through which that could be done, not while keeping her body in a potentially revivable state.”

“Then how do you plan to revive her?”

There was a moment of silence before The Bishop spoke. “I do not believe that she can be revived.”

Fallith’s wings shot out as he stood, anger roiling forth from him. “She must be revived!”

The Bishop stepped back from Fallith. “My Lord, if it were in my power then I would do whatever possible to revive your wife, but this poison has placed her beyond my powers.”

“Who might then have the power to revive her?”

“I cannot say that I know of anyone. For her to be revived the poison would have to be removed from her, yet it has already fused itself throughout her system.”

Fallith’s hands clenched into tight fists, his nails digging into his skin. “What of the demons?”

“I cannot speak to their power,” said The Bishop hesitantly.

Fallith turned to his knights. “Her body is not to be moved nor touched! I want ten knights guarding her at all times, and I want those who allowed this assassin within my castle to be found and strung up on the racks!”

His knights nodded as Fallith stormed from the room, making his way to his chambers where his mirror stood. Slamming his door with a force that shook the walls, Fallith approached and stood before the mirror. Mana flowed from him and into it, causing it to turn black. Fallith gritted his teeth with a violent furosity. “Demons! Answer me!”

A singular figure coalesced within the mirror, it was the horned demon. “My wife has been poisoned and killed! The poison prevents her from being revived by my Bishop! I need you to revive her.”

“What would you offer me if I were able to accomplish such a feat?”

“Anything, but for my soul and the souls of my family.”

The horned demon seemed to consider. “I am no healer, nor do I care to seek out and find one for you. Best of luck.” With that, the demon disappeared and the mirror swirled and transitioned to reflect Fallith’s image.

Pain and weakness struck him then and he swayed unsteadily. “Aubrey?” He steadied himself, he had to return to her body, to ensure it was safe. He turned toward the door, realizing that one or two of his ribs had likely broken as well as several other bones within him. Walking hurt, everything hurt.

Returning to the dining room, he found Atticus and Artemis knelt beside Aubrey as ten knights stood guard around the room. The Dark Bishop was nowhere to be seen. “My Lord, may we move the bodies of Desmend and the assassin?” asked Sir Trace.

“You may,” said Fallith, sparring but an instant to glance at Desmend’s corpse before he went to kneel beside his children.

“Is mother truly dead?” asked Artemis.

Fallith was at a loss for words, instead his left-wing extended, wrapping around his children. Atticus began to cry and so did Artemis, Fallith hugged his children close as they sat around Aubrey. They remained beside her for some time, until Fallith stood, guiding Atticus to his bed before returning to Artemis and his knights. “How did that assassin infiltrate this stronghold?”

It was Sir Trace who answered. “He was disguised as a servant, three of our soldiers have been discovered dead as well as Sir Lester the elder. How long he has been within the fortress is unknown, as is when he entered, though it seems obvious that he poisoned your wine to debilitate you before his attempted assassination.”

“This is no doubt Destros’s doing,” muttered Fallith. “I want everyone on high alert, search this fortress’s entirety and question anyone unknown. Double the guards at the gates and have the catapults and ballista manned. Hail a flag of truce, but allow for only two emissaries to be admitted.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Fallith turned to Artemis. “I will request that the greatest clerics in Valerence attempt to heal Aubrey. Should I be refused, then I will take drastic action and ensure that this realm's Lords and King pay for what they’ve done.”


Chapter 16

New Haven

———————

Lord Damian Lightspear, Lord paramount of New Haven, and founder of Lightspear Academy was in his gardens, speaking to his younger brother and member of The King’s Council, Valith. When his eldest son approached, a wide smile on his face. Dameand hesitated for a moment, then he interrupted his father, something he had not done in years. “Forgive me Father, but I bring urgent news from The Soul Mines. A strange and ancient object has been discovered and within it lies four large eggs. The object is now within our research facilities and our presence has been requested.”

“Forgive me Valith but it seems I must go. I trust that you will ensure our plans are enacted swiftly and without issue.” 

“Yes my Lord,” replied Valith before Damian’s crystal disappeared and he turned to his son. “The Stormhold situation is precarious. I hope you have pulled my attention away from it for a worthwhile cause.”

“I have,” said Dameand as he stepped close to his father and conjured a yellow crystal which he crushed. Golden light swirled around them as they teleported into a research facility.

Two mages who wore the yellow and black robes of senior researchers bowed their heads to their Lord. Damian’s eyes found a large rectangular box which rested on a table, he and his son approached the box, staring down at it as one of the mages spoke. “My Lord, this was discovered in The Soul Mines ten hours ago. The box itself is comprised of materials which we have no record of existing in this planet.”

Damien stared at the box and at the four eggs within. The box was made of a thick glass-like substance which was transparent, and the four eggs within were all the size of watermelons. They were a mottled green and brown color, seemingly meant to camouflage them. “How old is this box?”

“We have conducted every test to determine its age, and yet we cannot, as we have no reference for its materials. However, the earth around where it was found has been determined to be between ten and fifteen hundred years old. Indicating that it was upturned and interacted with roughly a thousand years after we believe life to have begun.”

“Could this box have originated from somewhere other than our planet?”

“That seems likely, though we have not yet opened it. I believe that once we do so and perform tests on the eggs we may uncover more truths regarding this box’s age and origins.”

“You may open it. I want constant updates as you perform your tests.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Come Dameand, I wish to inform you of my and Valith’s plans.” Together the two Lightspears teleported from the room in a flash of golden light.

“Best call in a scribe,” said one of the mages to the other. “I have a feeling that these next few hours will be well worth recording.”

Over the following hours, an air sample was taken from within the case, then its top was removed and the eggs were withdrawn and examined one by one before being sent off for various tests to be performed upon them. While the case was not of Everworld, the eggs were, and they were recorded to be an estimated sixteen hundred years old. Though to what species they belonged remained a mystery as The Arch Druid had not yet arrived.

Once every test had been performed on them, they were returned to the box, to await the druid’s arrival. He arrived nine hours later and rested a hand on each egg in turn. Hours passed before the druid removed his hand from the box and pronounced the eggs to be of a draconian nature. However, he then added that they had been tampered with by some magics unknown to him. The unhatched creatures within had been subjected to some form of stasis, which seemed to have been applied when they were on the brink of beginning to hatch. 

As it was, the stasis still had hold over them, and the druid knew not when the condition would end, if ever. All this was reported to Lord Lightspear who commanded that his fief be searched for anyone whose magic might be able to tamper with the eggs’ stasis. Though as days turned to weeks, no one was found who possessed the ability to affect the eggs' state or provide a deeper insight into what or who had cast their stasis.

And so the eggs and their box remained within the research facility as Inquisitors searched far and wide for anyone who might be able to release the eggs from their stasis or determine what had caused it.


Chapter 17

Stormhold

———————

He was lying in the pool, staring up at the stars.

<You must not falter.>

<You must seize the opportunities presented to you.>

<You must build more shrines.>

A vibration emanated from beside him, and Travis awoke to find his communication crystal vibrating fiercely. He grasped it, a point of mana flowing into it. Savannah's voice emanated from the crystal. “Come to the palace at once! Godsmith will be arriving today.”

“Not tomorrow?” asked Travis as he shot to his feet.

“No, he just sent a communication to Xander informing him that he’d decided to come today.”

“Are the artifacts prepared?”

“Somewhat, I have to go. Get here as fast as you can.”

“Alright,” said Travis as he dropped the crystal onto his bed and began dawning his tight leather armor. Five minutes later he teleported into the Corinthian apartments. The sitting room was empty but for Cortland who was hastily pocketing something.

“Travis, everyone’s in the throne room, we’d best head there immediately.”

Travis and Cortland began their walk to the throne room as Travis asked a question. “What’s the plan?”

Cortland smiled grimly. “Xander has decreed that we must throw everything we have at Godsmith upon his arrival.”

“And what do we have?”

Cortland chuckled. “Eighteen of our most powerful inquisitors and clerics, and four ancient artifacts. The Lightspears have two and we have two.”

“And what do these artifacts do?”

“I cannot speak to the Lightspears’, but one of ours conjures a dome of light which we hope to trap Godsmith within should all else fail. The other fires a beam of magma, we’re hopeful that that one may deal some damage.”

“That’s it?”

“We had five days to prepare and lacked the support of The Highlends within which are some of the most powerful Inquisitors and artifacts. Not to mention that there’s a war going on. Say, if everything goes horribly wrong, would you take me with you when you teleport away?”  

“Let’s pray it doesn’t come to that.”

They arrived within the throne hall to find that it was scarcely occupied. No more than sixty individuals stood within the hall which lay beneath Xander’s golden throne. Travis and Cortland went to stand with the other Corinthians. The Lightspears stood together on the opposite side of the hall. While thirty or so knights, inquisitors, and clerics stood directly below Xander’s throne.

“Uncle this is Travis Losland,” said Cortland as he led Travis to an older gray-haired man who wore a shortly trimmed beard. “Travis, this is my father, Vestimir Corinthian.”

Vestimir extended a hand and they shook, Travis found to his mild surprise that the older man’s grip was quite firm. “Well met Travis, though I fear this is a dark time for our first meeting.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you sir. I’ve read of your victories during the Valien war.”

Vestimir smiled grimly. “I’ve only recently read The Fall of the Valien Empire, to my annoyance I found that a great many of the accounts were inaccurate.”

“Oh? What were the major inaccuracies?”

“It was I, not Statint Lightspear, who led our men to victory at the battle of the Blood Hill. Lucious Fairweather’s attack on Brimstone Bay was presented as a great victory in the book, while in truth Lord Sumner massacred the Fairweathers and the day was only saved thanks to my intervention. There are of course many other inaccuracies, though now is hardly the time to discuss those.”

“He’s coming!” screamed The High Bishop, and the men gathered before the throne stepped back, forming a circle around an empty area.

“Positions!” called Valith Lightspear.

“Get in formation,” ordered Vestimir. “Travis stay beside me.”

There was a flash of golden light as Godsmith appeared hovering within the circle formed by the knights, clerics, and Inquisitors. “Quite the crowd,” remarked Godsmith as in a blink he was standing before Xander’s throne. “Have you dissolved the church of light?”

“No, and I refuse to. The church will remain and your religion will not replace it,” said Xander as a beam of magma shot toward Goldsmith's back.

Godsmith extended a hand toward the magma and redirected it to shoot toward Xander. The stream of magma impacted a barrier which flared into visibility around Xander. A bolt of lightning shot from the floor and up through Godsmith, causing him to lose control over the stream of magma as he flinched.

“Gha!” Croaked a Lightspear man whose body sizzled away, causing him to drop the yellow wand he had held.

Godsmith recovered, flashing toward Xander and impacting the barrier which protected the King. Half a dozen knights and Inquisitors rushed forward, though they all collapsed upon ascending the dais’s steps.

“I’m doing this to save our world,” said Godsmith as golden energy radiated around him and he clashed against Xander’s protective enchantments.

“Save our world from what?” asked Xander.

“Dissolve the church and I’ll provide you with more knowledge than you can imagine.”

“Never. It was through God’s power that I defeated the Valiens and became King! Valerence serves the one true God and always will!”

“Fractules,” muttered Godsmith. “They should have been placed one centimeter closer to you.” The air between Godsmith and Xander shattered and golden light surrounded them both. Spells shot toward Godsmith and entered into the light. Then the palace's ceiling shattered as a beam of white light descended from the heavens and impacted the golden light which obscured the two from sight.

Travis raised a hand, shielding his eyes from the blinding light. Then gradually it began to dim, revealing the crumbled remains of the dais and throne. Godsmith was standing, holding Xander’s charred corpse aloft. He released The King who fell onto the ruble, his body deteriorating rapidly. Though Godsmith hadn’t come out of the battle unscathed. His perfect golden skin had been blackened in spots and his golden hair was gone, as was one of his eyes.

“The King is dead, where is his son? Ah, hiding.” In a flash of golden light, the prince appeared standing before Godsmith even as more of his golden skin turned black. “You are now King, renounce the God of light and dissolve his religion, from this day forth Valerence shall worship The Superior God.”

“Never!”

In a flash Godsmith’s hand shot into and out of the prince who collapsed. He then turned to the assembled crowd as a knight’s glowing white sword impacted his side. Godsmith’s left hand shot out and through the knight’s armor. “You will all kneel and pledge yourselves to The Superior God!”  

There was a crashing sound as a figure shot through the leftmost wall, impacting Godsmith and sending them both flying through and out the opposite wall. The knight crashed to the ground, leaving the ruined dais unoccupied but for corpses. The High Bishop rushed onto the dais, kneeling before Xander’s corpse and resting his glowing white hands on The King’s remains.

“Who was that?” asked Travis.

“Victarian,” muttered Vestimir, “but he arrived ten minutes too late.”

The High Bishop moved from Xander to Prince Arron, as some of the knights and Inquisitors who had attempted to ascend the dais’s steps recovered and were healed by clerics. Vestimir glanced at Corvis. “Now.” Corvis turned and left the hall as The High Bishop stood and faced them. “The King’s spirit has ascended to heaven, as has The Prince’s, their bodies are beyond healing.”

Vestimir stepped forward. “A terrible and unforeseeable tragedy has struck. We must now hope that Victarian is able to eliminate Godsmith. With The King’s tragic death, and the unfortunate death of The Prince, the crown now passes to The Princess.”

The hall’s grand doors opened and Corvis entered at the head of a procession of Corinthian soldiers. Beside Corvis walked a young girl who Travis assumed to be the princess, Xander’s last living heir.

Vestimir continued speaking. “Two days ago Xander went to me and informed me of his wish to marry The Princess to my son Corvis. At the time I was unsure of the proposal, but it was my King’s wish and so I realized that it must be enacted.”

The procession reached the dais which Corvis and the very young princess ascended hand in hand before turning to face the crowd.

The High Bishop frowned from behind them. “The King told me not a word of this proposed marriage.”

Valith Lightspear stepped forward. “The King and Prince have just been murdered. Now is no time for grand speeches and wedding proposals.”

“There is no better time,” said Vestimir. “The Princess’s wedding must commence immediately so that her coronation may follow tomorrow.”

“She’s twelve!” argued Valith, “She cannot assume the regency until she comes of age.”

“That is why this wedding is so crucial,” said Vestimir. “Corvis will act as her King consort and guide the realm until she comes of age.”

“This is preposterous!” said Valith. “The King never informed me of such plans, nor did he inform The High Bishop, whom has always been his closest confidant.”

The High Bishop nodded. “Such matters regarding The Princess must be postponed until we can gleam how God wishes us to move forward.”

A Bishop stepped forth from amidst The Corinthian procession. “I believe that God would want us to recover from this tragedy as hastily as possible. If you will not marry The Princess Rosane and Corvis Corinthian then I will accept the honor.”

Jack Luralay spoke, his voice sardonic as his gaze focused on Vestimir. “Do you actually intend to marry your son to The Princess atop a ruined dais and beside the fresh corpses of The King and Prince?”

“I would prefer The King and Prince’s bodies be moved first,” said Vestimir.

“This is ludicrous!” exclaimed Jack.

Clerics stepped forth from The Corinthian procession, they carried stretchers and ascended the dais, moving toward the King and Prince’s corpses.

“Where is The Queen?” asked Valith.

“In The Black Fort where the Prince had been,” said Vestimir.

The Corinthian’s Bishop ascended the dais, but The High Bishop moved to block his way forward. “You will not marry these two, not here and most certainly not now.”

Jack Luralay nodded his agreement. “This farce must end. We must go ensure that Victarian and Godsmith have left the city.”

Vestimir inclined his head and a mage in crimson and white Corinthian robes stepped forth. A blue crystal sphere held in hand. A bubble shot forth from the sphere, impacting The High Bishop and forming a semi-transparent sphere which surrounded him and rolled off the dais and into the wall. The High Bishop pounded his fists against the sphere but to no avail as gasps sounded around the hall.

“This is treachery!” yelled Jack. “Arrest Vestimir and that mage!” Five Luralay knights moved toward Vestimir and the mage but were quickly surrounded by Corinthian soldiers.

“Take Jack Luralay into custody,” ordered Vestimir and his men surrounded Jack whose protests filled the hall.

“This madness must cease!” declared Kevin Calister.

“Silence!” ordered Vestimir. “It is time for this wedding to commence.”

Princess Rosane and Corvis Corinthian faced each other as The Bishop stood behind and between them, facing the crowd. The King and Prince’s corpses were carried out of the throne room on stretchers and The Lightspears faces were dark with fury.

“A great tragedy has struck today,” began the Bishop. “But it will not be our kingdom’s undoing, for we are gathered here today to witness the matrimonial union between Corvis Corinthian and Princess Rosane.” A page approached, an open velvet case containing two golden rings in hand. The Bishop withdrew a ring, turning to Corvis. “Do you take The Princess to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

“I do.”

The Bishop slipped the ring onto Corvis’s extended finger, then turned to Rosane. “Do you take Corvis Corinthian to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.”

The Bishop slipped the other ring onto The Princess’s finger before stepping back. “With God’s power, I name you man and wife!”

Corvis was forced to stoop in order to kiss his wife who stood but four and a half feet tall.

“Your Bishop is tainted and unfit,” declared Kevin Calister. “The audacity Vestimir! To pull something as disgusting and disgraceful as this!”

“I will not stand for this!” called Jack Luralay who was obscured by the Corinthian soldiers who surrounded him.

“Mind your tongues!” ordered Vestimir. “A dozen of my ships made port here this morning, and my men now outnumber any of you who would attempt to besmirch this holy marriage.”

“The Princess’s coronation shall take place tomorrow!” declared Corvis.

Travis’s attention lingered on The Lightspears, it seemed strange that they were offering so little resistance against what was happening. He didn’t trust them not to have some countermeasure planned.

“I’m calling an emergency council meeting to discuss how we shall move forward from The King’s death,” announced Vestimir. “Jack, do you intend to continue your treacherous outbursts or will you join us civilily?”

“Order your men away from me and I will attend this meeting,” said Jack.

“You may step away from Jack,” ordered Vestimir and his men complied.

Jack Luralay smiled. “Fuck you Vestimir you treacherous snake!” his body morphed into a tide of water which shot toward and out of the hole in the wall that Victarian had created.

“Hunt him down and bring him back in irons!” ordered Vestimir, and two of his Inquisitors ran off and jumped through the hole.

“Let us make our way to the council chambers,” said Corvis.

Vestimir turned to Travis as the others began taking their leave of the hall, led by Corvis and his wife. “I need to know that you're fully with me, are you?”

Travis’s eyes met Vestimir’s. “I am.”

“Good, then you’ll join us at the council table.”

A messenger ran up to them. “My Lord, Sir Dial sends his report. Godsmith and Victarian took their fight off over the sea and disappeared almost immediately after erupting from the palace.”

“Good,” sighed Vestimir. “Come Travis, we have a meeting to attend.”


Chapter 18

Luria

———————

The specter drifted through the barren field. The earth was covered by a thin layer of snow, and rocks protruded from the melting snow intermittently. A hill lay ahead, and below it, he would find the burrow his master had sent him to. He only had one goal, one task which must be completed for his afterlife to end. He had to awaken the two ancient vampires and deliver them to his master who needed their aid in completing his latest experiment.

The specter arrived before the hill, he could sense the undead beneath it and so allowed his senses to pull him toward them. He drifted through the obstacles which obscured the tunnel’s entrance and continued down the dark throat which led deeper into the earth. Red eyes shone ahead of him as a starved-looking hellspawn detached itself from the wall.

“I am here to seek your masters,” said the specter as he drifted past the hellspawn whose lunging claws passed through his ghostly form.

The hellspawn let out a shriek, then lunged again and again, failing to find the nourishment it sought as its claws and fangs continued to pass harmlessly through the specter. After a time, the hellspawn relented and turned back up the tunnel as the specter continued drifting down. Two more hellspawn soon appeared ahead of him, their actions echoed that of the first until finally, they relented.

The tunnel opened into a cavern littered with bones and torn fabrics. Within this cavern the specter found himself faced with three young vampires, two female and one male. “I come seeking your masters.”

“Why?” asked the male vampire who wore a low-cut purple velvet tunic and billowing white pants which were spotted with red blood stains.

“My master requires their presence, he has much blood and fresh bodies to offer them in exchange for their attendance.”

“We’re not supposed to wake them up,” said one of the female vampires who wore a tight, and rather small, red velvet corset which only partially covered her abnormally large breasts.

“Where are these fresh bodies?” asked the other vampire who wore only a thin velvet loincloth.

“The bodies are with my master. I will lead the ancient vampires to him once they are awakened.”

The vampire in the red corset licked her lips. “Why don’t you lead us to your master? I’m sure we’ll be able to provide whatever assistance he may need.”

“You would be of no use to him. He requires ancient vampires.”

“What does he need them for?” asked the male Vampire.

“An experiment.”

“Yes, but what type of experiment?” asked the male Vampire as one of his hands squeezed a protruding cheek of the vampire who wore not but a thin loincloth.

“I do not know, but I do know that time is an important factor.”

The vampire in the loincloth smiled salaciously. “I say we wake them up. Then we will be allowed to leave this burrow and hunt.”

“I agree,” said the male Vampire, giving his companion one final squeeze before turning toward a tunnel and waving the specter to follow. “Come along apparition.”

The three young vampires led the specter into a smaller room, the walls of which were rock rather than earth. Within the room lay two ornate black caskets. The male vampire conjured a small red gem, as did the vampire in the red corset. Both vampires approached a casket, placing their respective gems upon a casket as they each uttered a different name.

“Lathis,” said the male vampire.

“Felenor,” said the female.

The coffins’ lids slid aside, and the younger vampires stepped back as Felenor and Lathis emerged from their coffins. Both vampires stretched, their gazes scouring the vampires and specter.

“Has it been five years already?” asked Lathis.

“Only one,” replied the vampire in the corset. “This specter told us that he has an urgent opportunity for you.”

Felenor frowned. “Speak spector, and should your offer displease, you may bear witness to a bloodbath.”

The three younger vampires flinched and the specter spoke. “My master requires your assistance in an experiment he is conducting. You need only follow me to his laboratory and bite into a specimen, in exchange you will be given a vial of Vandergogin blood and fresh bodies to feed off of.”

Lathis’s eyebrows rose. “Vandergogin blood… Well, lead the way.”

Felenor’s frown disappeared. “That arrangement does sound agreeable,” her gaze turned upon the young vampires. “You three will remain here and guard our burrow while we are away.”

The young vampires failed to hide their disappointment. “Will we be allowed to go hunting upon your return?” asked the loincloth vampire.

“Perhaps,” said Felenor as she and Lathis followed the specter down the tunnel.

The specter led the way out of the burrow and through the field which was thinly carpeted by melting snow. “How far is your master’s laboratory?” asked Lathis.

“We will arrive in one day,” replied the specter.

“Can you move any faster?” asked Felenor.

“I cannot.”

“While the promise of Vandergogin blood is enticing, I had hoped to sleep for another four years,” mused Lathis.

“Yes,” agreed Felenor. “This premature awakening is unfortunate, yet perhaps worthwhile.”

“Are we going to kill the young vampires upon our return?” asked Lathis.

“Perhaps, depending on my mood.”

“One vial won’t be much, especially as it will be shared.”

“You mean to say you weren’t going to make your portion of it a gift to me?” asked Felenor, pouting her lips.

Lathis smiled. “No, but I would be eternally grateful if you offered me your portion.”

“Perhaps this alchemist will possess more than one vial,” said Felenor as she shared a look with Lathis.

Lathis’s smile grew. “Perhaps.”

——

One day later, the specter arrived within sight of his master’s laboratory, which lay nestled between and atop three massive trees. “Most impressive,” said Lathis. He and Felenor ascended into the sky, as did the specter. They alighted atop a balcony and the door before them opened outward, revealing a short and pudgy helvion elf. The elf’s skin was brown, his face deformed, and his smile sinister. “Welcome ancient vampires, my master awaits you.”

The vampires and specter entered into a large rectangular room filled with activity. helvion elves were everywhere, tinkering, delivering supplies, and some even seemed to be having an orge in the back corner. The other rear corner was occupied by a demon who had taken on the form of a red-skinned humanoid with four long blue tails. The demon was screaming into an orange communication crystal. “No you moron! Eliminating just half won’t work! I want them all dead so they can’t repopulate themselves! I want their disgusting race wiped out entirely!”

A miniature explosion from a workbench to the left sent smoke into the air. “Right this way,” said the helvion elf who had opened the door for them as he led the way through the room and toward a doorway.

A screaming helvion elf ran past them, his body ablaze with a fire which seemed to have malevolent-looking shadow creatures dancing within its flames. The elf jumped out a window, his screams ending as an audible crunch was heard from below. “Very chaotic atmosphere,” mused Lathis.

