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Dear reader, gratitude.

These were stories written for me, but it has been a dream sharing them with you. It warms my heart that you have made it this far through the journey across this vengeful realm. It is my hope that the ending warms yours in the time to come.
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The Breaker of Chains

Book 2 Recap

Plunged into chaos following Zephyrus’s defiance at Laeden’s trial by steel, the realm is divided. Salmantica and Valtarcia prepare for war, Sentinels burn anything to do with the Judges of Celestia, slaves flee their masters in search of the Uprising, Jackals hunt them all over New Rheynia, and—worst of all—the nightly rains remain absent.

Zephyrus, an escaped slave, a Prophet of Celestia, and a known mage, runs from all of it to return to his ancestral home only to hear a voice. Iylea speaks to Zephyrus from Valencia delivering a message from his mother: there is a traitor amongst the Gods murdering the other deities and sending the mortal realm hurtling towards The Age of the End. Iylea tells Zephyrus he must return to Tharseo’s Bastion and claim the relic of long-dead Gods who have sacrificed themselves so that one day a mortal would possess the power to challenge the Traitor God.

While Iylea investigates the Gods to determine who the traitor is disguising themselves as, Threyna is influenced by Paxoran, the God of Peace. He uses Threyna to claim the Treasures of Stockhelm with the intent of making her his Harbinger to assassinate the other Gods. However, Threyna, suffering from the effects of blood magic and needing to consume, happens upon Zephyrus, recently weakened after trying to escape Lenox and the Jackals. Though Paxoran encourages Threyna to consume Zephyrus, she refuses. Exerting his control over her, Paxoran spreads the blood magic’s rot in her veins. Zephyrus, unwilling to lose Threyna again, heals her at his own expense. Witnessing Zephyrus’s magic, Threyna defies Paxoran and chooses to aid Zephyrus, believing he can help her defeat the Skeleton King.

While Zephyrus and Threyna fend off the Jackals and attempt to reclaim the Treasures of Stockhelm from Ceres of the Arcane Templar, and Tyrus and Erowen of the Warlocks of Sage, Laeden becomes entrenched in his own war. After the death of his grandfather at his trial by combat against Zephyrus, his great-uncle Horus has taken Valtarcia only to be strong-armed by Danella and King Damascus to oppress the Celestics. After being warned by Iylea that humanity’s only hope rests on Zephyrus crossing New Rheynia to receive the relics to defeat the Traitor God, Laeden and a group of knights loyal to the tenets of honor and justice begin liberating gladiator slaves to forge an army. Hoping his actions will distract the Jackals to allow Zephyrus passage across the country, while simultaneously vowing to the knights that they will take back Valtarcia, Laeden begins to stretch himself thin.

Meanwhile, Vykinallia finds herself a prisoner of the Fallen, the group of escaped slaves and mages labeled the Uprising by the patricians of New Rheynia. Ransomed back to Damascus, who had been led to believe that she was likely dead, Vykinallia realizes Salmantica intends to attack Lenara, the leader of the Fallen. Choosing which side she’s on, Vykinallia sabotages Damascus’s plans and runs off with the Fallen. She proves herself to them by allowing the leaders of the Fallen to brand her. Iberion, a leader within the Fallen, and a former friend of House Auros, brands her with a "V for Vykanallia," telling her to become what the Judges intended her to be. After Damascus sets Stockhelm’s jungles aflame, exposing their underground sanctuary, Vykinallia petitions the Fallen to attack other luduses, liberate them, and hide in plain sight. After a few successes and the arrival of slaves telling the tale of how Laeden liberated them, Vykinallia, with the help of Falcos (Brusos’s former bodyslave and Vykinallia’s captor), encourages the Fallen’s leadership to invite Laeden and his Ridge Knights to join them.

However, Laeden’s successes are fraught with trouble. Though they have liberated many slaves and created a following of freedpeople, some of the Ridge Knights—most notably Kherus—begin to question Laeden’s motivations and tactics. Hesitant to share the truth of the mission Iylea told him from Valencia, Laeden even begins to question Markus’s loyalty. All comes to a head when all parties converge on the Vale of Valtarcia. After Zephyrus and Threyna narrowly escape a scuffle with Tyrus and Erowen, Lenox and the Jackals bar their path. When Zephyrus uses his magic to distract the Jackals and allow Threyna the opportunity to arrange their escape, Laeden sees an opportunity to help. Though the Ridge Knights don’t understand why Laeden would command them to attack the shipyard and free its laborers, bound by honor, they do. Soon, the outnumbered Ridge Knights begin to fall. Not understanding why they are there, Kherus disobeys Laeden, abandoning his post to save a fallen knight. With their formation in disarray, more knights fall. Just as all seems lost, Vykinallia and her group of Fallen arrive to even the odds and spirit Laeden and his remaining allies to safety. Despite the risks, Laeden and his men help free scores of laborers, but at the cost of several Ridge Knights. To make matters worse, there is no sign of Zephyrus after he fought Lenox and the Jackals upriver.

Threyna secures the vessels of their escape, but absent Zephyrus, she can’t leave. Unable to find him despite the Jackals’ retreat, Threyna consumes the dead Jackals and uses her blood magic to locate Zephyrus’s heartbeat. Fearing he’s been abducted by Tyrus and Erowen, she runs after them, only to discover Ceres abducted Zephyrus while he was unconscious following his expenditure of magic to kill Lenox. Racked by her own guilt and realizing Zephyrus is more important than the Treasures, Threyna agrees to a deal with Ceres; they agree to go to Tharseo’s Bastion together to defeat Tyrus and Erowen and claim the relics Zephyrus needs, on the condition that afterwards, Threyna must give Ceres all three Treasures of Stockhelm.

Successful in retrieving Laeden and the freedpeople he’d liberated, Vykinallia returns to the Fallen, hoping to convince them to join forces and take back the Cassius ludus now under Brusos’s control. However, after sowing discord between the freedpeople and the Ridge Knights, Falcos, Danella’s spy, informs Salmantica that all of their enemies are under one roof. While Lenara, Laeden’s mother and the leader of the Fallen, and Sinion, a member of the Arcane Templar posing as a lanista, reject Vykinallia’s plan due to the divide Kherus and Laeden have brought to their forces, they realize they are under attack. Outnumbered, ill-equipped, and unable to defend their position, Laeden makes a plan to give the Fallen and the Ridge Knights the opportunities to reclaim what was taken from them. While Laeden volunteers to remain behind and serve as a distraction, the Fallen, led by Vykinallia, attempt to storm Brusos’s stronghold so that they might take it and have a place they can defend, and the Ridge Knights, led by Kherus, plan to take a boat and catch Horus and Valtarcia unaware.

Meanwhile, Zephyrus and Threyna arrive at Tharseo’s Bastion. Upon returning to where it all began, Zephyrus has a dream of how he lost his memories, his friend, and his freedom. Realizing Threyna is to blame for all that has happened to him, Zephyrus refuses Threyna’s apologies. During this exchange, Tyrus and Erowen arrive to take the Orsion Cloak and Vykane Blade from her. Threyna fights the mage, allowing Zephyrus time to claim the relic Iylea sent him to get. However, when he enters Tharseo’s Bastion, the Seers of Celestia and the acolytes, guided by the Traitor God, Paxoran, deny Zephyrus and attack.

Leading the assault on her own former ludus, Vykinallia leads the Fallen, and they manage to capture the mountain fortress and take shelter behind the walls before Damascus arrives after falling for Laeden’s clever ruse. As Damascus’s army sets up a siege to starve out the Fallen with their lack of provisions, Vykinallia plots to assassinate Damascus in the hopes that the rest of the army, absent their leader, will return home. With her most loyal allies setting fires around the Salmantic camp, Vykinallia attempts to sneak into Damascus’s tent and wait for him to return. However, when she arrives, he is already there. They begin to fight.

Fresh off of deceiving Damascus’s forces, Laeden charges to aid Vykinallia’s fight. But he and Markus arrive too late. Though Vykinallia defeats Damascus, Aemos stabs her in the back and Damascus finishes her with a thrust through her stomach. Her brother Markus runs to her defense and fights Aemos, while Laeden squares off with Damascus. Elsewhere, while Threyna attempts to outlast the mage and Zephyrus contends with the Seers of Celestia, Iylea discovers that Paxoran is none other than Hameryn, the God of Harmony who brought her to Valencia. Though she frees Arkadia, Zephyrus’s mother, from Paxoran’s holding cell, Arkadia sacrifices herself to allow Iylea to go tell Zephyrus the command words that will summon the relics needed at Tharseo’s Bastion. Iylea leaves the divine realm to help Zephyrus. With Iylea’s aid, Zephyrus claims the relics and defeats the Seers of Celestia. With his newfound magical abilities, he distracts the mage attacking Threyna, allowing her to defeat Tyrus. With the combination of Threyna’s growing affections for Zephyrus and his forgiveness of her past transgressions, she misinterprets what Zephyrus means when he says that perhaps the Wielder is not a person, but a cause, and that as long as they together have the three Treasures of Stockhelm, they can achieve anything. She attempts to kiss him, only for him to recoil.

Pressured by Iylea, who now calls herself the Guardian, Zephyrus asks Threyna to join him, despite her embarrassment, in defeating Paxoran. Reluctantly, Threyna agrees. As they teleport to the nearest gate to the divine realm in Stockhelm, they arrive to find the battlefield outside of the old Cassius ludus, only to find Aemos has killed Markus, and Damascus has killed his father, King Varros. Before Laeden can get revenge, Aelon, the King’s Guard Knight who betrayed him, intervenes, allowing the other knights to surround Laeden. Iylea, the Guardian, now a ball of light, attempts to aid Laeden in blinding his opponents, while Zephyrus tries to heal Vykinallia through her wounds. With the combination of his magic and the abilities granted to him by the relics, Zephyrus manages to save Vykinallia and Laeden. Threyna, surrounded by an army to draw from, utilizes her blood magic to force the rest of the Salmantic troops to retreat.

Damascus returns to Salmantica in defeat, and Danella learns that he murdered his father. Blaming herself for Varros’s death and the monster Damascus has become, Danella lays down her crown and flees Sentigard. Following the battle, Threyna senses the Skeleton King’s approaching horde. Meanwhile, Paxoran has found a new champion to be his Harbinger; Fenyx, having endured the torment of his enslavement without the glory he deserves, accepts Paxoran’s offer and ascends to Valencia, ushering in the Age of the End.


Prologue

Allaron stood above the dying Ridge Knight in the archway before Northridge’s throne room. Crimson blood seeped from the gash in the knight’s throat, spilling out between his grasping fingers to paint a silhouette around him. His life flowed—darkening the royal blue garb of Helixus’s elite guards.

The blue Allaron had dedicated his life to serve, the standard he hoped to don with pride one day, was now drowning in death. All around him, the white marble floor was littered with bodies belonging to both the Helixus defense and the plebeian revolution Allaron had helped lead. So much blood. So much death, but now they were here in Northridge. Once a hall of honor when Harrow and Hallon ruled, now it was an echo chamber for the cries of the dying.

The Ridge Knight before him twitched, gasped, gurgled, and breathed his last.

Only one more man must fall.

Horus Helixus. The traitor. The craven. The unworthy.

Allaron wiped the blood from his sword on the plume of the Ridge Knight’s fallen helm. He stepped over the bodies toward the door Horus hid behind and pointed his sword at it. “Knock it down.”

His second, Callonus, charged ahead to Horus’s hiding place. Behind him followed the other true Sentinels, who aided Prince Laeden at his farce of a trial, and the plebeians inspired by Laeden’s declaration to free the enslaved. Callonus had been the first to join Allaron in defying King Damascus to support Laeden. They had joined the Sentinels to protect. To defend their king and country. Somehow, it had come to this.

Back when Varros served as King of New Rheynia, Hallon reigned as Duke of Valtarcia, and Laeden led the Sentinels, things made sense. Now, King Damascus waged war against his own people and called it holy. Horus was duke, cowering beneath Damascus and his queen mother, Danella. And Laeden… Six only knew… fighting for freedom, change, and the restoration of valor.

Under Callonus’s instructions, men brought a ram. Stepping over the dead, and slipping on the bloody marble floors, the ram approached the towering double doors with the winged horse of House Helixus burned into the thick wood.

The men reared and struck. The ram bellowed. Wood whined, and the thud resounded throughout the hall. The blue-and-gold banners adorning the columns on either side of the door flapped, and dust rained from the rafters of the vaulted ceiling.

Allaron wiped sweat and blood from his brow with the back of his gray-and-blue Sentinel sleeve. The blood of his countrymen stained his uniform. He spat sour saliva to the floor, turning to face the men awaiting the doors’ collapse.

Boom!

“That’s the sound of tyranny fallin’, boys,” Allaron said.

Men cheered, punching their swords to the domed ceiling as the ram pounded into the double doors again.

Allaron’s teeth rattled. “Most of ya ain’t soldiers. Farmers, fishermen, merchants… but we are all Valtarcians! When honor and justice are threatened, we rise together.”

Boom! Wood splintered under the force.

“In the name of King Laeden Helixus, we will take Northridge! We will take back Valtarcia. And soon, we will restore honor to all of New Rheynia!”

Boom!

Chunks of the burned wood cracked and fell to the floor, joining the dead.

“For Varros!”

Boom!

“For Hallon!”

Boom!

The ram burst through the doors, cracking the splintered wood and whatever supports were intended to deny their entry. A handful of Ridge Knights barred their path, but beyond them, Horus Helixus drew his sword, his red face framed by his white beard and shoulder-length hair.

Allaron’s fist curled around the hilt of his sword. He was glad Hallon died before he could see his brother cast their family’s honor into the hearth. It was fortunate that Varros was taken from this world before he could see the misfortune that had befallen his house.

Laeden will make things right. Allaron pointed his sword at Horus. “In the name of King Laeden Helixus, Northridge now belongs to us. Surrender, traitor, and our king may let you live.”

Horus’s face burned with the fiery red of the Drake chimera. “You are the traitors.”

The corner of Allaron’s upper lip twisted into a wry smile. “Was hopin’ you’d say that. For Valtar—”

The blood on the floor in front of Allaron began to move, converging into a trickling stream that flowed through the atrium and back towards the front doors they had entered through. In the doorway, silhouettes stood, backlit by moonlight. As if at the delta of a river, the converging blood streamed towards the darkened figures.

Then the bodies of the deceased began to move.

Allaron stammered, not believing his eyes. Nearly slipping on the slick blood running beneath his feet, he staggered to compose himself, but the bodies’ motion was not a trick of the eyes. Twitching at first, the dead shrank, contorting inwards as if deflating like windless sails.

“Chimera’s breath,” Allaron said. “What in Six Hells…”

A gust of wind swept through the throne room, blowing downriver, toward the figures at the end of the bloody rivulet. As if robbing the air from Allaron’s lungs, the gale pulled Allaron and his men towards the main entrance.

Fatigue washed over him. Darkness invaded his vision, and fear unlike anything Allaron had ever experienced sank deep into his soul.

The figure at the center of the silhouettes strode forward, arms outward as if beckoning them towards him. As he walked into the light of the chandelier, whatever air was left in Allaron’s chest ceased to exist.

With a black crown atop his silver-blond head, and drawn, hollow cheeks that held up deeply sunken eyes, the man appeared more dead than the bodies on the floor. Black paint marred his horrific face in an intricate web. As the blood river ran towards his feet, it appeared to evaporate before Allaron’s eyes, turning into a mist. The figure inhaled the misting blood, and the black webbing along his face receded.

Allaron attempted to swallow, but a knot in his throat forbade him. The bodies littering the floor withered to husks within clothes and armor. The bloodstained marble was wiped clean.

The crowned mage held up his hand, rolling his fingers as if seeing them for the first time. “Northridge, you called it?” He sucked his teeth. “That certainly won’t do.”

“What are—who are you?” Allaron’s voice came out smaller, weaker than he intended.

“In the name of the One True God, Northridge—or whatever—belongs to me, King Belrich Fayte.” The crowned mage swished his black cloak in a flourishing bow. “Now surrender, traitors, and… well… I won’t let you live, per se.” He shrugged. “Tricky business—collecting souls.”

Receding footsteps echoed behind Allaron.

“Horus’s getting away,” Callonus said.

Sparing a glance over his shoulder, Allaron bit his lip. He didn’t know what evil this was. He hadn’t heard the name Fayte outside of history texts dating back to Old Rheynia, and Allaron had never been one for reading.

“All will join the One True God,” King Belrich said as the dozen or so figures accompanying him stepped into the chandelier’s light.

They each wore black uniforms chased with green trim, but their faces were concealed by skeletal masks.

Allaron spat what he couldn’t swallow. “To the Six Hells with your One True God. Men, form rank.”

The honor-bound militia of ex-soldiers and plebeians formed a curved double line from one end of the atrium to the other to stand against King Belrich and his dozen men. They still had sixty strong within the atrium, not to mention others who had attacked other entry points into Northridge.

We can take ‘em. “Let’s put an end to this self-styled king and find Horus, eh?”

The men stamped their feet and pounded their shields with their swords.

King Belrich cocked an eyebrow. “How inspiring.” He lifted his bony, skeletal fingers. Between each, blood rose, congealing into bloody red knives. Before Allaron could mock the parlor trick, Belrich reared back and threw the knives in a backhanded arc.

The daggers spun through the air, growing with each rotation until each became a scythe. The first scythe cut through the man on the left of their formation, severing him in half. Men screamed and dove out of the way. Their line fractured, but the scythes didn’t obey the laws of man or nature. Like hawks over prey, the scythes followed Allaron’s men.

Disarray. Disorder. Chaos.

Limbs flew from bodies, spraying gore along the white marble columns all over again. Blood spouted from headless torsos and legless hips. Tales of magic had never included such horror. Forty years of wielding a sword had offered no preparation for this.

Allaron dove away from a spinning scythe and raised his sword to deflect another one. The reverberation up his arm was like that of blocking a sword stroke from a glossy red weapon. He fended off another rotating blade, but men fell all around him.

His men, his militia, good people who believed in once again serving an honorable king—died screaming. They had been so close to victory. But looking at the hellscape before him, it didn’t feel close. Dozens were cut to pieces. Many were still alive, judging by their screams, but no one beside Allaron and Callonus were on their feet.

How can it end like this?

A sweeping scythe slashed down at Callonus. Allaron dove, tackling Callonus to the marble floor. The blood conjuration whipped through the air above them. Laughter joined the screams as King Belrich and his blood mage cronies watched the massacre like they were at the tourney grounds.

Allaron grabbed Callonus by the collar. “Get outta here. Find King Laeden. Warn him.”

Callonus’s brown eyes blinked, but Allaron shook him, causing black strands to spill from his tied-back hair.

“Go!”

Callonus pressed himself to his feet and ran over the strewn limbs and blood, his feet squelching on the blue-and-gold carpet, stained a murderous brown. He charged through the same doors at the back of the throne room Horus had used to escape.

Allaron sprang up, sword in hand. “Belrich!” He charged at the line of laughing mages.

Belrich raised a silver-blond brow. As if responding to his will, the three bloody, hawk-like scythes dove at him.

Allaron blocked the first with his sword, lurched backwards to avoid the second, and slid beneath the third. Only a few more strides from Belrich, Allaron reared back to strike. He jumped into the air, sword raised high overhead.

His momentum should have carried him forward. Gravity should have brought him back down. But a bloody tendril sprouted from the ground beneath his feet and coiled around his waist, stopping him in midair.

Cold sweat trickled down Allaron’s cheek. His breath came short and sharp, and his mouth went dry, waiting for the scythes to cleave him into ribbons. His eyes darted, searching for the bloody weapons, but they dematerialized, crumbling to ash.

“Quite impressive,” Belrich said, jutting his lower lip forward as he nodded. “Quite. Well, more impressive than…” He waved his hand at the remains of Allaron’s militia. “But let us see what true fortitude you have.”

Allaron grit his teeth. “Then let me go and fight me!”

Belrich chuckled. “It’s not the strength of your arms or your courage in battle that will demonstrate the mettle I seek. But what is in here.” Belrich pointed to his temple, then to his chest. “For too long the world has been ruled by brutes. But that age will come to an end.”

When Belrich took his hand away from his heart, a dark cloud followed the motion as if he’d pulled it from within himself. The cloud moved like an incorporeal, shapeshifting predator as it floated through the air towards Allaron.

Allaron attempted to wriggle free of the tendril’s grasp, but couldn’t. He raised his sword to slash at the dark spirit, but the cloud flew into his chest. A monster invaded his mind, his body. His soul.

Sifting through memories like flipping through pages of a book, the being smothered Allaron’s mind. He felt like he was drowning, not physically, but within. He fought against the force, trying to rebuff the incursion. Thrashing, even his limbs didn’t obey, as if this thing had its own intention for what to do with them.

“It’s been so long since I had a body,” the thing said within his mind. “I forgot how good it feels to live again.”

A passion, a hunger devoured whatever control or resistance Allaron had left. He tried to shake his head, but his eyes gazed straight at Belrich. He attempted to swing his sword, but his arms were no longer his to wield.

Six Save me. What is happening?

Belrich shook his head and shrugged. “Perhaps not so impressive.”

“I live again,” Allaron’s voice said, but they weren’t his words. “My king, how may I serve you and the One True God?”

Allaron couldn’t believe what he was seeing, what he was hearing.

“Kill, consume, or farm the people of this city,” Belrich said. “The One True God says this war will be long. But fear not. All will join Him.”

“All will join Him,” said Allaron’s voice.

No. No. This can’t be.

But it was. And no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t reclaim control.

“Start by killing the wounded,” Belrich said. “That seems to be all your new body is good for.”

The tendril released him, but Allaron still couldn’t move. He cowered within himself, wishing, wanting to reclaim control, but the dark being that inhabited him only laughed at his desires.

So close…

“You weren’t close at all, Allaron,” the dark entity said within his mind. Turning from Belrich and his skeletal minions, Allaron and his parasite strode over to the first of the downed men, bloody sword drawn.

A man, one of his—Gerald—held up his hand. “My lord, please…”

He was no soldier, just a fisherman who’d lost his boat in the attack on the harbor.

Please. Don’t.

Unceremoniously, as callous as Ser Darrow the Reaper of Marstead, Allaron’s parasite slid the steel he’d wielded for honor through Gerald’s heart. Gerald died. Honor died. Hope died.


Part I


Chapter 1

God of Death

Fenyx

Valencia

The glowing red sword crackled with black lightning along the blade. Pulsating in his palm, the hilt radiated hatred through his veins that set the burns along his cheek twitching. He’d waited his entire life for his moment—his chance to be seen, validated, justified. Everyone in the mortal realm had spat on him, robbing him of deserved glory, but now, Fenyx was ready to fulfill Paxoran’s wish and become the God of Death. The remaining Gods were all that stood between him and the laurels they stole from him.

His fist strangled the hilt of the blade, forged from Paxoran’s essence. It thirsted for vengeance, justice. Power. Soon it would drink the immortal blood of the Gods, and perhaps then the sword and the Hate would be sated.

“Are you ready?” Paxoran asked, his ashen skin made paler by the lack of red emanating from his eyes and skin now that he’d imbued a portion of his essence into the sword.