“I quite like it,” said Felenor.

They passed through the doorway and entered into another room, at the center of which lay a large table, and atop the table lay a massive disfigured corpse. A man stood beside the table, and he turned to smile at them as they approached. His long poofy hair was white and his face was aged and wrinkled. He wore a gray smock which was stained with a multitude of colors.

“Greetings! I’m so happy you came! I’m Felix Ramone.”

“My purpose is complete,” said the specter as his opency decreased and he began fading away.

Felix waved farewell. “He’s just a memory you know, not truly present. I suspect he’s off to the past now, or the future if he’s lucky.”

“You have Vandergogin blood for us?” asked Lathis.

“Oh! Yes indeed,” Felix gestured at the massive naked corpse which was green in some places, gray in others, and orange in one very specific region which slumped limply. “I need you each to bite him, thus imparting some of your venom. After you do so I’ll run some tests, then you might need to bite him once more, and after that, I’ll give you your vial of Vandergogin blood and any bodies which you may want. I’ve got two living Valerence soldiers tied up in the attic. I also have some Lurian babies if you’d prefer them.”

“What is this thing?” asked Felenor as she tapped the body’s muscular arm.

“My current working name is Hell Giant, though Infernal Enforcer also has a nice sound to it,” said Felix as he tapped each of the creature’s upper thighs. “You can make your respective bites here and here.”

“Show us the blood first,” said Lathis.

Felix conjured a thin circular vial of dark red blood, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. “Make your bites and it’s yours.”

“How do we know it’s real Vandergogin blood?” asked Felenor.

Felix conjured a parchment into his other hand as the vial disappeared back into his pocket dimension. “I ran all the tests to ensure it’s genuine. Please read them for yourselves.”

Felenor took the parchment, her eyes scanning it. “I can’t understand any of this, and even if I could. A piece of parchment cannot prove whether the blood is real. Allow us to examine it, then we will bite your corpse.”

Felix wrinkled his nose. “Fine, but be warned that attempting to steal it will go poorly for you.” He conjured the vial and passed it to Felenor who examined it.

VANDERGOGIN BLOOD - MYTHIC.

DESCRIPTION: UNAVAILABLE.

Felenor smiled. “It is real.”

“Of course it is, now make your bites.”

Felenor bent down, her head uncomfortably close to the corps’s large orange penis as she bit into its thigh. Lathis walked to the other side of the table, and after a flinch of hesitation, bit into the other thigh. A moment later both vampires straightened, leaving twin bite marks behind on the green flesh.

“Excellent, now I need only run some quick tests to ensure that that amount of venom was sufficient,” said Felix as he conjured a long hollow circular object, one end of which ended in a gooey cavity.

The vampires watched on in shock as Felix slid the corpse’s flaccid penis into the object which suctioned itself firmly to his pelvis, fully encapsulating his member. Felix then turned around, reaching into a bucket, there was a splash of gooey water as he withdrew a large wriggling purple worm. Lathis gasped, holding a hand to his mouth as Felix forced the worm’s toothless mouth open and shoved the squirming thing down to encapsulate the circular object which covered the no longer flaccid orange penis.

The worm began undulating and Felix conjured a knife, he waited a moment before slicing the end of the worm off. A jet of orange fluid shot forth and Felix conjured a bag which the fluid fell into. He then poured the liquid into a bowl before discarding the bag and grabbing a cup of clear liquid which he poured into the bowl.

A silent moment passed, and then Felix jumped up. “Yippeeee! It worked!” He spun around, grasping the worm, he ripped it from the corpse and flung it aside before removing the circular object, the end of which was missing. He tossed the object aside and the now fully revealed erect orange penis began reluctantly diminishing.

“What?” asked Lathis.

“It worked! My creation is now part vampire.”

“Hmm, well, that’s, great,” said Lathis before turning to Felenor. “Shall we partake in our blood?”

Felenor uncorked the vial. Lathis’s eyes riveted on her as she took a slow sip. A second later she lowered the slightly less than halfway full vial and passed it to Lathis as she licked her lips. “You drank more than half,” accused Lathis before draining the vial.

Felenor rolled her eyes, an orgasmic expression on her face. “Mmmmmm!”

Lathis licked his lips. “I need to find some more of that.”

A cracking! Sound snapped both vampires' attention toward Felix who was releasing a large lever he’d just pulled down. A bolt of electricity shot from the ceiling, impacting the body on the table which spasmed. Felix produced a large needle connected to a vial of orange liquid which he injected into the body’s pelvis.

Suddenly the spasms ceased and a jet of orange substance shot from the body’s penis. Felix wore a wide smile. “Success! He’ll awaken in thirty minutes!”   

“Do you have any more Vandergogin blood?” asked Lathis.

“Afraid not,” replied Felix gleefully.

“Send a specter to find us should you ever acquire more and need us to bite another body,” said Felenor.

“Will do,” said Felix as he began massaging the body.

“Come Lathis, it’s time we return to our burrow,” said Felenor as she turned back toward the doorway that led into the first room they’d entered. 

Lathis’s gaze lingered on the body for a moment, then he turned and followed Felenor into the other room. “This place is very strange.”

The red-skinned demon with the blue tails strode about the room, yelling into his communication crystal while helvion elves carried out a myriad of activities around him. “No, I'm not satisfied with your service! You promised they’d all be eradicated within twenty-two days. Well it’s been thirty!”

A specter drifted through the wall, seemingly talking to himself. “Two years for the ships. Ten years for the fragments.”

“I love this place,” said Felenor.

“Eh, it’s a bit too busy for my taste,” replied Lathis. “Shall we return to our burrow now?”

“No!” bellowed the demon. “Half off my next genocide isn’t sufficient! You haven't even managed to complete this one. I want a complimentary five-year insurance plan to take care of any surviving moon men!”

“I suppose so,” said Felenor, and the two vampires walked onto the balcony.   

They jumped off the ledge, gliding through the forest and back toward their burrow. 


Chapter 19

Stormhold

———————

The grand doors opened and Travis walked with the royal procession and into the throne room. Corvis and Rosane walked at the front, with Vestimir, Savannah, Cortland, and himself following behind them. A dozen Ladys and Inquisitors walked behind Travis, forming the end of the triangular procession. Travis wore flowing red and white silks emblazoned with the vibrant heart of house Corinthian.

The procession stopped before the newly repaired dais. The large golden throne had been unsalvageable and so had been replaced with two smaller thrones, one larger than the other. Corvis and Rosane ascended the dais and the newly appointed High Bishop who had wed them the day before, placed a golden crown on Corvis’s head. The old High Bishop was still trapped in a semi-transparent orb which lay within the dungeons.

It had been tradition for the church to appoint The High Bishop, but Rosane had decided to appoint this High Bishop herself during the previous day’s council meeting. Though it had been apparent to Travis that the choice had been Vestimir’s rather than The Princess’s.

The High Bishop placed a golden tiara on The Queen's head and the assembled crowd of nobility, knights, and Inquisitors cheered. Corvis and Rosane sat on their thrones as the cheers died out. The new Queen looked very much her age as she sat beside Corvis who resembled a King Consort much more than she resembled a Queen. Her smaller throne helped, as did her makeup, though she looked fourteen at the oldest, and Travis knew her true age to be twelve.

The procession moved off to the side as one by one the Lords present were called up to swear their loyalty to The Qween. Though no great Lords were present, only those who served as their voices at court and so knelt in their stead. Kevin Calister was present to represent Calistra. Kalith Destros was present to represent The Desterlands. Vestimir Corinthian was present to represent Corea, and Valith Lightspear was present to represent New Haven. Four representatives representing only four of the ten fiefs.

Jack Luralay had not yet been found, and it had been some years since a representative from High Perch or Lexington had visited Stormhold. And of course, Reef Shore, The Highlends, and The Lesterlands were still in open rebellion. So the post-coronation ceremonies were quite short, and Travis spent much of the time during them reflecting on the previous day’s events.

When Kalith Destros had asked why Travis was at the council meeting, Vestimir had named him as an embassy of the stars. Looks had been exchanged and Travis knew what they meant, he knew why he was truly there. Not because he was valued as an individual, but because his connection to Malistith was valued. He was not but a conduit to them.

He had spent much of the council meeting stealing glances at Valith Lightspear and wondering why he was allowing this Corinthian takeover to transpire. He had added his voice to but a few topics, more so to demonstrate that he had a personality rather than because he truly cared which songs would be played during the post-coronation dance, or what captain would have command of an eastern gate.

As the coronation ceremonies concluded, so did Travis’s contemplation of the previous day’s meeting. The nobility moved to a hall where a group of musicians played and The King and Queen led in a dance. Travis stood off to the side with Selris, sipping from a glass of red wine. Rather than armor, Selris wore a black tunic and matching pants and held a glass of sparkling gin.

“This all feels quite sudden,” remarked Selris. “Yesterday they were cowering in fear of Godsmith, and now they are dancing as if The King and Prince were not just murdered.”

Travis drained the last of his wine. “I hate Stormhold.”

“The entire city and everyone within?” asked a familiar voice. Travis turned to find Ariana approaching. She wore a short white dress and her brown hair hung straight behind her shoulders.

“Not everyone, just most of the people in this room.”

Ariana winked as she whispered. “I think most people here likely think the same.”

Travis surveyed the smiling faces of the dancers. “I believe you're right.”

“Would you like to dance?” her question took him slightly off guard, but he passed Selris his empty glass before extending a hand toward Ariana. “My pleasure.”

While he’d never danced formally before, he did have twenty-five points in dexterity and flowed in unison with Ariana’s movements. As they danced, he felt the last of his tension disappear. The King was dead, one of the worst outcomes had already transpired. He’d done what he could to prevent it and his actions had amounted to nothing. Why should he feel responsible for the kingdom’s well-being? It was clear that few of the people here did. The stress he had been subjugating himself to was unnecessary. He was a starwalker, and a paladin with the power to live whatever life he chose, and right now he chose to dance.

Vestimir had gifted Travis with a lavish room in the palace’s eastern tower, and so that was where he and Ariana retired to once the festivities were over. Thoughts of the stars and of Malistith and Godsmith were absent from Travis’s mind that night, and the following morning he felt more well-rested than ever as he awoke.

A beam of sunlight pierced through a window, and Travis’s eyes opened to find Ariana’s smiling back at him. “Do you know what I’ve just recalled is happening today?” she asked.

“What?”

“Filoni’s play. Shall we attend?”

“I’d rather not, most of the Corinthians will be there and I’d prefer to be free of them for a time.’

“They’ll certainly be in for a show like no other.”

A knock came from the door and Travis frowned, sharing an apprehensive look with Ariana. “Travis, it’s Lydia, can we talk?”

“Now’s not the best time!” called Travis

“The matter is regrettably urgent.”

Travis glanced at the walk in closet before looking back at Ariana and inclining his head toward it. Her eyebrows rose. “Really?” she whispered. “Ahh, fine.”

Travis stood, dressing hastily as Ariana stealthily made her way into the closet and inched the door shut behind her. “One moment,” he called to Lydia as he donned a blue silk shirt and white pants with red embroidery. Then he approached the door, plastering a smile onto his face as he opened it. “What can I do for you?”

Lydia was alone and wore yellow and black mage’s robes. “May I come in?”

“Sure,” said Travis as he stepped back and she entered. He closed the door behind her, then gestured to two chairs which sat beside the fireplace.

“What brings you here?” he asked as they sat.

“You. Do you know what time it is?”

Travis glanced at the window. “The tenth hour?”

“The twelfth. The debut performance of a play at The Grand Theatre is about to commence. Most of your Corinthian allies are there, but for the new King Consort and his Queen.”

Travis nodded slightly, uncertain as to where this was heading. “Yes, though I fear they may find that Filloni’s apple fell far from Lucas’s tree.”

“That is for the time being irrelevant. Filoni’s play has garnered enough attention that even Vestmir is attending it.”

Travis’s communication crystal began vibrating and the briefest notion of a sudden thought crossed his mind. “Would you excuse me for a moment?”

She nodded and he withdrew his communication crystal, standing and striding to the window as Ryan Kinel’s voice emanated from it. “Travis, the other board members' mercenaries have blocked off the exits! There’s fighting and I think they are-” the communication ended abruptly.

A sudden realization hit Travis as a dozen dots connected within his mind. He turned to find Lydia standing, a slender whitewood wand held pointing down in her right hand. The same wand which a Lightspear mage had used to shoot lightning at Godsmith.

“You allowed the Corinthians to enact their stunt because this plan had already been prepared and set in motion.”

She smiled. “As we speak the Corinthians are being arrested or assassinated. Damian Lightspear will arrive soon and be crowned as the new Holy King. I offer you the chance to join us and become the leader of the Inquisition.”

Travis considered just teleporting away. Then he thought of Ariana and Selris, and of Malistith’s wishes. “I accept your offer, though I am curious what you planned to do should I have refused? Even with that relic, you stand little chance of overpowering me.”

“Arrogance is what led to Vestimir’s downfall, don’t let it lead to yours.”

Travis chuckled. “If you insist. Now, I’d like to speak with Valith Lightspear.”

“Let us go to the council room then.”

Travis followed Lydia from the room, closing the door behind him. As they walked, shouts and the distant sounds of clashing swords reached his ears. “Will Corea not seek vengeance?”

“No, we hold half the Corinthians here as prisoners. Lord Vilgoth will be forced into compliance rather than cause the deaths of his family.”

“And what will you do with the Queen? She is Xander’s rightful heir.”

“She is a girl of twelve and will be made to devote herself to the church and become a cleric.”

“And you imagine that none of this will unsettle the common folk?”

“It will, but we Lightspears are beloved by the people, and the church's preachings will quickly settle any uncertainty they may feel.”

They reached the entrance to the council room which was guarded by half a dozen Lightspear knights, one of whom held the door for them as they entered. Kevin Calister was pacing around the table while Valith Lightspear and Kalith Destros were in the midst of a discussion and The High Bishop, the old one not the Corinthian’s, eyes settled on them as they entered.

Valith glanced away from Kalith and at Travis. “Travis, come have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair beside him.

Travis approached and sat. “Have all the Corinthians been captured?”

“They have, and are being taken to holding cells.”

The door opened and Jack Luralay entered, a smile on his face. “The harbor is secure.”

“Good,” said Valith as Jack took a seat.

“When does our new King plan to arrive?” asked Kevin.

“Soon,” said Valith. “His coronation shall take place tomorrow, as shall an execution. We must make an example to show the people what becomes of traitors.”

“Who will be executed?” asked Travis.

“That false Bishop,” replied Valith.

The High Bishop frowned. “I had hoped to crucify him.”

“He has a son,” said Valith, “you’re welcome to crucify him.”

“I will, the day after the coronation, it shall be a glorious event.”

Jack withdrew a vibrating communication crystal and excused himself from the room. Kevin ceased his pacing and took a seat. “Wence and Lexus should be summoned to swear their loyalties to Damian.”

“And what if they refuse to?” asked Kalith.

“They won’t,” said The High Bishop. “They know that it was the Lightspears who truly defeated the Valiens and gave Xander his throne.”

“Why has Lord Wence not invaded The Highlends?” asked Travis.

“He has made the excuse of snow blocking off the descent from High Perch,” said Valith. “But winter is turning to spring and soon he must either march against The Highlends or be labeled a traitor.”

The door opened and Jack reentered the room, taking his seat. “The ship carrying Ronan Umbrille will arrive by sunset.”

“With both Grace and Ronan under our thumb, Reef Shore must surely accept terms of surrender,” said The High Bishop.

“Who now rules over Reef Port?” asked Travis.

“Lord Carver holds the port with Vandren Umbrille,” said Kevin, “terms have been sent to them and I am awaiting a response.”

“What of Vandimir Umbrille?” asked Travis.

“He has sailed to Corea and taken Brimstone Bay,” replied Kevin.

“Lord Sumner is amassing a fleet to retake the bay,” said Jack. “He will have the aid of my ships and of The Corinthian’s. Soon we shall add Vandimir to our roster of captured Umbrilles.”

“And with each passing day we claim more of The Lesterlands,” said Kalith. “Most of those Lords have surrendered and or joined us. CrestHelm remains the only Lesterland castle to defy us.”

“Yet your assassin failed to kill Fallith,” said Jack.

Kalith frowned. “The point is Fallith stands alone and separated from anyone who might have come to his aid. The Lesterlands have nearly been reclaimed and Reef Shore must surely surrender. Leaving The Highlends as our last major obstacle in uniting Valerence.”

Valith turned to Travis. “I would ask you to teleport to High Perch and deliver a direct order from The King to Lord Wence, instructing him to descend upon The Highlends.”

“I can only teleport to places I have seen before or that I am guided to,” said Travis.

“I can provide you with a memory crystal which should make you familiar enough with High Perch,” said Valith. “Of course this must needs wait until after Damian’s coronation.”

“Are there no other Inquisitors who can teleport?” asked Travis.

“None who can teleport the distances which you can,” said Valith.

Travis glanced around the table. “Am I correct in assuming that you all know I am a paladin of the stars?” Everyone nodded and Travis’s attention turned to The High Bishop. “You have no problem with me constructing shrines to my Gods?”

The High Bishop’s blue eyes met his. “While I cannot condone such action. I recognize that you have the potential to do much good for the realm.”

Travis nodded, turning his attention from The Bishop to the others. “I would like access to a supply of whitewood so that I may construct my shrines across Valerence. Beginning in High Perch.”

“Very well,” agreed Valith.

“I would also like to reshape the Inquisition. I have had my share of encounters with a variety of Inquisitors over the past year and they all share a similar flaw. They fight alone rather than as a unit. I would change that. Each Inquisitor has their own specific talents. I believe that they would be more effective in teams of three to six, where their capabilities can benefit each other.”

“Such restructuring would take a great deal of time and attention,” said Kalith.

“Most productive things do,” said Travis.

Valith chuckled. “We will bring this idea before The King during his first council session.”

“On another topic, what is to be done with Ronan?” asked Travis.

“He will be held here indefinitely as a prisoner of war,” said Valith.

“Held in a dank cell or in a comfortable chamber?” asked Travis.

“A dank cell to begin with. Once Reef Shore surrenders his accommodations may improve.”

“Who would become the new Lord of Reef Shore in Ronan’s absence?”

“Vandren Umbrille, Vandimir’s grandson and Ronan’s distant cousin.”

“May I speak with Ronan upon his arrival?”

“Why?”

“Because he may be a traitor, but he is also my friend.”

“That can be discussed after Damian’s coronation. For now, I move to adjourn this impromptu meeting.”

Jack stood, smiling at Valith. “Shall we go interrogate the Corinthians?”

“We shall,” said Valith and he and Jack strode from the room.

Travis withdrew his communication crystal, contacting Ryan as he left the room and headed back toward his chambers. Travis felt relief as Ryan’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Travis?”

“Are you alright?” asked Travis.

“I’m fine, though quite annoyed that I was not informed of this treacherous plan.”

“What happened at the theater?”

“As Filoni’s play began the exits were blocked off by mercenaries and Lightspear knights and Inquisitors. Then the Corinthians were arrested for treachery, there was some fighting and a spell went off that temporarily disabled communication crystals. There were several casualties, but the Corinthians were all restrained and escorted from the theater.”

“Is Filoni alright?”

“Unfortunately. He’s currently in a meeting with the board members. From the sounds of things he’s getting a budget and contract to create several more plays as compensation for this.”  

“Damn,” muttered Travis.

“What happened at the palace?”

“Corvis Corinthian and Rosane have been confined to their bedroom, and Damian Lightspear will be arriving soon. He is to be crowned King tomorrow.”

“So two Kings will have been crowned by the time Xander’s funeral takes place. That’s very distasteful. Do you know what’s become of Godsmith and Victarian?”

“I don’t, they flew off fighting west over the sea.”

“Well please let me know if you learn of another coup.”

“I will, though that seems unlikely.”

“So did the last two, but we're living in a world where Filoni is signing a year-long contract with the theater, so at this point anything’s possible.”

“Yikes,” said Travis as he arrived at the door to his chambers. “Well I have to go but good luck dealing with Filoni.”

“Thanks,” said Ryan before ending the communication.

Travis opened the door, finding Ariana sitting on a chair by the fireplace. She looked up as he entered. “What’s happened?” she asked hurriedly.

“The Corinthians have been captured and Damian Lightspear is to be crowned King tomorrow. I will be part of his council. Also, David will arrive with Ronan before sunset.”

Ariana’s face lit up with a smile. “Finally, he’ll be shocked to learn all that has happened in his absence.”

Footsteps caused Travis to turn just before a knock sounded from the door. “Travis?” came Selris’s voice.

Travis opened the door. “Are you alright?” asked Selris.

“I’m fine,’ said Travis as Selris entered and he shut the door behind him.

“You know about what’s happened right?” asked Selris.

“Yes, I’ve already met with Valith and the council.”

“Good, I would’ve come sooner but there was fighting in the courtyard and it delayed me. You and The Lightspears came to an understanding?”

“We did. I am to be on Damien Lightspear’s King’s council.”

“Good for you.”

“I’m also going to be starwalking to High Perch in a few days to deliver an order to Lord Wence and build a shrine there. Do you want to accompany me?”

Selris smiled. “Definitely, I’m growing bored of this place far too quickly.”


Chapter 20

Luria

———————

“I’m not the biggest fan of vampires,” said Seth who stood within Malistith’s temple.

“That is irrelevant. You're charismatic enough to convince them to join me, I am certain you will not fail.”

“You're right on one account at least,” said Seth as Malistith opened a dark blue portal. “Just promise you won’t leave me stranded like you did to Selris.”

“I promise,” said Malistith, and Seth winked before walking through the portal.

Seth emerged within a cavern. Two open caskets lay before him and past them lay a tunnel. Moans and gasps reached his ears from down the tunnel. He walked down the tunnel, emerging into a cavern within which were three naked vampires in the midst of performing rather sensual acts.

“Pardon my intrusion, but would any of you know where I might find Felenor and Lathis?”

The three vampire’s heads all turned to glare at him. “How did you get in here?!” screamed the male vampire.

“Who are you?!” asked one of the females accusingly.

“My name is Seth, but you may know me as The Black Boned Wight, and I teleported here.”

“The Black Boned Wight is dead,” said the other female vampire.

Seth’s clothes and flesh melted away, revealing his black skeleton, which was covered in red runes. “Can you point me in the direction of Felenor and Lathis?”

“They’re not here,” said the male vampire.

“They left with a specter to go to a laboratory three days ago,” said a female vampire.

“Do they intend to return?” asked Seth,

The male vampire stood, an annoyed expression on his face. “I don’t know, but I do know that you're not wanted here.”

“Neither do I want to be here, do you have any means of contacting them?”

“No. I suggest you leave.”

Seth grinned in a skeletal leering way. “While I do love following suggestions. I would like some more information before I depart. Do you know if this laboratory is nestled in the trees?”

The vampire hissed, his elongated teeth elongating further. “I don’t know anything about where they are. This is your last chance to leave.”

A rune on Seth’s left forearm began glowing intensely and he looked past the naked vampires and toward a tunnel. “Foresight indeed,” he muttered as Felenor and Lathis emerged from the tunnel.

“Seth?” asked Lathis.

Felenor inhaled. “I smell Malistith.”

“He sent me here to offer you two an opportunity,” said Seth as the younger Vampires drew back and Felenor and Lathis approached.

“What kind of opportunity?” asked Felenor.

“He will deliver the three of us to Stormhold. We will be disguised as Lurian Lords and provided with amulets to shield our true nature. We are to assist a paladin of the stars named Travis in gaining control over Valerence.”

“That sounds awfully tedious,” moaned Lathis.

“The time will come when certain political figures will need to be removed to clear Travis’s path. Such figures’ bodies will be filled with rich blood.”

“What do you gain from this?” asked Felenor.

“A prominent position and the chance to accomplish meaningful deeds and imprint my name upon history.”

Lathis yawned. “I suppose playing the part of an eccentric Lord may be amusing.”

“Better yet the opportunity to assassinate and drain the blood from high leveled nobility,” said Felenor.

“Will Malistith teleport us back here when we wish to depart Stormhold?” asked Lathis.

“Of course,” nodded Seth.

Felenor and Lathis’s eyes met, and then they turned back to Seth, speaking in unison. “We’ll go.”

“Great,” said Seth as he conjured a blue crystal. A portal opened behind him and he turned through it, followed by Felenor and Lathis. Lathis paused for a moment, glancing back at the young vampires. “I expect a dozen or more new vampires to have been birthed by our return.” Then he followed Felenor through the portal.

The undead trio emerged from the astral and into Malistith’s temple. Malistith stood before them, a semi-distant expression on his face. “Greetings Malistith,” said Lathis.

Malistith’s attention focused on them as he conjured two black star amulets and passed one to each vampire. “These will mask your true natures. You are to serve as Travis’s loyal companions and ensure his success.”

Lathis spoke as he donned his amulet. “What is so important about this Travis mouse?”

“He is to guide this planet’s future and work to prevent its undoing.”

Felenor smirked. “Your grandiose plans never cease to amuse. Though I am surprised that you would declare this Travis morsel’s importance rather than assume it yourself.”

Malistith conjured a portal. “Mind your tongue, vampire.”

“Well,” said Seth as he strode toward the portal, fresh flesh expanding from his bones to cover his body as he took on the form of an elegant Lurian man with long black hair and dark brown eyes. “I for one am eager to visit a city as fabled as Stormhold. Come along my esteemed Lord and Lady.”

Lathis winked at Malistith before following Seth and Felenor through the portal. “You should try relaxing a bit more, your body posture is rather tense.”


Chapter 21

Stormhold

———————

Travis paced back and forth across his room, while Selris and Ariana watched him from chairs. “David and Ronan will soon arrive. I would see Ronan released but that will likely be close to impossible. I could teleport to the ship now and free him before his arrival, but that would be treason. What are the chances that Damian Lightspear will be a really great King? They have to be high right? Hopefully?”

“I mean he’s a great Lord,” said Ariana.

“Do great Lords make great Kings?” asked Selris.

Travis frowned and withdrew his communication crystal which was vibrating. To his surprise, it was Malistith’s voice which emanated from the crystal. “Travis, I am sending three individuals to assist you in gaining prominence and power within the court.”

“Why?” asked Travis, taken aback by having yet another new development shoved upon him.

“Because you lack protectors and will need supporters whose prominence is lesser than your own.”

“Who are you sending?”

“Seth and two vampires, Felenor and Lathis. They will all be disguised as Lurian nobility. Pass them off as allies whom you met on your travels and whom shall share your council. Seth is a skilled strategist and assassin, he will prove the most valuable to you. Felenor and Lathis are each level sixteen ancient vampires and will make for excellent enforcers.”

“I actually have everything reasonably under control,” protested Travis. “I have no current need for assassins nor enforcers.”

Malistith’s tone turned cold. “Do not forget yourself. You know little and are unprepared. Stand by to receive your allies.”

The communication ended and Travis sighed as he pocketed his crystal. “Malistith is sending ancient vampires here?” asked Selris. “That is foolish, they are evil creatures and will surely be detected.”

“Malistith will have already accounted for that and found some way to shield their true natures,” said Travis.

“I don’t see why you’d need to associate yourself with such monstrosities,” said Ariana.

“Neither do I,” frowned Travis. “But I must continue to serve Malistith until I become powerful enough to act independently from him.”

“Seth’s a good man,” added Selris, “he’s not like other undead, and while the vampires are an unfortunate addition, Seth will likely prove a true ally.”

“That’s good news at least,” said Travis as he sensed a portal forming five feet to his left. He stepped back, crossing his arms as the portal flared into existence and three audaciously dressed Lurians stepped through it.

Selris stood and clasped hands with Seth as Travis eyed the other two. They looked similar enough that he wondered whether they could be brother and sister. Lathis stood several inches taller than him while Felenor stood level with him. They each had long brown hair, almond eyes, pale skin, and prominent cheekbones.

“I presume you’re Travis?” asked Lathis.

“I am,” said Travis as he extended his hand. “And you are Lathis and Felenor?”

Lathis smirked as he shook his hand. “Yes.”

Felenor surveyed the room. “Are we within the palace?”

Travis nodded. “We are. I will have to find accommodations for you all. Malistith only just informed me that he was sending you here and the timing isn’t great.”

“Why?” asked Lathis.

“King Xander was killed by Godsmith three days ago and The Corinthians attempted to seize control. They held a wedding and coronation, only for the Lightspears to enact a coup earlier today. So everything is pretty delicate right now and our new King, Damian Lightspear, has yet to arrive.”

“Fascinating,” mused Lathis. “Is there any Vandergogin blood here?”

“Any what?” asked Travis.

“Vandergogin blood.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” said Travis as Felenor parted the glass doors and strode onto the balcony.

Lathis licked his lips. “Well that’s unfortunate,” he said before turning and following Felenor onto the dark balcony.

Travis turned to Selris and Seth. Attempting to display his confusion through his facial expressions. Seth winked. “Vampires, am I right?”

Travis glanced toward the balcony, then back at Seth. “What am I supposed to do with them?” he asked in a low tone.

Seth shrugged. “We’ll find them a room then see what happens.”

Ariana stood and approached. “Your undead?” she asked Seth.

He chuckled, gesturing down at himself. “I’m flesh and blood just like you. Only I don’t die when you stick things into me.”

Felenor and Lathis returned from the balcony. “Is there anyone you want dead?” asked Lathis.

“Not currently,” said Travis, bemused by his current situation. His communication crystal began vibrating and he withdrew it. Valith Lightspear’s voice emanated from it. “Travis, The King has arrived and called an immediate meeting.”

“Alright, I’ll be there soon,” said Travis before ending the communication and pocketing his crystal. He surveyed the Lurians, apprehensive of leaving them unattended to.

“Can we come with you to meet this new King?” asked Felenor.

“Afraid not,” replied Travis. “But I will be sure to get rooms set aside for you. Again this timing is awful, but I have to go attend this meeting.”

Seth waved a hand. “We’ll be fine, go attend your meeting, and don’t worry about us.”

Travis glanced at Selris who nodded. “Alright, I’ll be back soon,” he said before turning and striding from the room.

Lathis called after him. “Make sure to get us a room with an extra large bed!”

Travis kept walking, hoping Malistith hadn’t just undone everything he’d worked so hard to achieve.

Half a dozen Lightspear knights guarded the door to the council room. They stepped aside as he approached, bowing their heads to him as he entered. Arriving within the council room, he found all the council members to be present, including a man whom he assumed to be Damian Lightspear.

Damian sat straight and tall, his black hair was cut short and his eyes were more golden than hazel. Their eyes met and for an instant Travis faltered, he forced a pleasant smile to remain on his face as he bowed his head to the future King before taking a seat.

Damian’s attention remained on Travis. “Losland, I cannot say I have heard of your family, which is interesting. You’re interested. I hear that you’ve traveled across and beyond Valerence and reached level thirteen all in less than a year. You’ve pledged yourself to Xander, and to Corvis Corinthian, and perhaps to another as well. You’ve befriended Ronan Umbrille and Falven Lintrus. All this in so little time and with so little oversight.”

Travis’s gaze never wavered, and his smile remained. “You question my loyalty to you?”

Damian nodded slightly. “I want you as my ally Travis, but I must know that I can trust you.”

“You can, my King. All I have done I have done for Valerence. My allegiance is to the realm and to its King.”

“Good,” said Damian, breaking eye contact with Travis. “Kevin, you received a message from Reef Port?”

Kevin Calister nodded. “Yes, your grace. Vandren Umbrille has surrendered Reef Shore and has agreed to pay generous reparations for his family’s revolt.”

“Good,” smiled Damian. “With Fallith held up in his castle only the Highlends remain to oppose us.” Damian’s attention shifted back to Travis. “I mean to destroy house Lintrus and all those who support them. To hasten such action you will starwalk to High Perch in three days to deliver my command to Lord Wence.”   

“Of course,” agreed Travis.

“Valith has informed me that you wish to meet with Ronan Umbrille?” asked Damian, taking Travis somewhat off guard.

Travis glanced at Valith and then back to Damian. “Yes.”

“To what end?” asked Damian.

“To speak with a friend who has lost his way. I believe that Ronan may yet be redeemed.”

“I will allow you such a meeting upon your return from High Perch.”

“Thank you, my King. I should mention that while I was in Luria I befriended three once great Lords. I have invited them here to offer me counsel and provide insight into the Lurian catastrophe. I assume they are welcome?”

“Yes,” agreed Damian, and Travis felt some tension leave his body.

The rest of the meeting was spent discussing Damian’s coronation which would take place the following day. Travis found his mind wandering as he wondered what the others were doing in his absence. Finally, the meeting drew to an end and Travis excused himself. As he left the council room he found Jack Luralay following beside him. “Travis, do you mind if we discuss a matter as we walk?”

“Sure,” agreed Travis, hoping whatever Jack meant to discuss would be brief.

“Great, my second eldest daughter, Lexis, is preparing to graduate from Lightspear Academy. She is nineteen and quite precocious, and as of yet unengaged.”

Travis felt a pang of annoyance as he realized where this was heading. “Forgive me, but as you know there’s a lot for us to deal with right now, and I lack the time to focus my attention elsewhere.”

“Of course, but you must surely wish to be wed at some point, and as I’m sure you're aware, mine is one of Valerence’s greatest families.”

“I know, and I do appreciate your offer. Now just isn’t the best time.”

Jack nodded. “I understand. Once Lexis graduates she will be joining me here for a time. Perhaps then things will have calmed down and you’ll have time to pursue more enjoyable interests.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Travis.

Jack smiled. “Excellent. I’ll see you tomorrow at the coronation.”

Travis returned the smile. “Goodnight.”

Arriving at the door to his chambers, he found that no small amount of noise was emanating from his room. He opened the door to find a spread of various foods and drinks across the carpeted floor, everyone lounged around the room. Eating, drinking, chatting, and seemingly playing a card game.

Travis smiled, relieved that he’d entered into a pleasant atmosphere rather than a chaotic one. All eyes turned to him as he shut the door behind him. He winked at Lathis. “I got you a room with an extra large bed.”


Chapter 22

Lesterlands

———————

Artemis stood atop CrestHelm’s highest tower as she surveyed the enemy encampments sprawled beneath the mountain fortress. She watched, waiting, dreading what was about to happen. It had been three days since her mother’s murder. Her father had since met with an emissary and bishop in hopes of reviving her, but that had been to no avail. Her father had become so furious upon learning that Aubrey was beyond the church’s power to revive, that he had slain both the emissary and bishop.

He had then summoned his officers to council and declared his intention to lead an attack upon the Destros and Calister encampments surrounding CrestHelm. Artemis had begged and pleaded with him, doing everything she could to convince him that such action was folly. Yet he had dismissed her pleas and insisted that his wife’s murder must be avenged. Now Artemis stood atop the tower, watching and waiting. Soon the gates would open and her father would lead his army out against his enemies.

Such an attack seemed unbelievably foolish to her. Her father would be leading their army directly into the enemy’s waiting lines. He would be outnumbered, and should he fail, should he die, then… Then… She inhaled deeply, tears flowing down her face. Her mother was dead! And her father had become so distraught that he was now risking his own life, and for what? Even if he broke the enemy’s encampments it would mean little and less!

She took another long breath, attempting to calm herself. Why? Why had any of this happened? A horn sounded from below and her attention snapped toward the direction the sound had come from. Far below, CrestHelm’s gates had opened, and mounted knights were charging forth from them and toward the enemy’s siege lines. The sounds of many more horns as well as distant screams and the clash of steel met her ears as battle was joined all around CrestHelm’s outer walls.

This was such a mistake! She could see the volleys of arrows cutting through her father’s men. She could imagine the sound they made as they whistled through the air. She watched as her father’s cavalry reached the siege lines. She listened as screams and shouts and cries sounded from below. Bolts of energy and various spells shot through the battles taking place all around the fortress, entire swaths of soldiers evaporating and disappearing beneath them.

Tears continued flowing down her face even as a cold breeze impacted her, smearing her tears and sending some flying off. Everyone was dying. Her mother was dead. She looked down then, down at the towers and balconies and courtyards far below her. She stepped forward and up onto the tower’s ledge.

She inhaled deeply, then released her breath in a trembling sigh. Her mother was dead, and her father could very well have already fallen. She lifted her left foot, teetering on the tower’s edge. More wind impacted her, attempting to push her back and away from the ledge. She jumped forward, propelling herself off the tower and down through the cold wind. Then fear struck, consuming her and filling her with dread. Her body transformed into mist as she expended her mana and transfigured her body into a cloud of pink mist which hovered down and spread across a courtyard.

Why can’t I just remain like this forever? She thought as she hovered throughout the courtyard. Mist had no need of emotions. Mist felt no fear, no sorrow, no regret. Her mana was draining away though. Sorrow filled her as she drifted back together, reforming her body and standing in the courtyard.

“Are you alright my lady?” asked some nervous servant.

She turned away and toward a door, opening it as if in a daze and beginning the long journey back up to the top of the tower. Her mother was dead and her father had abandoned her. Why do I care to watch the massacre? She didn’t know. Yet she found herself standing back atop the highest tower. Did I ever even leave?

Miniature swaths of figures fought below her. Then a horn was blown, creating a sound which she recognized. Her father’s men were retreating back into the castle. The enemies were pursuing them even as arrows and ballista shot forth from CrestHelm. Would the castle be penetrated? How many lives had her father doomed in his folly?

Another horn sounded, indicating that CrestHelm’s gates were being closed. Battles continued to rage outside the fortress, though they petered out one by one. She noticed a familiar silhouette then. It drew closer, large wings flapping toward her. Her father was alive. Waves of wind from his wings impacted her as he approached and landed before her. He was covered in blood and gore, though it seemed apparent that little if any of it was his own.

“I failed,” he muttered before striding past her and down the spiral staircase.

The sounds of battle were diminished, and the sun was setting, its final rays illuminating the thousands of bodies spread outside the fortress. Artemis turned, following her father down the spiral staircase. Why had any of this even happened?    


Chapter 23

Stormhold

———————

The priest clad in flowing white robes stood atop the stage and in the center of a beam of sun light, which pierced through the clouds. He preached God’s will to the people assembled in preparation to witness the crucifixion.

“God’s light transcends all sin! God’s light transcends all evil! There will be no absolution in our savior’s church! I say there will be no absolution! When you hear his word you will know! I say when you hear his word you will know! When you're down in the dirt! I say when you're down in the dirt he speaks to you! What the scriptures say! What the angels bring! I say when he speaks to you you will know! When you're down in the dirt! When you hear his call! I say when you hear his call! When you’re crops turn sour! When your faith grows dim! I say he will speak to you! When you read the scriptures you will know! When you enter his light! When you forsake your foreskin! I say you will know! When he enters you! When he fills you up! When you can’t take anymore! I say he will enter you!”

Travis stifled a chuckle. He stood at the front of the crowd, amidst the section designated for nobility. Lathis and Felenor stood to his left while Ariana, Selris, and Seth stood to his right. Lathis smirked. “Is this not meant to be taken as a comedic performance?”

“I don’t believe so,” said Travis.

The priest stepped aside as the naked man who had married Corvis and Rosane was nailed to a crucifix. “Why did they castrate him if he is to die?” asked Felenor.

Travis focused on the raw and bloodied remains where the screaming man’s penis and testicles had once been. “I dunno.”

Once the naked man was nailed to the cross, the assembled crowd began to disperse. “So he will remain there until he dies?” asked Seth.

Travis nodded. “It should take a few days.”

“Can we visit a bar?” asked Lathis.

Travis glanced up at the sky. It was just past midway and the sky was overcast, partially obscuring the sun's descent. “Sure,” he glanced at Ariana. “Know any good ones?”

She smiled. “Yeah, how about The Crimson Diamond, they have alcohol potent enough to affect even those with implants. Plus the atmosphere is great.”

Travis grinned. “Great, lead the way.” His smile disappeared as his communication crystal began vibrating. With a sigh, he withdrew it as Jack’s voice emanated from it. “Emergency meeting, others didn’t want you here, hurry up.”

The communication ended and Travis glanced at the others. “You all go ahead. I’ll teleport there soon.” A portal opened around him and he stepped back and into the astral.

He emerged from the astral and into the council room.

“We cut his arm off and send it to Vandimir as a warning!” declared Valith.

All eyes turned to Travis. “Cut who’s arm off?”

“Ronan’s,” said Valith. “Vandimir has committed war crimes and slaughtered civilians.”

“Ronan will not be harmed,” said Travis, glancing at King Damian.

“The King will decide that, not you,” said Valith.

“I will not allow anyone to sever one of Ronan’s arms,” said Travis.  All eyes were on him and he forced a smile. “Ronan is not responsible for Vandimir’s actions and cannot be held accountable for them.”

“If we send Vandimir Ronan’s arm it will force him to surrender in fear of what else we might do to Ronan,” said Valith.

Travis’s attention remained focused on The King. “Are we not already sending a fleet to retake Brimstone Bay?”

The King nodded. “Well then,” said Travis. “Vandimir will soon be captured and may answer for his crimes.”

“He will be crucified,” declared The High Bishop.

“Is this matter settled then?” asked Travis.

The King nodded. “Ronan will remain intact, for now.”

Valith conjured a yellow crystal and passed it to Travis. “The memory crystal from High Perch.”

Travis accepted and pocketed the crystal. “I will depart tomorrow. Though should any action be attempted against Ronan in my absence; I will know and take action to prevent it.”

Valith’s eyebrows rose. “Is that a threat?”

Travis winked. “It’s the truth. Doing Ronan harm while he is a prisoner is pointless and I will not allow it.”

“You would defy me if I ordered his death?” asked The King.

“You wouldn’t order such a thing, as I said, it would be pointless and prevented.”

“Dangerous words,” muttered Valith.

“I’m more than capable of backing them up,” said Travis, his smile never wavering. “Is there any other urgent news I should hear of?”

“I don’t believe so,” said Jack.

“Well then, I’ll be going, remember though, no harm is to come to Ronan.” A portal formed around him as he glanced at Jack. “Thanks for the heads up,” he said as he stepped back and into the astral.

Annoyance filled him and threatened to overwhelm him. He attempted to clear his mind, focusing on Selris’s presence and flying toward it. These Lords are not unlike troublesome children who seemingly need constant supervision.

“I see you!” called the stilted and harsh voice of a remnant.

Travis forced himself not to look down, he veered up and out of the astral, stumbling into a crowded room. People recoiled back and away from him, letting out noises of surprise at his sudden appearance.

“Are you alright?” asked Selris, appearing beside him and offering him a supportive arm.

Travis nodded, glancing around at his surroundings. “I’m fine. Just sick of fucking politics.” He was within an elegantly furnished room, to one side of which lay a long black marble bar and to the other side extended plush velvet chairs, tables, and benches. Musicians played from a corner stage and people danced atop a red crystal floor. Only a few people were glancing at him and even they were turning their attention back toward what they’d been doing.

He spotted Lathis, Felenor, and Seth sitting at the bar. Ariana stood beside Selris and Mea stood to her right. Travis raised an eyebrow at Mea. “This place doesn’t seem like your type of environment.”

“Because I’m a prosecutor?”

“Yeah,” said Travis, his attention partially distracted as he noticed Ryan Kinel sitting on a plush velvet bench. They made eye contact and Ryan smiled, waving him over.

“That’s an odd coincidence,” muttered Selris.

“Yeah,” said Travis, glancing at Ariana. “Get me something strong?”

She smiled. “I’ll get you David’s favorite.”

Travis approached Ryan who sat beside a tall man who wore tinted red heart-shaped glasses, a low-cut violet tunic, a flowing crimson cloak, and a long fluffy purple scarf. A very attractive young woman sat beside the man with the glasses, who was talking to her even as his hidden eyes seemed to look elsewhere. “Yes you're quite appealing, how many cocks can you suck at once?”

Travis forced his face to remain passive as Ryan stood and greeted him. “Travis, I didn’t expect to find you here.”

“I needed a break, though meeting you here is quite the coincidence.”

Ryan nodded. “Don’t we all. Filoni is getting a year-long contract with the theater, there have been two coups in the last week, and who knows what else is around the corner.” Ryan gestured at the man with the heart glasses. “This is my friend Valentino, he runs an alternative form of theatrical operations.”

Valentino remained sitting as he extended a white-gloved hand up toward Travis who shook it. “A pleasure to meet you Travis.”

“Likewise.”    

Ryan gestured to a chair. “Join us for a moment?”

Travis sat and Ryan inclined his head toward Valentino. “Val is preparing to launch a theatrical campaign which will greatly tarnish my fellow board members' reputations. Once the public’s perception of them is sufficiently influenced, I will move to cut the funding for their projects.”

Valentino took a long draft from a narrow cone pipe, exhaling a cloud of pink smoke. However, his voice remained smooth and charismatic as he spoke. “Those boring fools have occupied the center stage for long enough. They've injected too much messaging into their performances and their facades have become obtuse and predictable.”

Ariana arrived beside Travis, passing him a diamond-shaped crystal cup filled with red liquid. “Thanks,” accepting the cup he took a sip, pleasantly surprised by the fiery potency of the alcohol.

“How do you live with Filoni?” asked Ryan.

“I’m not entirely sure,” replied Ariana. “I think I may have become desensitized to his stupidity.”

“If only your family would kick him out. I’d pay half my net worth to watch him spend a night alone on the streets.”

Travis took another draft from his cup, a relaxingly fluid sensation coursing through him. Very potent indeed.

“Unfortunately I doubt that will ever happen,” said Ariana.

“You should just have him eliminated if he bothers you that much,” said Valentino as he sent a cloud of pink smoke toward Ryan.

“My hatred of him is too well known,” muttered Ryan. “I’d be the first suspect if something ill were to befall him.”

Travis drained his cup, standing and tilting the empty crystal toward Ariana. “What was in this?”

“Crimson blood, I’ve never had it but David loves the stuff. Is it any good?”

“It’s fantastic,” he said as he grasped her hand and pulled her toward a throng of dancing people.

“What was the emergency meeting about?” asked Ariana over the music.

“They wanted to cut Ronan’s arm off and send it to Vandimir because he killed some civilians or something.”

“Wanted as in past tense?”

“Yeah, I convinced them not to. I fucking hate those pretentious idiots.”

Ariana laughed, guiding them away from the crowd of dancers and toward the bar. “One crimson blood and one bloody imp,” she called to a bartender.

Travis noticed something in his vision’s periphery and guided Ariana’s gaze toward a corner where Felenor and Lathis appeared to be sucking a spasming girl’s blood. Though their actions would likely appear more sensual and less deadly to any unknowing onlooker. Ariana gasped. “Shouldn’t we intervene?”

Travis took two cups from the bartender, passing Ariana hers as he took a sip from his. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

“Hey you!” called a drunken yet familiar voice.

Travis turned to see Jez pointing a plump pink finger at him. “What do you think you're doing here?”

“Having a spectacular time, and you?”

Jez frowned. “You insolent little shit. Coming into the training yard without any experience and tarnishing it with your arrogance! Now you think you can just cavort around this city after embarrassing yourself like that?!”

Travis laughed, placing his half-full cup down on the bar so as not to spill it accidentally. “Listen mate. I don’t care what you think of me. I don’t even care to attempt to understand why you don’t like me.”

Jez’s face had turned bright red and his chin was clenched so tightly as to look dreadfully painful. “How dare you speak to me in such a way!? You’re an immature child and I’m a seasoned veteran!”

Travis rolled his eyes, flicking his left hand up, blue energy swirled around Jez as he was levitated into the air. “Treason!” yelled Jez, though his cries were drowned out by the music and surrounding chatter.

Travis picked up his cup and drained it before walking to stand beside Jez’s flailing body. “I suggest you go home. Sound good?”

“You little fuck! No one even knows who you are!”

Travis smirked. “What is that even supposed to imply?”

“You don’t belong here!”

Travis stepped forward, grasping Jez under his armpit as he pulled him into the astral. Their surroundings disappeared, replaced by an infinite void. Travis held Jez aloft, the man’s flailing ceasing as his eyes widened.

“I could leave you here if I wanted to.”

“No,” gasped Jez, the fight seemingly leaving him.

“Sustenance?” called a stilted voice from the dark depths.

“What is that?” asked Jez.

“My hunger, and my arrogance.”

“Take us back. I’ll leave you be!”

Travis considered Jez, noting the fear in the man’s eyes. A rift formed around them and they reemerged into the Crimson Diamond. Jez sank back, collapsing onto the ground in an unconscious heap. Travis turned, finding Arianna beside him, concern evident on her face. “Are you alright?”

He nodded, smiling. “I’m fine, let’s have another drink.”


Chapter 24

Skelous

———————

The gentle sound of light waves lapping up against the sand serenaded Dane as he relaxed on a long chair on the beach before The Crystal Bay. His eyes were closed as he listened to the sounds of squawking gulls, gentle waves, and distant chatter. His body drank in light and warmth from the sun which shone down upon him. He felt blissfully at peace, and at ease, content and relaxed.

Approaching footsteps reached his ears, not an uncommon occurrence, though, unlike most beach walkers, these footsteps were accompanied by two auras. The footsteps ceased as the two powerful individuals arrived in front of Dane. He squinted his eyes open, raising a hand to shield them from the powerful Skelousy sun. Two tall figures stood before him, their backs to the bay.