Fenyx grunted. “I have wasted a lifetime waiting for the Gods to give me what I deserve. I will wait no longer.”

“Are you sure you wish to contend with them all at once?” Paxoran asked. “I can summon one at a time.”

“No,” Fenyx said. “We do this my way. Summon them.”

Paxoran’s ghoulish cheeks spread into a grin. “Truly a God of Death.” From the folds of his robes, he pulled a large link from his pocket.

Similar to the links of the chain in size and shape, this particular link was darker, duller than the rest. Hameryn held it out over the hole of the anchor room floor and let it fall to the mortal realm below.

Brushing his hands off as if touching it sullied him, Hameryn turned from the hole in the marble and strode to the wall of pools. “Before we summon them, there is one more order of business I must see to.” He stopped before the Celestial Falls—the resting place of the souls deemed worthy of rest. The bright liquid, a mix of souls colored cerulean, viridian, and deep amethyst, cascaded down from one pool into the next. Above the pools, three archways glittered with a similar incandescence.

“We have no need of further guests at this point,” Paxoran said. He reached for a gemstone at the base of the elaborate golden display of oblong pools. As Paxoran removed the amber gemstone, the three doorways above the Falls lost their incandescent glow, leaving blank white marble walls in their place.

Paxoran placed the marquise-shaped gemstone in the pocket of his cloak. “Now it is just us… and our destinies.” He knelt down, his frail ribs protruding through his cloak as he hovered his hand over a glyph carved into the tile. Paxoran closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He whispered something to himself before pressing his pale, slender index finger into the center of the glyph. The tile glowed with a green-and-purple tint. One by one, other carved, glyph-marked tiles around the anchor room began to glow as well.

“Siblings,” Paxoran said into the glyph. “Attend me in the anchor room. There are matters we must address with haste.”

A brief silence hung in the air before another voice filled the anchor room, coming from the glyphs. “If this is about finding another Breaker, it can wait,” said a woman with a singsong voice.

Paxoran glanced at Fenyx but spoke into the glyph. “I am afraid, dear Phaebia, this is of a much more urgent nature. Please, join me.”

He lifted his finger from the engraved tile, and the glowing lights winked out one by one.

“They will be here momentarily,” Paxoran said as he pushed himself to his feet with the difficulty of an elderly man. “Remember, Ferrocles is with us.”

Fenyx nodded. “Phaebia, Moterra, and Incinerae.”

“Yes,” Paxoran said, forcing himself with some effort to stand upright. His eyes darted to the various entry points into the anchor room. “Do you wish to hide?”

Fenyx scoffed. Of course the Gods would prefer some honorless backstabbing. “I will look them each in the eyes as they die.”

“As you say,” Paxoran said, shuffling over to the chain. “As long as they die.”

Fenyx joined him to stand before the hole in the anchor room floor. Beyond the links of the chain, the mortal realm lay below. Fires burned across Salmantica and Valtarcia. Most of Stockhelm was scorched—by the king, the Uprising, or the lack of the nightly rains, it made no difference. Soon Paxoran would remake the world, and Fenyx would deliver those who sought to wrest control for themselves to death.

“I’ve waited many years for this,” Paxoran said. “Do not let your mortal sense of vainglory impede your purpose.”

“They will die,” Fenyx said.

The first door opened. Ferrocles, the burly and bearded God of War, strode into the anchor room clad in black armor traced with the same glowing cerulean light of the Falls of Valencia.

“Thank you for your promptness,” Paxoran said.

“Of course, Hameryn,” Ferrocles said, spanning the distance to the center of the anchor room.

Hameryn, the name the Gods knew Paxoran by—his false name. It seemed not even Ferrocles was privy to the truth of Paxoran’s hidden identity. That, or Ferrocles was keeping up appearances. Something I must do as well.

The rules for a Champion were different from those of a gladiator. The same was true for him here. No surprise that even the Gods had a hierarchy among them.

“How fares your new pet?” Paxoran asked as Ferrocles drew closer.

Crossing his arms over his chest, Ferrocles stood opposite Fenyx, across the hole in the anchor room floor. His bushy brows narrowed as he looked down on Fenyx.

“I could ask you the same, Hameryn,” Ferrocles sneered.

Fenyx’s nostrils flared, but he bit back his words.

“The very cornerstone of our plans, and the nature of our discussion once the others arrive,” Paxoran said.

A stone silence hung between them, neither Fenyx nor Ferrocles willing to break the stare.

The door on the opposite end of the atrium swung open. Blustering in like a storm, a woman with dark skin and long white hair sauntered in. Her formfitting black-and-purple dress clashed with the flowing arm cape that draped from her left shoulder down to her wrist. Her feet seemed to crackle with electricity every time they contacted the ground. When her violet eyes met Fenyx’s, she came to a halt, and the static discharged.

“What is this?” Even in a short sentence, the woman’s rhythmic voice managed to drip with condescension.

The burns along the left side of Fenyx’s face twitched, and heat rose to the scar on his other cheek. He hadn’t felt so judged since the first time he was summoned to the villa of House Cassius for Cerberynn Brusos’s inspection.

“Peace, Phaebia,” Paxoran said. “This is Fenyx, and I will explain once all are present.”

Phaebia placed her caped hand on her hip and shifted her weight to scowl at Fenyx. As if his presence was an affront to her, she stood as far away from him as possible.

“Ferrocles,” she said.

“Phaebia.” Ferrocles’s response held equal disdain.

With the tension in the room palpable, Fenyx considered the divide between the Gods of Valencia. He had imagined the Six of Valencia, the Judges of Celestia, and whatever other Gods existed would be territorial, quick to argue, and faster to fight, but with their rivals—not amongst themselves.

Did the Judges hold such disdain for each other?

It no longer mattered. They were gone. And soon, so too would be the Gods of Valencia.

Opposite the cascading falls where the souls deemed worthy of the Gods’ glory flowed in eternal comfort, the double doors swung open. At the far end of the anchor room, two figures entered. One, short of stature, but as broad as Ferrocles. The other, long and tall, made taller by the tongues of fire that licked atop her short red hair.

The muscles along Fenyx’s spine clenched, sending a spasm up to the base of his neck.

Fire.

He’d never taken interest in the Six of Valencia, not enough to know each of their names or what they represented. But of all things, why fire?

As the two neared, Fenyx’s weight shifted from his left foot to his right. Though the Goddess’s flames were gentle and tender like candlelight now, he had little doubt they could roar to an inferno.

He closed his eyes, remembering the oil-laden deerskin tent that engulfed him in fire while his parents were murdered by Valencians. The scent of his own burning flesh returned to his nostrils. Bile climbed his throat. Every inch of his flesh prickled, but the Hate within him devoured his fear.

“Incinerae, Moterra,” Paxoran said. “Welcome.”

Moterra, the shorter, stockier woman with bulging tree trunks for legs and thick cords of bark-like carapace around her arms, took position beside Ferrocles.

Fenyx swallowed the bile in his throat as Incinerae, the Goddess of Fire, came to a stop beside him. The air ceased to exist in his lungs. Tursos’s burning blade severed his great sword at the hilt again, leaving him weaponless against Brusos’s Champion.

He took a deep breath, and the Hate burned away his memories. Be a Champion.

Even that wouldn’t be enough, though. He needed to be better than a Champion. If he wanted to be a God, he would have to conquer fear—conquer death, and become it.

I survived the tent. I survived Tursos. I will survive this.

He clenched his fist as Moterra’s barky gaze and Incinerae’s fiery one lingered upon him.

“Enough with the pleasantries, Hameryn,” Moterra said, her low tone like the groan of a tree’s roots against a gale of wind. “What is the meaning of this?”

Paxoran cleared his throat. “You all have borne witness to the troubles of our realms. The Creator’s Reckoning, this Age of the End—it must be stopped.” He held his hand out toward Fenyx. “Fenyx has volunteered to aid us in our time of great need at much personal expense.”

“Another one of your mortals,” Phaebia said, failing to regard Fenyx. “One failed you; the other two have betrayed you. Every attempt you’ve made to control the chain, manage the mortals, or preserve the Celestial Halls has backfired. Dressing this mortal as a God will do nothing to prevent the same result.”

Paxoran glanced at Fenyx, a grin twisting upon his lip. “Backfired, you say? Perhaps you have misunderstood my intentions. But allow us to clarify. Fenyx, if you please.”

Paxoran stepped backwards, away from the chain, clearing Fenyx’s path towards Phaebia.

“The world burns,” Fenyx said, glaring at Phaebia. “Yet as the smoke rises, the acrid fumes dissipate before they can stain the soles of your feet. I have come to make certain your ignorance comes to an abrupt end.”

Fenyx leapt across the hole in the floor, drawing the Paxoran-forged blade in one fluid motion. Phaebia lurched back with a gasp as he sliced the sword through the air. Before the red blade with the forked black lightning could reach the Goddess, Moterra pushed Ferrocles aside and jumped in front of Phaebia.

The edge slammed into Moterra’s bark-like carapace, sinking deep.

Moterra glared at Fenyx under the mossy foliage of her brows.

“Have you gone mad?” Phaebia shouted at Paxoran as she backed away.

Incinerae retreated several paces as well.

“You’re the traitor Klayvorine warned us about,” Moterra hissed through her square teeth. “You brought this Harbinger to end us. To keep your hands clean.”

Fenyx wrenched the sword free of Moterra’s bark and hacked downward. This time, she stepped into the blow and caught Fenyx by the wrist. Their faces were close enough for Fenyx to inhale the scent of soil that escaped Moterra’s mouth.

“You’ll pay for this, Hameryn,” Phaebia said. “Ferrocles, do something, you oaf of a—”

Ferrocles wrapped his corded arm around Phaebia’s waist. “I am.”

Incinerae stumbled back further, putting her fiery fingers to her lips.

“Run, Incinerae,” Moterra said. “Hide!”

The Earth Goddess shoved Fenyx away. Incinerae ran to the nearest door.

Fenyx repositioned his feet to attack again.

Moterra roared. Branches sprouted from her back to form two additional arms, each as thick as her own. “I will tear your Harbinger to pieces, Hameryn. Then I will break you.”

The Hate within Fenyx flared with renewed purpose. He charged Moterra, slashing at her nearest branching arm. The sword cleaved through the branch’s fingerlike projections. He ducked a swiping arm and planted a kick on the inside of her knee.

The impact rattled up Fenyx’s shin as if he’d kicked the side of a mountain, expecting it to move. Moterra didn’t budge.

Undeterred, Fenyx thrust at Moterra’s midsection. Her branches deflected the blade downward, and she countered with a punch. Fenyx ducked, spinning underneath her strike to whip his blade into the vines snaking up her lower leg. Vines severed, Moterra howled. She reached for Fenyx with all four arms, but Fenyx stepped backwards and hacked down.

The sword bit into the branch protruding from the back of her shoulder. Wood cracked, splintered, and hung limp. Moterra howled. Sparks flew behind her as Phaebia struggled against Ferrocles’s grapple.

“You won’t get away with this,” Phaebia shouted. “The Creator will—”

Ferrocles slammed the hammer of his fist on top of Phaebia’s head. She staggered.

Moterra swiped at Fenyx with her other branch, but Fenyx deflected it. He turned his momentum and slashed upward. The Paxoran-forged sword found a gap in Moterra’s carapace. Blood instead of splinters oozed from the wound.

The Hate burned within him, invigorated by the sight of blood.

Before Moterra could recover, Fenyx attacked more furiously. Putting his whole weight behind the strike, he cleaved diagonally across the joint in her elbow. She bellowed as the limb fell to the floor, and blood spouted from the wound.

With her left branch barely attached, and her right arm severed at the elbow, Moterra released the vines from her lower legs. The vines came to life; uncoiling like snakes, they slithered towards Fenyx.

Fenyx backed away, swinging his sword in sweeping arcs to fend off their approach.

A bolt of lightning flashed, and a clap of thunder echoed throughout the anchor room.

Orbs of light spotted across Fenyx’s vision. His ears rang. Phaebia escaped Ferrocles’s grasp and ran for the nearest exit, while Ferrocles knelt on the ground, his hands on his temples.

Before Fenyx could locate Moterra, something impacted his stomach, tossing him from his feet. He slammed onto the marble floor, ejecting the air from his lungs. Before he could regain his feet, the snake vines coiled around his ankles and slithered up his legs. He chopped at their tails, but they continued to squeeze his legs together.

The ground shook as Moterra approached. He tried to free himself from the vines, but before he could, she seized the end of the vines, outside of his reach, and dragged him towards the hole in the floor. Sliding across the marble, Fenyx drove his sword between his legs, severing the vines.

With the Hate pumping through his blood, he sprang to his feet. Moterra released the squirming vines to stand against him. He jumped and chopped downward. Slipping between her offset limbs, Fenyx brought the blade down in the gap between her severed branch and her neck.

The moss over her eyes rose as her left arm drooped. Blood drained from her broken collarbone to douse her torso. She staggered beside the hole in the anchor room floor, but Fenyx grabbed her by her bloody stump of an arm. As he yanked her away from the precipice of falling to the mortal realm, he drove the blade through the center of her breastbone.

The Goddess of Earth fell to her knees. Her vines withered; the green of her hair yellowed, reddened, and fell from her scalp, leaving only twigs. The furrowed texture of her barky skin sprouted a patchy, pale green fungus.

The Hate within Fenyx pulsated in time with the throb of the sword as it gulped the essence from Moterra.

“You won’t… get away… with this,” Moterra said, the life fading from her eyes.

Paxoran stalked over, behind Fenyx. “I will.”

“The Creator—”

“Will fall,” Paxoran finished. He leaned down until he was eye level with Moterra.

“Why?” she asked, the fungus spreading across her skin.

“Vengeance,” Paxoran said. He reached out a withered, bony hand for her cheek. The bark, weak and brittle, flaked off at his touch.

Fenyx twisted the blade and drove Moterra onto her back. Her knees buckled underneath her. Her head lolled to the side, and death—or whatever end Gods met—took her.

Fenyx tore the blade free to stand over the once-ferocious Earth Goddess, now a withered husk, rotten inside and out. The Hate thrummed within him, craving more. The glowing red sword gleamed, pulsing with each beat of his pounding heart.

“Move her body to the Hall of Mirrors,” Paxoran said, pointing a skeletal finger to the door of an adjacent room.

Fenyx sheathed his blade and did as instructed. Grabbing Moterra by her shriveled foot, Fenyx dragged her remains toward the door. Once he approached the door, he twisted the gilded knob and shoved the door open. The Hall of Mirrors was aptly named. The entirety of the rectangular room’s walls were covered in mirrors of all shapes and sizes. Fenyx dragged Moterra’s husk into the center of the room where each mirror angled toward him.

Everywhere Fenyx looked, he saw a man clad in golden armor with glowing red panels forked by black lightning. Though he wore the armor, the man was not him. His skin was wrinkled, drooping, and poxed. His muscles atrophied—his frame stooped.

Alarmed, Fenyx looked down at his arms, but they were the same as they always had been. Glancing back at the mirror, the lie remained. With a grunt, Fenyx left Moterra’s corpse in the Hall of Mirrors and closed the door behind him.

“Phaebia got away,” Ferrocles said.

“I see that.” Paxoran waved Fenyx toward him.

Fenyx approached, and the God of Peace placed his hand on Fenyx’s shoulder. “Can you feel her power entwined with yours?”

Fenyx nodded. The sword had a pulse that resonated with his own.

“There is more for you, Fenyx, God of Death. Find Phaebia. Kill her. Bring her back here. Your eternal glory awaits.”


Chapter 2

Return

Zephyrus

Stockhelm

Dawn light filtered through the barred window of the Champion’s cell in the former Cassius ludus. Though it was Zephyrus’s first time in a bed since the night before he served as executioner for Laeden’s rigged trial, even in spite of his fatigue, he could not sleep.

Vykinallia breathed softly in the nook between his arm and chest, a dream he didn’t believe possible. With their legs entwined and the taste of her lips still upon his own, he knew it was real, for if it were a dream, his heart would not ache.

Beside the double-wide feather bed, the Relics of Kataan—the bracers and greaves he and Threyna had ventured across the continent to secure—rested on the floor. So much had been lost in their retrieval. The Guardian traded her future in Valencia, and his mother died believing that, with the Relics, he could preserve humanity’s hope.

The Relics had saved his life from the Seers of Celestia, spared Threyna from Tyrus’s wrath, and practically brought Vykinallia back from the dead. He should have loved them, this gift from the Gods, but all he saw when he looked at them was a master he had to serve, a fate he couldn’t walk away from, and a purpose that would pull him away from the ones he loved.

Zephyrus’s chest rose and fell. His heavy breath rustled Vykinallia’s chestnut waves held back by a strip of purple cloth. The warmth of her body against his was a cruel comfort, for it was a pleasure he didn’t know if he would ever have again.

“You must ascend to Valencia,” the Guardian had said after saving him at Tharseo’s Bastion. Three gates—one in Stockhelm, Valtarcia, and Salmantica—yet no path allowed him to stay here.

Today, he would have to leave his friends, the members of the Fallen whom his parents had helped lead in rebellion, the freedpeople Laeden and Vykinallia liberated in Zephyrus’s name, and—worst of all—Vykinallia herself. Meanwhile, the adversary Threyna had sacrificed so much for and corrupted herself in order to defeat would soon be arriving on New Rheynian soil.

When Zephyrus followed the Guardian to the Stormburn Geyser, Vykinallia, Laeden, Threyna and the others would sail for Valtarcia where they hoped to overthrow Laeden’s great-uncle and mount a defense against the Skeleton King.

Zephyrus stroked the scar on Vykinallia’s back where the King’s Guard Knight stabbed her from behind. The magic-healed flesh was raised and red against her fair complexion. The tan of her sun-exposed skin did little to conceal the scar, but it was one of many she did not have the last time he laid eyes on her.

Calluses around her wrists where the traitor, Falcos, had bound her. Bruises purpled along her forearms, and scabs sliced across her limbs, each born from the battles she’d fought in. Yet the “V” branded into the flesh above her left breast wounded him worst of all.

“I chose to,” Vykinallia had said last night when his fingers traced over the raised flesh. “That’s more than you can say.” She kissed the “C” burned into the back of his hand.

He had loved her when she was still a slave owner. Now, she was a battle-hardened liberator of his people. She had vowed to help free the slaves and bring equality to the people as queen, married to King Damascus. She had gone above and beyond.

Now he had to leave her.

Zephyrus released his breath.

Vykinallia stirred. Her lips spread in a sleepy smile. She wrapped her arm around his ribs and squeezed. She winced and released her pressure.

“What’s wrong?” Zephyrus asked.

“Nothing,” she said, opening her eyes to gaze up at him. “Just a little sore from… nearly dying, I suppose.”

Zephyrus pursed his lips. “Come here. Let me—”

“No.” Vykinallia crawled on top of him. She nestled down with her elbows splayed across his chest, her fingers interlocked, and her chin resting on the back of her hands. “You can’t heal me anymore. You need to save your strength.”

Zephyrus grunted. “At least let one of the other healers look at you.”

“Everyone still alive needs the healers’ attention after the past days. I will be fine.” She tilted her head to the side, her emerald eyes examining him. “What do you need?”

A knot formed in Zephyrus’s throat. He wanted an escape from his duty, his fate, his prophecy. He wanted to lie in bed with Vykinallia Cassius until the world fell to ruin and Paxoran came for them himself. What he needed—what he wanted—was not a possibility.

“I need to know you will be careful,” Zephyrus said. “When the Skeleton King comes—”

“We have to deal with the Valtarcians first,” Vykinallia said.

“They’re not the ones who concern me.” Zephyrus ran his fingers through his hair, ruffling the loose knot on top.

Vykinallia bit her lip. “The blood mage.”

“The lengths Threyna went to in order to have a shot at defeating him…” Zephyrus shook his head. She had poisoned him and Patrus, robbing them of their memories. She’d condemned them to slavery and forged a letter to King Varros to mislead them from their mission in the event that they eluded capture. All to keep them off her trail so she could gather the Treasures of Stockhelm for herself.

Vykinallia dragged her index finger along Zephyrus’s chest, examining it as if expecting ink to spill out on him. When it didn’t, she twisted the amethyst ring she had given him the night she attempted to free him. It was back where it belonged, on her finger, after it had navigated half the realm with him. While it was wonderful to return it to her, watching her twist it knotted his stomach.

“What happened between you two?” Vykinallia asked, still twisting the ring.

Zephyrus grunted.

There were no easy answers. They had saved each other. She had denied Paxoran to pry him from Lenox’s clutches; then he had healed her through Paxoran’s torture when he spread the corruptive black rot through her veins. Together, they had survived Paxoran, the Jackals, Tyrus, Ceres, and Tharseo’s Bastion.

“It’s complicated,” he said.

Zephyrus thought their fates were entwined—two parts of one prophecy. But Threyna wanted more. He recalled her lips upon his after Tyrus fell.

“Zephyrus?”

Zephyrus cleared his throat. “I think… I think she thinks she loves me.”

Vykinallia sputtered. Her tracing finger paused and lifted to her lips. “I suppose that explains why she glares at me with a chimera’s hatred.”

“She’s been through a lo—”

“Is that an excuse?” Vykinallia narrowed her gaze. “We’ve all been through a lot.”

Zephyrus rubbed his temples with this thumb and forefinger. “No, I mean… I don’t know. But I promised her that I would help defeat the Skeleton King.”

Vykinallia sighed, her brow softening. “You will. You have. Just not in the way you thought you would. Just as Laeden keeps saying, we all have a part to play.”

Zephyrus averted his gaze from her to look at the bracers and greaves empowered with the magics of the Corners of Kataan. She was right. Zephyrus just didn’t like his role in this mummers’ farce.

“We will all be helping her,” Vykinallia said. “You shouldn’t worry about her. It’s you I worry about.”

Between the Kataanese magic, his elemental magic, and the Vykane Blade, Zephyrus should have been beyond the concerns of others. Yet these gifts had been bestowed upon him so he could defeat a God who had fed off the power of other deities.

Vykinallia’s hand cupped Zephyrus’s cheek, turning him from the relics to her emerald-green eyes. “You are Vykanicus Auros. The Gods chose you for a reason. Everyone here believes in you. But do you believe in yourself?”

Zephyrus gnawed on the inside of his cheek, but placed his hand on hers. “What if I ascend, defeat Paxoran, but I can’t…”

The words got stuck in his throat.

Vykinallia shushed him. “Don’t say it.” Water welled in her eyes but refused to fall. She slid her hand out from under his and removed the amethyst ring from her finger. “You will come back to me. And you will put this ring on my finger.” She pressed the ring into his palm. “Do you hear me?”

Zephyrus closed his fingers around the ring and held Vykinallia’s gaze.

To whoever has power over the Gods, let me return to her.

Vykinallia crawled upwards until their noses touched. “I love you, Zephyrus.” She closed her eyes and hovered her lips before his.

He pressed his lips to hers, squeezing his eyes tight and his fingers around the ring tighter. They broke apart just enough for him to whisper, “I love you, too.”

When their lips met again, a single tear escaped the corner of his eye and trickled down his cheek.