“You look awfully comfortable,” said Lennex.

“I am,” replied Dane, his attention turning to the other figure whose pale complexion looked very much out of place on the beach. “Did I miss a communication from you?”

Malistith’s cold blue eyes met his, and the beach's warmth dissipated, replaced by an arctic uncertainty. “I have opted against utilizing communication crystals for a duration, as I fear that I have drawn a malevolent gaze. There is also an event transpiring which may cause interference with astral crystals.”

“What then has warranted your trip here?” asked Dane, fearing the answer.

“I have decided that you will become Valerence’s new High Bishop.”

Dane sat up. “Me? Why? How?”

“You are under my employ, you are a cleric, and the current High Bishop will soon be eliminated. I mean to fill Valerence’s court with individuals loyal to myself and to Travis.”

A sense of disappointment and dejection overcame Dane. Was his relaxation truly at an end? “Do we have to go now?”

Lennex chuckled, glancing at Malistith. “I wouldn’t be opposed to spending a few days here, and this climate may even help to improve your temperament.”

“There is no time for such allowances. We have two more stops to make before delivering you to Stormhold, and events are transpiring hastier than I had foreseen.”

“What stops?” asked Dane.

“We will collect Larenthian from The Lesterlands, then visit The Highlends briefly to eliminate Saxton Lintrus and his court.”

Lennex smirked as Dane attempted to process what Malistith had just said. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep you safe.”

“I just, how am I qualified to become The High Bishop? And how would Xander even allow such an appointment?”

“Xander is dead,” said Malistith. “Damian Lightspear now rules as King, and he will be in my debt once I destroy The Lintrus’s leadership.”

“What happened?” asked Dane, jumping to his feet.

“Godsmith killed Xander and his heir in a poor attempt to prevent an already prevented apocalypse.”

Dane frowned. “Are you sure you really need me? This all sounds far beyond my experience.”

“You’ll serve adequately. Finding clerics who aren't overly zealous is tiresome, which is why I have chosen you for this role.”

“If you insist,” sighed Dane regretfully.

“Sirs! Would you like to buy a virgin oil-mouth skewer?” asked an overly excited-sounding skinny brown man who ran up to them, a cart of steaming meat skewers in tow.

Lennex scoured the man with a look of pure disgust. “It is time for our departure,” said Malistith as a portal opened behind him. Dane passed the brown man a copper coin, grabbing a skewer from him before following Malistith and Lennex through the portal. It seemed his regrettably short-lived vacation had come to an all too abrupt end. Were High Bishop’s allowed to take vacations?


Chapter 25

Stormhold

———————

Ryan sat at the meeting table, fingers steepled as he waited for the other board members to arrive for the emergency meeting. Gary sat straight to Ryan’s left, and Valentino lounged to his right on a plush chair he’d conjured from his pocket dimension. The door opened and the three board members, who had gained their seats through monetary investment into the theater, entered. They all wore dull gray suits and had plain features, though two of them were fat while the third was skinny.

As they took their seats, the skinnier one, Snyder, looked quizzically at Valentino. “What is he doing here?”

“Valentino is auditing this meeting as a potential investor,” said Gary.

“What is the cause for this emergency meeting?” asked a pudgy man named Favorue.

“We have several important acts to vote on. These decisions will hopefully guide our great theater toward a prosperous future,” said Ryan.

“Then let us begin?” asked Favorue.

Ryan couldn’t help but reveal a smile. “Just a moment, two of our fellow board members will be arriving shortly.”

Favorue paled. “Two? How can that be? Mauler and Az are still away in The Bread Isles.”

“Az is, Mauler returned this morning, and Jeremy returned from New Haven last night,” said Ryan as the door opened and two men entered. The three investors turned in their seats, looks of shock and annoyance on their faces. Jeremy wore a wide smile as he strode past them and took his seat. He was a middle-aged man with a short and strangely golden beard and hair which was hidden by a dark blue hat with a widened crown and extending forward rim.

The investors' attention quickly turned to Mauler who followed behind Jeremy. He wore a long black coat, with matching black pants, gloves, and shoes, but most striking of all was his head which was covered by a large black helm and mask. Twin large red crystals formed slanted eyes on the mask, and two short spheres extended down from both sides of the mask’s lower cheeks. A dark keyhole lay in the center of the mask's face where a nose would have been.

As Mauler and Jeremy took their seats, Snyder glared at Ryan. “We have no open investment seats, so there is no cause for Valentino to audit this meeting.”

“Actually,” said Valentino smoothly, drawing everyone’s attention to him. “I will be purchasing your three seats.”

“Our seats aren't for sale!” blustered Snyder.

“They will be,” said Ryan as he stood and walked to place a set of documents before each investor.

“This is preposterous,” said Favorue as he flipped through the documents. “I have no intention of selling my shares.”

Mauler, who sat across from the three investors, stood, his chair scraping back against the floor harshly. As he spoke his eloquent voice filled the room, carrying faint and ominous echoing hints as it emanated from within his mask. “In the past few years, our theater’s reputation has degraded due to a series of uninspiring, degenerate, and unforgivable plays. The fault for these blunders rests with you three. You will now begin to correct your errors by signing those documents and selling your shares.”

Furry filled Favorue’s face which turned red. “How dare you make such horrid claims?!”

“I will not be selling my shares,” declared Snyder.

The third investor, Jonathan Smalls, stood. “I would like an apology from Mauler for making such harsh accusations.”

Mauler inclined his head and a pitch-black portal opened behind the three investors. Tentacles shot forth from within the portal’s depths, latching onto the panicking investors and yanking them into the abyss. The rift shimmered, then closed, leaving the room the same as it had been but for the lack of two chairs and three board members.

Mauler snapped his left gloved thumb and forefinger together and three miniature black puddle-like portals opened where the investors had been. Three amorphous black forms rose from the portals. The forms gradually took on the appearances of Snyder, Favorue, and Smalls. Stepping forward in unison, they picked up quills and began signing the documents laid before them.

Valentino exhaled a cloud of pink smoke, turning his gaze toward Mauler. “A very delightful display. How did you gain such power?”

“While I appreciate the compliment. I will keep my secrets, secret.”

Valentino raised a gloved hand and pushed his pink heart glasses downward slightly, revealing crimson eyes. “What’s the mask for?”

“Breathing,” replied Mauler as he sat.

Ryan passed Valentino a stack of documents. “Let’s make your acquisition of their shares official.”

Valentino conjured a long red pen, scrawling his name across the documents in several sweeping flourishes.

“Now that the theater is ours once again, I move that we cut funding to all of the previous board members’ projects,” said Jeremy.

“Seconded,” added Ryan. “Let’s also terminate Filoni’s contract.”

Valentino passed the now-signed documents back to Ryan. “Will you be informing Filoni personally?”

Ryan smiled, revealing pure white teeth. “Of course.”

The three figures clad in gray suits stood as one from their chairs, turning and departing from the room. “What are they?” asked Garry.

“Disciples,” answered Mauler.

“I will be adding three projects to our theater’s roster,” said Valentino, his eyes once again hidden by his glasses. “They will be episodical performances. I have already funded the production budgets so I will be claiming seventy-seven percent of the profits. I would also like to begin production on four new projects, three with a budget of ninety GC’s and one with a budget of one hundred and fifty.”

“We will need to attend test runs before providing full funding, but that is merely a formality,” said Garry.

Valentino smiled, taking a long drag from his heavily modified pipe.

“I’m happy to report that the theaters constructed in New Haven have all been completed and fully furnished,” announced Jeremy. “I would suggest we begin expanding to Corea, but now isn’t exactly the best time for that.”

Ryan and Garry chuckled. Valentino exhaled another cloud of pink smoke. “What happened to your face?”

Mauler inclined his head toward Valentino. “You’ll have to make your question more specific, and even then I can’t promise an answer.”

“Is there a function behind it, beyond style?”

“It allows me to breathe my preferred form of air.”

“Why can’t you breathe without the mask?”

“Because this realm’s air is no longer sufficient to sustain me.”

“And why is that?”

“I have tasted other atmospheres and survived off them to the extent that my body has become accustomed to them.”

“You have traveled outside of this world?”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to elaborate on that?”

“Not currently.”

“If we can get back on topic,” interjected Garry. “Celebrations are in order. We’ve rid ourselves of dead weight and added new talent to our roster.”

“Telling Filoni he’s fired is all the celebration I need,” said Ryan.

“So you’re not interested in joining us at the Crimson Diamond tonight?” asked Garry.

“Oh I’ll fucking be there, but no amount of alcohol can compare to the look I’m about to see on Filoni’s face.”

“I’m quite interested in watching you deliver the news to him,” said Valentino.

“Well there’s no time better than right now,” said Ryan as he stood, a rolled-up parchment in hand.”

Jeremy chuckled. “We might as well all go.”

Ryan headed for the door, followed by Valentino and the others.

Arriving within the main rehearsal theater, Ryan led the way down the aisle and toward the stage, before which Filoni sat as he watched four actresses rehearse their lines. Filoni was so engrossed in the rehearsal that he didn’t notice them until Ryan coughed. “Ahem.”

Filoni turned in his seat, his eyes widening at the five figures standing behind him. “What’s going on?”

Ryan passed him the parchment. “Your contract with the theater has been terminated, and production on each project you’re associated with will be ceasing immediately.”

Filoni’s mouth flopped open and he hurriedly began reading over the parchment. “But, but… I was promised all my plays. I signed a contract!”

“And that contract is now null and void,” said Ryan with a wide smile.

Filoni’s face turned hostile and he crinkled the parchment up, tossing it onto the floor as he jumped to his feet. “You can’t do this! I’m Daddy Lucas’s son!”

“If you're looking for new employment, I’d be happy to feature you on my episodic drama, Oiled Up with Kevin G,” said Valentino.

Filoni stared at them, his nose wrinkling as various hostile emotions played across his face. “You just don’t like that I have strong female characters in my plays! That’s it isn’t it?! That’s why you're doing this!”    

Mauler chuckled, an echoing and ominous noise which seemed to visibly scare Filoni. “You are a poor and inept writer, incapable of delivering valuable stories. That is why you have been terminated.”

“I, I, I am Daddy Lucas’s son!”

“And you are being evicted from the premises,” said Jeremy. “I suggest you leave now, unless you wish to be escorted out.” 

Filoni scowled and waddled off angrily. “Just you all wait until my Daddy Lucas hears about this.”

Jeremy and Ryan chuckled and Garry addressed the actresses on stage. “Production of this project is ceasing, but there will be plenty of new roles available in our new slate of productions.”

Ryan turned his head, watching as Filoni disappeared through one of the exits. “It’s about damn time.”


Chapter 26

High Perch

———————

Travis flew through the astral and toward a star that shone ahead of him. He was still very much so experiencing the effects of the large quantities of enhanced alcohol he’d consumed the previous night. He was also rather eager to get this mission over with and return to Stormhold. Surely this trip wouldn’t take too long right? All he had to do was deliver King Damian’s signed orders to Lord Wence, construct a shrine to the stars, use the first privy he could find, and return to Stormhold.

“Diverge!” called a stilted voice from below.

“Fuck off!” yelled Travis before veering to the side and into a shining star. He emerged from the astral and stepped into a snowy courtyard. The same courtyard he’d glimpsed when using the High Perch memory crystal gifted to him by Valith. 

Travis inhaled, taking in the cool mountain air. High Perch was the smallest of the ten fiefs and was mostly made up of mountains atop which lay castles and around which lay mining settlements and small towns and villages. High Perch boasted no cities and was governed by only four Lords, the paramount of whom was Lord Wence.

“Travis Losland?” asked a tall bald man who stood not ten feet from Travis, fingers steepled between wide black sleeves. The man’s posture made it apear as though he had been waiting for him.

“I am, and you are?”

“Dontus Hillgrim, preacher of High Perch and holder of the hidden book. Please follow me, my Lord awaits.”

Dontus led Travis through a dark arch and into a long and gloomy corridor. The atmosphere reminded him of Grey Keep, and he half expected to find Lord Mortis awaiting him beyond the next archway. They entered into a mostly desolate hall, within which lay a stunningly tall throne made up of spiraling whitewood. Rather than sitting atop a dias, the throne appeared to grow from the floor, whitewood roots and branches rising up to form spiraling steps which led up to the audaciously elegant seat where Lord Wence perched.

The pure white spiraling steps and throne lay greatly at contrast with the rest of the hall, which appeared gray and dull by comparison. Lord Wence wore a flowing white gown etched with silver embroidery which complimented the whitewood’s almost ethereal purity. He also wore a sword at his side, only the hilt of which was visible as the scabbard disappeared within the intertangling whitewood branches which formed his seat.

The Lord’s skin was smooth and pale, and his eyes were a bright blue, his features were handsome, though an heir of malcontent seemed to be present across his expression. Two knights stood before the throne, they wore no helms, revealing surprisingly youthful faces and features somewhat alike to their Lord’s.

Dontus glided forward, his feet hidden under his black cloak. “My Lord, Travis Losland has arrived to deliver The New King’s demands.”

“Approach,” ordered Lord Wence curtly.

Travis did so, bowing before the Lord’s throne. “Rise.”

Travis straightened, conjuring the sealed scroll given to him by The King. “My Lord, I bring a written order from King Damian.”

Wence inclined his head and one of the knights stepped forward, extending a gloved hand. Travis passed him the scroll, and the knight took it before ascending the whitewood steps and presenting it to his Lord. Wence broke the seal, opening the scroll and surveying its written contents. After a moment, the parchment disappeared and Wense’s gaze returned to Travis. “Well, your time has been thoroughly wasted as this just reaffirms what has already been conveyed through communication crystals. You may tell the Lightspear King that my armies are already deployed and amassing below the southern passes. They will march on the Highlends within the week, unless any unforeseen delays hinder them.”

Travis smiled slightly. “Thank you, my Lord. Though my time has not been wasted here, as I have come not only to deliver that scroll, but also to construct a shrine. Were you not informed of that?”

Wence frowned. “I was. Though sending you here under the pretense of delivering this message when your primary goal is to construct a shrine, seems, disingenuous.”

“Does it?”

“Yes. I assume you are also here to judge whether I intend on serving this new King?”

“Are you implying that you would act in a manner disloyal to our King?”

“I am Implying no such thing. Go, construct your shrine, and be gone from my fief.”

Travis bowed before turning and following Dontus down the hall. “I will show you where you may construct your shrine,” said Dontus impassively.

They emerged into the same courtyard that he had arrived within. The sun had just set and the yard was lit by torches and starlight. Dontus pointed toward an earthy section near the leftmost side. “You may construct it there. Do you require assistance?”

“I do not,” said Travis as he strode toward the indicated area. He began conjuring the whitewood lumber and resin he’d acquisitioned from The King. He then staked the wood into the soil before inscribing star runes into it. All the while Dontus remained, watching him like a volcher eyeing a struggling rat.

Once the wood was in place and properly inscribed with runes, he placed his hands upon it, mana flowing from him and into it as he completed the shrine. The pure white wood shone with starlight as it morphed together. Travis felt a tug then, one far stronger than any he had felt before. He faltered, attempting to retain his grip on the world around him, but he was already falling back into the astral. A dark expanse surrounded him, illuminated only by the multitude of distant stars. He flew through the astral, not of his own will but under the influence of an entity which pulled him to it. He could sense it ahead, its presence felt familiar yet alien, comforting yet terrifying.

He drew closer and closer to a small star, and then he impacted an invisible barrier, crashing through it and into a new landscape. He staggered, steadying himself and surveying his surroundings. The sky above him was the dark blue of the astral, yet he stood on a cracked marble floor, and before him lay a throne of whitewood. Remnants lined each side of the marble floor, and another, larger, remnant sat atop the whitewood throne.

The landscape past the rectangular marble floor was a barren gray wasteland, devoid of life nor landmarks. The remnant atop the throne stood, taking a step toward him and speaking in a stilted and harsh voice. “You are too weak to remain on your course.”

“Where am I? And what do you want from me?”

The remnant conjured a long metallic double-hafted javelin, twirling it in one hand as he continued forward. “You must grow stronger, or you will become one of us, a remnant of your former self.”

Travis conjured his javelin. “You used to be me?”

“Ounce, long ago, but that was just a memory, like you, soon forgotten.” The remnant rushed forward, javelin arcing toward his neck.

He sidestepped, rotating his javelin and deflecting the remnant’s while flicking the other end of his up and into his opponent’s metallic side.

DAMAGE DEALT TO REMNANT = 73.

The remnant moved to slash upwards with his javelin and Travis hurried to deflect the strike while stepping back to create more space between them. “Why attack me?”

“You attack yourself,” hissed the remnant as its form glowed blue.

Travis felt the remnant’s spell attempt to take hold of him, but he found the sensation familiar and easily resistable. His own spells would likely be similarly useless against the remnant, which left only his javelin. He dashed forward, ducking prematurely in anticipation of a javelin strike which the remnant obligingly initiated. Leaning back and avoiding the javelin which passed just above him, he slashed upwards with the left side of his weapon, catching the remnant in its neck.

DAMAGE DEALT TO REMNANT = 75.

He spun about to face his opponent, only for the back of the remnant’s boot to impact his head. He staggered, barely bringing his javelin up to block an incoming strike.

HP 191/210

Their javelin poles locked together and their eyes met as they both strained to overcome the other. Travis could feel that the remnant was stronger. His own strength was fading and he needed to retreat before his stamina abandoned him. The space around him warped as he fled into a dark void. His mana points began decreasing rapidly and so he dove forward, visualizing the remnant’s back as he erupted into the space behind it, plunging his javelin down and into it as he descended.

DAMAGE DEALT TO REMNANT = 75x2 Critical Hit! TOTAL DAMAGE DEALT TO REMNANT = 150. CORRUPTION APPLIED!

The remnant crashed forward as he landed behind it, burying his javelin into its back and driving it down. His javelin blade fully disappeared into the remnant who lay draped across the marble floor.

CORRUPTION HAS INFLICTED 60 DAMAGE TO REMNANT!

Travis glanced around, fearing incoming attacks from the other remnants, but they all remained still on the perimeter of the marble floor.

EXPERIENCE GAINED = 4,300/REMNANT DEFEATED. LEVEL UP! Hp and Mp restored! + 1 Constitution, + 2 Wisdom, + 2 Intelligence, YOU HAVE 1 FREE STAT POINT TO ALLOCATE! YOUR JAVELINEER SKILL HAS INCREASED TO THE UNCOMMON RANK! JAVELINEER - Uncommon, skill damage bonus = 20. YOUR ACROBATIST SKILL HAS INCREASED TO THE UNCOMMON RANK! + 1 Dexterity! YOUR ASTRAL RESISTANCE SKILL HAS INCREASED TO THE RARE RANK. Astral Resistance = 80%.

A sense of control and belonging washed over him. The previously foreign and alien landscape around him now felt familiar and somewhat comforting. He could sense his surroundings, and feel the astral energies around him and within the remnants. The energy called to him and he focused his attention on one of the remnants, finding to his surprise that the energy which fueled the remnant seemed supple and manipulatable. The vaguest hint of a thought entered his mind and the remnant knelt and bowed before he even fully processed the notion.

He could control them. They were extensions of himself. Though how they had come into existence still remained a mystery. He withdrew his attention from the remnant, though found that he could still sense and manipulate it if he wished to. His attention turned to the whitewood throne from which emanated potent astral energies. He approached the throne, turning and sitting back onto it as he drank in the energy emanating from it.

YOUR ASTRAL RESISTANCE SKILL HAS INCREASED TO THE EPIC RANK. Astral Resistance = 99%. ABILITY GAINED! ASTRAL MANIPULATION - RARE. 

He opened his status, assessing the recent changes he had undergone:

NAME: Travis, RACE: Human, Class: Starwalker LEVEL  13, EXPERIENCE: 17,000, Subclasses: Star Seeker, Astral Acrobatist, HP 220/220, MP 280/280, STATS: Strength 15, Constitution 22, Dexterity 26, Intelligence 39, Wisdom 28. SKILLS: Darkvision - Common, Javelineer - Uncommon, Shit Shoveler - Common, Acrobatist - Uncommon, Astral Resistance - Epic, Stealth - Uncommon, Slipstream - Epic. ABILITIES: Astral Manipulation - Rare. SPELLS: Starwalk - Epic, Gravity Grasp - Uncommon, Solar Bolt - Rare, Celestial Mark - Uncommon, Star Shroud - Uncommon, Star Shift - Rare.

He had come so far… and he felt as if he had lived so many different lives. So much had happened in the past year. He’d attended Lightspear Academy. He’d fallen through a portal and into Luria. He’d lost his best friend. He’d met Jervis, Selris, and Lennex. He’d fought wonderlandians and goblins and soul weavers. He’d trained under Malistith and David. He’d escorted Artemis safely to CrestHelm, and he’d watched a brave old knight sacrifice his life for his fief. He’d shut down an illegal goblin breeding den and defended Stormhold from a Valien fleet.

He’d watched Godsmith murder King Xander the Holy, and he’d been involved in not one but two coups. He’d made friends and lost friends. He’d gained power and influence, but with those had come responsibilities and commitments. He looked out over the marble floor, past the remnants who stood at its perimeter, and to the gray wasteland beyond. The astral was an entire universe in and of itself, a place filled with hidden secrets and mysteries. He had so much to learn, but he had commitments back in Stormhold. He would return here, perhaps with Malistith, but first, he had a war to end and people to protect. Ounce Valerence was secure he would allow himself to return here and delve into the knowledge which awaited him.

He stood, envisioning his room in the palace as he slipped through a portal and emerged into Stormhold.


Chapter 27

Lesterlands

———————

Malistith, Lennex, and Dane emerged through a portal and into a forest, through the foliage of which shone the last rays of the setting sun. Larenthian sat on a tree stump ahead of them, and several fires and small tents lay about their surroundings. Soldiers in dirty and bloodied steel and leather lounged about the makeshift camp, and several undead stood guard around the perimeter. The soldiers only acknowledged their arrival with slight glances and whispered mutters.

“Having fun playing your strategy games?” asked Malistith.

Larenthian scowled. “We all fell back to Oak Hall, but Lord Oakland betrayed us to the Calisters. They massacred everyone, and I barely escaped, Fense and Lincen are dead and Foaly has surrendered.”

“I’ll take that as a no?”

“I have enjoyed my share of well-earned victories. Though I would not refer to these recent events as mere games.”

Malistith smiled, his gaze sweeping over the camp. “Well, the time has come for this war to end. Say farewell to your men and we shall depart.”

Larenthian stood, glancing at the dozen or so soldiers. “Sir Sealian, I’m leaving you in command. I wish you all the best of luck.”

A young knight in stained and dented silver armor bowed his head. “Thank you, Sir, may we meet again.”

Lennex chuckled and Malistith conjured a portal which he disappeared through, followed by the others. They emerged into the temple which lay on the island Malistith had claimed from the mad God. Malistith’s body glowed a faint blue as he conjured a spiraling formation of rotating purple crystals.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Larenthian. “Saxton Lintrus will be well defended.”

“I’ve killed him once, I can do it again, and this time I’ll ensure he stays dead. The destruction of house Lintrus will end the war, and unite Valerence under Damian Lightspear and his council whom I shall control.”

“What if Victarian and or Godsmith return?” asked Lennex.

“Then I will deal with them,” said Malistith as purple light began emanating from the rotating crystal formation.

“Not even your magic can kill an entity as strong as they,” scoffed Lennex.

“Of course it can, I’ve done it before.”

A portal opened ahead of them and Malistith inclined his head toward it. “Lennex and Larenthian enter and strike down the Inquisitors with haste. Dane, you will follow after me and focus on healing me.” 

Larenthian and Lennex entered the portal, and Malistith followed after them with Dane trailing behind him. “How do you know where Saxton is?” asked Dane.

“Foresight,” said Malistith before passing through the portal.

Malistith emerged into a library which had been turned into a battleground as Lennex and Larenthian clashed against two Inquisitors. Saxton Lintrus stood on the other side of an upturned table, he was in the act of turning to flee when a spiraling formation of glowing jagged blue crystals impacted him—shredding through the golden barrier which formed around him and eviscerating his body. Malistith raised a glowing blue hand and Saxton’s corpse flew into his grasp before disappearing in a flash of purple.

A shockwave emanated from one of the Inquisitors, sending Larenthian crashing through several bookshelves which collapsed on top of him. The Inquisitor pointed a finger at Malistith and a condensed orb of kinetic energy formed before it and erupted toward him. A blue barrier formed before Malistith, though the kinetic attack pierced through it and impacted his chest, staggering him. Dane sent a healing stream of white light into Malistith as the Inquisitor rushed at him.