Chapter 3

Victory and Loss

Laeden

Stockhelm

Victory. Laeden had lost all understanding of the word. Damascus retreated, along with half the Salmantic fighting men he’d arrived with. Laeden had survived. Zephyrus had made it to Tharseo’s Bastion and claimed the relics Iylea had sent him to retrieve. His allies—the Fallen, the freedpeople, the Ridge Knights left standing, and even Aponius, the infiltrator Danella sent to kill him who joined their cause—had endured the night. But it was those who did not, and those he would not be able to protect in the coming days, who rested heavy on his heart.

There was little time or energy to organize the dead. Most lay where they died—staring up at the starry sky, or face down in the blood-soaked dirt. But Laeden couldn’t allow his father’s nor Markus’s corpses to lay there for another moment. While others took to the villa to rest and recover, Laeden found sleep would not come to him.

Standing over their bodies as they lay still on cots in the medicus’s chambers, Laeden’s head felt too heavy for his neck to support. His back stooped under the duress, and the various wounds he’d suffered since his wrongful incarceration stung with the pain of loss and fear.

His father’s slate-blue eyes stared blankly ahead. His skin, pale and stiff, had gone cold despite the candles around him. Markus fared no better. The vibrancy they both had in life had faded, muted into a grayscale reflection of Laeden’s growing dread.

He wanted to pray. He felt like he was supposed to. But his head felt empty, as did his heart.

“She’s at peace, Laeden,” said Zephyrus’s messenger, the Guardian.

Iylea wasn’t coming back. She’d ascended to Valencia, treated with the Gods, and now she was lost to him. Forever. Along with his father and his best friend.

“You deserved better,” Laeden said to them.

A light behind him cast his shadow across the wall. Laeden spun to see the source, but only the dim, pre-dawn gloom illuminated the window.

The door to the medicus’s chambers swung open, jarring Laeden from his grim thoughts.

Threyna’s silver-blonde braid hung before her as she leaned into the doorway. “There you are. I’ve been loo… I thought you’d be resting.”

Laeden released a held breath. He placed each hand on the edge of both his father’s and Markus’s cots and examined the floorboards between them. “It would seem sleep has not agreed with either of us.”

Threyna stepped into the chambers and closed the door behind her. The rot, as she called it, the black veins that corrupted her flesh whenever she wielded her blood magic, had abated since consuming the souls of the dead. At his request, she had not drawn upon his father or Markus’s souls. Though he wasn’t entirely sure they went to a better place absent her interference.

She tossed her braid over her shoulder as she stalked cautiously, reverently into the room, as if she were concerned with waking the dead from their slumber. “We’re not the only ones. Some are upstairs discussing how to take some castle back from your great-uncle.”

Laeden massaged his brow with his thumb and forefinger. “I suppose I should be up there.”

“I suppose,” Threyna said as she stopped before him, mirroring his posture by leaning on the cot. She bounced her heel, examining him with her piercing blue eyes. “They think the Skeleton King and his horde is a figure of speech—that he’s just another commander of a different army. Taking a castle will not protect us.”

Laeden took a deep breath. He shook his head. “Not here. The last thing they need to listen to is the talk of more death.” Laeden placed his hand on his father’s.

Cold. Dead.

After sparing his father and his best friend one last glance, Laeden gestured with a toss of his head for Threyna to follow him. They exited the medicus’s chambers and strode, side by side, down the corridor.

“Where is safe if not in a castle?” Laeden asked. For a moment, his only answer was the sound of footsteps scraping on stone.

“Nowhere.”

“Surely we’re safer in a castle than exposed out in the open.”

“Not if we’re trapped between the castle walls and the Skeleton King,” Threyna said.

Laeden grunted as they ascended the stairs leading to the villa. Her concerns were valid. Taking Northridge would not be easy with a fleet, smooth sailing, and a well-rested army. Their fleet—if it could be called that—consisted mostly of the ships Damascus left behind. The seas were anything but placid. And their force of freedpeople, rebels, and mages was far from fresh.

Laeden shouldered his way through the door at the top of the stairs, holding the bandage around his forearm where Aponius had carved off the flesh of his tattoo to sell their ruse of his death. “If we do nothing—”

Threyna grabbed Laeden’s shoulder, spinning him around to face her just outside the doorway to the cellar. “The Skeleton King will slaughter half the city.”

Threyna’s bluntness hinged on dramatic, but the bite in her tone and the angle of her brow suggested no hyperbole. “The other half, those who can’t fight—he’ll trap, farming them like blood bags whenever he needs souls to consume. And those who think themselves lucky enough to hide—those are just his toys. There is no hiding from a blood mage. He’ll make a sport of hunting them, one by one, until every last one joins his One True God.”

Laeden lowered his gaze to the marble floor of the villa. While some of the dead from Vykinallia’s assault on Brusos’s ludus had been brought outside to the training square, the bloodstains they left behind remained.

If a disjointed army of escaped slaves and underground rebels can cause this much damage to a villa, how much could an army of blood mages reap on Valtarcia?

Laeden waved for Threyna to follow him. “You defeated him once before, though.”

“Yes, but—”

“So you can do it again,” Laeden said.

Threyna scoffed, stepping in front of him to cut him off. “Like it’s that easy. He has hundreds, if not thousands, of souls at his disposal. For all we know, he could have consumed every soul in Rheynia before he left. I have none. Every time I conjure, the rot spreads faster, and it takes more consumption to clear it. And I am one, singular blood mage against his horde. Then I was with an army of trained soldiers who at least knew what they were up against. We had the arcanatek to contend against it.”

He hadn’t the faintest idea of what arcanatek was, but asking would prove her point. He put his hand on her shoulder. “We can help. You don’t have to do this alone. We may just need a little help.”

Threyna grunted and said something under her breath, casting her gaze to the marble.

Laeden stepped closer, and bent at the knees to fill her vision with his face. With both hands on her shoulders, he gave her a squeeze. “Talk to me.”

Threyna twisted her lip and shrugged him off.

When she didn’t answer readily, Laeden held his hands out in front of her. “I can’t help if you won’t tell me how.”

A sharp exhale hissed from Threyna’s nostrils. “I need Zephyrus to heal my rot as I fight the Skeleton King. But it seems he has more important places to be.”

She was referring to Zephyrus’s departure to ascend to the divine realm and stop the Traitor God from killing the rest of Valencia.

“We have other healers,” Laeden said.

“Who won’t be able to defend themselves if the Skeleton King attacks,” Threyna said. “I’ll expend more resources trying to protect them than attacking him. And what if he releases his darklings? Then what?”

Laeden bit his lip. He couldn’t appease her mistrust of his ignorance any longer. He needed to know what they were up against. “I know we are not the allies you wanted to take into battle against the Skeleton King, but we’re the ones you’ve got. I need to know what we’re up against. I don’t know what darklings and arcanatek are.”

Threyna lips blew out in a bluster and placed her hands on her hips.

“Help me to help you,” Laeden said.

Threyna crossed her arms over her chest, shifting her weight to one side. “Darklings are sentient souls that, when released, can enter another’s body and attempt to wrest control from them. Arcanatek are devices that contain magical energy. They have different functions—some eject souls from a person’s body, alive or dead. Rare ones can obscure time or space, but most are like bows and arrows that can obliterate souls altogether.”

A lump settled in Laeden’s throat. Having better technology was one thing, but another soul vying for control over his body made him sick. He nodded despite his inability to swallow. “So the Skeleton King can turn our own… against us?”

Threyna nodded. “Even with castle walls to hide behind. It is only a deterrent. We would still need everything to go right to have a hope of defeating him. That’s why we can’t afford to be caught between a castle’s walls and the Skeleton King’s army.”

“Then we’ll have to beat him to it,” Laeden said. “We’ll leave at once. Too much time has been squandered already.”

As Laeden and Threyna resumed their way to the tablinum where the other leaders were discussing plans, someone called his name. Laeden’s mother, Lenara, a leader amongst the Fallen, grimaced, running her fingers atop her gray hair. The knot at the back of her head was pulled tight enough to stretch the wrinkles of her forehead taut, but the lines of worry framing her mouth sent a chill down the back of Laeden’s neck.

Behind her, a man in a tattered Sentinel uniform hunched, resting his hands on his knees.

The stone in his throat that he’d been unable to swallow sank to his gut.

“This is Callonus,” Lenara said, her voice trembling. “He brings news from Northridge.”


Chapter 4

The Beginning of the End

Zephyrus II

Stockhelm

Zephyrus stared at the scorpion mosaic on the tile floor. The last time he had set foot in this room, Laeden had given him to Cassius as a gift to spy on the Revivalists within the house. So much had changed since then—between himself and Laeden, himself and Vykinallia. But even though Cassius was dead, the scorpion sigil lived on. Brusos’s short tenure in the villa didn’t afford him the time to make renovations.

And now no one would.

“We can set up our defenses here,” said Sinion, a leader amongst the Fallen who had posed as a lanista to aid the rebellion.

“You can’t mean to abandon the Valtarcians,” Laeden said. “They’ll die.”

“Would you have us risk all to mount a rescue mission?” Sinion asked. “They are not our allies. The plebs rebelled in your name, not ours.”

“Patricians and plebs won’t be the only casualties of the Skeleton King’s invasion,” Vykinallia said.

The crowded tablinum broke into more bickering. To stay and defend, to go and fight, the options were bleak in either case. Despite the gifts of the Gods, Zephyrus felt powerless to aid his allies.

The Guardian’s floating orb of light dimmed as she sank to rest on Zephyrus’s shoulder.

Zephyrus kept his gaze on Vykinallia as she petitioned to mount a rescue mission for the refugees of Valtarcia.

“If Paxoran succeeds in defeating the Creator, none of this will matter,” the Guardian said, barely a whisper in the crowded room.

Zephyrus pursed his lips and crossed his arms. He knew what she wanted him to do. But ascending now, abandoning his friends right at the Skeleton King’s arrival, felt wrong. “What if we defeat Paxoran, but the Skeleton King has taken all life in the mortal realm?”

Iylea’s light flared. “They have their fight. You have yours.”

Zephyrus bit his lip.

Laeden gestured with his hand towards Threyna. “The Skeleton King will harvest any he doesn’t kill, consuming as he needs. With every soul—slave, pleb, patrician, it doesn’t matter—the Skeleton King grows stronger.”

Threyna’s gaze flicked to Zephyrus. Though she had betrayed him in the past, the thought of abandoning her now after she’d gone so far to find a means of defeating the Skeleton King made his stomach turn.

“We must go to the gate,” the Guardian whispered. “I can sense them. Every moment we delay, we grant Paxoran more time to…” Her light dimmed, her hue barely perceptible.

Zephyrus turned to her as she trailed off. “What?”

“The gate,” the Guardian said, her voice breathy. “It—they… they’re gone.”

Before Zephyrus could inquire, shouting broke out, opposing Laeden and Vykinallia’s plan. Sinion the lanista, and Laeden’s mother, Lenara, stood at the forefront of their opposition.

“I will not risk Celestic lives on a Valencian prayer,” Sinion said, his jowls shaking. “Nor will I for a king’s crown, or a Rheynian’s vengeance. We are the Fallen.”

More shouting.

Zephyrus closed his eyes. “What do you mean they’re gone?” he whispered to the Guardian. “The gates are closed?”

Her light flickered. “I’m not sure. Paxoran. The Harbinger?”

“Is there another way?” Zephyrus asked, the pandemonium gathering all around him.

The Guardian’s orb shook. “I don’t… I don’t know.”

Vykinallia stepped to the center of the tablinum, jabbing her finger at Sinion. “If you want to stay here, fine. We don’t have the ships to escort everyone to Valtarcia. But if you think I’m waiting here while the world falls around us, you’re wrong.”

“You can’t defeat this enemy,” Sinion said. “I say let the Rheynian horde fall upon Valtarcia and Salmantica both. Then, when they are at their weakest, we defeat any left standing.”

Threyna seethed. “Have you not been listening? The Skeleton King won’t grow weaker after battles. He’ll grow stronger, adding more souls to his army, more fuel to his blood magic. If it is the slavers you wish to stop, he is the worst of all.”

Zephyrus uncrossed his arms. “Can the gates be reopened?” he asked the Guardian, her aura trembling. He felt her more than saw her now. Another tense moment passed in the tablinum, but still the Guardian did not speak.

“The Fallen have not endured by fighting battles not our own,” Lenara said. “I’m sorry, Laeden, Vykinallia, truly. But we cannot stand with you.”

The Guardian whispered, “I don’t know how.”

“If you wish to go to Valtarcia and throw your lives away in a fight with a hundred-to-one odds,” Sinion said, “you go alone.”

Vykinallia met Zephyrus’s eyes. He knew that look. Grim determination. Unyielding persistence. Zephyrus set his jaw to mirror her resolve.

“Find a way, Guardian,” Zephyrus said. “Until the path to Valencia is clear, I fight for the mortal realm.” He stepped into the center of the tablinum. Silence settled upon the room. Aside from the sound of his boots scuffing the scorpion mosaic, no one made a sound. Turning in a circle, he took measure of the tablinum’s many occupants.

“Hundred-to-one odds,” Zephyrus said. “Thousand-to-one.” He shrugged. “You can wait, you can run, but eventually, this is the only fight we have. You fear the odds, but how many among us have overcome them?”

Eyes darted around the room. Feet shuffled.

Zephyrus pointed his finger at Vykinallia. “A prisoner sent to the Uprising emerges as a leader amongst the Fallen. A thousand-to-one odds.”

Vykinallia grinned. Jecht and Cerik patted her upon her shoulders, murmuring in her ear.

“Jecht, would you take those odds?”

“Aye, and be a rich man,” Jecht said, drawing a round of chuckles.

Zephyrus nodded in Laeden’s direction. “A prince condemned to death is named Valtarcia’s first king. A thousand-to-one. Who among you would make that gamble?”

A handful of Laeden’s followers raised their voices in support.

Zephyrus pressed his own finger to his chest, keenly aware of Vykinallia’s ring pressed against his flesh within the waist of his britches. “I was brought to House Cassius a slave, yet here I am. Here we are.” He turned his palms skyward. “Thousand-to-one odds seems to be doing us well, Lord Sinion.”

“I will not sit idle and allow the Skeleton King to feast upon Valtarcia,” Laeden said.

“I’m with you,” Vykinallia said. “We’ll sail to the Bay of Bastards with any who wish to volunteer and help the refugees escape the Skeleton King.”

“And I with you,” Zephyrus said. Vykinallia’s questioning gaze fell upon him. “The gate to the divine realm in Valtarcia waits,” Zephyrus said, withholding the full truth of the matter. “But before I ascend, I will liberate those under the Skeleton King’s shadow.”

Vykinallia’s lips parted in a disbelieving smile.

“We will,” Threyna said, looking from Zephyrus, to Laeden, then back to Zephyrus.

“We all will,” Vykinallia said.

Threyna shook her head. “Zephyrus and I can teleport there. Right?”

This wasn’t what Zephyrus had planned, but he nodded. “Yeah, but—”

“Then we can go now,” Threyna said. “Get as many people out as we can until the others can get there. If we don’t, the Skeleton King will have consumed half the dukedom before we arrive by boat.”

Sinion shook his head. “Get people out and bring them where? Where could you hope to hide half of Valtarcia’s popu—”

A tremor rattled the floor. The walls began to shake.

Zephyrus widened his legs, spreading his base. Others in the tablinum stumbled into each other. Books spilled from shelves, and trinkets crashed to the tile floor. Gasps filled the tablinum, and screams echoed from elsewhere in the villa.

“What is happening?” Sinion shouted.

“The Disasters,” Vykinallia said, leaning against the shaking wall.

Plaster fell from the ceiling. The scorpion mosaic in the floor cracked, dividing the room in half. Columns fissured, and stone crumbled, but the quake only grew stronger.

“Not the Disasters,” the Guardian said to Zephyrus, her light a bright white. “The Harbinger has ascended and slain Moterra. This is the Age of the End.”


Chapter 5

Man of the People

Danella

Salmantica

Danella’s soles dragged on the cobblestone streets. She wrapped her cloak around herself, hugging tightly. Not because it was cold, not because she needed to conceal her identity—she just wanted to be held.

Never again would she see the gleam in Varros’s slate-blue eyes. Nor would she hear her name from his lips. What she wouldn’t give to glimpse that stubborn Helixus grin one last time. But he was gone. Lost to her. Lost because of her.

No family.

Damascus, the boy he once was, was lost to her too. She had no one to blame but herself. Every lever pulled, ever button pressed, they were all stained with her corruptive touch. From leading the Revivalists and forging the letter of Varros’s abduction, to staging Vykinallia’s kidnapping and framing Laeden, everything she had done had led Damascus to this ledge. Looking back, it was no surprise why he jumped.

The thought of him stabbing his father, her husband, slowed her stroll.

No future.

She leaned against the side of a building, and the silent sobs returned. She thought she’d cried enough to make up for the absence of the nightly rains in the pews of the Royal Basilica, but she was not done. After leaving Sentigard, she went to the temple searching for answers. But all she left with was questions. Doubts. Disbeliefs.

No faith.

Danella wiped her nose on the sleeve of her cloak. The pre-dawn streets were quiet. Aside from a squawking crow and the flight of sparrows, the morning went undisturbed by the plebs preparing for their day. Sentinels delivered rations of water to each doorstep. Bakers hauled sacks of flour from wagons to back entrances. Cobblers unloaded treated leather for their wares. Inn masters busied themselves in their taverns, preparing meals for their guests. Everyone went about their day as if Salmantica hadn’t suffered the greatest military defeat in its history. As if its king hadn’t been murdered. As if an army of mages hadn’t taken the most defensible position in all of Stockhelm.

They don’t care. They don’t even seem to notice.

Her sniffling attracted the attention of a shopkeeper. Danella put her head down and moved along. She didn’t know if people would recognize her absent regal attire or if anyone cared to find her, but she didn’t want to be found. She wanted restoration, healing—redemption. She was done ruling… or attempting to. Finished with politics and the manipulation that it required, she just wanted to suffer. To serve.

The temples would take me. I could join the Faceless.

The masked servants of the temples received no recognition for their service, but in their work, it was said they found their purpose. Danella couldn’t imagine what purpose the Gods would have for her after she had failed so tragically in guiding her people to the light of the Six. In many ways, she almost needed to guide herself back.

The Six Arrowed Stars erected around the city stood as beacons—not of guidance to the future but reminders of what became of traitors.

What a just end for me. To die, nailed to a Six Arrowed Star.

Danella chuckled to herself, but her laughter choked into more sobs.

I must go to the Temples. Serve as a Faceless. Then the Gods will see my humility and show me the path to peace Varros wanted me to walk.

Making her way to the Temple District, Danella noticed more birds flying north. The haze and smoke from the fires of Stockhelm likely drove them from their homes. In many ways, Danella felt a kinship with the refugee birds. The only difference was they didn’t start the fires.

The smoke and ash marred the sunrise’s beauty, but with the rising sun, Salmantica’s people flocked to the streets to go about their business. As Danella neared the Temple District, a crowd of plebs blocked her path.

Unable to circumvent them, Danella slipped through the crowd, taking care to keep her head down and her hood up. Nearly halfway through the gathering, cheers erupted as a man climbed atop a makeshift dais of stacked crates.

He held his hands up, bowing before the cheering crowd, but Danella didn’t recognize this man. Curling brown hair hung past his ears to frame a slender but comely face parted by a wide grin. His brown eyes glinted with hints of golden flecks.

An earnestness about the man stopped Danella in her rush to the temples.

“Brothers and sisters,” the man said, raising his hands to summon silence. “The lies and betrayals continue.”

Plebs barked their assent. Thin, dirty faces surrounded her in tattered clothes.

“This contamination that bleeds through our world is not alone,” the speaker said. “Do not believe the lies of our Prophet, Damascus Drake. He claimed the Gods chose him to lead us to this new world beyond the Disasters. Yet he condemned all others who heard the Gods’ soft whispers as mages, blasphemous servants of false Gods who sought to drive us from the light of the Six. Curious, is it not?”

The crowd lamented its support.

Danella couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Blasphemy. In my own city. Standing on her tiptoes, she surveyed the streets beyond the crowd. Surely the Vigiles will not allow such inflammatory speakers to continue on.

“The falsehoods, the lies throughout the Facets of Perfection only ensured that Damascus Drake retained power. Control. Dominion over you, your children, and your children’s children.”

The speaker roared, and the crowd echoed. He wasn’t trying to keep his voice down. Not once did he glance up or down the street, watching for Vigiles or Sentinels to stop him. It was as if he owned the streets. The streets of her city.

“Some fought against such oppression, but the Treaty of 940 reinstituted a new age of lies and corruption. Damascus Drake’s death offered no reprieve. His son—the incompetent whoremonger—offended his way into an early trip to the crypts of Sentigard. His successor?”

Danella’s fists balled at her sides. Her eyes narrowed, threatening to spill tears. She couldn’t bear to hear a single word spoken against Varros. Not now. Not ever again.

“Varros Helixus—the last living son of Hallon Helixus, the survivor of the New Rheynian War—that, friends, was a king for his people. He challenged the Treaty of 940. He challenged Damascus Drake’s xenophobia and his prejudice against the Stockhelm natives with a simple act; he spared the life of a mage. And for once, I thought hope had arrived in New Rheynia.”

Danella’s fingernails released from her palms. The tension in her jaw dissipated.

The glistening golden flecks in the speaker’s eyes darkened. His lips pursed in a scowl, and his open hands clenched before him. “Then the Revivalists arrived, once again reinstalling a new brand of fear into the hearts of God-fearing Valencians. But King Varros did not bow. He and his son declared that mages would not be put to death, but the precedent of exile would continue. Why then would mages abduct him?”

The crowd grew fervent, mirroring the speaker’s enthusiasm.

A pang of guilt surged through Danella’s chest. The Revivalists, her answer to Varros’s Celestic leniency, fueled the fire that led to all of this. She couldn’t bear to hear anymore. She wanted the speaker to stop. She wanted to run away, but the crowd was too densely packed to slip through at this point. Danella scanned the streets, hoping to find someone to disperse the crowd. A pair of Vigiles stood on the outskirts of the gathering, seeming to listen rather than attempt to disband.

“I say they didn’t abduct him,” the speaker said. “They didn’t murder him as we have been told. I have heard tales that he has disguised himself, choosing instead to serve New Rheynia as a rebel instead of a king. In Valtarcia, he has rallied the plebs in rebellion against Horus for his crimes against humanity. The plebs call for a new leader in Northridge—Laeden the Crownless, Laeden the Punished, the pseudo-prince has been named King of Valtarcia, for he is a man of the people!”

Danella squeezed her eyes shut. Her chest hurt. She didn’t know truth from falsehood, or what was hyperbole versus factual. She recalled the prophecy her handmaiden, Iylea, had said before Aemos parted her head from her shoulders.

“Brother will fight brother. Father will turn against son. Families bound by blood will tear each other apart, and your pride will be the end of you. Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you—”

She never heard the end of it. At one point, she was glad she didn’t know the end of Iylea’s prophecy. Danella had dismissed it, diminished it, or outright denied its truth. She believed in the Facets of Perfection; the Valencian Gods would speak to no other after the Great Migration, and anyone who claimed otherwise was a blasphemer professing the words of false Gods posing as the Six. But after listening to this plebeian speaker, Danella’s questions abounded.

Everything Iylea had said had come to pass. Is it possible that she did not hear from false Gods? Was she warning of the Six’s wrath?

“While Laeden fights for the people in Valtarcia and Stockhelm, our King Damascus hides behind the closed doors of Sentigard,” the speaker said. “While our crops fail absent rain and our children starve, the king drinks wine and gorges himself on the suffering of others. And why, might you ask, why hasn’t our rebel-hero, the once King Varros, come to rally our insurrection?”

He paused, allowing the people to fall silent, looking at one another for answers.

“I believe King Varros is dead,” the speaker said. “Not killed by the mages as our supposed king wants us to believe, but killed by the Revivalists! The Revivalists killed our king of hope!”

Gasps broke out amongst the crowd.

Danella swallowed a wave of nausea. She imagined Damascus’s blade spearing through Varros’s back to burst out his belly. In her mind’s eye, blood bubbled from her lover’s mouth, dribbled down the lips she’d never again kiss.

The speaker wasn’t entirely right. But he wasn’t wrong either.

“How have I come to know these things, you ask? There is an answer—a difficult truth—that even many among you, my dear listeners, will struggle to believe.”

For the first time since he climbed his makeshift pedestal, he glanced down the street in either direction. A cohort of Vigiles and Sentinels surrounded the crowd on either side.

The speaker’s handsome grin spread wider than his outstretched arms. “I, good people of Salmantica, am a seer.”

The crowd broke into a bustle equally composed of questions and denials.

Danella felt equally conflicted. Her indoctrinated reflexes spat in instant denial, but in her brokenness, the seed of doubt sprouted into possibility.

He raised his voice to speak over the crowd’s noise and the encroaching Vigiles and Sentinels. “I have heard the voice of our beloved Incinerae. She has shown me the truth. Hear me. Believe me! And together, we may yet be spared the demise we deserve.”

Vigiles and Sentinels surged inward. The crowd attempted to disperse, but was cornered.

“Go peacefully,” the speaker said to the people. “Do as the upholders of the law say, but know that they cannot take from you your thoughts.”

His eyes met Danella’s in the crowd.

She didn’t know what to think, how to feel. But before she could get a grasp on her emotions, the Vigiles and Sentinels broke through. The speaker was ripped from his dais and dragged to the ground. The crowd ran, this way or that, but Danella remained rooted in place.

The speaker did not resist, but the Vigiles beat him with wooden rods anyway.

Tears streamed down Danella’s cheeks.

“Nail him to the Six Arrowed Star,” a Sentinel officer said to the others.

Danella wanted to do something, but she didn’t know what. She didn’t know why. Confusion overwhelmed her. She couldn’t watch as they dragged the speaker’s broken and bruised form away. She couldn’t move even after other Vigiles told her to move along.

Staring upward, more birds flew north, cawing.

Her inner turmoil collided with the pandemonium of her surroundings. It was all too much. Her legs began to tremble. She fell to her knees. But it wasn’t her weakness that gave out. On all fours, the cobbles of the streets began to shake.

It’s not me. It’s an earthquake.


Chapter 6

The Order

Threyna

Stockhelm

The earth’s rattling ceased, but the damage was done. Tempers boiled and nerves frayed as the leaders argued over the best course of action. If time wasn’t of the essence before, the notion that the earthquake was triggered by the death of another God only exacerbated their urgency. While indecision ruled over them, the Skeleton King would move unchecked through the land. As far as Threyna was concerned, there was only one option: find a way to stop the Skeleton King before his power grew beyond her ability to defeat him. To hide here and hope that the Skeleton King, Salmantica, and Valtarcia would weaken each other so that the Fallen could swoop in and defeat whoever was left standing was delusional. It would only add more power to Belrich’s blood magic and deliver more souls to the Skeleton King’s One True God.

“Enough,” Threyna said, stilling their arguments. “Zephyrus and I are going. Those who wish to help can follow when the seas allow. And those who wish to stay and wait for the end of the realms…”

Sinion glared at her. Zephyrus averted his gaze from her to Vykinallia. Laeden crossed his arms and contorted his lip, but if he had an objection, he didn’t give it voice.

“Fine then,” Threyna said. “Zephyrus?”

“Wait,” Vykinallia said. “Can you teleport more of us? We can help.”

Threyna stifled a growl. She needed to sell her intention of going to Valtarcia as a rescue mission to prevent the Skeleton King from growing in strength, but what she really wanted was for her and Zephyrus to fight him. Kill him. And if Zephyrus became torn between aiding Vykinallia in assisting others or helping Threyna defeat the Skeleton King, she knew his choice.

“I don’t know,” Zephyrus said.

“We’re running out of time,” Threyna said.

Vykinallia strode up to Zephyrus and took his hand. “She’s right. Go. We’ll meet you at the Bay of Bastards.”

The way they looked at one another made Threyna sick. You don’t even need him. Stifling her jealousy, Threyna snatched Zephyrus’s other hand and yanked him from Vykinallia’s grasp. “Bay of Bastards. Got it. Now let’s go.”

Ignoring Vykinallia’s sharp glare, Threyna turned to Laeden.

Laeden nodded. “We’ll meet you there.”

Without any further farewells, Zephyrus, the light attached to his shoulder, and Threyna came together. The air in the room became thin. With wind rushing past her, Threyna closed her eyes to the tablinum. The sensation of falling from a height made her stomach lurch.

Once her gut settled and the rushing wind died down, Threyna opened her eyes. They were in the rooms of an inn. Candlesticks, trinkets, and decor that belonged on the wall littered the rug. End tables had toppled over, spilling the drawers and their contents onto the wooden floorboards beyond the carpet’s reach.

“The earthquake,” Zephyrus said. “It reached here too.”

“Where is here?” Threyna asked.

“I needed a place I could picture,” Zephyrus said. “We’re at the Winged Helm Inn, adjacent to the Chariot’s Arena in Valtarcia.”

“A random inn?” Threyna asked.

Zephyrus crept by her. “It’s not random to me.”

He didn’t offer more.

“The gate is nearby,” the Guardian said. “I can feel its absence—”

A cry, shrill and wavering, pierced the night air beyond the window. Together, they slunk toward the window, the Guardian’s light dimming. Slowly, Zephyrus adjusted the curtain, enough to peek outside to the city streets below.

“Burn me,” Zephyrus whispered.

The roofs of buildings slanted at odd angles, spilling shingles onto the fractured streets below. Streets, littered with bodies. Not just bodies, but desiccated husks of what were once people. The horrors she once thought she’d left behind returned to her as people, yet of this world, ran for their lives.

Threyna’s heart pounded in her chest as the nightmares from when she fled Rheynia came alive before her. Men of the Order, the Skeleton King’s army, dressed in black uniforms cut with green trim chased after the runaways. The citizens had no chance. Their screams were evidence enough of that. Wielding handheld arcanatek, the Order legionaries were as dangerous to them as a blood mage.

“We’ve got to help them,” Zephyrus said, leaning against the glass as if ready to teleport to the street below.

Threyna grabbed his arm. “The best way to help them is for us to kill the Skeleton King.”

The orange ring around Zephyrus’s brown eyes burned hot. “That was not the plan. You said we’d help people escape.”

“And we will!” Threyna said. “But this may be our one chance to kill the Skeleton King. Together! If we escape now, sure, we’ll save lives, but he will still become more powerful, and when you leave me…”

“What about the plan?” Zephyrus said, stepping away from the curtain, palms upward and chin dropped low. “What about Laeden and Vykinallia?”

“I told them what they needed to hear,” Threyna said, jabbing her finger at Zephyrus’s chest. “Now I’ll tell you what you need to hear; Everyone—everyone—will die if we can’t kill the Skeleton King. Me, Laeden, Vykinallia—everyone.”

Zephyrus gritted his teeth. “Lies. It’s always lies with you.”

Threyna winced. She couldn’t get away from her past, but at this point, she would do what she must to secure the future.

Zephyrus pointed out the window. “People are dying out there. You want me to just abandon them?”

“I want you to help me, Zephyrus,” Threyna said. “If you want to do it to save lives, if you want to do it because you said you would, or if you just want to kill a monster before it ends the world—I don’t care why. I just want you to help me.”

Zephyrus grunted. The Guardian’s light ebbed and swelled.

The screams outside faded.

Zephyrus grit his teeth. “We kill him. But we help people along the way.”

“Fine.” Threyna tapped into her Inner Throne.

Heartbeats throbbed all around her, but there was only one she was searching for. The Skeleton King’s presence was a blight upon her senses, like a dark cloud on a blue sky, or a spot of blood on a white tunic.

“He’s close,” Threyna said. “Not alone, but we have the element of surprise. Follow me.”

Threyna led the way out of the inn. Heartbeats echoing in her Inner Throne gave away the hushed voices that didn’t reach her ears. There were dozens of people in the inn, likely patrons and workers, hiding from the Skeleton King and his army. Locked doors and thin walls wouldn’t protect them. Neither would sealed gates and castle walls, not if she couldn’t kill the Skeleton King.

Ignoring those in hiding, Threyna led the way down the staircase, through the tavern, and toward the kitchens. Beyond the door, a panicked heart waited. Threyna stopped Zephyrus with her hand.

“We’re here to help,” Threyna said, listening to the quivering beats. “I’m going to open the door. Don’t attack.” She gave Zephyrus a nod and pushed the door open. Beyond the precipice, a woman dressed in an apron held a knife before her with trembling hands.

Slowly, Threyna reached for the knife and lowered the woman’s hands. “It’s going to be okay. Just stay here. We will be back for you.”

Zephyrus glanced back and forth between her and the woman. “If we can’t, don’t wait here. You can’t hide from them. Take the first chance you get and head west.”

The woman’s brown eyes watered, but she nodded her head. Backing away and lowering her knife, she allowed Threyna and Zephyrus to pass.

Exiting the inn through a side doorway, Threyna stifled the annoyance that Zephyrus’s advice undermined her own. “If we can’t…” There’s no room for ifs.

As they stepped out into the alleyway, the metallic scent of blood tinged the damp air. Fog clung between the buildings, yet to be burned off by the rising sun.

Pressing deeper into her Inner Throne, Threyna directed her attention to the approaching dark cloud. Following the main street, eleven heartbeats neared their position, the Skeleton King among them.

“You take the ten legionaries,” Threyna whispered. “I’ll take the Skeleton King and call for healing when I need it. Watch for their arcanatek. Guardian, keep close and stay dark. Don’t attract the attention of their arcanatek.”

The Guardian’s light dimmed.

Fresh shrieks erupted through the city streets. Zephyrus began to charge toward the voices, but Threyna’s hand on his chest stopped him. He opened his mouth to object. Cutting him off, Threyna pointed to the figures moving through the fog like the shades of Rheynia.

“They’re going to the front of the inn,” Threyna hissed.

Stalking towards the shades approaching the front of the building, she neared the dark cloud hanging over her Inner Throne. Strike fast. Strike hard. I may never get a second chance.

She sank deeper into her well of power, conjuring a bloody double-bladed glaive in her right hand. Clinging to the corner of the alleyway, Threyna strangled the haft.

“I can sense them,” a voice said. “Hiding in the walls like rats. Bring them to me.”

A handheld arcanatek began to whir into motion. Threyna recognized the sound—an irradiator. With one charged blast, the front entrance would be cinders.

With Zephyrus behind her, Threyna rounded the corner. As the arcanatek’s warbles reached a crescendo, Threyna conjured a bloody cap over the barrel of the irradiator. The high-pitched cry exploded with a burst of light and force.

But with Threyna’s blockage, the arcanatek backfired.

The Order legionaries were blown backwards. Smoke rose with screams as the radiant eruption scorched their black uniforms. The Skeleton King conjured a shield to defend himself, but too slowly. Holding his face in his hand, the Skeleton King was exposed.

Zephyrus teleported into the fray of legionaries, drawing the Vykane Blade. The light from the blood-infused Treasure of Stockhelm burned through the fog, slashing and thrusting through the air to tear new screams into the dawn.

Threyna charged to Zephyrus’s light. Summoning blood-borne vines from the cobbles, she ensnared the Skeleton King, and hurled her glaive for his chest. Half-expecting her conjuration to fall to ash, she forged a second, but her first glaive struck the Skeleton King in the shoulder.

He drew in breath, and a vortex dragged upon her essence. The souls of the legionaries, dying to Zephyrus’s blade, were ripped free from their bodies to swirl toward the Skeleton King’s maelstrom.

“Guardian!” Zephyrus shouted.

Her light flashed, swelling with intensity as she too followed the current along with the other souls. The air fuzzed as time seemed to slow around the Guardian’s aura.

As the first souls flowed into the Skeleton King, he removed the double-sided glaive from his shoulder. The weapon and her vines dissolved to ash. But as Threyna neared, she realized the Skeleton King wasn’t the Skeleton King. The blood mage wore the Premius badge of an Order officer.

Black rings framed his eyes, and dark veins raked at his neck like corruptive claws, but it was the pendant on his neck that drew Threyna’s eye.

The scars on her arm where the blood artifact’s prongs sank into her flesh flared with pain. The Blessing, they called it, but it was nothing but a curse. She recalled the shapeless, red-and-black, liquid-like substance slithering around her body, searching for where best to sink its fangs. The black veins spreading up her forearms throbbed.

In Threyna’s momentary hesitation, the blood mage conjured a curved throwing knife and hurled it at her.

As it toppled end over end to split her eyes, Threyna lurched at the last second. Turning her momentum into a spin, she slashed her double-bladed glaive at the blood mage. Her glaive met the blood mage’s hooked sword with a clang.

“He said you’d come,” the blood mage said, the pendant around his neck pulsing. “Perhaps you will be the one to help me unlock the final prong before the Blessing passes to someone new.”

Threyna growled and shoved him away. They traded blows with their blood conjurations, but Threyna couldn’t waste her exertion on a foot soldier. Not when she needed to defeat the commander.

Over his shoulder, Zephyrus had wrested the Guardian’s soul from the blood mage’s grasp, and slain the last of the legionaries.

“Threyna,” Zephyrus shouted. “More coming.”

Her Inner Throne was under assault. Heartbeats streamed down the alleyways, converging on their location. With each grouping, a small dark cloud accompanied it.

If the black cloud is just a blood mage, and this one was bigger because of the blood artifact, where is the Skeleton King?

Threyna spun her glaive and slashed at the blood mage’s chest. At the last moment, he dropped his guard. She carved a crimson crescent across his chest. Following through, she thrust the other end of the glaive through the blood mage’s belly and twisted.

The blood mage crumbled over the glaive. Falling back, he drew in breath.

Recalling the first time she’d saved her own life to release the final prong, she realized what he’d meant. The tug on her soul, even greater than before, spread the rot around the blood mage’s face. Black vines snaked along his neck, coiling tighter and tighter until they had constricted the color of flesh from his face. The newly fallen souls of the men Zephyrus cut down rushed to the blood mage.

Sinking deeper into her Inner Throne, Threyna drew in breath. As the souls flowed toward the blood mage, Threyna called to them herself. Though her rot spread in the effort to wrest the souls away from him, the newly departed obeyed her call.

As the souls flowed into her, her rot abated, but the blood mage no longer had the resources to heal himself. His blood seeped into the ground between the cobbles. Whatever light remained in his eyes darkened, and the black rot spreading through his veins devoured him.

“We need to go,” Zephyrus said.

Threyna didn’t want to pass up her opportunity. “No. Just give me time. I can find him.”

“Threyna, we—”

The blood mage died, and the artifact around his neck released, dematerializing into a pulsating red-and-black liquid. Slithering like a snake, it left the blood mage. Threyna gasped.

It needs a new host.

Just as the blood artifact coiled in preparation to strike at Zephyrus, Threyna dove deeper into her Inner Throne. It launched itself at Zephyrus. Zephyrus lurched backwards, slowing time. In the time afforded by Zephyrus, Threyna conjured a spherical container around it, trapping it before it could reach him.

“Tip the scales, what is that thing?” Zephyrus asked.

She couldn’t answer. She strained to contain the artifact, but it thrashed within her confines. Her veins bled with the corruptive rot as it branched from the scars of her arm. Some trickled down past her elbows while others stretched up towards her shoulder.

The longer she held it, the harder it fought to be free. Desperate for a new host, it launched itself at Zephyrus despite the walls she constructed around it.

“I can’t hold it,” Threyna said, the rot spreading up her shoulder and down her wrist. “Heal me.”

The first group of Order reinforcements emerged from the alleyway. The second came down the main street, blocking their escape.

“Zephyrus…” Threyna couldn’t let it infect Zephyrus. She had done too many things that she hated herself for, but she couldn’t—she wouldn’t let it corrupt his soul too. The rot spread up her neck. “Zephyrus, please.”

Zephyrus released a wave of force magic that flung an entire cohort of Order legionaries from their feet. He spun, and with a burst of radiant light, he blinded the other cohort as their arcanatek weapons whirred faster and faster. Zephyrus rushed to her side, but as he neared, he approached at regular speed. Meanwhile, the legionaries he lifted from their feet had yet to hit the ground, and the arcanatek blasts from the blinded soldiers shot through the air in slow motion.

White tendrils of mist surged from Zephyrus’s fingers and flowed into Threyna. The rot abated, but not fast enough. Even in slow motion, the prone legionaries regained their feet, and the blinding radiant light wouldn’t keep the others from firing again.

“What are you doing?” Zephyrus asked, his voice a higher octave at an increased speed as he manipulated time to expedite his healing.

“The blood artifact,” Threyna said. “It’s searching for a new host.”

“Let it go!” Zephyrus said. “I’ll teleport us.”

More legionaries approached. More blood mages.

“I can’t,” Threyna said. “This is how the Skeleton King creates more blood mages. We can’t let him have—”

The blood artifact burst through her bindings and latched onto Zephyrus.

Time returned. The blood artifact slithered around Zephyrus with fervent agility. Wrapping around his neck, his arm, across his hip, around his wrist, down his leg—the blood artifact zipped from place to place, unable or unwilling to take purchase.

Arcanatek whirred around them as black-clad legionaries encroached. Threyna rushed to Zephyrus’s side and conjured a dome over them. Shots rang out. Portions of the blood dome blew apart, but it protected them.

Threyna watched in horror as the blood artifact encircled Zephyrus. It slowed and, still unable to decide on a location to latch onto, released from Zephyrus, dropping to the blood-soaked streets.

Threyna couldn’t believe her eyes, but with the buzzing arcanatek preparing to fire again, she had no time to question. It began to slither away, but something held it in place.

“I’ll hold it,” Zephyrus said, exerting his force magic. “You fight! We’ll draw the Skeleton King. Guardian, lead the civilians to escape east.”

The arcanatek whirred to a climax.

Threyna tore the decimated dome apart. Its shrapnel launched in all directions just as the arcanatek fired. The shards of the blood dome absorbed some blasts and flew through the air to hurl legionaries from their feet. Zephyrus summoned shadow shields to negate the remaining projectiles.

“Go!” Zephyrus shouted as blinding radiant light tore from his bracer and illuminated the streets, heading east. The Guardian’s light zipped off, disappearing into the light Zephyrus cast.

With her rot abated, Threyna dove back onto her Inner Throne. Surrounded by dark clouds on all sides, she focused on the other blood mages—six in all. She felt their conjurations, their blood-borne instruments of her demise, but she was the Queen of Cataclysm—their summons were hers to command.

The nearest blood mage, at the mouth of an alley behind her and to her right, forged a javelin and threw it at her. Threyna didn’t need to see it to sense it. Before it could strike her, Threyna imposed her will on the javelin. Keeping its momentum, Threyna redirected the javelin toward the blood mage on the opposite side of the street.

The blood mage conjured a shield to deflect it, but the javelin ricocheted and pierced the adjacent legionary. The mage who threw the javelin approached with a long sword. As he reared back to swing, Threyna released the conjuration. He struck at Threyna, but by the time the blade reached her, it had dissipated to ash. Before he could recover, Threyna summoned a sickle, and slammed it up into his chin. The blood mage fell, writhing.

Five left.

Arcanatek buzzed as another round prepared to fire. Zephyrus, even while holding the blood artifact in place, teleported a handful of legionaries. They disappeared, only to return to the physical plane dozens of feet above the ground, shrieking as they fell.

Ignoring the rot creeping beneath her flesh, Threyna summoned a bow and three arrows. With all three bloody fletchings between her fingers, she released. Launched at different angles, Threyna controlled the paths of each arrow. One followed a sweeping arc that bent around a conjured blood wall to take the mage in the temple. A second shot straight ahead at a raised blood shield, but Threyna seized control of the conjuration and dissolved the center of the shield to ash as her arrow burst through, taking another blood mage between the eyes. The third arrow zipped from one legionary to the other under Threyna’s guidance, piercing through the hearts of the soldiers assaulting Zephyrus.

Three mages left.

More arcanatek whirred into motion, trained on Zephyrus. A burst of fire blossomed from his palm and shot across the street in a beam. Flames engulfed the legionaries. Even as their screams burned out their lungs, other legionaries broke rank to attack Zephyrus.

They don’t want him; they want the blood artifact.

Threyna conjured spikes that shot up from the cobblestone streets. Pikes impaled the approaching legionaries before they could reach Zephyrus. As he balanced the scales to shower the legionaries in a spray of water, Threyna squared off with the three remaining blood mages.

Together, the three conjured a thicket of entwining vines that reached with fingerlike projections. Starting at her feet, the vines entangled around her lower legs, fixing her in place. Threyna sank deeper into her Inner Throne to dissipate the conjuration to ashes, but against the three of them working together, she only managed to release a few tendrils.

Rot spread up her shoulder and blackened her hand, but she plunged deeper into her seat of power. Fighting against their collective will, she seized control of their conjuring. Before they could regain reign over it, their tendrils burned to ash.

A bolt of lightning crackled through the streets. Zephyrus’s elemental magic continued to decimate the legionaries. Broken bodies languished, corpses lay burning, and those electrocuted seized in fits.

So deep within her Inner Throne, Threyna sensed more dark clouds drawing near, but with them, almost as if attempting to disguise its presence, loomed an eternal darkness that threatened to blot out the sun. The Skeleton King.

With three blood mages remaining before her, Threyna charged to end them quickly. Forging her favored glaive, she closed in on their longswords. She met the center mage’s weapon with a clash, spun her glaive, and thrust at the mage on her right. Her glaive sank into the flesh of his thigh. She ripped the blade free and turned to block an attack from the left mage. As the right attempted to absorb the spilled blood of the fallen legionaries, Threyna redirected the red mist before he could use it to heal.

She slashed high, thrust the other end, and swung a backhanded blow that sliced the center mage from his chin to his scalp. The blood mage crumbled. As the leftmost mage came to his fellow’s aid, Threyna conjured a dagger from the right mage’s wounded leg, and sent it through his throat. Denying their attempts to heal, Threyna attacked the last mage while his brethren gurgled in the throes of death, but he backed away, a grin on his face.

“Threyna!” Zephyrus shouted.

She whirled around to find Zephyrus holding himself up with his sword as a crutch. His other outstretched hand struggled to keep the floating blood artifact in place.