Malistith conjured a blue potion, but it was knocked from his grasp as the Inquisitor’s fist impacted the side of his head with a sudden burst of speed. Malistith staggered to the side, the vial falling from his grasp and shattering upon the floor. The Inquisitor followed the strike up with a series of rapid punches and elbow strikes, backing Malistith toward a corner.

“Out of mana little mage?” asked the Inquisitor as he battered Malistith back.

Malistith backtracked as he raised his arms in poor attempts to shield himself from the blows being reigned upon him. A bolt of white energy impacted the sneering inquisitor's back, causing him to flinch and momentarily pause his assault. Malistith’s right hand shot forward, clenching around the distracted Inquisitor's throat. 

“I hate your kind,” scowled Malistith as his hand glowed blue and his grip tightened around the man’s neck.

The Inquisitor’s right fist shot back in preparation for a strike, which was never realized as a white sword carved through his body, bisecting him. Malistith released the dead man’s neck and the top half of his body fell to join the bottom half which lay on a growing pool of blood. Dane’s sword glowed white as he and Malistith turned to watch Lennex hurl the remaining Inquisitor into Larenthian’s dark sword which entered the man’s lower back and erupted just below his neck. 

Several knights erupted into the debri-filled room, swords and axes in hand. Malistith focused his attention upon them. “Saxton Lintrus has been executed for high treason against Valerence. Kneel and swear yourselves to King Damian Lightspear or you shall face the fate of traitors.”

Three of the knights hesitated, seeming to consider what Malistith had said. The other two rushed forward, great axes sweeping toward Malistith. A holy bolt shot from Dane’s left first, impacting one knight’s helmed head and melting through steel and flesh alike. He swept forward, a flash of light emanating from him and blinding the second knight. The flash quickly subsided, revealing the knight’s slumped corpse which fell from Dane’s now doubly bloody blade.

The remaining three knights knelt even as a half dozen soldiers rushed into the room through another doorway. “Saxton Lintrus is dead and with his death ends the Lintrus rebellion against Valerence,” declared Malistith.

Larenthian and Lennex casually retreated to stand beside Malistith and Dane. Of the four, all were injured but for Dane. More knights and soldiers streamed into the upturned library as Malistith continued speaking. “Lower your Valien flags and erect white ones, embassies will soon be arriving to discuss your surrender.”

As Malistith spoke, he surreptitiously conjured a vial of blue liquid, bringing it to his lips and downing it hastily as one of the knights spoke. “Identify yourself and I will deliver your words to Felix Lintrus.”

“My name is Malistith, see that my instructions are followed. Or I will return and Felix will join his father.” A portal opened behind them and Malistith stepped backwards and into it, as did the others.

Arriving back within the temple, Malistith strode to his whitewood throne and slumped upon it, a look of exhaustion coming over him.

“Would you be so kind as to heal me cleric?” asked Lennex, whose left arm hung at a broken angle. Dane complied, and a stream of healing energy quickly mended Lennex’s injuries. He then turned to Larenthian but the necromancer shook his head. “Your mana would only harm me.”

Malistith conjured a communication crystal. “Seth?”

“Yes?” came the wight’s response after but a moment.

“I want you to have The High Bishop assassinated. Ensure it is done stealthily and without witness.    

“It will be done.”

“Within a timely manner too. I will be arriving tomorrow with his replacement.”

“I’ll ensure he’s taken care of before your arrival.”

“Good,” said Malistith before ending the communication.


Chapter 28

Stormhold

———————

A knock sounded from the door, gaining the attention of the two naked vampires who lounged atop a massive plush velvet bed. “It’s me,” called Seth.

“Come in,” said Felenor.

Seth entered, quickly closing the door behind him and frowning at the vampires. Lathis lay with his head on Felenor’s lap as she brushed his long dark hair. “Get dressed, Malistith wants you to assassinate The High Bishop.”

“Finally,’ drawled Lathis.

“We’ll need to do some reconnaissance to locate his position and determine the best time to strike,” continued Seth.

“There’s no need for that,” said Lathis as he sat up. “We can sense his searing presence from here. He’s walking up a staircase in the east wing, likely heading for the Lightspear apartments.”

Felenor stretched. “We’ll go lie in wait to eliminate him once he leaves the Lightspears.”

“Be careful and discreet. There can be no witnesses nor evidence,” warned Seth.

Lathis winked, his form shrinking grotesquely as he transformed into a black rat with red patterns around his nose. Felenor smiled. “We’ll take care of any witnesses and dispose of the bodies.”

“I would prefer there not be any witnesses to take care of,” said Seth as Felenor morphed into a rat nearly identical to the one which Lathis had become.

Seth opened the door and the two vampiric rats scurried out of their room and down the corridor. They ran along the corner where the floor and wall met, shadows appearing about them and concealing their presence from the odd servant, soldier, or noble who passed by them.

They soon arrived outside the door to the Lightspear apartments. The two rats shared a look, their inquisitive nature taking hold of them as they made a mutual decision. Rather than awaiting the bishop’s emergence, they scurried forward and under the door, their presence masked by their illusions and the necklaces gifted to them by Malistith. Arriving within a sitting room, the rats made themselves comfortable on a plush rug that lay hidden underneath a short table. Snug and safely hidden, they listened as The High Bishop spoke with Valith and Edward Lightspear.

“I don’t want word of this catastrophe reaching the public,” said Valith, in an annoyed tone.

“But surely the Lintrus’ will make it public knowledge,” countered Edward.

“I don’t believe that The Lintrus’ were behind it,” said Valith.

“Who then?”

“That is what we must discover. Whoever they are, they must know how to break the egg from its stasis. Why else would they steal it?”

“Why steal just one egg?”

There was a brief silence, then The High Bishop spoke. “Could this theft be linked to the stolen artifact?”

“The timing lines up,” mused Edward.

“We must pray that the two thefts are not linked,” said Valith. “One draconian egg in the hands of our enemies is bad enough, but that artifact is our last best solution against Godsmith or Victarian.”

“Could this be the Corinthians doing?” pondered Edward.

“I doubt it,” said Valith. “They are all still secure and have little to gain by stealing that artifact.”

“On the matter of The Corinthians,” began The High Bishop slowly. “Rosane’s pregnancy will soon become evident. Should we consider a royal announcement?”

“We can’t,” scowled Valith. “Their supporters would rally behind the child and proclaim it the rightful heir.”

“Especially if they learned of its unnatural survival,” mused Edward.

“There are other methods we could take to prevent its birth,” suggested The High Bishop.

“No, it’s too late for that,” said Valith. “I will speak to The King on this matter and advise him to have Corvis and Rosane sent to some monastery.”  

“That does seem the apt decision,” agreed Edward.

“We are in agreement,” confirmed The High Priest. “Apologies but I must now return to my holy duties. I will have my fellow bishops pray on these matters.”

“My thanks,” said Valith as The High Bishop made his leave from the room.

After the door had shut, Lathis and Felenor scurried out from beneath the table and back underneath the door. They followed the white-cloaked bishop down a hall, increasing their pace as he began his descent down a flight of spiral steps. Torches lined the inward staircase wall, casting twin shadows which grew across the opposite wall as the two rats morphed into vampires.

The bishop turned suddenly, a barrier of white light blasting into existence between him and the vampires as a slender scimitar appeared in his left hand. Lathis and Felenor wore wide smiles, their elongated teeth on full display as they crashed against the barrier, waves of darkness and crimson flowing from them and clashing with the bishop’s holy light.

White and black energies warred around the three figures as the bishop’s sword glowed a fierce gold and he struck out against the vampires whose bodies swayed unnaturally to avoid his attacks. Felenor swiped a clawed hand forward only to faint back and away from the Bishop’s blade. Lathis dashed forward from the other side, but the Bishop’s right hand shot out, smashing into Lathis’s chest with a flash of light and sending him crashing into the wall which shook and warped. Felenor swiped a clawed hand across the Bishop’s cheek, drawing blood which flowed from him and into her. His sword flashed forward and up, severing her left arm as he clenched his right fist, a pulse of holy energy blasting out from him and sending Felenor staggering back.

Lathis dove forward, crashing into the Bishop’s back and tackling him down onto the crumbling and broken staircase. The two grappled with each other, white, black, and maroon energies roiling against each other in a fierce storm. The bishop rolled over, forcing Lathis down beneath him and grasping onto the vampire's neck with two glowing golden hands. A sudden spray of blood spattered against the wall beside them as Felenor appeared above them, her clawed hand slashing and racking across the Bishop’s back in a rapid series of brutal strikes.

A pulse of golden light emanated from the bishop, staggering Felenor, as, with a burst of speed, he jumped to his feet, turned, conjured a flaming longsword, and drove it through her abdomen. Lathis sprang up, his body misshapen and rag doll-esque as few of his bones remained unbroken. He dove forward and into the bishop, biting into his neck as the two toppled over and down the steps. They rolled and fell until they both collapsed onto the floor of a corridor. Lathis’s vision was blurry and he barely noticed the two knights who lay still beside them. He watched the bishop rise, and then an arrow shot straight through the man’s neck and he toppled over.

“So much for being discreet,” muttered Seth as he slung his bow over his shoulder and offered Lathis a hand. “We have to dispose of these bodies hastily.”

Lathis moaned, rather than taking Seth’s hand he rolled over and onto the bishop, biting into his neck and draining the blood from his body.

“Where’s Felenor?” asked Seth.

Lathis’s body contorted as his injuries healed and he got to his feet, the Bishop’s corpse crumbling away beneath him. “Injured,” he gasped as he grabbed the two dead knights and dragged them up the steps. Felenor appeared around the bend ahead of him, she staggered forward and he released the knights as she collapsed into his arms.  He maneuvered them down and against the wall as he guided her face to a knight’s neck. She bit into the flesh weekly, feebly sucking at it as Seth arrived beside them.

“We don’t have time,” grumbled Seth as he withdrew his communication crystal. “Malistith, open a portal to us now.”

A tense moment passed, then Malistith’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Why?”

“We just eliminated the bishop but there was a loud fight and we will soon be discovered.”

“Damn you,” came Malistith’s voice a moment before a blue portal appeared in front of them. Seth hurled the intact knight’s corpse through the portal before yanking Lathis and Felenor up and shoving them roughly through it along with the remaining corpse.

Seth glanced up then back down the steps as footsteps came from both directions. Gritting his teeth in annoyance, he hurried through the portal and emerged into Malistith’s temple.

Felenor lay on the floor, straddling a knight’s corpse as Lathis eased her head against the dead man’s neck. Lennex, Dane, and Larenthian stood behind them. Lennex looked bemused, while Dane looked confused, and Larenthian gave Seth a quizzical glance. Malistith sat above them all on his whitewood throne, a look of clear annoyance spread across his face.

“Were you discovered?”

Seth shook his head. “No, and I left no evidence behind but for a ruined staircase.”

Malistith’s expression intensified. “Your failure is disappointing. Questions will be asked and suspensions raised. My coming will not be as I had intended.”

Seth bowed his head. “My apologies.”

Malistith’s attention turned to the two vampires. “It seems I misjudged your usefulness.”

“We killed him like you asked,” spat Lathis.

“Not as I asked. You made a scene and left behind a battlefield which has likely already been discovered.”

“What difference does it make?” asked Lathis. “We weren’t seen. Open a portal to our chambers and it will be as if we never left.”

Malistith glared at Lathis, then his expression calmed and he raised a glowing blue hand. A portal appeared behind the two vampires, blue energy swirling around them as they were levitated into the air and flung through it. Malistith glanced at Seth who raised his hands placatingly and hurried through the portal. 

Seth emerged into the vampire’s chambers to find Lathis easing Felenor onto their bed. “How long will it take for her to recover?” asked the wight.

“I need more blood,” said Felenor, her voice stronger than Seth would have expected it to be.

“She’ll be fine,” said Lathis, “but she will need to return to her coffin to regrow her arm.”

“I’m sure that can be arranged once Malistith has sorted out this mess,” said Seth as he glanced toward the door.


Chapter 29

New Haven

———————

Zwilt the Shade stalked through the forest, his body hunched and hidden beneath his dark black cloak. He clutched a large egg wrapped in a black blanket close to his chest, his movements rapid and stealthy as he drew closer to the den. Slipping into the laboratory and retrieving the egg had been easy. His stealth-related skills and abilities had all reached the mythic rank long ago. He had taken but one of the four eggs, even if he had wished to take more than one egg, which he hadn’t, he wouldn't have been able to, as they were large and cumbersome to carry. He missed having access to his pocket dimension, without it he felt weak and partially dismembered. One egg was enough though, the plan had always revolved around one, and the temptation of stealing a second would have been ill. So he was somewhat grateful that that choice had been taken from him.

His movements, while rapid, were delayed and hampered as he felt the time stream tugging at him. The sensation had been growing ever since his arrival, and he feared the extent it may soon reach. The debilitating effects were manageable for now, but he was growing weaker with each passing day. Still, his condition was far preferable to that of his Queen's, the toll had come down heaviest upon her, preventing her from taking a more active role in their mission.

Arriving at the entrance to their den, he expended his mana, phasing through a large oak tree and down into the burrow where his Queen awaited. He landed on the dirt floor, his eyes piercing through the darkness and resting upon The Sable Queen. She lay against the far wall, wrapped in a dark purple and black cloak. Her eyes focused on him, and to his dismay, he spotted terror within them. Her long black hair sprawled down from her raised hood and around her face, as she spoke, fear filling her tone.

“The Arc Angel! Is he here?”

“No,” said Zwilt reassuringly as he approached her. It was apparent that her condition had worsened in his absence.

“He’s not? Are you certain?”

“I am certain, we are safe here and I have retrieved the egg,” he held out the wrapped egg, offering it to her. She reached her hands out tentatively, pulling the blanket away and revealing the bronze draconian egg. “The egg meant for Jack Dusk,” she mumbled, placing a tentative hand on the egg. “He will be coming for it.”

“No,” said Zwilt, attempting to keep worry from his tone. Her condition was degrading far faster than he had feared. “The Jack Dusk of our old iteration is dead, and the one of this new iteration has yet to be born. It is The Elf King Thranduil who will be seeking after this egg, and its siblings.”

She nodded slowly, grasping the egg and pulling it from him before resting it on her lap. “I can sense them, The Arc Angel, Thranduil, The Celestials, and The Infernals. They're all coming!”

The fear in her tone shook Zwilt, she was losing herself; the tax extracted by time had been too great. “We are safe from them while we remain here,” he said reassuringly. “Once another rift opens I will extract the time gems and we will be able to secure ourselves to this iteration.”

Her eyes widened. “But they’re all coming here!”

He shook his head, crouching down beside her. “No. We’re safe here, and once we secure ourselves to this iteration, we will have a thousand years before the next decimation transpires.”

Clarity shone within her eyes then, and she spoke with her old voice, her tone bereft of the fear which had filled her recent words. “A thousand years, then Dusk will arrive to collect the egg.”

Zwilt smiled.

“Yes, we will keep it safe for him and grow strong enough to survive the decimation and travel to the new world.”

Her hand twitched and she frowned, clarity leaving her eyes. “I can’t access my pocket dimension.”

Her memories are degrading too? Wondered Zwilt apprehensively. “It’s alright. You will be able to once a rift opens and I retrieve the time gems to secure us to this iteration.”

She nodded slowly, closing her eyes. “I need to dream,” she mumbled. Zwilt watched her face, which gradually relaxed as her consciousness drifted elsewhere.

He stood, the rift would be opening here in New Haven. If only he knew when. He would sense its impending formation, he only hoped that sensation would arrive soon. Vilaya’s condition was decreasing at an unexpectedly frightening rate, and he feared for the lasting effects this ordeal could have on her should he fail to retrieve the time gems from the rift in a timely manner.

It had only been seventeen days since they’d arrived within this iteration. Dusk had promised that their minds would be preserved as long as they acted hastily, but he had also warned of the debilitating effects they would suffer from as a result of using the time stream to flee from their old iteration. Effects which had taken hold of Vilaya far faster than he had expected. She had used her divine power to fuel their trip through the time stream, and as a result, she had borne the brunt of the damaging afflictions Dusk had warned them of.

Their trip had been necessary though. The world they had fled from had been consumed by warring factions far stronger than they. They would be safe here in this older version of a new iteration, as long as he was able to secure them to it before the debilitating effects he and Vilaya were suffering from grew too severe. This version of Everworld they had fled to would continue to exist for another thousand years before its decimation would occur. Assuming he was able to acquire the time gems and secure them to this iteration. They would then have a great deal of time to live in relative peace before preparing for the decimation.

In this timeline, The Infernal and Celestial Councils had yet to begin their wars. The Arc Angel had yet to begin his crusade. Thranduil had yet to ascend the elven throne. Jack Dusk had yet to be born, and Travis was currently not but a boy. Six or seven hundred years would pass before the great wars would begin, and they had an entire millennium before Travis, Doom, and The Treacherous God would enact the decimation.

Zwilt glanced back at his Queen’s sleeping form. They would have time, he just needed to steal it before it stole her.


Chapter 30

Stormhold

———————

Distant shouts and the sounds of hurried footsteps reached Travis as he emerged from the astral and into his chambers within Stormhold. He was tempted to go investigate what was happening but forced himself to take a moment to open his status and decide where to allocate his free stat point.

NAME: Travis, RACE: Human, Class: Starwalker LEVEL  13, EXPERIENCE: 17,000, Subclasses: Star Seeker, Astral Acrobatist, HP 220/220, MP 280/280, YOU HAVE ONE FREE STAT POINT TO ALLOCATE! STATS: Strength 15, Constitution 22, Dexterity 26, Intelligence 39, Wisdom 28. SKILLS: Darkvision - Common, Javelineer - Uncommon, Shit Shoveler - Common, Acrobatist - Uncommon, Astral Resistance - Epic, Stealth - Uncommon, Slipstream - Epic. ABILITIES: Astral Manipulation - Rare. SPELLS: Starwalk - Epic, Gravity Grasp - Uncommon, Solar Bolt - Rare, Celestial Mark - Uncommon, Star Shroud - Uncommon, Star Shift - Rare.

His initial impulse was to bring his intelligence up to an even forty, but his strength had fallen so far behind his other statistics and he’d need to work on increasing it if he wanted to become more efficient with his javelin. He allocated his free stat point into strength, watching it tick up to sixteen before dismissing his status and striding to the door. He emerged into the hallway and followed the distant sounds of raised voices until he arrived at the bottom of a spiral staircase that led up to the Lightspear apartments.

Two knights and an older inquisitor stood at the bottom of the steps. “What’s happened?” asked Travis as he noticed blood stains on the floor.

“There’s been an assassination attempt made against The High Bishop,” said the Inquisitor.

“By who?”

“We don’t know yet, but Edward and Valith Lightspear are investigating the matter. We have instructions not to let anyone up.”

“I’m sure such instructions don’t apply to a member of the King’s council.” 

The Inquisitor seemed to consider, then nodded, stepping aside. “As you say, Sir.”

Travis proceeded up the spiral staircase, finding it to be misshapen and covered in rubble, even the walls were dented and deformed. He rounded a bend to find Edward and Valith Lightspear standing ahead of him mid-conversation.

“Teleportation seems the only feasible method of escape,” said Edward, trailing off as Travis arrived.

“Where’s The High Bishop?” asked Travis as he glanced at a prominent blood smear on the wall beside Edward.

“Missing, as are two knights,” said Edward. “How long ago did you return?”

“I only just arrived. How long ago did this take place?”

“Minutes ago,” said Valith, a slight look of suspicion present on his face.

“So there are no bodies and no witnesses?”

Edward nodded. “Indeed. Which leads me to believe that they must have been teleported away.”

“Do we know of anyone other than Malistith and myself with the ability to teleport?” 

“No one who is able to transport others with them,” said Edward.

“Nonetheless, we should place anyone and everyone with the ability to teleport subject to interrogation from truth mages,” said Valith.

“Agreed, I will happily be the first to lead by example,” said Travis. “Can we assume that the Lintrus’s are behind this?”

“That seems likely,” said Edward, “though why they would target The High Bishop remains unknown.”

“Was he on his way to meet with you? Perhaps he learned of something they didn’t want you discovering?”

“No, he had just left a meeting with us,” said Edward.

“What was the topic of your meeting?”

“Just a discussion on clerical uniforms,” said Valith.

Travis raised an eyebrow. “That’s all?”

“Indeed,” said Valith. “The King will likely call a meeting for us to appoint a new High Bishop and arrange for the interrogations.”

“Yes, you two should head to the council chambers to await him,” agreed Edward. “I’ll handle maintenance.”

“Shall we then,” said Valith. Travis nodded, jumping down a jagged piece of debris and descending the ruined steps. 

“How faired your trip to High Perch?” asked Valith as they passed by the knights and headed down the corridor.

“It went well enough. I constructed my shrine and received Lord Wense’s assurance that his troops are preparing to march on the Highlends with haste.”

“Good. Recent reports indicate that the main force of the Valien army is marching on Corea’s capital, Kelvis. With Wense’s forces descending from the north, and the Calisters, Destroses, and Fairweathers invading from the south and east. We can hope to reclaim The Highlends within the year.”

“What if Kelvis falls?”

“That is the main concern, Lord Corinthians forces are depleted and he may not be able to hold Kelvis long enough for us to take The Highlends.”     

They arrived within the council chambers, taking their seats amidst the empty room. Travis had barely sat when the door opened to admit The King, who was followed by Jack Luralay and Kevin Calister.

The council members took their seats and The King Spoke. “We have no time to wait for Kalith and so shall begin this unfortunate meeting…” he trailed off, frowning.

Travis sensed it too, a tension in the air. His gaze turned to the end of the table opposite from The King. A portal appeared and Malistith stepped through it, his hands were up placatingly, and an easygoing smile, which Travis knew to be a facade, was present on his face.

“At ease my King and council. I come as an ally bringing glad news. I have killed Saxton Lintrus and made Linton ready to surrender to you.”

The portal disappeared behind Malistith and The King spoke. “How do I know your words to be true?”

Malistith glanced at Travis. “I’m sure your council member can attest to my sincerity. I also have this.” In a flash of blue, a shredded and deformed corpse appeared on the table. Travis flinched back at the horrid sight, as did Jack and Kevin. However, Valith and The King leaned forward, their eyes focused on the corpse.

“My God,” muttered Valith. “It’s him.”

Malistith’s smile grew. “As I said, I come to you as an ally and savior. Kelvis is besieged and will soon be taken by our enemies. I offer a solution. I will teleport reinforcements behind the enemy’s army. Allowing us to crush them and end this war.”

“What would you ask of us in exchange?” asked The King, skepticism apparent in his tone.

“Just your trust. I commit these acts to unite and strengthen Valerence.”

Jack Luralay frowned. “You’re a murderer and war criminal. Such offenses cannot be dropped so lightly.”

“I am ending your war and providing you with the victory,” said Malistith, a slight hint of his true nature coming through his smooth tone.

“And you would have us believe that you possess no ulterior motives?” asked Jack. “What if you're planning to teleport our troops into a trap?”

Malistith inclined his head toward the corpse on the table. “If that were the case then why would I have killed Saxton?”

“To weaken both sides in some attempt to claim the throne for yourself.”

Malsitith chuckled, and it was as if an oppressive force had descended upon them from above. Travis felt his astral resistance combat and counter it. However, he could sense that his fellow council members lacked his ability to shrug off Malistith’s invasive aura. “Do you think I would have to ask to rule you? Your champions have betrayed and abandoned you. I am the most powerful entity on this planet and you are fortunate that I am choosing to aid your realm rather than claim it.”

“I accept your aid,” grunted The King, some of the tension leaving his face as Malistith’s aura relented and the pressure eased.

“Excellent,” said Malistith. “Jason Valien performed a recent blood ritual which has struck down your High Bishop. I offer a qualified replacement.” A portal opened behind Malistith and a white-robed man with bright blue eyes, slightly tanned skin, and short dirty blond hair stepped through it. Travis recognized Dane immediately, though it seemed apparent that he’d spent some recent time in the south, as his skin had turned at least a few shades darker.

“Who is this and how is he qualified to become the new High Bishop?” asked Valith.

“My name is Dane, and I am the last surviving member of the initial force dispatched to Luria. Upon my return, The High Bishop personally appointed me to guide the invasion force sent to Luria, and now I fear I am the only member of that force to return, thanks to Malistith’s aid.”

Valith nodded slightly. “Yes, I remember you now. Though while your bravery and devotion to God and Valerence are apparent, you remain a cleric, it seems God has not yet seen fit to make you a paladin.”

“Is there some law against a cleric being named High Bishop?” asked Travis.

Valith frowned. “No, but it seems apt.”