Darkness descended over Threyna’s Inner Throne as a shadow blacked out the sun, fighting its way through the fog over Valtarcia’s streets. Wind buffeted against her in the rhythmic flap of giant wings as the Skeleton King came to a landing in front of Zephyrus.

The wide grin of her Uncle Belrich greeted her. His cheeks hollow, his skin sallow, the blood magic had aged him since last they met back in Rheynia.

“Niece,” Belrich said, making a show of looking around. “Where is your sister? I had thought you two would never part ways again. I suppose not.” He shrugged, turning his gaze to Zephyrus. “I see you’ve made a new friend.”

With the jerk of his fist, the blood artifact tore free from Zephyrus’s invisible grasp and flew to the Skeleton King. It came to a halt before him, as if obeying him, but the liquid, red-and-black artifact contorted as if it did so unwillingly.

Belrich tsked. “It’s a shame my father didn’t take to the seas earlier. These Westerners put up less of a fight than your Underground’s legions.”

Threyna strangled the haft of her glaive.

“They have no will to resist,” Belrich said. “No arcanatek to fight back.” He stretched his arms out as wide as his twisted grin. “And I have never felt better. I’m sure you remember how good it feels to have hundreds of souls at your disposal. But curious…”

He stalked closer, striding past Zephyrus as if he weren’t even there, the blood artifact squirming beside him. He allowed his leathery wings to dissolve to ash. Behind his wings, a long, blood-conjured tail coiled around a gagged prisoner, but Threyna couldn’t look away from Belrich’s ghoulish green gaze.

“You consume, but you do not keep the souls?” Belrich asked, examining the rot tingeing her skin.

“There is no curse beyond Rheynia,” Threyna said. “I take what I need, and I let them go. Maybe that’s why the years have weighed heavier on some of us than others.”

Belrich laughed, as more legionaries filed down the main street and blocked off the alleyways. “What are years, my dear, sweet Threyna, in lieu of eternity with the One True God?”

Threyna snarled. “He uses you. The same way he used me. You realize that, don’t you?”

“That he gifted my father so he could gather the lost souls, and you with the power over blood, body, and soul, so you could ascend to realms beyond to slay the false Gods? Why, yes, Threyna. Of course he uses us. Don’t you see? What good are we if we do not do as we were created for? You denied your purpose, so another has risen to take it. That is why even though you triumphed over my father, I am still here to fulfill his will, just as another has replaced you in the divine realm. You chose to deny your fate, but fate will be fulfilled.”

Threyna shook her head. “You’re wrong!”

“Am I?” Belrich sneered. He drew closer, his ensnared captive writhing against the strength of his conjured tail.

Charged arcanatek leveled on Zephyrus. He had regained his footing, but there were more mages and legionaries now than before, and Threyna would need healing again if she hoped to fight the Skeleton King and his legions.

“Haven’t you felt the earthquakes, seen the sea’s wrath?” Belrich asked, raising a silver-blond brow. “The One True God rises, but you…” He stared into Threyna’s eyes. “And you…” He turned towards Zephyrus. “It is not too late to be on the winning side.”

Threyna’s rot-infested blood boiled. She wanted to say that he would never win, his mission would fail, and she would defeat him—but she didn’t believe it. Doubt encircled her, encroaching tighter than the legion around her. She grit her teeth.

“Defiant till the end,” Belrich said. “I always admired that in you, Threyna. Your father, Bherus, had that too. Once I envied his strength of conviction. Too bad he chose the wrong side.” He shrugged. “I suppose everyone has their fatal flaw.”

Threyna growled. Cold sweat beaded down her back. Sinking as deep into her Inner Throne as she had ever dared before, the rot slid up her neck and crept along her collarbone, but the glaive in her hand crumbled to ashes in her grip.

“You won’t be needing that,” Belrich said. “I don’t want to fight you. You have shown me how valuable it is that we work together. Though you have never been able to play nice with others, yourself, at least for very long. I too have struggled, but I have found a means to gain allies. Allow me to show you how I do it.”

His tail whipped over his head, striking like a scorpion’s stinger. The captive, constricted within his tail’s grasp, slammed onto the ground between them. With white, shoulder-length hair and a bright red face, an older man, dressed in blue-and-gold armor too small for his bulk, forced himself up to his hands and knees. Bloody tendrils sprouted out of thin air to encircle his wrists and lift him from the cobblestones until his feet hovered above the street. He attempted to speak, despite the gag in his mouth, but the sound was unintelligible.

“Take, for example, the Duke of Valtarcia,” Belrich said, beaming. “Some call him the usurper, others—a traitor. Some believe he is a pawn in Salmantica’s game, and others think he is actually doing the right thing. So complicated. So interesting, isn’t it? How is poor old Horus even supposed to know who he is or what to do under such affliction?”

“Let him go,” Zephyrus said from behind.

Belrich turned to him, then back to Threyna. “Is your friend always so rude?”

Zephyrus raised his hand to cast, but before any flames, water, or lightning could come forth, a flow of blood wrapped around Zephyrus’s wrist, twisting his palm back towards himself.

“Quite rude,” Belrich said. “As I was saying…” Belrich released his hold of the blood artifact. Like a caged animal, the artifact bolted for Horus.

The red-and-black liquid zipped around Horus’s chest, encircled his arms, then latched onto his forehead, materializing into a red-and-black crown. Horus let out a muffled cry through his gag as the artifact injected its prongs into him. The black rot surged from his forehead, down his cheeks and into his neck, before retracting back into the corrupted crown.

Zephyrus whipped the Vykane Blade through the tendril binding his wrist and attacked the Skeleton King, but a blood-conjured sword rose before him. Zephyrus fought the invisible wielder of the blood-borne blade, but he couldn’t close the distance on the Skeleton King. 

“You certainly keep low company, Threyna.” Belrich waved his hand, and a conjured hand snagged Zephyrus by the ankle and swept his feet out from under him. Zephyrus hit the ground with a thud. 

Threyna attempted to forge a shield in Zephyrus’s defense as the blood sword hovered over him, but the Skeleton King dissipated her conjuration to ash. The blood sword struck downward.

Sparks struck along the cobblestone. Zephyrus teleported away from the Skeleton King’s grasp, but he had yet to reappear.

Belrich shook his head at Threyna. “Everyone abandons you, don’t they? I won’t, Threyna. The One True God won’t.”

Threyna bared her teeth, but her heart thudded in her chest. I can’t defeat him. Not without trapping as many souls as he has.

Horus ripped free from the tendrils holding him and tore the gag from his mouth. “You will not win, monster,” he shouted at Belrich.

“So defiant,” Belrich said.

A darkling poured from the Skeleton King’s chest and surged into Horus’s, beginning the battle for control over his body and mind.

“Until the end,” Belrich said.

Horus turned toward Threyna, and said in a voice not his own, “Join… or die.”

It was worse than Threyna imagined. With Zephyrus, the Treasures, and the Relics of Kataan, she still couldn’t beat him. She gulped.

Out of nowhere, Zephyrus reappeared above the Skeleton King, the Vykane Blade in his hand. He swung down at Belrich. Belrich spun and caught Zephyrus by each wrist. Blood spread out over the Skeleton King’s arms, reinforcing his strength.

Zephyrus struggled against him.

“And you,” Belrich said. “You think I don’t know you? I can hear your heartbeat. I can sense every change in temperature of your blood. You think you have power… against me?”

The Vykane Blade retracted into the hilt still within Zephyrus’s hand as the Skeleton King took control of the blood forged into his heirloom sword.

In Belrich’s distraction, Threyna screamed within her Inner Throne. She conjured a sword at Belrich’s back, but Horus conjured a shield to block it. Just as Belrich’s blood-borne sword was about to stab Zephyrus through the side, Zephyrus teleported beside Threyna. He wrapped his arms around her, and before she could object, the air became thin, and wind rushed past. And they teleported out.

Reappearing outside the gate on the outskirts of the city, Threyna glared at Zephyrus. “How could you? We—”

“Would. Have. Died!” Zephyrus shouted. He seized Threyna’s hand and held it up to her.

Black.

The rot within her veins, thicker than usual, covered her arm.

Zephyrus released her, placed his hands on his hips, and observed his surroundings. People—patricians and plebs, owners and slaves, Valencians and Celestics—hurried from the gates with nothing but what they could carry, guided by the Guardian’s light.

The Guardian flitted in looping circles, seeming more in need of guidance than the heads she fluttered over.

“Guardian,” Zephyrus called. She continued to flit around. “Guardian?”

After a moment, the orb of light descended on them.

“Apologies,” the Guardian said. “I seem to have lost myself for a moment.”

Zephyrus cast a glare at Threyna. “We all seem to have. Come on. Let’s get these people as far away from this place as possible.”

Zephyrus trotted off, running towards the front of the refugees, leaving Threyna rotten. The stain of the Skeleton King clung to her even on the opposite side of the city. In the distance, the Vale flowed through the shipyard where only days ago, Threyna and Zephyrus had fought against the Jackals and liberated countless slaves. But so much had changed since then.

Threyna bit her lip. I lied again, used him, and nearly got us both killed. And for what?

She’d run out of ideas for how to overcome the Skeleton King’s power. But she had an idea. And all she needed for it to work was the blood artifact. Biting her lip, she hustled to follow the flow of people running toward the Vale to escape the Skeleton King.


Chapter 7

The Sea Blade

Vykinallia

Stockhelm

The lands of her home were laid asunder. Cracks and fissures divided the Hylan peaks. The Crystal River’s winding path from the Stormburn Geyser to what remained of the burned-out southern jungles was interrupted by waterfalls that never used to exist. But worst of all was what the damage represented; Moterra was dead.

Between the Skeleton King’s arrival, the ascent of Paxoran’s Harbinger, and Threyna’s willful and domineering demands of Zephyrus, Vykinallia’s darkened mood spurred her to action. Luckily, some chose to join her, but too many others remained within the perceived safety of the Hylan ludus.

Not all were remaining out of callous disregard for others like Sinion and Lenara—someone needed to care for the infirm. Vykinallia’s mother volunteered to assist the medicus. Nortus, ever-loyal to the Cassius family, remained by her side. As did Gensus, a Ridge Knight not yet recovered from his injuries despite the healing mages’ efforts. Vykinallia was glad her mother wouldn’t be alone, but too many, able to help in the cause, refused to do so.

After saying her goodbyes to those who deserved them, she, Laeden, Iberion, Unari, and Kherus led groups of volunteers north for Nesonia’s docks and the ships left behind by the Salmantics.

Many wanted to accompany them to help those under siege, but the tumultuous seas would be risky. They were fortunate that a few with seafaring experience aided their cause, but beyond navigating the treacherous seas, the fear of what they’d find upon landfall accompanied their march. Despite nearly a hundred in their company, the way was silent.

Worse than the aftershocks of the tremors, the howling wind, or the crashing waves was the noise within Vykinallia’s mind. She hated how, despite herself, what bothered her most was the way Threyna tore Zephyrus away from her touch. The world was falling apart, but she couldn’t help but fear for him.

Will I ever see Zephyrus again?

As if sensing her thoughts, Laeden brushed the back of his hand against Vykinallia’s leather bracer. “They will be okay.” He pursed his lips and nodded. “We’ll get there soon enough and…” He shook his head. “We’ll see what we can do for the people of Valtarcia.”

Vykinallia’s gaze fell to the dry, torn earth before each footfall. Her stomach twisted, and she reached for the elbow Zephyrus had healed. Laeden’s presence of mind to focus on those in need only highlighted the contrast with her selfish thoughts.

“They will be okay,” Vykinallia said. “And we’ll do our part.”

Laeden grunted. They strode in silence for a few paces. “He’ll be back, you know.”

“I know,” Vykinallia said, but hearing her own voice, she didn’t sound convinced.

“He’s not one I’d bet against,” Laeden said, smoothing the dressings along his wounded forearm. “Gladiators, Revivalists, Jackals, Seers—why not add a blood mage and a Traitor God?”

Vykinallia forced a smile. The dried-out foliage crunched underfoot.

“We’ve lost too many,” Laeden said, his voice somber. “We both have.”

He was referring to Markus. She knew he was, but somehow it still didn’t feel real. For so much of her life, her older brother was just away. Away in Salmantica, training with Atonus Allos, studying to be the Master at Arms. Away from her father and the weight of expectations placed upon him. Away, but never gone. Though she’d clung to him as they both lay dying, it felt like a nightmare she’d woken from. But with each step she took alongside Laeden, reality set in, and their faces stretched as long as the shadows they cast against the rising sun.

“He was proud of you, you know?” Laeden said. “Perhaps not the best at showing it, but it doesn’t change how he felt.”

Neither does you saying it. Vykinallia swallowed the words. Laeden wasted his kindness on her, because that’s all it was—not truth—kindness.

Laeden sighed, his shoulders heaving. “He didn’t agree with everything I did either. Especially since the trial. But he thought you were abducted by the Uprising. He thought they killed your father. If he had gotten the chance to learn the truth, really know it, he would have supported everything we’ve been doing.”

Vykinallia hoped it was true, but a wrinkle of doubt creased her brow. Would he have? Or was he more like Father than I ever wanted to see? Not wanting to sully her memory of her brother, she chose to believe Laeden was right.

As they neared the docks of Nesonia, the degree of the earthquake’s destruction became more apparent. Though the land itself seemed unaltered, the resultant waves did the rest. Some ships had sunk—masts broken by the crashing swells. Others were wrecked upon the rocks of the north shore, or must have drifted out to sea, because the ships left riding the heaving tides did not match the scouts’ final count.

Eight ships. Nine less than they had at their disposal last night. If they were hoping to ferry people to the safety of Stockhelm, they would not have an easy time. The prospect was made more difficult by the thunderous crash of the waves slamming into the shoreline. Those still floating were nestled closest to the docks, somewhat protected from the brunt of the sea’s wrath by the curve of the coast.

Laeden addressed their company, shouting over the roaring tide. “We sail for the Bay of Bastards, but be prepared for anything. We do not know what awaits us, only that there is a force that cares not for kingdoms, customs, or life itself. We must unite if we are to weather the storm. And we must be vigilant in defending one another.”

Laeden lifted his gaze to the sky and ran his palm over his shorn hair. “The Gods will not guide our path. They will not aid our cause. We know that now. It is up to us. The way will not be easy, but we will persevere. We sail together, we fight together, and we will win together!”

Cheers rose throughout their number, fists punched the air, but the tumultuous tides and choppy waters sank Vykinallia’s enthusiasm.

Jecht jostled his spear beside Vykinallia as their group divided into four parties to take half of the remaining boats.

“Just a little water, eh?” Jecht said.

Cerik hefted his mace over his shoulder. “Enough to drown civilization itself.”

“Don’t be so grim.” Jecht grinned ear to ear, parting the scar that slashed across his face. “The sea is in my veins—I’m a Hecht bastard, remember?”

“You’ve been on the deck of a ship one time absent manacles,” Cerik said. “And that one time, you nearly sank us.”

Vykinallia stifled a laugh, glancing between the two as they approached their boat bobbing in the tide.

“Well if it weren’t for someone else over here—” He jabbed his thumb at Vykinallia. “—Zephyrus could have used his magic to get us to the sanctuary. As it were, we did jus’ fine, didn’t we?”

Cerik scoffed, but Jecht’s words transported her back to that night, the night before the New Rheynian Games in the Chariot’s Arena. Zephyrus, Jecht, and Cerik were supposed to escape together, but she had summoned him to her chambers to free him. She recalled what she believed was their first and final goodbye. He was off to join the Uprising, while she was preparing to marry Damascus. If not for Paxoran, he would have left that night.

How much different might things have been?

Laeden would have been dead. Who else would have defied the crown and defended Laeden in a trial by steel? If Zephyrus had escaped before she had freed him, would he have taken kindly to her when Falcos delivered her to the Fallen?

“You’re right, Jecht,” Vykinallia said. “You did just fine, and so will we.”

Standing on what was left of the docks, the surf swelled beneath their feet. Vykinallia walked the plank to board the bobbing Sea Blade, hoping it would deliver her and her crew to better fortunes than it had the Salmantic soldiers who abandoned it or died before they could return.

Laeden and Kherus’s crew joined together to take the largest ship. As their sail billowed out, catching the wind, the voyage to Valtarcia began. Iberion and Unari each took a mismatched group of Fallen, freedpeople, and even surrendered Salmantics who chose to aid in the sailing effort rather than be caged in the barracks.

Iberion’s and Unari’s ships opened their sails to the winds and set out into the white-capped breakers. All aboard the Sea Blade, Vykinallia gripped the netting around the center mast as the Salmantic seafarers prepared their vessel for launch. Though she knew her way around a boat, she had never navigated such treacherous tides.

She wanted to pray, but after Zephyrus’s mysterious Guardian had returned from the divine realm and shared about the happenings within the pantheon, no words would calm her nerves. She closed her eyes to still her churning stomach, swallowed the anxious bubble in her throat, and widened her stance. Though the rising sun offered a tranquil ray of hope, Vykinallia felt a shadow looming over her—over them all.

As the sails turned to catch the wind, they followed the other ships north and east towards the Bay of Bastards. Vykinallia’s mind raced, searching for something to keep her thoughts off of the fear of their boat capsizing, but nothing brought her comfort. The thought of Valtarcia’s people fleeing a blood mage more powerful than Threyna, the prospect of Zephyrus fighting the God responsible for the deaths of other deities, and the fact that the world she once knew was gone forever were not much better.

With each rise and fall over the waves, Vykinallia squeezed her inner thighs towards one another to offer some stability, but her stomach roiled. Cerik, too afraid to go near the side of the boat, vomited on the deck. Though Jecht chided him, Cerik wasn’t the only one. Despite the conditions, slowly, they made progress across the sound. The further they went, a thick fog developed, obscuring the way and shading the sun.

Vykinallia ground her teeth. The salty spray of sea air she once found so refreshing now only elevated her anxiety. Laeden’s, Unari’s, and Iberion’s ships disappeared from view.

Eventually, as the fog burned off, the masts of the others’ ships came back into view, and just beyond, Valtarcia’s coastline appeared. As the call for landfall ahead echoed throughout the crew, Vykinallia allowed her clenched grip on the netting around the center mast to subside. She released the tension in her shoulders, but the nearer they got to the coast and the more the fog lifted, the more apparent the dark clouds were over the city further to the east.

A black shawl seemed to hover over the city, blanketing the white walls in darkness.

Those aren’t clouds. That’s smoke.

She didn’t know if the fires were Zephyrus’s doing or the Skeleton King’s, but they did not portend well for the people of Valtarcia.

Steadying herself, Vykinallia left the safety of the center mast to get a closer look from the starboard side. The whistling wind sounded like screams, but it blew from the west.

Just my imagination playing tri—

The ship lurched over a rapidly rising wave.

Vykinallia lost her footing. She attempted to catch herself, but spilled to the deck. After falling prone, she pressed herself up to all fours, only to be rolled onto her back by the ship’s sudden turn. The deck angled diagonally. Others clung to anything worth holding. Anything not tied down slid across the deck.

“Vykinallia!” Jecht shouted, holding the center mast with one arm, while extending the shaft of his spear towards her. “Grab on.”

Shouts rose as the crew echoed the Salmantic seafarer’s calls. The sails swung to counter the unexpected change of direction.

Vykinallia reached for Jecht’s outstretched spear haft, but a wave surged over the gunnel. Water rained down upon Vykinallia’s back. The cold paired with her panic as she slid away from Jecht’s reach and tumbled into the side of the ship.

Her vision swam. Her ribs protested.

More shouts thundered all around her.

The ship thrashed again in the sudden change in the surf.

A crate slid down the deck and crashed into the gunnel beside her.

“Hang on!” the Salmantic captain shouted.

The sea tossed the ship out of the water. Vykinallia reached for the gunnel, but was lifted into the air. The deck rebalanced, and gravity slammed her back down.

Her ears rang, but before she could reorient herself, she was spinning again. Sliding down the deck the opposite direction, she flailed, attempting to find purchase anywhere. A hand seized her forearm. Her momentum nearly ripped her shoulder out of her socket, but she held.

Cerik hauled her back to the safety and stability of the center mast.

“Hold on,” Jecht cried.

Another wave rose as tall as the mast, blocking out the sun. Vykinallia’s jaw hung open, but no sound squeaked out.

The massive wave crashed in front of the bow. The front of the Sea Blade dipped then rose again, climbing the swell left in the aftermath of the wave. In the momentary stillness, Vykinallia noticed rock fracturing from the cliff face to the west. Huge boulders fell from the bluffs into the raging waves crashing into it.

Another earthquake.

She searched the horizon for the sails of Laeden’s, Unari’s, and Iberion’s ships. The quake divided them. While the other ships neared the Bay of Bastards, the Sea Blade was too far east.

We’ll never make it back.

As the Valtarcian Harbor came into view, she realized that the captain knew the same thing. They would make landfall anywhere the captain could. Then they’d be behind enemy lines. An enemy who could hear heartbeats, conjure weapons of blood, and take control over another’s body.

“We can’t go there,” said another Salmantic soldier to the one captaining the ship. “We’ll be stranded!”

Vykinallia swallowed. Zephyrus and Threyna teleported in to lead people out. They might have arrived slower, but they would do the same. She didn’t know if Zephyrus had found the gate and ascended to the divine realm, or if he even succeeded in helping others escape the Skeleton King’s torment. All she knew was that they could count on no one to come for them.

“There’s only one way out,” Vykinallia shouted over the waves. “We go through. And we don’t leave alone.”

Another wave rose before them, colossal in height and width. The sky disappeared beyond its bulk. No shouts were raised, no orders given. The wave curled like the jaws of a monstrous sea beast.

“Burn me,” Jecht said.

The ocean swallowed the sky, devoured the ship, and crashed atop her.


Chapter 8

Separated

Zephyrus III

Valtarcia

Zephyrus rubbed the back of his neck. His hand came away slick with sweat. The sun had risen over Northridge’s tallest tower, but it was not to blame for Zephyrus’s malady. As the hundreds of Valtarcian refugees traveled westward, many began to descend into disputes as to where they should be going. Zephyrus didn’t have a plan. He just wanted to deliver them to Laeden, Vykinallia, and the others. They would know what to do.

In the meantime, everyone thought they knew what was best. Some, namely patricians, wanted to flee to Salmantica. Plebeians thought to hide in the mountains to the north, while others, slaves among them, wanted to hide in the countryside to the southwest. Zephyrus didn’t know how he was going to keep them together. It wasn’t until another earthquake rattled the countryside that their bickering came to an end.

If the gates were opened, he wouldn’t even be here, watching over them like a doctore. The gates to the divine realm were closed, and every moment he was denied access granted the Harbinger another opportunity to slay more Gods. Yet even with such a threat, the Skeleton King was worse than Zephyrus had imagined—more powerful than he’d dared believe.

Despite his frustration with Threyna’s continual lies, he understood her fears as to why. The Skeleton King’s abilities scaled with the souls he consumed. And unlike Threyna who consumed them to restored herself, the Skeleton King hoarded them. The effects weighed heavily on his body, but the abilities he had because of the souls he kept trapped allowed him to seize control of Threyna’s conjurations. Even with two of the three Treasures of Stockhelm, she was vulnerable. And Zephyrus, with all the magic of the Gods at his disposal, didn’t feel like he helped balance the scales in her fight against the Skeleton King.

He can control the Vykane Blade. He can hear my heartbeat. I should have known better.

He would make sure he got a second chance, and when he did, he wouldn’t make the same mistakes. He wouldn’t let Paxoran’s puppet consume the mortal realm.

As they neared the Bay of Bastards over the fractured landscape, Laeden and Vykinallia’s party approached from the south. Yet as they neared, Zephyrus couldn’t spot Vykinallia.

A fist tightened in his stomach. Responding to him, the Guardian’s light dimmed over his shoulder. Zephyrus jogged ahead of their procession, keenly aware of the cold sweat clinging to his back. The strands of hair that broke free from its tie blew right to left across his face.

As he met Laeden, he glanced side to side down the line of those who had volunteered to meet them. Breathing in and out through his nostrils in a deep but short rhythm, Zephyrus wiped the hair from his face and met Laeden’s gaze.

The former prince’s lips formed a tight line.

She’s not here.

“Where is she?” Zephyrus asked as Threyna came up beside him.

Laeden dropped his gaze. “We got separated. The quake, the seas…”

Zephyrus hissed through his clenched teeth. “Where is she?”

Laeden lifted his eyes. “I don’t know. The wind swept them further east. I don’t know if they made landfall. At best they landed at the harbor—”

“At best?” Zephyrus asked, his mouth dry. If she made landfall at the harbor, that meant she was trapped inside Valtarcia’s city walls—as cornered and defenseless as every other person in the city. His mind went blank, numb, unable to fathom how she would make it out.

If that was the best-case scenario, he didn’t want to imagine what the worst was. Past the shoreline, the towering breakers in the distance might as well have rushed into his lungs because he was unable to breathe.

“Then we’ll go back for them,” Threyna said, placing her hand on his shoulder.

Zephyrus balked.

“You need to find a place to put these people,” Threyna said, looking at Laeden but gesturing to the Valtarcian refugees behind her. “There will be more, and we barely managed to keep them together as it was… barely made it out, if we’re being honest.”

Laeden examined the long faces of the refugees before turning back to Threyna. “Barely made it out—and you want to go back?”

“There are tens of thousands more in that city,” Threyna said. “Every person we leave behind will be added to the Skeleton King’s army.”

“Chimera’s breath,” Laeden said. “Where is he? Is he following?”

Zephyrus shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“He won’t,” Threyna said. “Not until he has taken every last soul from Valtarcia.”

Zephyrus bit his lip. I had an opportunity to stop him, and I missed it. “We won’t let him.” He nodded at Threyna. “We’re going back. We’ll get everyone out if we can’t kill him.”

Threyna cocked her eyebrow at him for a moment, but let it fall as Laeden turned back to her. “But… if we should fail, these people need a place to go. And it doesn’t look like Stockhelm is a viable option.”

Laeden ran his hand over his short brown hair. “Doesn’t leave many choices.”

The ground rumbled beneath their feet. Laeden and Threyna took hold of one another to keep from falling, but the tremor soon stopped.

“It will only get worse,” the Guardian said, quietly enough that only Zephyrus could hear. “Maybe if we get close to where the gate is, I can see if there is a way of opening it.”

Zephyrus curled his fingers into a fist. “If you can, I’ll go. But I just need one more chance at the Skeleton King. I can do this. Once he’s dead, once the people are liberated, then we’ll ascend.”

The Guardian’s light bobbed up and down.

Threyna and Laeden separated once it seemed the aftershocks of the quake were over. The refugees and those of Laeden’s company also settled themselves, realizing they were safe—for the time being.

“A place to go,” Laeden said. “For a few hundred, scattering may be the best we can do, but thousands—tens of thousands? I can think of only one place, but I don’t think we’ll be welcomed.”


Chapter 9

King of Nothing

Laeden II

Valtarcia

Laeden adjusted the saddle atop the gray mare’s back and tightened the cinch. The poor beast hooved the ground and snorted.

“I know, girl,” Laeden whispered to the horse. “I’m scared too.”

He nodded to Naius, the gray-haired Valtarcian refugee who owned the horse. No one would sing songs of Naius, but he was a hero. After Allaron and Callonus had stirred up unrest in Valtarcia to overthrow Horus’s corruption, Naius dumped the grain from his wagon to gather orphans. Seeing the coming lawlessness, he took them beyond Valtarcia’s city walls. Little did he know what fate he had saved them from in leaving when he did.

“Good fortunes,” Naius said to Laeden. “May Starla serve you as well as she did me.” He placed his hands on the shoulders of two of the orphans he had rescued.

Laeden nodded. “Starla, eh?” He patted Starla’s neck. “I’m sure she will. I will bring her back to you upon my return.” Laeden placed his hand on the horn and his foot in the stirrup. As he vaulted onto Starla’s back, Kherus, Aponius, and Aurellia approached.

“You can’t be serious?” Kherus asked.

Laeden had named Kherus Captain of the Ridge Knights for his ability to think freely, for whatever worth such an honorific was now. The young captain’s discerning blue eyes examined him, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Do you know me to jest, Kherus?” Laeden asked, settling into the saddle.

Kherus shook his head and lifted his palms to the sky. “So if not a jest, you’ve gone mad. Returning to Salmantica. Alone? King Damascus will have you nailed to a Six Arrowed Star.”

“You might be right,” Laeden said, taking the reins. “But the fate that awaits these people if I don’t try is far worse.”

He knew what was at risk—both for him and everyone else. But he was out of options.

“Send me instead,” Aponius said. “Or… anyone else.”

Aponius’s jaw clenched beneath his freckled cheeks. The former Lion’s Academy soldier turned assassin sent to kill Laeden had become a trusted ally. But this was not his job.

“If my brother ever saw you again, you would receive far worse than the Star,” Laeden said. “No. It has to be someone he knows.”

In his mind’s eye, Queen Danella’s lying smile taunted him. He recalled the look on Aelon’s face, his oldest friend, as he betrayed Laeden—condemning him to a rigged trial. Memories became nightmares as Ser Aemos Horne’s blade slashed through Iylea’s frail neck. And just when Laeden couldn’t handle it anymore, Damascus’s steel surged through their father’s gut.

Laeden crushed the leather reins within his fist. He didn’t want to plead for aid. He wanted war with Salmantica, not peace.

“...if there comes a time when you can choose between forgiveness and punishment,” his father had said, “I hope you choose to forgive and work toward peace.”

His father’s words ate at him. He didn’t want to believe this was such a time, that such a choice existed, but amidst the Skeleton King’s reign of terror, there was no other time. He didn’t want to go to Salmantica—he needed to.

“But why you, King Laeden?” Aurellia asked. Her heart-shaped face wilted, the corners of her eyes and lips turning downward. The pleading look in her gaze reminded him of Iylea, begging him to listen. He hadn’t been able to then. He wouldn’t be able to now either.

“Why me?” Laeden asked. Starla began to stir as if sensing Laeden’s discomfort. “Because who am I… King of Valtarcia?” He shook his head and pointed to the white stone walls bordering Valtarcia. “What if Valtarcia falls? I am king of nothing.”

“But you could send an emissary,” Kherus said. “Kings don’t deliver their own messages—you don’t need to either.”

“Damascus won’t listen to a stranger,” Laeden said. “He might not listen to me either. But I have to try.”

Aurellia hung her head. Kherus put his hands on his hips. Aponius opened his mouth to object, but no words came forth.

Markus would have attempted to talk me out of it too, if Aemos hadn’t killed him as well.

The thought made his heart hurt, but it only strengthened his resolve. He couldn’t let anyone else fall. If he was going to be a king, he would be king for the people—not castles or cities—but people. What kind of king would I be if I’m not willing to sacrifice myself for them?

Starla bristled. Laeden patted the mare’s neck again.

“I appreciate what you’re saying, all of you,” Laeden said, looking up from Starla to his closest advisers. “But I’m powerless against the Skeleton King. The only thing I can do to help our cause is give our refugees a place for succor. If Damascus takes me, kills me, then we are no worse off than if I did nothing and waited for the Skeleton King to consume all of New Rheynia. I have the best chance of getting Damascus to see reason, to lend aid.”

Aurellia lifted her hand to her lips. Kherus ran his fingers through his brown hair, brushing it past his shoulder. Aponius bowed.

“What can we do, King Laeden?” Aponius asked.

Laeden gazed at the refugees. If Zephyrus and Threyna couldn’t defeat the Skeleton King, more would need to flee Valtarcia. He imagined them divided, fighting amongst themselves in the countryside, waiting for the Skeleton King to get them next.

“You must lead them,” Laeden said. “Divide them if you must. Take some north to the Silver Summits, others to the isthmus, and others to the countryside west of the Vale, but even separated, you must remain united in cause. Send messengers between each other, stay in contact, remain vigilant, and maybe… just maybe, we’ll see our way through this.”

Aponius and Kherus both nodded.

Aurellia dropped her chin to her chest. “I fear the refugees will not listen to me, King Laeden. In their eyes, I am just a slave.”

Laeden snorted. “They can follow you, or they can join the Skeleton King. If my name holds any authority amongst these people, you three speak for me. Is that clear?”

Aurellia, Aponius, and Kherus bowed, nodded, and saluted respectively.

“Come back soon,” Kherus said.

Laeden inclined his head. With a kick of his heel, he willed Starla into motion. At a gallop, he made his way for the isthmus, Salmantica’s city walls, and a reunion with the man who killed his father. For peace, he reminded himself.


Chapter 10

Resonance

Threyna II

Valtarcia

The blood artifact was the key. It wouldn’t save anyone in Valtarcia—it wouldn’t save Zephyrus’s precious Vykinallia if she did manage to reach land—but it could turn the tides of the battle. While she appreciated Zephyrus’s enthusiasm in wanting to kill the Skeleton King, she alone knew it wouldn’t be that easy. If she were going to find a way to defeat the Skeleton King, she couldn’t allow him to continue building his army of blood mages. She needed to stop him at the source, and he couldn’t create new mages without the blood artifact.

As she and Zephyrus walked away from the refugees toward Valtarcia’s city walls, she held out her hand to reveal the black rot still wriggling along her forearms. “Can you?”

Zephyrus grunted. Stopping his gait, he took her hand. White tendrils of mist flowed from his fingers into her flesh. As the rot abated to her fingertips, black marks tinged Zephyrus’s.

“What’s your angle?” Zephyrus asked.

Threyna narrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

Zephyrus scoffed, releasing her hand. He continued to walk towards the city walls. “Vykinallia, Jecht, Cerik—the people I care most for in this world—they disappear, may be trapped within the Skeleton King’s domain, and suddenly you want to help them? I don’t believe you. So what’s your angle?”

Threyna scowled. Their footfalls crunched the dead grass underfoot. “I told you. He will only get stronger if we don’t stop him.”

“And?” Zephyrus said, glancing at her from the corner of his eye. “It’s never what it seems with you. I’d rather not be blindsided.”

Threyna sighed. “The blood artifact. We take it. It has a host, but if we—”

“That host protected the Skeleton King,” Zephyrus said. “He’s not on our side. What do you propose—we abduct a blood-conjuring monster and teleport him to camp?”

Threyna shook her head, and hissed, “Real nice, Zephyrus.”

He rolled his eyes and massaged his temples with both hands. “You know what I mean. He’s on the Skeleton King’s side.”

“Not once I consume the darkling controlling him,” Threyna said, seething. “Listen, I know you want to kill the Skeleton King, and I appreciate that. But I was wrong. He’s already too powerful. And the only way we fight back is by creating blood mages of our own.”

Zephyrus stopped in his tracks.

Threyna’s momentum continued a few additional steps before she turned to look at him.

“You can’t mean that.” He shook his head as if he didn’t understand.

“I do,” Threyna said. “Three blood mages, half as skilled as me, combined their wills together. In isolation, I could slaughter each of them a hundred times, but together… together they nearly got me.”

“So if you had enough blood mages under your control, you think you could stop him?” Zephyrus asked, his eyes narrow, lip retracted in disgust.

“Not under my control,” Threyna said. “And that’s not even how darklings work. He has convinced them of his delusions. He doesn’t control them, and I wouldn’t either. I just need someone working with me.”

Zephyrus exhaled and resumed walking. “Why didn’t the blood artifact latch onto me?”

Threyna fell in step beside him, shrugging. She’d never seen the blood artifact reject a host before. They walked in silence for a time until they were well away from the refugees.

“So you don’t want to try again… to kill the Skeleton King?” Zephyrus asked.

Threyna bit her lip. She wanted nothing more. But it was too risky to fight on his terms.

“No,” Threyna said. “Not yet. I guess I’ll have to do this one without you.”

Zephyrus bristled.

“We have to go to the gate,” the Guardian said, her light barely visible in the sunlight.

“I know,” Zephyrus said, his tone bitter. “But not yet. We help people escape, like we were supposed to the first time. We find Vykinallia and the others.”

Threyna cleared her throat. “Then the blood artifact.”

Zephyrus nodded. “Then the blood artifact. And then the gate.”

The Guardian grumbled, but her light pulsed as if assuaged.

“Ready?” Threyna asked Zephyrus.

“We’ve wasted too much time already.” Zephyrus grabbed her by the arms. Wind rushed past, her vision blurred, and the disorientation of being ripped from one place and brought to another stymied her.

For the second time that morning, they were back inside Valtarcia’s city walls. Before her surroundings could even return to her, the Skeleton King’s dark, looming presence did. A patter upon the roof of her Inner Throne echoed throughout her chambers. The sound, like falling rain, began to pick up. The windows of her Inner Throne, all beautiful stained glass, seemed to bleed, but that was just the falling blood-rain.

Threyna’s vision cleared, but she still couldn’t place herself. The acrid smell of smoke filled her nostrils. Smoke clung to the sea air, tainting the salt-scented wind. Her feet were submerged in cold water that stole the feeling from her toes. On the shoreline of a bay, she plodded her boots on the pebbled stones beneath the water’s surface.

The tides lapped gently against her shins, compared to where they slammed against the cliffs, but with every rise and fall of the waves, debris and broken boards floated. Rising from the water and dipping beneath, each splintered plank seemed to reach beyond the surface as if it were a hand calling for aid.

As the sea foamed upon the pebbly beach, white bubbles remained even after the tide retreated, stained with a tinge of red.

Blood.

Along the beach, bodies—or what was left of them—were strewn about, limbs bent at odd angles or laced with lacerations. Behind her, a crumbled tower of what was once perhaps a lighthouse receded into a barred gate that had been torn apart.

“Where are we?” Threyna asked.

“The Valtarcian Harbor,” Zephyrus said. “At least what’s left of it—it didn’t look like this last I was here. There were docks, boats… people.”

“The attack that sank the harbor didn’t do this,” Threyna said, gesturing to the bodies as they strode from the water. “He must have made landfall here. At least in part.”

Zephyrus bent down and picked something up amidst the pebbles. A purple strip of cloth. He crushed it in his fist. “Vykinallia wore this in her hair…” He stared at the rolling tides of the bay and the violent swells beyond.

Threyna bit her lip. “Just because that washed ashore doesn’t mean she didn’t.” She turned to the broken gate that led into the city.

“Can you feel her?” Zephyrus asked. “Can you hear her heartbeat?”

Threyna’s eye twitched. Even if I wanted to… “I don’t know her well enough to find her in a city full of people.”

Zephyrus lifted the cloth to his lips. She could sense his heartbeat—slow and steady, but thunderous. Angry. For the thousands of hearts she’d listened to, never had fear and anger presented itself with such composure.

Threyna put her hand on Zephyrus’s arm. “I’ll try.”

His dark eyes, ringed with a fiery orange, met hers. “Gratitude.”

She gave him a sad smile, then closed her eyes and sank deeper into her Inner Throne.

It wasn’t her first time listening to Vykinallia’s heart. She had felt her rhythm in the aftermath of the battle for Stockhelm. Her weak, rapid flutter beat like butterfly wings. She should have died, but Zephyrus saved her.

As expected, searching for Vykinallia’s rhythm amongst fear-ridden people of the city was like trying to find the Treasures of Stockhelm without knowing what they were or where they were hidden. Her heartbeat was too unfamiliar.

“I can’t,” Threyna said.

Zephyrus grunted. His heart’s pulse spiked, but there was understanding in his gaze.

“She’s not the only one who needs saving, Zephyrus,” the Guardian said. “She may very well be within the city, along with everyone else.”

Listening to Zephyrus’s rhythm, Threyna got an idea. Would he have imparted some part of himself into her when he healed her?

Rather than listening for Vykinallia’s pulse, she sought another like Zephyrus’s. Within her Inner Throne, the walls seemed to hum with a thousand unique vibrations. Sifting through them one by one, each was different. Similar to the patterns of an aeritan’s tortoise-like shell, no two were the same, but there were kindred segments within the rhythms. Not unlike recognizing dissonant chords within music, Zephyrus’s pulse stuck out to her against the natural progressions of others’ essences.

Within moments, one soul’s rhythm resonated with a similar pattern to Zephyrus’s.

“I think I found her,” Threyna said, her eyes still closed.

Vykinallia and Zephyrus’s shared rhythm overlapped slightly, but it was somehow growing, even by the barest of margins. Threyna’s feet pivoted within the pebbles, angling towards the rhythm’s location. She opened her eyes and looked at Zephyrus. “She’s in the city.”


Chapter 11

A Black Sea

Vykinallia II

Valtarcia

Vykinallia crawled, hands and knees, onto the pebbles of Valtarcia’s lowland coasts. She coughed water from her lungs. A hand on her back was accompanied by an encouraging tone of voice, but all she heard was the sound of crashing waves, cracking planks, and rushing water in her ears.

She coughed more water from her lungs. Her hair hung, wet and heavy, past her face, no longer tied back by the purple strip of fabric. She lowered her forehead to the pebbles. Exhaustion screamed through her strained and trembling muscles. Cold radiated through her chest, rattling her ribs, but she was alive. Alive and on solid ground.

“Burning Aquarius,” Jecht shouted as he threw a handful of pebbles into the ocean.

“The Rheynian Water God is dead,” Cerik said through heaving breaths.

Jecht kicked a rolling wave. “Bastard is lucky then. If he wasn’t, I’d kill ‘em!”

Vykinallia rolled onto her side. Others had gained the beach, a few before her, others behind her. But not everyone. She started to count how many of the twenty who had set sail had reached the pebbles, but by the count of ten, she closed her eyes. She shivered—too tired to move, too cold to think, too defeated to count again and hope for a higher number.

The mast splintered again. The sails swallowed her up like a giant maw, entrapping her in swirling darkness, dragging her to the depths of the sea.

Get up, she willed herself.

Her dagger sliced through the sail. She fought through the gap, and swam to the surface’s light, but the current of the sinking ship dragged her downward.

Get up.

The captain, the Salmantic soldier who volunteered to aid them, snagged her ankle, halfway through the slit she had cleaved in the sail. Through the salt water and the bubbles escaping his nose and mouth, Vykinallia realized he was trapped. He needed her help.

Get up!

Vykinallia rolled onto her stomach and pressed herself to her hands and knees. Setting her foot even with her hands, she lifted herself into a half-kneeling position. The scent of smoke clung to the air like a scared child to his mother’s skirts. The smell was nearly comforting compared to the seawater still dripping down her nose. It was at least the smell of land—safe, solid, land.

Lifting her gaze, she realized they were not alone on the beach. Mounds of desiccated corpses rested on the pebbles. Debris that had washed ashore framed the deceased like marks atop the crypts, denoting the dead below.

With a grunt she shoved herself to her feet. The ground swayed beneath her as if she were still underwater. Cerik extended his arm to steady her as she walked toward the broken gate beneath the crumbling watchtower.

“Twelve of us,” Cerik said. “The others…”

He didn’t need to say it. She knew.

She closed her eyes. If I had listened to Sinion, eight people wouldn’t have died. Unable to look back at the sea and the watery grave she’d led eight people to, she walked, continuing her unsteady stride to the city beyond the walls.

“We came to save,” Vykinallia said. “Let us not let their sacrifices go to waste.”

Jecht waved the others to follow them as he came up beside Vykinallia. He grunted. “Not to rain on your King’s Day Games, but no one’s got anything more than a dagger. Everything else sank to the—”

Vykinallia cleared her throat. “I know where it went, Jecht.” She didn’t want to think about her sword and shield plummeting into the abyss. Nor did she want to think about the bodies that accompanied them.

“So how are we going to help anyone?” Cerik asked.

Vykinallia recalled the expression on the Salmantic captain’s face as the ship’s mass dragged them further and further from the light of the surface. The fire in her lungs, the will to survive pumping through her heart. She kicked his hand from her boot. She saved herself.

I let him die.

Vykinallia wiped the water from her face and sniffed. “The same way we did on Stockhelm. Kaelus’s ludus is close. If they are still there, we take it. If not, we take what was left behind. Once armed, we’ll do what we came here to do. Nothing changes.”

Jecht nodded. “Only instead of having an easy retreat if we confront a blood-wielding ghost monster, we’ll have to fight our way through the entire city back to the Vale.”

Cerik scowled at Jecht as they walked through the broken barred gates into Valtarcia.

“What?” Jecht asked.

“Be on your guard,” Vykinallia said. “Threyna said blood mages can hear heartbeats, legionaries have magic bow-like machines that can rip your soul from your body, and—”

“And that’s not enough?” Jecht said. “And I thought Fenyx was a downer.”

Vykinallia scoffed. “Come on. This way.”

Smoke billowed overhead. Ash rained down. Scorch marks and burning rubble littered the lower city, but whatever fires consumed the slums had burned out. Only the dead were left among the remains, slumped against bloodstained walls or collapsed on the ground. These were fresh, evidenced by the mere fact that they weren’t desiccated to husks.

Vykinallia avoided their dead eyes. Ignoring the guilt of those who sank with the ship, she kept her eyes peeled for those hiding in the slums, clinging to a sliver of hope that they would not end up like their neighbors. None were to be found. They may have thought themselves safe. Perhaps from her they were, but she couldn’t hear heartbeats; their enemy could.

Sneaking between the narrow alleys of the abandoned slums, she led their diminished company along the dusty streets of the lower city left untouched by the fires. Their wet footfalls were perhaps the only water Valtarcia had seen in several weeks. Unless blood counted as water.

Dagger drawn, Vykinallia peeked around the corner to the main road that climbed the hill from the lower city into the upper city where Kaelus resided. Unlike the lower city, people were visible in the upper city. Patricians peeking out windows in their stone towers. Plebs slipping between the alleys in hurried scampers, attempting to hide from the patrolling legionaries.

Up the hill, a group of slumming plebs fleeing the lower city looked over their shoulders as they crossed the dirt-paved roads to the cobblestoned streets, likely searching for a place to hide in the upper city or a path to escape.

Movement up ahead caused Vykinallia to jolt backwards, behind the safety of the corner of the building. She held her hand out to Jecht, Cerik, and the others behind her.

“Over there!”