“As a paladin myself,” said Malistith. “I can assure you that Dane possesses all of the necessary qualities, his devotion to your God and our realm is clear. I am certain he will become a paladin in time, but for now, I insist he be named High Bishop.”

“Very well,” said The King. “The ceremony will take place in two days' time.”

“Fantastic. How soon until you can gather a force for me to teleport to Corea? They will need to be no greater than three hundred and eighty strong, so choose wisely.”

“It will likely take three or four days for us to gather our greatest paladins, clerics, inquisitors, and knights,” said Valith.

Malistith nodded. “I will return to my own responsibilities in the meantime. Travis will surely contact me once your force is prepared.”

“Very well,” said The King. “You will have the realm’s gratitude should your plan succeed.”

Malistith chuckled as he stepped back and disappeared into the astral.

“May I?” asked Dane, gesturing to the empty seat beside Travis.

“You may sit,” said The King.

“Did you know about this plan of Malistith’s?” Jack asked Travis as Dane sat.

“I didn’t, though I have been rather busy recently and may have missed a communication from him.”

The door opened and Kalith Destros entered the room. “Apologies, I was preoccupied planning some assassinations. What has happened?”

“The High Bishop has been assassinated,” said Kevin Calister dryly.

Kalith inhaled sharply. “Ah. Well, that is most unfortunate,” his eyes focused on Dane. “Who’s this?”

“The new High Bishop,” said Travis.

“Was the old one not just recently assassinated? Or am I missing something? Also whose corpse is that and why is it on the table?”  

“That’s Saxton Lintrus,” said Valith. “Malistith killed him and delivered his body to us along with our new High Bishop.”

“Since when have we been working with Malistith?”

“Since just now when he agreed to help us end the war,” said Kevin.

“Should we not focus on gathering a force to teleport to Corea?” asked Travis. “Time is a vital resource, especially in this circumstance.”

The King nodded. “You're right. We must choose these three hundred and eighty wisely if they are to be successful.”

“Who shall have command of this force?” asked Jack.

Discussions and planning continued and carried long into the night. However, Travis found himself somewhat preoccupied as he attempted to unravel what type of game Malistith was playing. Why did Malistith care about ending the war? Why did he appoint Dane as the new High Bishop? And could he have been responsible for the death of the old one?

Travis felt exhausted by the time the meeting concluded. He considered confronting Dane in an attempt to squeeze information out of him, but decided that he was simply too tired. There would be time for discovering where Dane’s true loyalties lay, but for now, he needed sleep.

He drowsily made his way through the palace, arriving at the door to his chambers only to find to his annoyance that voices were emanating from within. He opened the door to find Lennex and Larenthian seated at his table. A playing board covered in pieces lay between them.

They both looked up as he entered, Lennex smiled while Larenthian’s face remained impassive. “Why are you two here?”

“Hello to you too,” said Lennex. “We’re here to oversee Malistith’s interests in Stormhold.”

“That’s, sure, fine. But why are you in my room?”

“They gave my old one to some noble brat,” said Lennex as if that explained everything.

Travis glanced longingly at his bed. “Well, I’m exhausted, so you two need to go find your own accommodations.”

“Can we finish this game first?” asked Larenthian as he moved a piece.

“No, I need to sleep. How did you even know this was my room?”

“Malistith told us,” said Larenthian, frowning as Lennex advanced three of his tokens.

Travis yawned. “Well it’s time for you two to leave. We can talk about why you're here tomorrow.”

“Do you wish to forfeit?” Lennex asked Larenthian.

“No, but it seems we must call this game a draw.”

“Very well, even though we both know who would have won.”

“Sure,” scowled Larenthian as he stood.

“Will your presence here not be sensed?” asked Travis as he surveyed Larenthian.

“Malistith gave me an amulet which shields me.”

“Alright then, just don’t kill anyone while you're here.”

Lennex chuckled as he and Larenthian walked past him and out the door. “Get some rest Travis, you don’t look well.”

Travis shut the door behind them before deactivating the glow crystals and collapsing onto his bed, even as the first rays of the rising sun threatened to pierce through the curtains.


Chapter 31

Corea

———————

“Close ranks! Advance!” The sounds of shouted orders rang from all directions as Jason and Falven sat mounted amidst their forward marching army. The great red city of Kelvis loomed ahead of them. The capital of Corea and seat of Lord Corinthian, Kelvis was the last great obstacle between them and New Haven. The formations to their left parted as Damien Phoenix reigned his horse up beside them. “The eastern fields have been fortified.”

Jason’s gaze remained on the great red walls far ahead. “This siege will not be easily won.”

Falven spoke, his tone light and relaxed. “They have no hope of gaining reinforcements nor supplies, and our inquisitors outnumber there's five to one. Kelvis will fall within the month.”

“We must keep a large enough force devoted to ensuring the western fields remain fortified against the Lightspear threat,” said Jason.

“I have already seen to that,” replied Damien. “I have scouts ranging as far east as Veltis. Should an enemy force approach, we will have forewarning, and I’ve already ordered the construction of perimeter defenses.”

Falven withdrew a vibrating communication crystal, holding it before his face as a frantic voice emanated from it. “My Lord! Saxton Lintrus has been murdered and Felix is entertaining Calister emasarys!”

“What?! Murdered by who? When did this happen?”

“An inquisitor named Malistith who can teleport wherever he pleases and see the future. This occurred nearly three days ago but Felix ordered that news of Saxton’s death be kept secret.”

“This is a disaster,” gasped Jason.

“I need to speak with Felix, have him contact me at once!” demanded Falven.

“I have urged him to, but he is fearful of meeting the same fate as his father and seems intent on surrendering.”

“Damn that weak fool,” scowled Falven. “We cannot surrender. We’ve nearly claimed Corea!”

A howling gusty sound made itself known from the west, distracting Falven. He glanced west, his mouth opening in shock as he watched a miniature tornado fly through his army’s rear ranks. “Where did that come from?” asked Jason in shock.

Damien withdrew a communication crystal, scowling down at it. “The rear guard isn’t replying.”

Jason reeled his horse about to face west. “There’s fighting going on! We’re being attacked from the rear!”

“I will contact you shortly,” yelled Falven at his communication crystal. “Felix cannot be allowed to surrender!”

“How could they get behind us without being spotted?!” yelled Jason furiously.

“The enemy is behind us!” bellowed Damien. “Reverse formation! Turn back and reinforce our rear!”

Horns were blown and orders shouted. All the while devastatingly effective spells ripped through the army’s rear. “These must be the most powerful implanted from New Haven and Stormhold, but how did they get here?” asked Falven.

A glowing red arrow shot through the sky, appearing only as a sudden flash as it traveled a great distance nearly instantaneously. Jason glanced at Falven to reply to what he had said, but choked on his words as he watched an arrow sink into Falven Lintrus’s left eye.

“Incoming!” bellowed a voice. Then a barrage of arrows were landing everywhere, horses flailed and fell, men screamed and chaos consumed the disordered ranks.

Jason ducked his helmed head down, placing his face against his horse’s neck. How had this happened!? Everything had been proceeding as it should have!

The whistling sounds of the arrows ceased and he sat up. Thankful for his horses' stout nature and composed disposition even in the face of pandemonium. The ground around him was littered with the dead and dying. Those who had not fallen were either cowering in fear or fleeing toward the east.

“Don’t flee! Stand and fight! They can only do that once or we’d still be under fire!” yelled Jason as he reeled his horse about to face the oncoming enemy who had appeared behind his army as if conjured by some malicious God.

He drew his sword, holding it high before lowering it toward the oncoming enemies who were cutting through his army’s disorganized and thinly spread rear with ease. “We can still win! Stand and fight! For The Valien Empire! For house Lintrus!” He spurred his horse forward and toward the enemy.

“For The Valien Empire! For House Lintrus!” echoed some around him, drawing their weapons and following him even as others continued fleeing.

Mounted knights rallied around Jason as he led the charge. Wounded men were trampled beneath their horse’s hooves as they raced toward the enemy.

There can’t be more than a few hundred of them! I can still win!

His hopes were dashed as offensive spells began blasting through those ahead and beside him. Most of The Lintrus Inquisitors and clerics had been allocated to the front lines besieging Kelvis. The knights and men around him were well-trained and brave, but they were no match for Valerence’s most powerful mages.

An explosion of white light detonated to his left and he was sent flying from his saddle, the world around him turning a bright white as his orifices stung and his body impacted something hard. Everything hurt and he couldn’t see or hear. It was as if a great wave had crashed upon him and was pinning him to the ocean’s floor. That had happened several times when he’d been young, playing on the Skelousy beach, but Jerome had always been there to slap his back and force the salty water from his lungs. Now he was alone amidst a violent sea of enemies.

The ground beneath him was moving. It hurt so very much. The whiteness hurt, but it was dimming. It was all dimming, the whiteness and the pain. His memories of the beach were fading. Is this dying?


Chapter 32

Stormhold

———————

A great feast was held in honor of the victory. It was a splendid and expensive event as fit the occasion. Felix Lintrus had surrendered the Highlends. The battle at Kelvis had been a success. Falven Lintrus and Jason Valien had been identified amongst the dead, and their host had surrendered. Some had escaped the field, and several villains were still at large, namely Lord Fallith, Vandimir Umbrille, and Damien Phoenix, but their defiance was meaningless in face of the realms' reclaimed unity.

All of Stormhold’s nobility were present at the celebration. They came dressed in their finest attire and boasting their loudest congratulations and celebratory toasts. Even the Corinthians were allowed out from their apartments to partake in the festivities, albeit under close supervision.

Travis sat at the end of The King’s table. He wore a dark blue velvet suit which was fastened by silver buttons. The material was thin and light enough that he felt comfortable even in the admittedly humid environment. He felt content to simply sit back and sip at his wine, observing the commotion of activity before him rather than participating in it. Tables laden with food and drink lay across the hall. Though the quarter of the hall which led up to The King’s table had been left open and was filled with mingling nobility.

Travis recognized a great many familiar faces as he surveyed the hall. His gaze lingered for a moment when he noticed Larenthian, Lennex, and Dane standing together, engaged in conversation. What mischief could they be plotting?

He was distracted from such considerations when he noticed someone who didn’t belong. A man in a gray-green messenger’s uniform was attempting to navigate through the crowded hall with haste. Annoyance and angst were clear on his face. It was evident that the messenger was heading for the right side of The King’s table, and so Travis stood, turning his attention toward a particular loaf of bread on the opposite end of the table and walking casually behind the seats and toward it.

He arrived some feet from where Valith Lightspear sat, cutting himself a slice of the nut bread as the messenger arrived before Valith and spoke in a hushed, yet anxious, tone. “My Lord, I bring news from New Haven, Moon Landing is besieged.”

Valith’s reply was cool and collected, containing none of the shock felt by Travis. “How? We would have known if The Lintrus Fleet left the Highlends.”

“It’s not the Lintrus fleet, they are capitulating with our terms of surrender. It’s Vandimir Umbrille, it seems he sailed from Brimstone Bay with half his ships. The others still guard the bay.”

“Damn. You may go, but return and inform me should any updates arise.”

Travis withdrew a knife and spread hummus across his bread as Valith made eye contact with him. “It seems your Umbrille friends insist upon disrupting our realms' unity.”

“You made their Lord your prisoner.”

Valith scowled. “That was Vestimir’s doing, not mine. Still, I am glad he did. I will send Edward to treat with Vandimir, he will either surrender or be responsible for his great nephew’s death.”

“Why Edward? I would be willing to go, as you said, I know the Umbrilles.”

“I trust Edward, and valiant as some of your deeds have been, your loyalty to Valerence is still questionable.”

“How so?”

“You're a mysterious person, perhaps suspiciously so. I can’t currently prove anything, but I suspect your interests to be self-serving.”

Travis’s lips tightened. “That hurts. Everything I have done I have done for Valerence.”

“Never for yourself? Nor for Malistith? What of your star Gods? Do you construct shrines for them in order to better Valerence?”

Travis placed his plate down on the table, his appetite lost. “If you suspect me of committing some ill act then accuse me of it plainly so that I may prove you wrong.”

Valith shook his head. “As I said. I cannot currently prove anything, and if I am wrong about you then I will be the first to apologize. I simply don’t trust you.”

Travis smiled a fake smile. “Well thank you for showing me who you are. I was clearly wrong in counting you as a friend,” he turned away from Valith and the table, heading toward the minglers.

“Travis,” called a pleasantly familiar voice. He turned, attempting to smother his annoyance as Ariana waved him toward where she, David, Mea, and Selris stood. He approached, wishing the tension left by Valith in his gut would disappear.

“We were just talking about you,” said David cheerfully.

“Oh?”

David chuckled. “About how far you’ve come. A year ago you were a student at Lightspear Academy, and now you're a member of The King’s Council.”

“I can hardly believe it myself sometimes. So much has happened and in seemingly so little time.”

“At least the war’s finally over,” said Mea.

“Lord Fallith has yet to surrender, and bandits still run freely in the Lesterlands,” said Selris.

“Still,” said Mea, “an old Lord shut up in his castle is far less of a threat than a rebelling Valien army supported by House Lintrus.”

“There are also the Umbrilles to consider,” added Travis. “Perhaps I should seek Vandimir out myself and attempt to convince him to surrender. Yet I fear he will not head me as long as Ronan remains our prisoner.”

“Vandimir is an old man,” said Mea, “surely he must soon grow tired of his fruitless campaigns.” 

“I wouldn’t underestimate his stubbornness,” said David. “He was famous for it even when he was younger. He lay siege to The Drowned Isles for nearly a year during Xander’s rebellion. Then once Lord Sumner fled from the isles and to Brimstone Bay, he pursued him there and took the bay as well, before joining the siege of Stormhold.”

“He’s in his late sixties now though isn’t he?” asked Ariana. “And without an implant…”

“He seemed healthy when I last saw him some weeks ago,” said Travis.

“Let us hope that he and Fallith meet their ends soon,” said Mea. “The Holy Day is nearly upon us and it would be fitting if they were defeated before it.”

Travis’s eyebrows rose. “Wow, it is isn’t it. I can’t believe it’s been nearly a year since…” he trailed off, thinking of that horrid day when he and Jeffery had been riding through the forest in that carriage. When he’d seen that blue flash. When he’d had them stop. When they’d discovered the wights. Their brief and terrifying confrontation. Falling back through that portal and into Luria. Then grasping that big black sword before returning through the portal to find Jeffery’s corpse.

The memories flashed before him, vividly terrifying.

“Travis? Are you alright?” asked Ariana from beside him.

He nodded, attempting to shake off the sense of dread, sorrow, and regret which had fallen upon him. “Yeah, sorry. I should go, you all enjoy the celebration. I just need some time to think.”

He hated the looks of concern on their faces as a portal opened around him and he flew back and into the astral. He drifted through the dark purple expanse, a dreadful hollow sensation roiling within him. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t shake off the memory of that day, of Jeffery, his friend who had died partially because of him. His friend who had always been there for him.

A sense of anger blossomed within him as Valith’s words replayed in his head.     

“You're a mysterious person, perhaps suspiciously so. ‘I can’t currently prove anything, but I suspect your interests to be self-serving.”

Those words hurt, perhaps more than they should have. It wasn’t as if he and Valith had been friends, he’d barely known the man, but he’d never suspected him or anyone else of making such claims against him.

“I suspect your interests to be self-serving.”

The anger within him grew. No matter what he did there was always someone to call him out for being other than what they would prefer him to be! Chester, Jez, Valith. Would nothing he did ever be enough? How was he suspicious?!

His mana was draining away and so he turned, finding that he’d drifted too far from Stormhold. There was another star closer by which called to him though. The one which would lead him to Malistith’s temple. He flew toward it, entering it and emerging into the temple.

Travis had half expected to find Malistith seated on his whitewood throne, awaiting his arrival with some mysticism ready. Instead, the temple was empty. His mana would take time to regenerate and so he approached the whitewood throne and sat upon it. Enjoying the sensation of the astral energies within it.

He opened his status, attempting to distract himself by examining it.
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He wondered what level Malistith was, and could he truly be the most powerful entity on the planet as he claimed? What of the demons in Luria? And what of Malistith’s master whom he had briefly spoken of?

As if the thought of him had summoned him forth, a portal opened before the throne, and Malistith emerged from it. “It’s a comfortable seat isn’t it?”

“It is,” he said as he stood.

Malistith smiled slightly. “You can sense the astral energies within it?”

“I can.”

“Good, your arrival here was fortuitous and likely preordained. A rift to another dimension has opened in New Haven and I’d like you to accompany me as I delve into it.”

“Another dimension? Am I strong enough?”

“Your astral resistance has reached the epic rank?”

“It has.”

“Then yes, you wouldn’t be able to survive long alone, but you’ll be with me and this will be but a quick trip.”

“What’s our objective?”

“Time gems, this rift leads to The Time Dimension, and within it, we will find the crystals needed to sustain future rituals and experiments. I used the last of mine when we glimpsed those events six months ago.”

“Do you know how long we’ll be gone for?”

“I cannot say, though this is an opportunity you would be foolish to miss.”

“Alright,” he said as he approached Malistith. “Let’s go.”

A portal opened around them and they entered the astral, Malistith’s will guiding them toward a star. They passed through it, emerging into a sparse forest lit by the rising sun. Four Inquisitors in white Lightspear uniforms with golden trim turned to face them, distrusting looks evident on their faces. Behind them rippled a misshapen green tear in reality, barely two feet at its widest and scarcely five feet tall.

“Who are you?” asked one of the Inquisitors as he took a menacing step forward.

“I am Travis Losland, member of the King’s council and commander of the Inquisition.”

A hint of recognition dawned on the man’s face, though his features remained hard and his voice gruff. “We weren’t informed of your coming.”

“That’s unimportant, step aside and guard this rift, ensure that no one enters after us.”

The Inquisitor seemed to waver, then he bowed his head and stepped to the side. “Yes Sir.”

The other Inquisitors parted and Malistith led the way toward the jagged rift. Ducking his head and raising his foot, he stepped into the rift, which hovered a foot off the ground. Travis followed after, entering through the rift and emerging into a world of green mist. He went to inhale but found that he couldn’t, he panicked, then realized to his astonishment that he wasn’t suffocating and his health wasn’t decreasing.

“Nice display of confidence and assertion of authority,” complemented Malistith.

“We don’t have to breathe here?” asked Travis, finding the sensation of speaking without air in his lungs to be odd and unnatural.

“We don’t have to breathe anywhere, not since reaching level thirteen at least. Courtesy of our Gods and resistance to the astral’s worser effects.”

The world around him felt strange, and he found concentrating on what Malistith was saying to be difficult. Distant figures moved through the green mist, and soft voices and faint smells played at the very edge of his senses.

“This way,” said Malistith as he started walking forward. “Stay close to me and focus on what is ahead rather than around.”

“What lives here?”

“Monsters. We will no doubt face some soon, but I am confident in our ability to overcome them.”

“How many times have you been here?”

“Twice, once with my old master and once alone. Our wisdom is our greatest strength here. How high is yours?”

“Twenty-eight,” he said, wondering why Malistith hadn’t asked him before coming here.

“Less than preferable, but it will suffice.”

Ahead of them, a naked figure materialized from within the mist. His form was humanoid, and he had pale green skin but lacked any facial features except for a mouth which opened to reveal a hollow cavity devoid of teeth or tongue. “Reminisce, eminsce, insce, sce,” echoed a strange and confusing tone from within the creature’s open tongueless mouth.

A solar bolt shot forth from Malistith’s hand, impacting the creature and sending it staggering back into the mist which it vanished within.

“Reminisce?” asked a light and musical voice from beside Travis. He turned to see an identical creature emerging from the mist to his left. He conjured a solar bolt, sending it hurtling into the creature’s chest.

DAMAGE DEALT TO TIME STALKER = 139!

The time stalker staggered away, disappearing into the mist. Travis turned back to Malistith, but found to his horror that he was gone. He glanced around frantically but found only green mist and distant shadowy figures. “Malistith!? Where are you?”

“Travis!?” called a hauntingly familiar voice.

No! This is a trick! These are all tricks! I need to focus and find my way back to the rift.

Footsteps behind him. He turned, watching as Jeffery emerged from the mist to stand before him, a slight smile on his face. He wore his Lightspear uniform, and his blue-green eyes twinkled with mischief. “Daydreaming again? Did you at least manage to finish your report on interracial breeding?” Jeffery’s tone was cheerful and matched the sunny ambiance of the courtyard he stood within.

Travis found that he was sitting on an old wooden bench. Had he fallen asleep? “My report? No, I completely forgot about it.”

It seemed he’d forgotten about a great many things as he couldn’t recall his recent memories. “Well, you can always just write it all in one go. That’s how I did mine, just throw in all the terminology you can remember and have it relate to some vague theme in your conclusion.”

Jeffery's hair looked almost red as the sun shone down upon it. Travis opened his mouth, then paused, an intrusive thought entering his mind. He wasn’t breathing! In an instant the false reality around him shattered, replaced by a new one.

He sat on a throne of whitewood within an observatory and before him stood Jeffery who now wore a red uniform emblazoned with the blood drop of house Valien. The throne beneath him felt fake, it lacked the astral energies that true whitewood possessed. This was all fake, just like the soul weavers' deceptions.

Jeffery made a show of admiring their surroundings. “You’ve only been here once before. Do you remember that day?”

His face tightened. “How many times must I confront fake versions of you?”

“At least once more,” said Jeffery, his attention turning back to him. “You chose to come here after all. You place far too much trust in your master.”

“Malistith isn’t my master.”

“Isn’t he? My mistake. Why then did you come here?”

“To learn and grow stronger.”

Jeffery chuckled. “Such simplistic yet widely adopted goals.”

“What do you want?”

“Me? I just want to talk to you.”

“Then reveal your true form.”

Jeffery extended his arms, his easygoing smile far too familiar. “This is my true form. I am the idea of a remnant of a memory. You created this existence which I now occupy.”

“Where is Malistith?”

“I do not know. Though I would assume that he’s off reliving some of his own memories.”

“Can you lead me back to the rift?”

“No. I have something to show you, then you must kill me and find your own way back.”

“Why must I kill you?”

“To avoid dying yourself, though you’re welcome to do that, but first you must see,” Jeffery pointed up at the observatory’s skylight. Past the transparent glass lay a starry expanse. “The stars are not like the other Gods, calling them Gods in and of itself is somewhat inaccurate. The Gods once resided upon Everworld before ascending to their dimensions. The stars are echoes of past iterations, they came into existence after the loop was created. After each relapse, a new star is born from the old iteration, and with each new star born their influence grows stronger. They are the natural antidote to the loop and will eventually aid in its undoing.”

“What loop?” asked Travis, thinking back to the conversation he and Malsitith had witnessed half a year ago.

“The loop created to force The Treacherous God to cease enacting the decimation. With each iteration, your knowledge of such events increases as the stars' influence over you grows.”

“How do you know any of this? And why should I believe what you say?”

“The realms exist outside of the loop, as do we creatures native to them. I was but an idea before latching onto you, now I am an idea of a remnant of your memories, I am linked to you, not by choice but by circumstance and the will of the stars.”

“And what am I to do with this information?”

“Retain it, and make use of it should the time arise to.”

“What is the decimation?”

“The end of this world, and the beginning of a new one,” as Jeffery spoke, their surroundings changed, and he found himself standing on a flat sandy surface. Jeffery stood across from him, a scabbard now at his side. Circular tanned stone walls stretched around them, and empty rows of layered benches rose above the walls.

A pang of sorrow struck him as Jeffery spoke. “I told you there was going to be a tournament.” Jeffery drew his sword, flourishing it before leveling it at him.

“No, Jeffery told me that, not you.”

The boy with the red hair and green eyes smiled. “Let’s end this, you’re needed elsewhere.” As he spoke he leapt forward, longsword carving a downward arc toward Travis’s neck.

He stepped forward and conjured his javelin, grasping it with both hands and sweeping it up to deflect his opponent’s strike. The sword met his slanted javelin and rebounded, only to dart back forward as the boy launched forward in a strike which he parried, driving the sword past his right side as he side-stepped to the left and flicked the left end of his javelin up and into the boy’s neck.
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For an instant, there was a gush of bright crimson blood. Then the world around him turned green and he found himself standing in the mist. Where the boy had stood now lay only a blob of green goo.
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He felt the tear form in his left eye as he stood still. Jeffery had died a year ago. He needed to move on. He couldn’t keep leaving himself vulnerable to such mental attacks. Jeffery was dead, and that was that. He wanted to inhale, but he couldn’t. He wasn’t the same person he’d been a year ago. He could barely even recall who he had been, but he was certain that the way he thought now was drastically unlike the way he’d thought then. He had been so innocent, so ignorant. Now… now he didn’t even need to breathe.