Her breath caught. Did they see me? She knelt down to poke her head beyond the precipice. Men in black uniforms trimmed green at the shoulders and shins entered the main street, but their attention was aimed uphill. The group chased the plebs up the dusty hill to the cobblestoned streets of the upper city.

Their strange magical bows rattled into motion, humming like the wings of a large insect.

Vykinallia froze. Once again, she was ensnared in the sail. Water filled her lungs. The captain reached for her, but she was already swimming the opposite direction. As the sinking ship plummeted to the depths, she swam to the surface.

“What do we do?” Jecht hissed.

Vykinallia didn’t want to drown. How was she supposed to know when was the time to help others versus when to cut her losses and save herself?

The buzzing machines erupted with a flash of light, silencing the rapid hum. Screams rose. Bodies fell. The others ran, abandoning the fallen to the depths of the ocean. They tried to save themselves, but the black-clad legionaries chased them down and cut off their escape.

Vykinallia couldn’t move; she only watched in horror as those left standing were rounded up, and the others lying prone were left for the blood mages to drain at their convenience. All while she remained hidden in the alleyway.

The legionaries hauled off their catch, content to leave their visible but harder to reach prey for later.

Threyna was right. This is just a sport to them.

The thought made her stomach churn with the seawater she’d swallowed.

“We should go,” Cerik said. “Before another patrol sweeps through.”

Vykinallia nodded, absentmindedly rubbing her elbow.

After witnessing the hunt, their group moved with greater urgency and caution. Once on the cobblestoned streets of the upper city, they turned off the main road, hoping to avoid the dead left by the legionaries, and the prospect of encountering their blood-conjuring brethren.

If she had been asked a few days ago what monster was the single greatest threat to New Rheynia, she would have said Queen Danella—Damascus perhaps a close second. After last night, she might have said the Traitor God Paxoran. But his abstract influence on the mortal realm—drought and earthquakes included—paled in comparison to what was happening in Valtarcia. Without even encountering the Skeleton King, just by witnessing the efficient barbarism of his infantry, she realized how ignorant she’d been. In the sixty years since the Great Migration, an evil had grown in Rheynia, and now it was here to claim its recompense.

Navigating the back alleys of the upper city, they rounded a corner and came upon a small band of dirt-stained and blood-smeared plebeians. A woman led the way, a short bow in her hands. Two men were hauling a severely wounded woman through the streets, leaving a trail of blood in their wake. Another man brought up the rear. At Vykinallia’s company’s approach, the man in the rear spun, leveling his dual swords at Vykinallia’s raised dagger.

She held her hands up, showing she intended no harm. The man did not lower his swords. His stance was practiced, natural, and lethal—no stranger to the art of swordplay. Dark blue eyes glared beneath neatly plucked brows—brown with silver stalks between. His hair hung past his ears, more silver than his brows, but still more mahogany than moonlight.

“We mean you no harm,” Vykinallia said. “We’re here to help.”

“I know who you are.” The man glared, his gaze as hard as iron and as sharp as the blades in his hands. “I know what you’ve done.”

Blood splattered across his face in a diagonal line from his forehead down through his trimmed beard to his opposite cheek. “This blood is on your hands as much as theirs.”

Vykinallia’s nose scrunched in the face of the accusation. She didn’t understand. How does he know me? She examined him closer. His cloak, too fine to be plebeian, draped over blue leather armor cut with white finery. The matching vambraces about his forearms, jutting from his black sleeves, held a familiar sigil, but it was the silver broach pinning his cloak to him that revealed the man’s identity. Bearing the likeness of a ram’s curled horn, the broach presented to her what dirt, blood, and unkemptness attempted to conceal.

“I’m on your side, Earl Kaelus,” Vykinallia said, barely able to believe he was exposing himself to aid plebeians. “Yes, I have freed Celestics and liberated slaves.” She gestured to the people behind her. “Mages among them, yes, you’re right. But this…” She gestured to the city around her. “This blood magic is not of Celestia. It is not of New Rheynia.”

Kaelus did not lower his weapons.

“Dominus,” said one of the men supporting the wounded woman. “We must leave.”

At closer examination, Vykinallia realized the two men possessed the same broach cast in iron—Kaelus guards. The woman they supported wore a crudely cut long dress, common amongst the Valtarcian plebeians.

Kaelus didn’t take his eyes from Vykinallia, despite the protests of his men.

“Mavren,” said the woman at the front of their party. “More will come. We must return.”

Vykinallia recognized her voice. Urcilia Kaelus, his wife.

Kaelus backed away from Vykinallia, but kept his swords raised.

Vykinallia sheathed her dagger and kept her hands up, advancing on Kaelus with slow deliberation. “Let us accompany you, Earl Kaelus. We can help. We know what this enemy is capable of, and if we don’t band together, New Rheynia—all of the mortal realm will—”

“There they are!”

The shout echoed between the narrow side streets, reverberating off of the buildings of the intersection. The mechanical buzz of the magical bows whirred into motion. Legionaries in black approached from the east, some armed with glowing white spears.

Kaelus turned his weapons from Vykinallia to the new threat. “Chimera’s breath. Urcilia, run!” He turned and ran, but the woman his guards were supporting slowed their progress.

We’ll never make it out.

The sinking ship would drag them all down, but the expression on the captain’s face when Vykinallia swam away remained fixed in her mind. We must work together.

Vykinallia followed Kaelus. “Let us help. Give us your swords. We’ll defend you.”

“They followed you,” Kaelus shouted over his shoulder. “You led them to us.”

The mechanical whir crescendoed and fired. The air distorted before her, radiating heat. Pressure gripped her wrist, jarring her backward as a radiant blast exploded before her.

“This way,” Jecht said, his hand still on her wrist.

He dragged her away from Kaelus down a westbound side street, the legionaries still in pursuit as men with the glowing spears led the charge. They split up, some following Kaelus, others chasing Vykinallia’s company.

“Hurry,” Vykinallia shouted over her shoulder as she kept pace with Jecht.

They turned north at the next intersection just in time to see Kaelus trailing behind his party on the street parallel, legionaries licking at their heels. Vykinallia sped up, her feet squishing in her wet boots upon the cobbled streets with each footfall. Merchants’ storefronts, stoops to tavern entrances, and lamp posts streamed past on either side as they approached the next cross street.

“This way!” Vykinallia turned east towards Kaelus and the legionaries giving chase.

“They’ll corner us,” Cerik cried.

Jecht guffawed at her hip. “I’m beginning to think I’m not so crazy after all.”

Vykinallia ignored them and pushed onwards. Her leather vest rose and fell with each stride, chafing her underarms. Kaelus’s slower moving party crossed their path, still heading north towards his ludus. Just behind them the legionaries were gaining, half a dozen—three with spears, three with the magic bows.

Vykinallia’s breath heaved as her arms pumped and her feet pounded against the uneven road. She pointed left, following northbound to flank the legionaries. Her band followed behind her, as did the shouts of the legionaries chasing them. They rounded the corner, coming up on the legionaries from behind. One of the mechanical bowmen looked over his shoulder and spun to a stop, his brethren following suit. Their whirring machines whined as a glowing radiant orb blossomed at the mouth of the centermost machine.

Vykinallia released a battle cry as she charged to close the distance before he could fire. She drew her dagger, but the magic bow’s warbling reached its climax, ready to fire.

Flying over Vykinallia’s shoulder, a dagger toppled end over end at the bowmen.

The dagger bit into the shoulder of the center legionary just as he fired. Attempting to avoid the incoming dagger, the legionary adjusted, spinning as he pulled the trigger. Radiant light exploded from the mouth of the magic bow and scorched off the stone façade of the adjacent building.

The other two bowmen’s machines approached its charge, nearly ready to fire.

Vykinallia leapt at the centermost bowmen. With one hand she thrust the mouth of his conical weapon downward, and with the other she drove her dagger into the man’s pale neck.

Jecht crashed into the bowman on her right, tackling him just as his weapon fired. His shot tore into the sky between the buildings.

The bowman on her left backed away as he aimed his weapon at Vykinallia. Vykinallia spun, bringing the bowman she’d stabbed into the line of fire to use as a human shield.

The shot burst forth. The blast hit the legionary Vykinallia grappled with in the back.

Cerik slammed into the bowman. His dagger plunged into the legionary’s chest again and again, spouting blood each time he ripped his blade free.

“Help Kaelus!” Vykinallia shouted to the others in their company.

They charged past, chasing down the spearman in pursuit of Kaelus.

Vykinallia shoved the legionary she’d stabbed in the neck to the side. The light faded from his eyes as blood drained from his face. She yanked her and Jecht’s daggers from his flesh and went to Jecht’s aid as he slammed fist after fist into the bowman’s head.

He didn’t need any aid. The combination of the former gladiator’s fists and the cobbled streets had smashed the legionary’s skull to pieces.

“Let’s go,” Vykinallia said, dragging Jecht from the body. More legionaries were behind them. Up ahead, Kaelus and Vykinallia’s party swarmed the three spearmen.

As Vykinallia, Jecht, and Cerik hurried to their aid, Kaelus slashed through the throat of the last spearman, his silver-speckled beard dashed with blood. His shoulders rose and fell with heavy breaths. His midnight-blue eyes met Vykinallia’s.

“More coming,” Kaelus said. “My ludus is near. Come.”

Without waiting for a response, the earl took off after his wife and guards. Enemies they might have been had the Fallen aimed to liberate the Valtarcian slaves instead of those in Stockhelm, but with the invasion of the Skeleton King’s legions, they were as close to allies as such times permitted.

The legionaries’ blood filled the grout between the cobbles, but more were still in pursuit.

After assessing the well-being of her people, Vykinallia waved for them all to follow Kaelus. Jecht picked up two spears from the fallen legionaries and handed one to Cerik. Bringing up the rear, Vykinallia claimed a spear of her own, and ran towards the sanctuary of Kaelus’s ludus. Sweat mixed with the ocean’s salt upon Vykinallia’s skin. Her legs felt heavy in her wet clothes, and her arm burned holding the weight of the spear.

Just a little farther.

Turning down another side street to face the main road, Kaelus’s stone manor became visible. Recessed from the street and three times the size of the typical lot sizes, the earl’s domus had the benefit of high walls, a barred gate, and a tall white stone tower that stood above most of the other slate-topped roofs of the city.

They just needed to cross the main road and they would be there.

The shouting legionaries behind them attracted the attention of more black-clad spear and magic-bow-wielding soldiers. Dozens.

A legionary with blood-borne wings landed before Urcilia.

Their party, nearly a score in total, came to an abrupt stop. The blood mage’s wings dissolved to ash. His eyes, black as death, fixed on them. His outstretched hand, equally as shadowed by corrupted veins, extended beyond his cloak’s sleeve towards Urcilia.

“Your futile efforts come to an end,” the blood mage said, brushing a strand of dark hair from his pale face. “All will join the One True God.”

A black sea of soldiers converged around them in moments. Whirring machines and glowing spears aimed at them.

Vykinallia didn’t need to be a blood mage to hear the thudding hearts of those around her. She released a trembling breath, but her fear did not release its grasp on her throat. She held her spear in both hands, her palms slick with sweat upon the shaft.

She scanned her surroundings, searching for any means of victory or escape. The prospects were bleak. Outnumbered and ill-equipped against a blood mage and trained soldiers, what hope was there? Over the heads of the legionaries blocking their escape south, a black wisp slithered on the wind like a shadowy serpent.

A bloody dagger spawned before her, redirecting her focus. The point reoriented, positioning itself to aim at her nose. Others dangled before each of her companions as if held by invisible assassins.

“Lay down your arms,” the blood mage said.


Chapter 12

The Farm

Zephyrus IV

Valtarcia

The wind off the sea whipped with less ferocity within the city walls, but the air was worse. Ashes rained down from clouds of smoke like the falling snow upon the Silver Summits. Though the wooden homes along streets to the north were left unburned and the sky above them was a hazy blue beyond the smoke, Threyna led him east through the burned-out slums.

“She went north,” Threyna said, jogging ahead of him. “We’ll head that way once we’re beyond the patrols.”

Zephyrus followed behind her, using his manipulation magic to cancel out the sound of their voices and hurried footfalls. Between her ability to sense heartbeats, and his ability to silence their way, he hoped they could catch up to Vykinallia before she found herself in any real danger, but that didn’t ease Zephyrus’s anxiety.

He had sent the Guardian to search for survivors or any in hiding to tell them to escape, but if the patrols were as numerous as Threyna explained, making it beyond the west gate would not be an easy feat.

“Why north?” Zephyrus asked. “Why not west?”

Threyna grunted as she leapt over a pile of rubble from a burned-out building. “I sense heartbeats. I don’t read minds.”

Zephyrus hissed out an exhale.

“The Order will burn people out of hiding,” Threyna explained. “The legionaries will herd people into chokepoints, then…”

She paused.

Unable to see Threyna’s expression, Zephyrus was left to assume how she knew this.

She’s seen it before. Lived through it. How much ruin has she survived?

He didn’t pressure her to finish. She’d already told him once. The Skeleton King would collect people, farm them for their blood, drain their vitality bit by bit to sustain himself. And that was just for one blood mage. Now he had an army of them and an artifact that could make more.

“We’ll stop him,” Zephyrus said. “We’ll get the blood artifact, and free as many people as we can from his grasp.”

Threyna came to an abrupt halt. “Legionaries. Six. No blood mage.”

“Where?” Zephyrus asked.

“Two streets over.” Threyna looked over her shoulder at him. “They have a whole group with them—weakened, terrified. It’s as if they were half consumed by a mage before they were sent off with the legionaries.”

“Too weak to resist,” Zephyrus said. “Too scared to fight.” The defeated faces of those prepared to be enslaved at the slavers’ auction returned to him. All it took was a show of violence against one and the threat of it at the rest to make all fall in line.

“Is Vykinallia okay?” he asked.

“For the time being,” Threyna said, examining the rot coursing through her hand. “But they’re taking those people to be farmed like blood bags.”

Zephyrus came alongside her. “We won’t let that happen.” He took her hand in his and focused on dissipating the black veins. The veins along the back of his hands darkened as white tendrils of mist wrapped around Threyna’s. Within moments, her rot had abated, and his began to slowly recede.

“Lead the way,” Zephyrus said.

Threyna started out at a trot, conjuring her double-bladed glaive as she built up speed. Zephyrus’s focus strained to maintain their sound bubble as he bent the light around them, attempting to mask their approach. Obscuring their shadows and the sound of their footsteps, Zephyrus charged ahead, drawing the Vykane Blade.

They rounded one turn, then another. Before them, a herd of shackled men, women, and children hobbled through the dusty streets under the duress of glowing spears and humming arcanatek.

“Move it!” A legionary shoved a man in the back with the shaft of his spear. The man fell to the knees of his bloodstained britches, dragging the boy before him and the woman behind him down with him. “Get up!”

Zephyrus growled, his grip tightening on the hilt of the Vykane Blade.

“You take the spearmen,” Threyna said as they neared.

“With pleasure.”

With the shackled train stopped, Zephyrus and Threyna caught up within a few strides. Zephyrus let his manipulation of light and sound falter. He charged the spearman who shoved the man. Before the legionary could react, Zephyrus was upon him. His eyes went wide, and his jaw unhinged. The Vykane Blade surged through his open mouth and erupted out the back of the legionary’s skull. Blood conjurations whipped through the air around him like dagger-shaped birds.

The shackled people ducked and covered themselves. Zephyrus leapt over them to land on the other side of the chained procession. Two legionaries wielding arcanatek fell before they could even take aim at Zephyrus.

Zephyrus blocked an incoming spear thrust from one, then ducked a slash from the other. The glowing spearhead dulled before the Vykane Blade’s radiance. He countered. His blood-forged sword blurred through the air. The edge met the neck of the reaping spear, severing the tip from its shaft. He spun on the other spearman as a thrust darted for Zephyrus’s side.

Conjuring a shadow shield, Zephyrus deflected the joust and riposted. Before the legionary understood what had happened, Zephyrus’s sword bit through his leather armor, spilling blood and gore down the bevel of the blade.

Zephyrus ripped his sword free, and the spearman fell to the ground. He spun, searching for the spearless legionary. He was running.

Threyna’s double-bladed glaive sank into a legionary’s torso. She wrenched the blade free and then struck with the other side. The blood-borne spear sliced through armor and bone. The whirring arcanatek in his hand fell to the ground, its hum sputtering to a stop.

Zephyrus aimed his right hand at the runaway legionary. The bracer on his right arm pulsed with the power of Helios, the Sun God. A ray of light burst from his palm, singeing a hole in the running legionary’s back. His momentum carried him forward another two to three strides. Dead before he hit the ground.

The bound Valtarcians inclined their heads.

“You’re safe,” Threyna said. “At least for now.” She slashed through the chain that linked them together.

“Head west,” Zephyrus said, allowing the Vykane Blade to retract. “You can’t hope to hide from the blood mages. So run. There are refugees outside the city; don’t stop until you find them.”

“Thank the Six,” a woman said as her chains fell to her feet.

Threyna grunted, glancing at Zephyrus, but she didn’t lift voice to object.

“Stay safe, stay together, and help whoever you can on the way out of the city,” Zephyrus said as he ushered them west.

The people voiced their gratitude as they went. Zephyrus and Threyna waited until they were out of sight before turning towards one another.

“Cloak us in shadow,” Threyna said. “We need to go.”

Zephyrus’s throat tightened. A knot twisted in his chest. “What do you sense?”

“Vykinallia is continuing north. And quickly.” Threyna didn’t make eye contact. She started heading north, trudging through the puddles of blood surrounding the legionaries.

“Is she in danger?” Zephyrus asked, trotting to keep up.

She glared at him. “Everyone is in danger. They’re being chased.”

Vykinallia’s ring stitched into the thread of his waist pressed into him. Chased? “How far away are they?”

Threyna shook her head, picking up her pace. “Too far. With too many between us and them. We’ll never make it before—”

Zephyrus mouth was dry. “Before what?”

Threyna came to a stop. Zephyrus skidded to a halt. Before them, a light zipped through the narrow side streets, its flight erratic, hue pulsing.

“Guardian?” Zephyrus asked.

“Chimera’s breath,” she said, her light stabilizing in both flight and color. “I never thought I’d find you. It’s like I lost myself.”

Zephyrus didn’t know what to make of that. “We need to go,” Zephyrus said. “Vykinallia and the oth—”

“But wait,” the Guardian said. “The farm—it’s close.”

Threyna’s eyes widened. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. They snapped open a moment later. She grabbed Zephyrus by the shoulder. “That’s it. It’s close. We go there. Hit it hard. The Skeleton King will divert his resources to us and maybe it buys Vykinallia and the others time to escape.”

Zephyrus’s heart hammered within his chest like a caged animal caught inside a trap.

“It’s the only way.”

“Where is it?” Zephyrus asked.
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There were more people on the pebbles of the Chariot’s Arena than there were in the stands when Zephyrus fought Octus and Saurus in the Primus of the New Rheynian Games. They sat in circles, bound by blood ties to pillars erected within the arena. Legionaries armed with arcanatek walked the grandstands, patrolling to make certain no one got in who wasn’t supposed to, and no one got out. Blood mages flew in on conjured wings, or entered through the gate from the underground tunnels gladiators used to grace the pebbles.

Zephyrus was glad that the Cassius entrance he’d envisioned to teleport into the arena wasn’t the pathway the blood mages were using. However, what time he’d saved them by teleporting was trickling away. Vykinallia was in danger. Jecht. Cerik.

Everyone.

There were hundreds if not a thousand people within the arena, but instead of the raucous, blood-lusting cheers that typically filled the stands, pleas for mercy rose from the pebbles to the pulvinus. As it often did when slaves cried for clemency, the Valtarcian people’s laments fell upon the Order’s deaf ears.

Zephyrus took no joy in the irony.

“We don’t have much time,” Threyna said. “Teleport us in. I’ll release their chains. You clear a way for their escape… just make certain you can teleport us out when you’re finished.”

Zephyrus nodded. “I’m ready.”

Rot began to grow like vines up Threyna's arm as she sank deeper into her Inner Throne. “Let’s go.”

Seeing his target location, he didn’t need to focus to teleport them to the pulvinus. They shifted from the immaterial plane, back to the physical. Reappearing behind an Order legionary, Threyna conjured a curved blade and parted his head from his shoulders. The legionary fell limp. His head tumbled from the pulvinus to the pebbles below.

Balancing the scales, Zephyrus’s joints stiffened. His muscles hardened, and mortar encased his flesh as if he were cast in stone.

The rot grew, spiraling around Threyna’s neck like a noose and splayed across her cheek. The blue of her eyes cracked with forked lightning. One by one, the blood bindings securing the Valtarcians set to be harvested by mages crumbled to ash.

Alerts rose all around them. Legionaries shouted at their prisoners demanding they stay down, but the people didn’t listen.

Zephyrus let the world fade to black around him. Maintaining his stoneskin, he concentrated all his focus on one spot within the archway of the arena: the cornerstone that held up the second and third tiers of the grandstands. Tapping into as much of his force magic as he could muster, Zephyrus directed all his effort at the cornerstone of the southwest gate of the arena.

Stone crumbled beneath his force.

The pulvinus quaked. The entire arena seemed to rattle. Then, brick by brick, the grandstands over the western gate crumbled. Rubble poured into the arena, burying a pair of legionaries in a wave of falling stone. The debris formed a makeshift ramp, out of the arena and out to the street level on the opposite side.

The stoneskin countered the reflexive weakness from his force magic, but the rebalancing of the scales would leave him weak if he did not dissipate the aftereffects of the stone magic. As it wore off, Zephyrus’s knees turned to rubber.

He aimed his hands at the nearest legionaries attempting to corral the freed civilians. Electricity crackled through his fingertips, and a bolt of lightning exploded from him. Three legionaries dropped to the ground, seizing, clearing the path for Valtarcians to escape.

As whirring arcanatek aimed in their direction, Zephyrus grabbed Threyna. As radiant bolts of energy sizzled in their direction, they left the physical plane, phasing into the immaterial. They flowed through the mist of the immaterial plane to return to corporeal form on the pebbles of the arena.

As spearmen charged at them, and blood mages with varying degrees of black rot already flowing through their veins prepared conjurations, Threyna seized them in a blood-borne spider web. Before they could dissipate Threyna’s web, Zephyrus released a wave of jolting sparks across those ensnared in the web. They fell from the ashes of Threyna’s web, spasming with electric current.

The effort threw Zephyrus’s scales back the other way. As his joints stiffened, he followed the magic’s momentum. Allowing his stoneskin to redevelop, Zephyrus turned his attention to the northwest gate. As Threyna drew in breath, consuming the souls of those weakened by Zephyrus’s magic, and captives fled the Order’s prison, Zephyrus used his force magic to crush another cornerstone to dust.

The arena rumbled. The ground shook.

This time, the rebound of the tipping scales nearly brought him to his knees.

“Zephyrus,” Threyna shouted. “He’s coming.”

A blood mage charged at Threyna with a conjured scythe. The Guardian’s light grew to a blinding flash and zipped across the blood mage’s vision. Disoriented, the blood mage stumbled back. Threyna conjured a bow, and shot an arrow through the blood mage’s eye socket.

“Zephyrus!”