A chill threatened to take hold of him, but he shrugged it off. He was who he’d become. The figures in the mist no longer scared him. There was nothing they could do to him that was worse than what he’d already experienced. He sensed a presence approaching, a presence that he’d previously feared, that wasn’t the case anymore. Malistith emerged from the mist ahead of him, a concerned look on his face. “Are you alright?”

Was the concern he was displaying genuine or just a facade? Likely a facade. “I’m fine. Where did you go?”

“I was attacked by a time remnant,” said Malistith. “I hadn’t expected us to become separated, but I’ve retrieved the crystals and we may now depart.”

“Lead the way.”

Malistith frowned slightly. “You seem calmer than I would have expected. Were you not also attacked?”     

He was about to reply when he sensed another presence, one which felt out of place. Both he and Malistith’s heads turned as a shadowy figure dashed through the fog, parallel to where they stood. This figure’s aura was unlike those of the other figures’ who drifted in and out of sight. They were passive and reserved, nearly identical to each other. While this figure’s was filled with emotion and seemed almost…wounded?

A celestial mark shot forth from Malistith, impacting the fast-moving figure just before it disappeared from sight.

“Who was that?”

“I don’t know,” said Malistith, his tone sounding uncertain as he began walking toward the direction the figure had gone.

Travis followed beside him. “Your celestial mark affected him right?”

“Yes, he just passed through the rift.”

A moment later, the glowing green rift became visible ahead of them. “Go through first,” commanded Malistith. “He’s already far from the rift’s entrance and drawing further away every second.”

Travis stepped forward and through the rift, feeling as though he was being crushed between two icy walls. He pushed forward, more mentally than physically. Then he was out and collapsing onto a forest floor. Air! He could feel the pleasant air! He inhaled, dirt rising up and into his nostrils. Though no urge to cough nor splutter came. He hurriedly rose, surveying his surroundings as a sense of horror hit him.

Five bodies lay scattered before him, red blood staining their white robes. This had to be the work of that figure, but who was he?

Malistith arrived beside him, then immediately continued forward and toward one of the corpses. The man whom he’d previously assumed to be dead, groaned, as Malistith propped his head up and conjured a red potion which he poured down his open mouth. “How long were we gone for?”

The man coughed violently. Gasped, then spoke, his tone pained and weary. “Eight days.”

“Do you know who attacked you?” questioned Malistith.

“No, he was so fast, stronger than anyone should be. I’m level twelve, Vince was level thirteen, the others were twelve too, but he tore straight through us out of nowhere.”

Malistith’s frown deepened and he straightened, glancing off and into the forest. It was only then that Travis realized his communication crystal was vibrating. “Are you going after him?”

“I, no. I can no longer sense him.”

“He removed your celestial mark?”

Malistith was silent and so Travis withdrew his vibrating communication crystal. “Yes?”

Seth’s voice emanated from the crystal, his words rushed and urgent. “Ronan’s being executed!”


Chapter 33

New Haven

———————

Zwilt raced through a field of freshly turned dirt. A string hung down from his neck, the pouch at the end tucked under his cloak, within the pouch lay the gems which he would use to secure he and Vilaya to this iteration. No. He thought sorrowfully. He was being tracked, and he couldn’t lead that powerful entity to his Queen. Yet he had to secure her to this iteration before her condition worsened. He knew what he had to do. He had known from the instant the tracking spell had taken hold of him. He had to deliver the gems directly to his Queen, he couldn’t delay and wait for the celestial mark to expire. Yet he couldn’t reveal her location either. He had to destroy the celestial mark, he only hoped the necrotic dagger he’d taken from Stazar’s corpse was potent enough to do what he needed it to.

He slowed his pace, there was no one nearby and he was close enough to the den that he feared drawing closer while the tracking effect still held sway over him. He unsheathed the dagger, staring at the short and deadly sharp black blade. Stazar had stabbed Varney with this dagger and its corrosive effects had removed all of the chef’s active afflictions. The dagger’s effects were deadly though, negating even Varney’s potent regeneration and ending his life. But Stazar had stabbed Varney in his heart…

Perhaps if he merely buried the dagger in his abdomen, then he would survive? He was confident that he could live long enough to deliver the gems to Vilaya. But after that?

He expended his mana, directing it into the mythic dagger. The blade glowed a faint brownish black and the air around it took on a foul hue. He had to do this, he couldn’t delay. He couldn’t fail his Queen. He plunged the dagger down and into the middle right side of his abdomen, where he hoped it would deal the least damage while still delivering its effects.

A quarter of his current and maximum health points diminished, and his health continued to decrease, all be it at a slower rate as the dagger’s afflictions took hold of him. He smiled in relief as he felt the necrosis coursing through him clash against the celestial mark, overwhelming the tracking spell and erasing it. He sheathed the dagger, dashing off and toward the den as his current and maximum health continued to decrease. The dagger’s powerful necrotic effects would prevent him from being healed, and he had no idea how much damage he would be dealt in total. His maximum health had been four hundred and twenty, it had already fallen below three hundred and was still dropping, albeit at a decreased pace.

HP 273/273

His surroundings blurred as he rushed through the countryside. The amount of pain he was in was staggering and he crashed through more than one tree branch as he drew closer to the hidden burrow.

HP 187/187

Arriving before the oak tree, he phased through it, falling through wood and earth until he landed on the dirt floor beneath. “Zwilt?” asked his Sable Queen who lay slumped against the far wall, clutching the bronze draconian egg tightly.

He opened his mouth to reply but coughed foul brown goo instead. He felt awful, as if there was an acidic pool of sludge within him. He reached down underneath his cloak, grasping the pouch and withdrawing it.

“Has The Arc Angel come?” asked Vilaya, her voice weak and deranged.

Zwilt withdrew a glowing green time gem from the pouch, spitting goo as he did so. “No, you're safe here. I just need to secure your soul to this iteration.”

HP 132/132

He approached her and began channeling his mana into the gem he held in his left hand. He extended his right hand, a beam of green light flowing from his palm and into her. The beam impacted her forehead, forcing her head back against the wall as the time energy entered her.

HP 109/109

Zwilt coughed more goo, feeling as if he was chained to a great weight which lay far beneath him and was pulling him down. The effects of the time stream or of the dagger? His mana was decreasing rapidly, he would only have enough to tether Vilaya, then he would be spent.

His Queen’s eyes were wide open and flashing various colors. She will be herself again once the spell is complete.

HP 98/98

MP 85/280 

The gem in his hand crumbled away as the spell was completed. Will she need time to recover from the ordeal? He wondered. Though that thought was discredited as Vilaya jumped to her feet, her eyes shone with intelligence and her expression filled him with relief as he sensed that she had been successfully tethered to this iteration.

He staggered, swaying unsteady. “Zwilt, what happened to you?” she asked as she arrived beside him, wrapping an arm around him and steadying him.

He looked down, lifting up his cloak and revealing a foul brown gash in his abdomen which was oozing brown goo. “I was being tracked. I had to negate the effect, so I used Stazar’s dagger.”

HP 72/72

Fear spread across her face. “Why? It’s deadly!”

“I had to, your condition was critical and we were both running out of time.”

“I've regained access to my pocket dimension. I’ll conjure healing potions,” she said as she guided him down to a sitting position, leaning him back against the wall.

“Don’t waste them, my health maximum reduces as my current health does. The dagger negates all healing effects. You saw what happened to Varney.”

Tears formed in her eyes as she looked at him. “What can I do?”

“Complete the mission, live here free from strife, and deliver the egg to Dusk.”

Frown lines appeared on her perfect face. “That’s not the mission. We have to prevent the decimation, that’s why we came here. I need your help. I can’t kill Travis without you.”

His brow furrowed, his thoughts and memories seeming cloudy. Was she right? She had to be. Had he been affected more by the time stream than he had thought? Had he forgotten why they had come here?

HP 51/51

“We came here to prevent the decimation?” he asked uncertainly.

She nodded, tears flowing down her face. “I need to find a lich to preserve your mind.”

“There’s no time for that, there’s no time at all. I spent it all.”

She glanced about. “We’re near Corea, the northern border can’t be far.”

Zwilt chuckled, goo oozing from his lips. “The journey would take half a day even if I could run.”

“Time,” she muttered, reaching forward and down his cloak. He felt her hand grasp onto the pouch, and then she pulled it up and out from within his cloak. She withdrew the other glowing green time gem. “What spell can I cast that will save you?”

His thoughts felt heavy and gooey. “There’s no components for preservation. Save the gem for when you need more time.”

HP 29/29

“Time,” she growled. “I can send you forward to when I have a Lich ready to save you!”

“But I don’t want to become undead,” he said, his words sounding slurred and uncertain.

She stood, glowing gem held in one hand as she extended the other toward him. Her purple velvet gloved palm glowed green, and then a beam of energy struck him, forcing him back hard against the wall.

HP 18/18

It’s too late, don’t waste the gem. He tried to say, but he couldn’t, his mouth wasn’t working and he couldn’t move his hands. Was that a rainbow in the distance? Someone was calling his name, but he couldn’t tell who. Everything looked too vibrant. He couldn’t see.

HP 0/0


Chapter 34

New Haven

———————

Dark gray clouds filled the sky, obstructing the sun and creating an overcast atmosphere as Edward Lightspear stood outside his tent, surveying Moon Landing. The harbor town lay on New Haven’s northern coast and mainly dealt in sea glass trade and the distribution of frozen wines from White Peak. Separated from the town lay Moon Hall, a square stone fort which lay with the coast to its north and possessed a moat that stretched around its other more vulnerable sides. While by no means large, especially in comparison to other New Haven castles, Moon Hall was sizable enough to hold a garrison of up to a thousand. Nor was it an old castle, as it had only recently been constructed; just after the fall of The Valien Empire.

Vandimir Umbrille had sailed up the channel some eight days ago and taken the castle by storm, while leaving the town untouched. How the old man had accomplished such a hasty victory remained a mystery to Edward. Though he hoped Vandimir would enlighten him during the negotiation set to commence in less than an hour. Valith had sent him here to offer Vandimir one final chance to surrender. With luck, he would be successful and the old man would accept, though he somehow doubted that would be the result of their upcoming meeting. Vandimir had an ill reputation and had proved an impulsive and violent adversary.

Edward’s eyes lingered on the raised drawbridge which stood above the moat. Soon it would be lowered and he and Vandimir would stand upon it. While he didn’t suspect Vandimir of attempting any form of treachery during their meeting, he had little to fear even if he was proved wrong. His hand strayed to the golden gem in his pocket, he need only crush it and he’d be teleported to safety. His family had spent decades crafting the teleportation gems, but had only recently perfected them. They were single-use and wildly expensive to create, but effective.

A bell rang in the city, signaling that midday had arrived. It’s time. He walked through his encampment pitched outside the fort, flanked by two knights as he approached the moat. Over four thousand of his family’s men had arrived over the past week, creating the encampment in preparation to lay siege to the castle should negotiations fail. Vandimir likely had less than a quarter of their number, but he held the fort and had eight warships anchored offshore.

The drawbridge creaked, then began its descent. Edward stood, waiting and watching as it was slowly lowered. Archers patrolled the fort’s walls, but they posed no threat to him, not as long as he held his white flag of truce. The drawbridge finally landed, revealing a gate which opened as a sturdy-looking man emerged and stepped onto the drawbridge. Edward walked forward, meeting the man halfway across the wooden bridge.

Vandimir wore dark studded leather armor, a swordfish prominently emblazoned across his chest. He carried a sword at his side and walked with an easy confidence unfitting of a man who was supposedly nearly seventy. His long dark hair was admittedly turning gray, but half of it still remained a dark brown, and a certain strength shone in his wrinkled face. His eyes were a clear and conscious dark blue, lacking uncertainty nor confusion. Vandimir stood shorter than most men, yet he possessed a rather unsettling air of confidence. His eyes met Edward’s unwavering, his lips a grim and determined line.

“Vandimir Umbrille. I hope I find you well?”

“I’ll be well once my family is freed.”

“Did you think taking this castle would accomplish that?”

“It begins to. I offer you a warning, deliver Ronan and Grace to me unharmed before the next full moon or I will see your fief burn.”

Edward’s lips twitched up slightly. “Sir, making such a wayward threat does little to help your cause. The war is over, surrender and terms can be discussed.”

“As long as I’m standing this war is not over, relay that to your false King.”

“I will relay your ill message to The King, though such words are hollow. All your allies have surrendered. You hold but two minor castles and command what, two, maybe three thousand men? How many Inquisitors are loyal to you? Enough to take on all of Valerence?”

Vandimir’s expression changed for the first time, the corners of his lips forming a slight smirk. “You’ve all forgotten how wars are won. Not with a dozen fools with alien rocks in their heads, but with men who fight for a just cause.”

Edward gestured incredulously toward the encampments behind him. “You speak as if you command some massive host, but I see attempting to reason with you is fruitless. You fight for a lost cause and by doing so doom any chance of freeing your great nephew.”

Vandimir turned his back to Edward, striding back toward the gate. Edward turned back the way he’d come, annoyed at the old man’s stubbornness.

“Will he surrender?” asked a young Lightspear captain as Edward stepped from the bridge and onto the grass.

“No, have my officers gather an hour before sunset to discuss our plans of attack.”

Edward returned to his tent, withdrawing his communication crystal and contacting Valith. “Uncle, Vandimir has refused to surrender and has threatened to burn New Haven should Ronan and Grace not be delivered to him before the next full moon.”

“Just as I expected that old fool to react,” said Valith disdainfully.

The King’s voice emanated from the crystal, indicating that he and Valith were together. “We have given Vandimir every opportunity to surrender, but now the time has come to deal with him forcefully. Valith, have Ronan executed and send his head to Vandimir as a warning of what will happen to Grace if his rebellion should continue.”

“At once,” said Valith.

“If I may,” interjected Edward. “Vandimir cannot have more than eight or so hundred men with him. Would it not be better to preserve Ronan? I am confident that I can retake this castle within the month.”

“My order stands,” said The King. “Ronan should have been executed long ago. Refrain from storming the castle until after Ronan’s head is delivered to Vandimir.”

“As you say, my King,” said Edward.

The communication ended and Edward found himself unsure of how he felt. Waiting to take the castle over some trivial bit of revenge seemed an unfit decision, but who was he to question his King?


Chapter 35

Stormhold

———————

Seth raised his sword, hastily blocking Selris’s overhead strike, the clash of their steal resounded throughout the training yard. Their eyes locked together as they each strained against the other, in a flash, Seth released his sword with his left hand and conjured a dagger, slashing forward with it and only pausing when the blade was a mere inch from Selris’s neck. “I win.”

Selris stepped back, panting as he sheathed his sword. “You used a cheap trick.”

“Just as I would in any real battle,” shrugged Seth.

“I’d be wearing my mask in a true battle,” said Selris.

“You're both making progress,” said David.

Both Seth and Selris turned and glared at him. “As if you could take me in a fight,” they said simultaneously.

There was a brief moment of silence, then the trio began laughing. Though Seth’s chuckle quickly abated as he frowned. “A trigger rune I placed just activated.”

“What?” asked Selris.

“Travis asked me to keep an eye out and ensure Ronan came to no harm in his absence, so I placed trigger runes throughout the palace to alert me if certain words were spoken.”

“That’s illegal,” interjected David.

“Well it looks like Ronan’s about to be executed,” said Seth as he withdrew his communication crystal. Mana flowed from his hand and into the crystal, yet no response came from it. “Travis must be preoccupied.”

“Travis also asked me to ensure Ronan’s safety,” said Selris. “We have to go prevent this.” 

“We can’t interfere in such a matter,” said David.

“Is Travis not your superior?” asked Selris.

David frowned. “Technically…”

“And he ordered us to keep Ronan safe, so that is what we must do,” continued Selris.

“Who ordered Ronan’s execution?” David asked Seth who shrugged. “I dunno, I only know that trigger words were spoken to activate one of the runes.”

“We need to hurry then,” said Selris as he started toward a door.

“We can’t act against the command if it was from The King,” said David as he and Seth followed after Selris.

Selris ignored him and the trio made their way through the palace and toward Ronan’s holding cell, all the while Seth continued his attempts to contact Travis. Arriving at the beginning of a damp stone corridor, they were met with the sight of Lydia Lightspear and four knights who were coming down the hall and escorting Ronan, whose hands were bound by faintly glowing restraints.

“Where is Ronan being taken?” asked Selris as he stepped forward.

“He is to be executed,” said Lydia.

“By whose order?” asked David.

“The King’s,” replied Lydia.

“Travis would counsel The King against such action if he were here,” said Selris.

“That’s irrelevant,” said Lydia. “The King’s word is law. Now step aside.”

“I cannot,” said Selris. “Travis tasked me with ensuring Ronan’s safety in his absence.”

“Travis’s command is overruled by The King’s,” said Lydia.

“Still, I cannot allow you to harm Ronan until Travis returns.”

“Then you’re a traitor to the realm,” said Lydia. “David, arrest him.”

Selris glanced back at David who frowned. “The King’s commands must be obeyed, step aside Selris, and allow them past.”

Selris frowned. “Travis-” David cut him off. “Travis is a good man but he is not our King.”

“Who are you attempting to contact?” Lydia asked Seth accusingly.

“Oh no one special,” said Seth, who held his communication crystal in one hand.

“Then cease at once,” ordered Lydia.

“Why?”

“Because I am ordering you to.”

“You have no authority over me.”

“You will all step aside or be arrested!” fumed Lydia.

“Listen to her,” said David.

“I’d rather not,” said Seth.

“Take them,” ordered Lydia and her knights drew their swords.

Selris drew his sword with his left hand as he donned his mask with his right. Seth also drew his sword, holding it in his left hand and his communication crystal in his right. David stepped back and away from them, his silver armor appearing around him as he conjured his greatsword. “Stand down, both of you!”

Selris and Seth moved to stand back to back, Selris facing David while Seth faced the oncoming knights.

“Please stand down,” pleaded David.

Seth’s communication crystal vibrated as Travis’s voice emanated from it. “Yes?”

“Ronan’s being executed!” exclaimed Seth urgently.

The lead two knights advanced, swords sweeping toward Seth who dropped his communication crystal as he sprang to the side, conjuring a dagger into his right hand as he dodged one blade and deflected the other.

Selris faced David, necrotic energies wreathing his sword. “Aid us or leave,” said the hollow knight in his shadowy voice.

“I must obey my King’s command,” said David as he stepped forward, sword lashing out toward Selris’s shadowy blade. Their swords clashed as behind them Seth darted about, parrying the knights’ strikes and lashing out with his dagger.

Shadows emanated from Selris’s body, infernal energies bolstering him as his blade clashed with David’s again and again. Then he spasmed, his grip on his sword weakening as a bolt of lightning struck his back. David flicked his blade, disarming Selris whose sword clattered to the ground as he struggled to remain upright. Lydia smiled as she turned her wand toward Seth.

Suddenly the atmosphere grew cold as a blue portal opened and Travis stepped into the corridor. For an instant, everyone froze as Travis’s gaze swept over them. David standing with his sword leveled at Selris, Seth facing off against two knights with a third lying in a pool of blood and a fourth standing beside Ronan and Lydia.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Travis.

“Ronan is to be executed by order of The King,” said Lydia imperiously.

Travis fixed her with an icy glare before turning his attention to David. “I trusted you.”

“Our loyalty is to The King,” said David.

“Our loyalty is to Valerence,” said Travis. “Ronan has committed no crime worthy of death.”

A bolt of lightning shot forth from Lydia’s wand, impacting Travis’s side and sending him careening back. “Treason must not go unpunished, you all heard him disavow our King,” declared Lydia.

Seth struck forward at a knight who parried his attack as another swept his blade forward, Seth dodged back, but not fast enough as the blade bit into his abdomen. Selris spun about drunkenly, a bolt of necrotic energy forming in his fist and blasting into a golden barrier which appeared around Lydia. David’s sword lashed out toward Selris, but a javelin struck forward, intercepting the blade.

Travis’s left side was singed black, armor and skin alike, but a fierce fury shone in his eyes as they met David’s.

“Please reconsider,” said David.

Travis flicked the opposite end of his javelin up toward David’s neck and David stepped back, his sword deflecting the strike. Travis advanced, forcing David back as his javelin reigned blow after blow upon him. Travis moved faster than David whose armor began warping under the blows which he failed to deflect. David’s armor glowed faintly, rippling as it repaired itself and spread to cover his neck and the other more vulnerable areas Travis was targeting.

Then blue energy surrounded David as he was lifted into the air, only to be sent crashing back into the wall as a solar bolt slammed into him. Travis turned away from David, running toward where Selris and Seth fought against the three knights. Both Seth and Selris were injured, indicating that these knights possessed implants. A solar bolt impacted one, sending him reeling back just before Travis’s javelin found his neck and the man collapsed to the floor, blood gushing from his grievous wound. 

Another knight’s sword swept down toward Travis, but Selris’s blade intercepted it as he stepped forward, forcing the knight back toward the wall. Out of the corner of his eye, Travis saw the bright yellow sword form before Lydia’s palms, and then it shot forward, impacting Selris just below his armpit and disappearing within him. Selris staggered, turning toward Lydia as the knight he’d been fighting plunged his sword into his chest.

Travis opened his mouth in a scream that he couldn’t hear. He staggered forward, catching Selris as he fell. Blood was everywhere. Selris reached up feebly with his right hand, prying his mask off, his brown eyes met Travis’s. “I,” he gasped, a great deal of air escaping from his mouth. Then his body went limp.

Travis was aware of the sword carving down toward his head, but everything around him was so slow. He felt as though he might explode, as if there were a volcano within him destroying his body. Portals opened all around him as a shockwave of astral energies erupted from him, sending everyone flying back.

The sword must have been a mere inch from his head. What an idle and irrelevant thought that was. He could sense his remnants emerging from the portals, but he didn’t look up. His attention remained on Selris, his friend, his loyal and true friend. He was dead.

Travis sensed a remnant’s blade stabbing forward, astral energies around it as it warped through Lydia’s golden shield and impaled her. He felt as if he’d done it. He was within his remnants as they cut the knights down. He looked through their eyes as they turned to David who faced them, greatsword in hand. He fled from them and back into his own body, not caring to take part as the four remnants closed in on David.

He looked down at Selris who lay on his lap, his friend’s hot blood was soaking into his clothes and staining them red. Selris was dead. “How?” asked Travis idly.

The sound of steel clashing against steel reached him then, partially breaking him out of his daze. He gently eased Selris’s body down onto the floor. Rising and turning to Find David staggering, surrounded by remnants. Pieces of David’s broken armor lay all around, and he was bleeding from several wounds. David’s eyes met his. “Travis,” he said, and Travis didn’t know what to make of his tone. He didn’t know what to do, but the choice was taken from him as his remnant's swords descended on David from all sides, cutting him down swiftly.

Seth stood beside Travis, an uncertain look on the wight’s face as he glanced at him. “This is bad,” said Seth, his tone lacking its usual charismatically accentuated sarcasm.

Travis felt, strange, the thought of wondering how he should feel crossed his mind and left him confused and distressed, but there was also a certain bizarre calmness he felt, which helped to curb his sorrow. “They’re all dead,” he said, his voice calm.

“Yeah,” said Seth uncertainly. “What are we going to do?”

Footsteps were heard from the staircase which led down to the end of the hall which they faced. Two knights rounded the bend, swords drawn, and looks of confusion on their faces as they surveyed the bloody corridor. “Stand down,” Travis heard himself saying, his hand idly gesturing at the dead knights. “Valien infiltrators just assassinated Lydia, but I killed them.”

The knights wore the insignia of house Luralay, they sheathed their swords slowly, eyeing the remnants uncertainly. Four portals opened and the remnants disappeared into them. “One of you go find a Bishop, the other go guard the stairwell and let no one down.”

The knights seemed to waiver, then nodded. “Yes sir,” said one of them just before they both turned back round the bend. The moment they disappeared, Travis turned to Seth, his tone a whisper. “Use your necrosis to drain all their corpses, we can’t have them revived.”

Seth nodded and went to work. Travis turned, his eyes alighting on a corpse who lay face down. He approached and turned Ronan over, staring down at the hole in him where Lydia must have plunged some conjured weapon. His eyes were shut, and he was most certainly dead. He had been a necromancer, his body infused with necrotic energies which would have long ago rendered him unreceptive to clerical healing. He was gone, like Selris.

“One of them had an artifact which emanated a necrotic blast injuring us all,” said Travis. “All four of those knights were Valien supporters, hoping to free Ronan. It was fortunate you were able to contact me in time for me to come stop them.”

“As you say,” said Seth.

Travis stood as Seth arrived beside him and sent a stream of necrosis into Lydia’s corpse which lay not far from Ronan’s.

“I hate my life,” said Travis, his voice calm and composed.

Seth nodded. “This world is filled with horrors.”

Footsteps came, and to Travis’s surprise, it was Dane who rounded the bend, accompanied by Jack Luralay and two new Luralay knights. Travis and Seth relayed their horrific story, and Dane attempted to revive each of the dead, unsuccessful in each case. Travis had held some hope that perhaps Selris’s mask had not fully corrupted him against clerical healing, but it seemed it had. For better or worse everyone who had died in the corridor would remain dead.

Valith soon arrived, and the tale was retold. Travis sensed a faint hint of suspicion within Valith, but his story went unquestioned but for minor details, and the idea of calling for truth mages to verify the information was never postured. It was likely that both Jack and Valith could sense the tremendous loss Travis felt, loss which clearly wasn’t directed at Ronan’s death.

The bodies were carried away by clerics and funeral plans as well as the notion of investigating for other hidden Valiens were discussed. The King was contacted, as were the Adilis, Travis excused himself from such proceedings, and he and Seth took their leave together. They walked in silence, heading to Travis’s chambers. Dane had healed his injuries and so Travis was physically well, even if his mental state was far from healthy.

He took a seat on an armchair and Seth sat across from him. “They’re dead,” said Travis.

Seth nodded. “They were good people.”

“How did it begin?”

Seth told Travis all that had transpired from the moment his rune had alerted him of Ronan’s danger. Travis remained silent the entire time, his silence continuing even after Seth finished speaking.

“I allocated a free stat point into dexterity while I was fighting,” said Travis. “I didn’t even pull up my status, it just happened. I don’t even know that I fully meant to do it. Just like the remnants…”

Seth looked at him understandingly. “You were in shock. You didn’t have full control over yourself, especially not over your remnants.”

“I could have stopped them,” he blurted out without meaning to.

“You were in shock, and you didn’t possess the mental fortitude to control them.”

“I think I could have, but I didn’t.”

“David made his choice, if he’d fought with us then he and Selris would probably still be alive.”

Travis nodded ever so slightly. “I can’t believe this happened. It’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair, but we must persist and find what joy we can.”

“I just. I don’t know how to proceed from this.”

“Mourn, and then move on. Cherish fond memories but allow yourself to create new ones. Spend time with the living and enjoy their company.”

Travis inhaled deeply, realizing that he hadn’t been breathing since his arrival in the corridor. “Thank you.”

Seth smiled sadly. “You’ll get through this. I have experienced hardships like this before, moving on from them happens.”


Chapter 36

New Haven

———————

The sun shone down upon Vandimir as he stood in Moon Hall’s courtyard, staring down at the box held open by one of his men. He coughed, producing a tissue and holding it to his mouth before crinkling it up and pocketing it. “Close that lid and go stow that box with the black powder.”

“Yes my Lord,” said the soldier as he closed the lid.

Vandimir turned to face one of his captains who stood ready. “My Lord, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Vandimir scowled. “My great nephew was as good as dead the moment he was captured. Hail the ships, they are to open fire on the town.”

“Yes my Lord,” said the captain before turning toward the stairs leading up to the battlements. Vandimir withdrew a water skin, drinking from it before spitting flem onto the sparse grass.

He strode to a ladder, climbing up it and onto the battlements, his gaze turned toward the harbor town as the eruption of cannon fire sounded from his ships. They were foolish not to evacuate. He thought as screams mingled with explosions and the coastal town began crumbling away beneath the heavy fire from his eight warships.

Moments later the eruptions ceased, leaving the town destroyed and ablaze. The Lightspear encampments were alive with activity as the soldiers ran to assist those who fled from the burning town. Vandimir turned away, descending back down the ladder. This castle would soon come under attack, but he would be long gone from it before the walls were breached.


Chapter 37

Lesterlands

———————

A portal opened just outside the skeleton of the old hut. Travis, Seth, and Dane emerged from it, carrying a casket between them. The day was warm and pleasant, birds chirped from the forest which surrounded the small flowery clearing where the old hut’s remains lay. A snake basked in the sun atop an old rusted chopping block, and two small squirrels chased each other across the hut’s skeleton, throughout which new vegetation had already begun to grow.

Travis and Seth placed the casket on the grass before conjuring shovels. Travis pointed toward a large oak tree which lay slightly forward of the tree line. “If the roots don’t get too much in the way, we should bury him there.”

“What about in the garden?” asked Seth.

Travis glanced at the overgrown garden. “Which would he prefer?”

“The garden,” said Dane. “It’s filled with open and abundant life, whereas the oak tree is more reserved.”

“Alright then,” said Travis as Dane conjured a shovel and the three of them began digging Selris’s grave.

Once the grave was dug, they lowered the casket into it, before shoveling the upturned soil back down onto it until the hole had been filled. Dane conjured a wooden crucifix, staking it at the head of the grave. “Goodbye, my friend.”

“Did he ever mention having any family to either of you?” asked Travis.

The others shook their heads. “Alright,” said Travis slowly. “I suppose we should leave him to rest.”

Seth nodded and Dane smiled sadly. Travis turned away from his friend’s grave, a portal opening in front of him. He stepped through it, followed by the others. They emerged into the palace’s courtyard. “What next?” asked Seth.

“Travis and I have David’s funeral to attend in an hour,” said Dane.

Seth glanced at Travis, they made eye contact and Travis forced himself to inhale. “Yeah, we’d best head to the Adili estate, see you later Seth.”

Seth nodded and Travis and Dane turned away, walking toward the gate. “I know what the effects of a wight’s life drain spell look like,” said Dane as they emerged through the gate and headed down the street.

“David was my friend,” said Travis.

“But you both chose to stand against each other, and you feared what he would say if revived.” 

“Obviously. Did Malistith not teach you discretion?”

Dane frowned. “I have been discreet, your secret will remain hidden.”

“Such things are better left unsaid.”

The rest of their walk was spent in silence. Arriving before the hedge wall, they found an open arch to have been created in it, passing through it, they emerged into a yard crowded with mourning nobility. The sight made him sick, then he spotted Filoni sitting alone on the bench swing. Travis approached and sat down beside him.

Filoni looked up at him, his expression depressed. “I miss David.”

“Me too,” said Travis. “He was a good Inquisitor.”

They sat there in silence for a time, until a procession emerged from the mansion, barring David’s casket. “He wouldn’t have died if he was in my stories,” said Filoni.

Travis patted Filoni’s shoulder as he stood from the swing. “Everything seems so much simpler in stories, if only we could escape into one.”

He approached the line of people gathered around a pre-dug hole. He had intended to stay on the outskirts, but Ariana spotted him and their eyes met. Tears stained her tan cheeks and there was sorrow as well as a pleading expression in her eyes. He relented, turning and walking to stand beside her as they faced the hole where the casket was being lowered. She leaned into him and he wrapped an arm around her as she rested her head against him.

An old bald bishop stepped forward to stand behind the hole, within which the pure white casket lay. He began speaking, but Travis wasn’t listening to his words. He could have prevented David’s death. He’d failed Selris and David both, just as he’d failed Jeffery.

Ariana would hate him if she ever learned of what had truly happened. Perhaps he deserved to be hated. He squeezed her shoulder as the bishop stepped back and dirt was shoveled into the hole. A man in green robes stepped forward, raising glowing green hands as fresh green grass grew atop the grave. A white marble headstone was fixed into the ground at the head of the rectangular patch of vibrant green grass.

Travis couldn’t bring himself to read what it said, instead, he looked down at Ariana, hugging her close as she buried her face against his side. The gathered people began slowly dispersing, taking their leave of the estate until only a few remained.

Ariana inhaled deeply, lifting her head up and looking at him. “The Valiens who killed him, there are more out there aren't there.”

“Yes.”

“Will you train me to fight so that we can hunt them down?”

Her question was so bizarre that it left him momentarily speechless. “You don’t have an implant.”

“I do, David gave it to me for my birthday while you were away.”

“We just lost David, and he was stronger than either of us. The war’s over, and any surviving Valien sympathizers will soon be dealt with by the crown.”

“I still want you to train me.”

He pursed his lips, uncertain. “I don’t know if I’d make the best teacher.”

“I know you will. Teach me to fight with a javelin like you do.”

“Alright, but let’s wait a few days first, I don’t know that either of us are in the best mindset right now.” 

“Okay.”

His communication crystal began vibrating and he frowned. “They should know I’m at a funeral,” he muttered as he withdrew it. Jack Luralay’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Travis, I’m sorry but you're needed in the council chambers urgently.”  

“Why?”

“Vandimir Umbrille has committed war crimes and killed hundreds of innocent civilians.”

“Fuck. I’m coming,” he pocketed the crystal, looking down at Ariana. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll see you after,” she said, stepping back from him.

“I love you,” he said as a portal opened around him and he stepped back into it.

He emerged into the council chambers, finding each council member to be present but for Dane. “What am I needed for?”

The King spoke. “Vandimir Umbrille destroyed Moon’s Landing. His cannons obliterated the town, and once our army breached the fort’s walls, he detonated a supply of black powder, destroying the castle and killing hundreds of men and three Inquisitors. He was sighted boarding one of his ships, six of which escaped into the open sea. I want you to teleport to him and kill him.”

“I can only teleport to places I know of.”

“Then contact Malistith and have him do it,” ordered The King.

Travis frowned. “Have you considered that Vandimir’s action was in response to learning of Ronan’s death?”

“I said sending him Ronan’s head was a mistake,” muttered Jack.

“You did what?!” asked Travis.

Both The King and Valith glared at Jack. “A message needed to be sent,” growled The King.

“As if killing Ronan weren’t bad enough, you had to send his head to his uncle?” asked Travis, disgust seeping through his tone. “You hold as much blame for those deaths at Moon Landing as Vandimir.”

“Mind how you address The King,” said Valith.

Travis scowled. “You created this catastrophe, you figure out how to fix it. I’ve cleaned up enough of your messes for one week.” The air warped around him as he teleported through the astral and into his chambers.

Idiots! They were all idiots! He slumped down on a chair, resting his head back. All he wanted was to rest, to be left alone and allowed to sleep for an eternity. He closed his eyes, putting an end to his fears and worries as he relaxed.

He was lying in the pleasant pool, but the air smelled different, sweeter than usual. The smell was distinct and prominent, it wanted to be breathed in but he had no need of breathing. He wasn’t so much smelling it as he was sensing it. It had a presence, like a spell, a spell cast by someone with ill intent. It had seeped into his skin, poisoning him and…

His eyes shot open and he found that he was no longer resting in his room. He was lying on a cold solid floor. He sat up, finding that chains bound his arms, the chains were connected to poles on either side of him. He was in a room with no windows and lit only by torches, and before him stood four hauntingly familiar figures, and another two whom he didn’t recognize.

“Hurry up and use it!” yelled Cullin Crafty.

“I’m trying,” growled Jez who held a thin book open, the book glowed an ominous red as Jez glared at him. 

Gapped Toothed Hob snickered from beside Jez, and Dilgrum stood back with his arms crossed and a sinister smile on his face. Two large meaty men stood behind Dilgrum, practically salivating.

“What?” asked Travis, still feeling groggy and sick from the poison. How had they brought him here? And where was he?

A beam of red light shot forth from the thin book, impacting him as a horrendous sense of nausea overcame him.

YOU ARE SUFFERING FROM DISCONTINUATION! YOUR CLASS HAS BEEN RESET! YOUR SUBCLASSES HAVE BEEN LOST! YOUR CLASS-ASSOCIATED SKILLS, ABILITIES AND SPELLS HAVE BEEN LOST! ASSESSING YOU FOR YOUR NEW CLASS!... ASSESSMENT COMPLETE! CLASS GAINED: ELEMENTALIST: SKILL GAINED: Elemental Resistance - Rare. ABILITY GAINED: Fire Manipulation - Rare. SPELLS GAINED: Fireball - Uncommon, Earthen Armor - Uncommon, Minor Earthquake - Uncommon.

He screamed and began vomiting a disgusting blue-black substance. Everything felt wrong, awful, and unnatural.

“That’ll teach you to fuck up my court case,” laughed Cullen.

“Wasn’t that supposed to kill him?” asked Dilgrum.

“It was meant to be used against Godsmith,” growled Jez. “I assume its effects will be fatal.”

“Oh boy!” exclaimed Gap Toothed Hob.

Travis felt as if he’d been turned inside out. He tried to stand, feeling weak and discombobulated. “What did you do to me?”

“What did we do to him?” asked Cullen, glancing at Jez.

“I don’t know,” said Jez as the remains of the book disintegrated. “I assumed it would be instant death.” 

Travis attempted to teleport away, but to his horror found that he couldn’t. The notifications… no… please no... He opened his status:

NAME: Travis, RACE: Human, Class: Elementalist LEVEL 14, EXPERIENCE: 20,300, HP 201/230, MP 300/300, STATS: Strength 16, Constitution 23, Dexterity 27, Intelligence 41, Wisdom 30. SKILLS: Darkvision - Common, Javelineer - Uncommon, Shit Shoveler - Common, Acrobatist - Uncommon, Elemental Resistance - Rare, Stealth - Uncommon. ABILITIES: Fire Manipulation - Rare. SPELLS: Fireball - Uncommon, Earthen Armor - Uncommon, Minor Earthquake - Uncommon.

No! No! No! What had they done to him?!

Jez conjured a large battle ax. “Looks like I’ll have to finish the job myself.”

“I wanted his body mostly intact,” said Dilgrum.

Fury filled Travis and fire shot forth from his hands, melting through the chains which fell from him as he glared at them. “Reverse this!”

Jez’s eyebrows rose. “Get him lads!” yelled Dilgrum and his two meaty men rushed forward.

Travis felt sick with anger as fire radiated from him, he extended a hand, and rather than a solar bolt, it was a fireball which formed around it and blasted into one of the onrushing men, exploding upon impact with him and sending his charred corpse crashing backward. The other man paused, staring at his dead companion. Travis’s second fireball impacted him, sending him crashing back to join his friend.

“What happened to you?” asked Jez uncertainly.

Fire flowed from Travis, rippling outward and forming a crackling circle around him and the four who had done this to him.

“Where did you get that book?” demanded Travis furiously.

Jez’s face tightened and he rushed forward, great axe cleaving down in a strike meant to decapitate. A stream of fire shot from the side perimeters, impacting Jez who continued forward, then a fireball detonated in his face, staggering him as Travis extended his arms and fire flowed into Jez from three sides. 

Jez took a step forward, extending his ax toward Travis even as the skin melted from his body. Then he collapsed, fire consuming his corpse.

“Aw shit,” cackled Gapped Toothed Hob.

Looks of fear were present on the faces of Cullen and Dilgrum as they took reactive steps back, but the fire surrounded them from all sides, entrapping them with Travis.

“Where was that book from?” asked Travis.

“We stole it from The Lightspears,” stammered Dilgrum.

“Please let me live! You know how many children depend on me,” pleaded Cullen.   

Travis' face felt taught with fury as he glowered at them. “This was meant to be used against Godsmith, and you stole it to aid in your petty revenge against me?! For what? All I did was help you Cullen.”

“Yes you're right I’m so sorry!” spluttered Cullen.

A stream of fire impacted him, consuming his screaming body in seconds and reducing him to a charred skeleton.”

Travis’s glare turned upon Dilgrum. “How do I reverse this?”

Dilgrum held his hairy hands up placatingly. “I don’t know, but I’ll help you find a way. No! Please!” His words turned to screams as a stream of fire consumed him.

Gapped Toothed Hob winked at Travis as a large puff of pink fog emanated from him, quickly filling the room and hiding him from sight. The walls of fire grew as Travis raged, hurling fireballs toward where Hob had been.

He turned toward a wooden wall, fire spewing forth from him and incinerating it to reveal a corridor past which lay a stone wall. He ran into the corridor, finding steps to his left, he hurried up them and into an abandoned and desolate storehouse. Sunlight pierced through a crack in a wooden wall and he ran into it, bursting through the wall and onto a sunny street.

He scoured his surroundings furiously. Finding tanneries and hearing the sounds of smithys in the distance. The palace loomed high in the far distance. This had to be reversible! He conjured his communication crystal, contacting Malistith.

A moment passed, then Malistith’s voice emanated from the crystal. “Yes?”

“Malistith! I was abducted by criminals and just escaped, but they used some artifact on me, a thin book which glowed red and shot a red beam into me which reset my class. I lost all my starwalker skills, abilities, and spells, and received a class called elementalist.”

There was a moment of silence, then a blue portal appeared before him and Malistith stepped through it. Travis looked at him desperately. “Can this be reversed?”

Malistith surveyed him intently. “How did criminals come by such an artifact?”

“They stole it from the Lightspears who brought it here to use against Godsmith.”

“I know of only one entity who may be able to assist you,” said Malistith as he conjured a portal. Travis hurriedly followed Malsitith through the portal. Finding that rather than the familiar astral, it was a dark and cold abyss which they flew through before emerging into a library.

“This is my old master’s tower,” said Malistith.

They stood in the center of a circular room with curving bookshelves to either side. Two pathways led through the shelves, and a wizened old man with a long white beard stood amidst one, he turned to face them. “Who’s this?”

“My apprentice Travis. He has just had his class, skills, abilities, and spells reset by an ancient artifact which took the form of a thin book with a red aura. Do you know of how such effects may be undone?”

Travis felt as if a thousand eyes were staring at him as the old man looked at him. A long moment passed, and then the elder spoke. “I know of no way to reverse such effects.”

“But a way could be discovered?” asked Malistith.

The old man nodded slightly.

“Thank you for your time,” said Malistith, resting a hand on Travis’s shoulder and pulling him into the astral.

They emerged into Malistith’s temple. Travis wrung his hands, tension filling him. “What am I going to do?”

“Calm yourself. There may yet be a way to reverse what has been done. I will seek the stars’ council on this. In the meantime, you must return to Stormhold and act as though nothing has happened.”

“But something has happened. My spells, they’re all gone. I can’t starwalk.”

“No one must know that but you, take a more reserved role, act as a council member rather than an inquisitor.”

Travis opened his status, staring at it in disgust:

NAME: Travis, RACE: Human, Class: Elementalist LEVEL 14, EXPERIENCE: 20,300, HP 203/230, MP 49/300, STATS: Strength 16, Constitution 23, Dexterity 27, Intelligence 41, Wisdom 30. SKILLS: Darkvision - Common, Javelineer - Uncommon, Shit Shoveler - Common, Acrobatist - Uncommon, Elemental Resistance - Rare, Stealth - Uncommon. ABILITIES: Fire Manipulation - Rare. SPELLS: Fireball - Uncommon, Earthen Armor - Uncommon, Minor Earthquake - Uncommon.

“We’ll find a way to reverse this right?”

“I will try my best,” replied Malistith.

“Thank you,” the words felt hollow and meaningless.

“I’ll open a portal to your chambers,” said Malistith.

Travis nodded, feeling sick as he stepped through the portal which Malsitith conjured and arrived back within his room. He stood there, a sense of misery overcoming him. Why had any of this happened?

He slumped back down on the same chair he’d sat upon before being drugged and abducted. They must have cast some affliction in gaseous form, but how did they get it in his room?

They were dead now, all but for Hob, who may have escaped. How long had he been unconscious for? It had been midday when he’d left David’s funeral. Now it was midday again. They’d likely taken him in the night, so now it was presumably the day after the funerals. 

Why did so many bad things have to happen to him? It seemed that almost everyone he met became his enemy. Was that his fault? Was he the common factor?

He wanted to go to sleep and forget his miseries, but that was what had gotten him in this mess in the first place. Was there even anyone else left to attack him though? Of course there was, but surely two assassination attempts couldn’t be planned back to back.

He stood, undressing from his singed and vomit-covered clothes and climbing into bed. If only this had all been a dream. He closed his eyes, attempting to forget his many woes as he drifted off to sleep.


Epilogue

Everworld’s Esophere

——————————————

Khul-Lee stood with his arms crossed, staring out the large observation window as his ship’s momentum ceased and the planet appeared prominent before him. Godsmith had failed to uphold his agreement with the Kree Confederacy, such failure meant that his planet was now forfeit and would be converted into resources. After the initial bombings ruptured the mantle, excavation teams would be sent in to extract the planet’s cores.

“Begin orbital bombardment,” ordered Khul-Lee. Yet the words had barely left his lips before a sudden green light burst forth from the planet, momentarily blinding him. A frown stretched across his blue face as his vision cleared and he found that the view before him had greatly changed. The planet had disappeared, and in its place were not but fragments and debris.

“Grand Khul, we’ve lost communication with Kiltis,” reported one of his communications officers.

Lee remained silent for a moment, as he stared out at the fragments which were seemingly all that remained of the planet. “Scan for mana-infused energies.”  

“Yes Grand Khul,” said an observations officer.

Lee waited for the results, attempting to theorize about what could have just transpired.

“Readings report kil ten energies Grand Khul, but the space stamp of our readings is forty-seven twenty-nine,” reported the communications officer.

Lee clicked his tongue, a sign of annoyance. “Indicating that eight hundred cycles have passed since our arrival? Test the results again.”

Had some time spell taken hold of them? Even if that had been the case, what had happened to the planet?

“Test results match sir. Additional scans have revealed recent disruptive pathways leading in a nine kiv eight.”

“Run an assumed outline and find a pathway to the destination,” ordered Lee, before inclining his body posture slightly toward his communications officers’ station. “Send out an emergency alert calling for open responses.”

“Yes, Grand Khul.”

His observations officer spoke next. “Grand Khul, a path has been outlined distancing two kex cycles to an unexplored planet.”

“Make ready to depart for it after we’ve received a response to our communications request,” ordered Lee.

Something very strange had happened here, and he intended to discover what.


Epilogue II

The Dark Dimension

———————————

“Pause system report,” said The High Demon, and the symbols which covered the massive red gem that stood before him faded and then vanished.

“Enjoying your history lesson?” asked a cold voice from behind him.

“Yes, it has been quite informative thus far. It seems you possess much vital information which you never passed on to me. The accounts from your implant regarding your intimacy with your late wife were fantastically vivid.”

Fallith’s skeletal wings flexed angrily. “Never speak of my wife again.”

“Very well,” said The High Demon as he turned to face Fallith. “Though I am curious regarding another matter; why did you never reach out to Travis and appeal to him to aid us? Given your past relationship with him.”

“Has your perception of me changed?” asked Fallith. “I have to assume it has given your foray into distant history. I did go to Travis in an attempt to win him to our cause. Though I didn’t feel like telling you or the others, you all treat me like a joke and a failure, but I wonder if that still holds true for you now that you have pried into my past.”

“I must admit, I partially misjudged you. You are far older than I assumed you to be, though you are a failure. You were born eleven hundred years before the decimation and yet you never learned of its existence til it was too late.”

Fallith smirked. “I don’t care what you think of me, not anymore. Nor do I much care about the decimation. You lost your world because of it, but I lost mine twelve hundred years ago.”

“Yes, I now know why you are who you are, the loss of Aubrey ruined you.”

Fallith shot forward, his right hand wrapping around the High Demon’s red throat. “I told you not to speak of her.”

The High Demon smiled down at Fallith as he phased out of his grip. “Calm yourself. Considering your apparent fragility it surprises me that you have survived for this long.”

“Say what you will of me,” growled Fallith. “I care not for your perception nor for your insults.”

“What do you care for? I always assumed you to be driven by a thirst for power, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

Fallith’s wings arched behind his back as he chuckled mirthlessly. “I lived for Artemis and Atticus, after their deaths I ceased to care until I met Lich and we reminisced together. Then I entered this dimension and joined your council at Lich’s behest. I lived without goals nor hopes, then I learned of the decimation and of Dusk.”

“And now you seek for him to send you to a world with Aubrey?” asked The High Demon, phasing through the metallic feathers which shot toward him as he spoke. “You must know that to be an impossibility.”

Fallith’s lips twitched. “I have a plan which you shall never learn of.”

“You plan to use Jack Dusk as leverage over his grandsire?”

“You would attempt to stop me?”

“No, though I will watch on curiously.”

“You do not seek leverage over Dusk?”

“I have no need of it, I am content with this recent resetting of the board.”

“You are left disadvantaged after Lich’s death, though you seem not to care nor appreciate his sacrifice.”

“His death was a suicide and nothing more, and his absence has not left me disadvantaged as I am now the strongest entity within this dimension.”

“The greatest circus animal is not an enviable position.”

“You imagine yourself witty yet your personality has doomed you.”

“I made my peace with that before your birth.”

“Your age is the one thing you can attempt to hold over me, and that in itself is a testament to your shortcomings.”

Fallith smiled. “I’m pathetic, I’m a joke, I’m a tool, and I don’t care.” The air warped around him as he left the dark dimension. The High Demon turned back to the large crystal. There was still another year left before the fragments would reach the new world. He had time for another delve into history.
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