The ground beneath him felt unstable. They’d dealt a blow to the Skeleton King’s farm.

But is it enough? Will it buy Vykinallia an opportunity to escape?

Zephyrus used Klayvorine’s control over time to speed up his internal time, shortening his recovery. Threyna fired arrows in slow motion at spearmen and blood mages. An arcanatek hummed in a distorted cadence. Valtarcians fled the crumbling arena. But it wasn’t enough.

I will send a message to the Skeleton King. A message that the Harbinger and Paxoran will see from the divine realm.

He sank into the ground, allowing his bones to turn to liquid. Formless, pulsing, he radiated with potential energy that pleaded to be unleashed. Even still, he let time speed past. He allowed the scales to fall to the ground on one side, raising the other to the corrupted heavens. Electricity crackled within him, but he contained its wrath.

“Zzzeeeppphhhyyyrrruuusss!” Threyna’s time-distorted cry washed over him.

He turned to follow her outstretched finger. Floating down on blood-spawned wings, Belrich the Skeleton King descended upon the upper tier of the eastern wall of the grandstands.

Zephyrus grinned. He released his grasp on time. Aiming his outstretched arms at the Skeleton King, Zephyrus screamed as the stored energy of a thousand storms burst from his fingertips.

Bolt upon bolt surged at the Skeleton King. Blinding white forking light struck the upper tier of the grandstands. The Skeleton King was lost in the continual bolts of brilliant light. The stonework of the grandstands shattered, exploding outward to rain down.

The lightning’s energy fled Zephyrus, leaving him empty. He felt like a statue, barely able to move. He only stared at the smoldering stone, now a smooth glossy black sheen compared to the surrounding white limestone.

The Skeleton King was nowhere to be seen.

“Zephyrus!” Threyna stood before him; her hands seized his cheeks. The rot had bled her eyes black. Her silver-blond hair and slivers of her flesh were the only areas not infected by the use of her blood magic.

“Did I get him?”

“We need to get out of here.” The Guardian’s light buzzed around Zephyrus’s head.

People were fleeing. The Order was in disarray. The Skeleton King was…

Please, let him be dead.

Zephyrus imagined Vykinallia’s lips on his in the room of the nearby Winged Helm Inn. The material world around him faded. The arena that had robbed so many slaves of life now lay in ruin—its walls open, paving the way for freedom for the Skeleton King’s captives.

They returned to the physical plane in the inn’s chambers. He and Threyna both collapsed to the wooden floorboards.

“We did it,” Threyna said, holding tight to him as they knelt.

Zephyrus let out a deep breath, folding into Threyna’s embrace. He felt so tired. So weak.

Let it be enough.


Chapter 13

Ashes

Vykinallia III

Valtarcia

Vykinallia stared at the dagger’s point as it floated before her. The conical mouths of the magic bows filled with the glow of radiant light as they rattled into a buzzing din.

Nowhere to go. No way to fight.

Jecht backed into Cerik. The legionaries’ bright spear tips encroached closer. Behind them, the slithering black wisp she’d seen at a distance floated closer, over the top of the legionaries’ angled spears.

“Lay down your arms,” the blood mage said. “Come with us, or we will make you come with us. Either way, you’re going to the farm—”

The black wisp came alongside the blood mage and struck like a coiled snake, disappearing into his torso. His body convulsed, the muscles of his face contorted, and his eyes rolled back to reveal the whites. As quickly as the shadow had struck, it left the blood mage’s body, flying on the wind, heading north.

The daggers before them dissipated into ash. The blood mage’s eyes returned to lucidity, but his focus left their group to address the legionaries. “To the farm! Everyone—now!” He pointed east.

A legionary with green pauldrons added to his uniform asked, “What about—”

“Leave them,” the blood mage shouted, resprouting the leathery wings he’d flown in on. “We know where to find them.” With three great flaps of his conjured wings, the blood mage took flight. The legionaries didn’t ask another question or spare them a second glance.

Vykinallia’s mouth went dry as they ran off, leaving the path to the ludus wide open.

Zephyrus…

Vykinallia didn’t know what he did or how he did it, but she had no doubt that whatever emergency had summoned them away was his doing.

“What in Six Hells was that?” Urcilia asked.

Kaelus sheathed his swords. “Doesn’t matter. Everyone, inside.”

Not giving the legionaries any time to change their minds, they advanced on the barred gate at the front of the Kaelus manor. Guards bearing the blue-and-white ram of Kaelus raised the gates. Vykinallia looked over her shoulder as she followed the party inside the walls.

As the gate was lowered, Vykinallia knew it would not hold the Skeleton King or his legions out. She’d seen firsthand what they had done to the gate at the southern docks. They were not safe here. No one was.

She closed her eyes. The Salmantic captain’s outstretched arms reached for her. His open mouth filled with seawater, but, still ensnared in the sail, he disappeared into the sea’s abyss.

How many more will join him? We can’t save everyone—we’ll be lucky to save ourselves.

She licked her salty lips and swallowed. Dabbing the sweat from her forehead with her bracer, the thought of the farm made fresh beads replace the wiped ones. Holding her spear with one hand, she rubbed her elbow.

Zephyrus, how are we going to survive this?

“Nallia Cassius,” Kaelus said.

The sound of her old name ripped her from her thoughts.

“Come.” Kaelus motioned to her. “You know more of this enemy than I. If you are the ally you claim to be, then there is much to be discussed.”

Vykinallia nodded. She and the others followed Kaelus inside the false protection provided by stone walls and slate roofs. While his guards delivered the injured woman to the medicus, Kaelus brought the rest of them through the atrium.

The atrium reminded her more of Sentigard’s construction as opposed to that of her villa. In place of white marble columns and pools of water beneath sky windows that flooded the villa with natural light, the atrium was dark, lined with stained glass murals, each depicting a Kaelus champion. The likeness of Elend and Vinius slaying Targarus’s champions in the King’s Day Games danced in the flicking torchlight from the sconces lining the walls. Chandeliers hung from the pointed ceiling, spilling dim light where the stained glass denied the sun’s entrance.

The groans of the maimed that Kaelus had rescued marred the majesty. Wounded lined the gray stone walls, clutching bandaged limbs or cradling a more severely injured loved one. As they navigated the infirm, Vykinallia couldn’t believe how many people Kaelus had offered sanctuary. Scores. And just in the atrium.

“We’ve run out of places to put everyone,” Kaelus said to Vykinallia in a low tone. “After the fires… you would not believe…” He shook his head.

“They are monsters,” Vykinallia said.

A child coughed, a weak dry hack from lungs weakened by smoke inhalation. A man with a bandaged stump where his hand should have been attempted to aid a woman in adjusting her splinted leg.

“These are the lucky ones,” Kaelus said. “Those still recovering have taken rest in the servants’ chambers. The medicus is tending to those in the severest conditions, Six save them.”

Arriving at the end of the atrium, Kaelus took off his cloak and handed it to a servant in a traditional toga dyed the dark Kaelus blue.

Vykinallia swallowed. “Earl Kaelus, it is nothing short of remarkable what you have done here, but you can’t stay. These people can’t stay.”

Kaelus’s expression darkened. “We can. And we will as long as we must. King Damascus will send aid. We will hold out until we can fight back.”

Vykinallia stepped closer. He was taller, broader, but in the Skeleton King’s shadow, Kaelus didn’t scare her. Heat rose to her cheeks, and she pursed her dried lips. They clung together, peeling apart slowly.

“If you think Damascus is coming, you’re wrong,” Vykinallia said. “And all these people—” She gestured to the filled atrium. “—they will die, or suffer a fate far worse.”

Kaelus’s stern jaw clenched. He pushed past Vykinallia. “Urcilia,” Kaelus said to his wife. “Provide our guests with what food and water we can. They will not be staying long.”

Vykinallia’s salty, chapped lips, and sore, dry throat yearned for fresh water after coughing up what she’d swallowed at sea, but it would not save any of them when the Skeleton King came to their gates.

Urcilia’s narrow face pinched further. Her honeyed eyebrows rose over the bridge of her nose but angled downward to steeple her green eyes and wrinkle her forehead. “We’re out.” Urcilia’s words were softer than a whisper. Barely a breath. She spoke as if someone heard her, it would make her words true.

Kaelus grunted. “Wine then.”

Urcilia shook her head.

It was worse than Vykinallia had thought. The Skeleton King had only arrived the night before, but between the shortages in ships, trade, the drought, the plebeian rebellion, and Damascus’s focus on destroying Stockhelm, Kaelus was in no position to be so generous. Considering the number of refugees beneath his roof, it was no wonder whatever dwindling supplies he had were depleted.

“Earl Kaelus,” Vykinallia said, her voice a stern whisper.

Kaelus’s fist clenched at his side as he turned to face her with a menacing deliberateness.

Vykinallia stood her ground. “These walls will not keep the Skeleton King or his legions out when they return. You may think you can find somewhere else to hide, to lie low and wait for Salmantic reinforcements, but even if Damascus came to your aid, you’d never last long enough to receive it.”

Kaelus growled. He glanced left and right before leaning close. “Not here. Follow me.”

He stormed through a doorway, exiting the atrium. Down a corridor, up a flight of stairs, and through another door that led to a spiral staircase inside the tower.

Ascending the stairs, with his back to her, Kaelus said, “Speak plainly. What do you know that I don’t?”

Vykinallia didn’t know where to begin. She did her best to parse out the details that Threyna had imparted on the Fallen before she and Zephyrus took their leave. She told Kaelus about the blood magic and how the Skeleton King uses people’s vitality to source his power, and the near-limitless potential of his conjurations. In addition, after the Fallen’s victory over Damascus’s force in Stockhelm, it was unlikely that Salmantica would send aid.

Kaelus didn’t say anything as they ascended the stairs. Once they reached the top, he opened a heavy wooden door and gestured for her to go inside. A cool breeze greeted her through the many windows in the tower. The room was bare except for a circular rug at the center, blue with gold tassels.

Vykinallia entered, and Kaelus followed her. He spun in a slow circle, pausing to look out each of the windows. Smoke rose to the south and east. She didn’t know what he hoped to find out the west-facing window. Perhaps he hoped to see the red-and-black chimera. But here, Kaelus would learn the truth. He must.

Kaelus finally came to a stop, facing her. His grave expression softened. “These blood mages… they hear heartbeats.”

Vykinallia nodded.

The stone in his throat bobbed.

“They know where every Valtarcian is,” Vykinallia said. “At all times. They will make sport of catching every last person in this city before moving onto the next, draining their blood, absorbing their souls—growing stronger with each and every one.”

Kaelus chewed his mustache and seethed through his nostrils. He turned away from her and strode to the eastern window to rest his hands on the sill. “What would you have of me, hmm? I will not lay down and watch my city fall to ashes beneath this Skeleton King.”

“I would have you save your people,” Vykinallia said to his back. She came to his side. “If you’re going to risk your life—your wife’s life, your people’s lives—do so by leading them to safety. Not by defending stone buildings.” She placed her hand on his shoulder.

Kaelus bristled at her touch, but Vykinallia leaned in closer.

“Lead your people to safety.” She turned him around to face west. “If the Gods are good, Salmantica will provide sanctuary, and we can mount a true defense. But not if we all die here.”

Kaelus brushed her hand from his shoulder. “You want me to run away. From people in need. People who it is my duty to defend.”

Vykinallia shook her head. “You are Earl Mavren Kaelus. Where you go, others will follow. Lead. Take your people—guards, patricians, plebs, slaves, everyone—head west. If we, Laeden, and Damascus work together… we just might survive this.”

Kaelus met her gaze. “You’d have me free my slaves.”

Vykinallia pulled the collar of her leather cuirass away, exposing the “V” branded onto her breast. Kaelus’s eyes glanced down at it before meeting hers again, his statue-like features betraying none of his inward thoughts.

“We’re all enslaved to something,” Vykinallia said, thinking of Zephyrus. “I chose to help people instead of joining in on one man’s theological prejudice. I let my past die to step into the future I believed could be built. But it won’t be built on the back of slaves.”

Kaelus grunted, but said nothing.

“I know what side of the war you fought on, Earl Kaelus. I know what you once valued. All I ask is that you do what is best for your people now. All of them.”


Chapter 14

The Seer

Danella II

Salmantica

Danella’s ears rang, and her vision fuzzed. Head still spinning, she lifted her hand to a deep burning sensation above her ear. Through the disorientation of her troubled senses, she had difficulty finding her head.

Her fingertips brushed the hair over her ear only to come away warm and wet. She held her trembling fingertips before her swimming vision. Blood.

Covered in a layer of dirt and dust, she examined the loose and uneven stitching of the sleeves of her threadbare cloak. Six save me. What am I wearing? She inclined her head. She was on the ground in Salmantica’s Temple district. What in Six Hells am I doing here?

She wasn’t the only one.

Horns trumpeted. Vigiles in white rushed to people’s aid, pulling rubble off of screaming piles of debris. Limbs stuck out at odd angles beneath the splintered wooden beams and crumbled stone façades of buildings. A crack divided the road, splitting like a fork of lightning. The columns in front of the temples toppled, spilling wreckage everywhere.

Danella attempted to gain her feet, but her vertigo sent her back down. She tried to remember what had happened, how she arrived in the Temple District in pauper’s clothing. Before she could, the ground shook beneath her, and she fell onto her back.

The Disasters. The Celestics, they did this. Varros, he allowed this to—

The thought of Varros awakened something within her that shook her more than the aftershock of the earthquake. Varros is dead. Damascus killed him.

She recalled donning servants’ travel garb and leaving Sentigard. It all felt like a dream. A nightmare. She wanted to believe that lie, but this was real. The emptiness in her heart echoed with the betrayal of truth. This was all her fault.

She buried her head in her hands, wanting to hide, but dropping her chin made her woozy. More blood covered her hand. She tried to wipe it off on her opposite sleeve, but in her lack of coordination, she smeared it on the back of her other hand. The blood seemed to spread. Not dividing from one hand to the other, but multiplying, growing. At first a trickle, and then—

A flood of blood.

Iylea’s prophecy drowned her, condemning her worse than ever before.

“Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you—”

She crawled onto her knees and interlocked her fingers, spreading the blood between them. Danella closed her eyes and inclined her head toward the sky. She wanted to pray, to repent—anything to stop the flood of blood. Her lips moved, but no words came forth, as if she were choking on the tide of her mistakes that had come to drown her father’s kingdom.

My father…

Even her father’s memory was tainted as it entered her mind. Something… she’d heard something. Something that could change everything.

The sensation that it was all just a dream washed over her again. She wanted to wrap herself in the comfort of that falsehood. To lie down. Sleep. And never wake up. But she recognized the lie within the comfort, and the sharp blade of truth raked upon her heart, gouged out her eyes, and sliced out her tongue. She deserved its cruel deliverance after everything she’d done. For conspiring against Varros, abducting Iylea, framing Laeden, sending Nallia Cassius as a pawn to manipulate Damascus. The pile of her sins mounted higher than the rubble burying her father’s city. The guilt of which stained her hands crimson.

No longer could she close her eyes to the hard truth. She unclasped her hands, letting them fall to the cracked and ruined street.

On the ground in the distance, half entrenched in a pile of rubble, the man with the brown eyes flecked with gold attempted to free himself. The speaker. The seer.

He condemned her father, her brother, and the Revivalists, but supported Varros and Laeden. He claimed to have received visions from Incinerae.

Was the earthquake because he spoke blasphemy, or because the Vigiles attempted to silence his truth?

Unable to stand, Danella crawled to him. Her knees scraped on the cobbles. Her hands left behind bloodstains that diminished with each step as she circumvented the debris and the wounded lining the street.

The seer’s leg was trapped beneath a fallen beam. On either side of him, the bodies of the two Vigiles escorting him lay still, their white uniforms drenched in scarlet blood. Crawling closer, Danella approached the seer.

As she neared, the carnage became more visible. The seer’s leg was bent at an impossible angle. His left shoulder slumped, no longer in its socket. A gash along the back of his head rained blood down his neck, soaking the back of his tunic. The closer she crept, the more the seer’s adrenaline faded. Unable to free himself, he sank to the ground to lie prone.

He turned towards her. The rise and fall of his ribs came in a short, sharp tide. Each exhale blew a cloud of dust from the ground before him.

Danella collapsed to the ground at his side, staring into the golden flecks of his mahogany eyes. She extended her hand for him, but misjudged the distance and fell short of his cheek.

Her fingernails scratched at the ground. “Is it true? Any of it?”

The lucidity began to dwindle in his gaze as his cheeks paled. “All of it. The Reckoning is here. The Celestics call it The Age of the End.”

“The Reckoning…” Danella’s tongue felt thick and clumsy in her mouth.

“Moterra is dead,” the seer said. “The earthquake… because the Harbinger killed her.”

The gears of Danella’s mind clunked, unable to process what he was saying.

“Fourteen gone,” he continued, his breath becoming more erratic in depth and rhythm. “Only four left. Then… the Harbinger’s goal will be complete.”

Danella’s fingers closed around the loose dirt and stones as if all she needed was to feel them to make sense of his words. Fourteen? Fourteen Gods?

“How do we stop this?” Danella asked, her tongue as heavy as the seer’s eyelids.

“Death marches from the east,” the seer said, his voice straining.

“I don’t understand…” Danella said. The seer’s face began to blur, and the surrounding buildings in her periphery darkened. “How do we stop…”

The seer’s gold-flecked eyes stared blankly ahead. Not at her. Through her. His chest no longer rose and fell with breath. Aside from the curls of his dark hair dancing in the wind, he did not move. His jaw hung slack, drooping into a crossbite as he lay on his side.

Dead.

Danella couldn’t look away. She didn’t want to. She wanted him to open his mouth and speak sense. The longer she stared, the more assured she became that he wouldn’t. The world blinked out around her, but she opened her eyes again. A moment later, her surroundings disappeared again, taking longer to reappear.

Am I dying too?

She wanted to raise her hand to the side of her head to check her wound, but couldn’t manage to lift the weight of her arm. Voices came near, urgent in tone. A hand gripped her shoulder and rolled her onto her back. A white-clad Vigile filled her spotting vision.

“She’s alive,” the Vigile said. “She’s—Six save me… Queen Danella?”

The silver in the Vigile’s beard darkened as if covered by a shadow. She tried to speak, but the shadow grew, stretching out over everything and everyone, until all the world was covered in darkness.


Chapter 15

Rot

Laeden III

Salmantica

The sea wind gusted, swirling the dust kicked up when Laeden reined Starla to a trot. What was once the isthmus wall that divided Salmantica and Valtarcia lay in ruin for the second time in short order. First, Zephyrus had burned it down in his flight from Salmantica. Many of the scorched timbers that weren’t too structurally deficient were hastily restacked to at least keep the appearance of some kind of initial line of defense.

The earthquake saw an end to that. The shoddy construction crumpled. It seemed no men were manning the wall anyway, and for that Laeden was fortunate. It was one less checkpoint he would need to bypass to speak with Damascus.

Laeden led Starla around the collapsed wall’s debris, trotting cautiously. He was sure the mare was pleased to have the respite. He’d ridden her hard enough that his legs were saddle-sore. Paired with the anxiety of navigating the isthmus amidst the earthquake’s aftershocks, he would need more than a few carrots and cubes of sugar to reward her.

That is if they don’t plug us both full of crossbow bolts…

Once past the rubble, the city walls and the northeast gate were not much further. Even from this distance, it was evident that buildings, temples, and statues had not survived the quake. Part of him wished a portion of the city walls had collapsed to circumvent the inevitable confrontation that would come with his arrival. But such a hope was rooted in foolishness… fear. If the walls were already compromised, they would stand little resistance against the Skeleton King’s eventual assault.

Laeden patted Starla’s neck. He should have kicked her back up to speed; their slow trot was more for him than for her at this point as his doubts grew the closer he got to the city and the people that betrayed him. Danella had plotted to kill his father, abducted and executed his lover, and framed him for trying to stop her. Damascus had murdered their father. Aemos had murdered Markus. Aelon had condemned him to death. And, worst of all, Iylea was lost to the world.

Yet now, Laeden had no choice but to return. Begging for help.

Regardless of his doubt, the dirt road crunched under Starla’s hooves one fateful step at a time until Salmantica’s city wall stretched overhead. A pair of Vigiles stood on the parapets of the gatehouse alongside a Sentinel. Two more Vigiles stood on either side of the gate while another Sentinel stood inside.

“Halt,” the Sentinel atop the parapets said. “Declare yourself.”

Laeden took a deep breath. Here goes… everything. He patted Starla on the neck before dismounting. The mare tossed her head and whinnied, scuffing the dirt, acting out Laeden’s anxiety. He shushed her, stroking her side. Leading her by the reins, he turned her around to face her back the way they had come.

“Declare yourself!” shouted one of the Vigiles before the gate. He leveled his spear at Laeden. “Take off your hood.”

Laeden held out a hand at the Vigile, still shushing Starla. “Good girl. Go back to Naius.”

Starla tossed her head.

“I know, I know,” Laeden said. “It’s a long way back. But I have a feeling you might be better off there than where I’m going.” He slapped Starla’s rump.

The mare blustered and took off at a canter, kicking up a cloud of dirt.

No longer able to delay his fate, Laeden dropped his head and turned to face the gate guards. He lowered his hood, fingers trembling. “I am Laeden Helixus.” He dropped to his knees and placed his hands on his head. “I must speak with King Damascus.”
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The Vigiles did not treat him kindly. Neither did the Sentinels they passed him to. Nor did the newest King’s Guard Knights who dragged him through the rotunda outside of Sentigard in enough chains to break the drawbridge and sink him to the bottom of the moat.

Though the bridge held and he did not plunge into the Aquarian, he still felt like he was drowning as the King’s Guard Knights hauled him through the front doors. He was fully capable of walking himself, but that information wasn’t passed from Vigile to Sentinel or Sentinel to Knight, and thus his feet barely scraped the dark stone floor or the thick red carpets that ran the length of the atrium to the throne room.

Laeden’s stomach knotted with each false step, but it wasn’t until he reached the portrait of past kings that it plummeted. The canvas depicting his father was slashed through. Not once. Not twice. But too many times for Varros’s face to be recognizable.

Laeden’s feet planted into the floor, jarring the King’s Guard Knights. His manacled fists clenched until his joints hurt. The muscles of his jaw seized, sending a spasm down his neck and beneath his collarbone.

“Move!” The King’s Guard Knight shoved Laeden, but he shrugged it off.

His eyes remained fixed where his father’s slate-blue gaze should have been. Traveled down to where his dimpled cheeks should have held a sidelong smirk. Fell further, until Laeden stared at the floor.

This time when the King’s Guard Knight shoved him, Laeden let it propel him toward Damascus—his father’s murderer. Lurching into motion, the knights had to speed up to catch Laeden before he barged past the two Sentinels manning the double doors to the throne room.

“Open these cursed doors.” He didn’t bother to keep the poison from his tone.

The knights grabbed him by the shoulders. “The king won’t be receiving you in the throne room, traitor.”

They dragged him past the throne room toward the east Tower. The ceiling vaulted, and Laeden was led up the familiar staircase toward his bed chambers. As they ascended the first landing of the staircase, one knight released him, while the other moved towards the dark stone wall. With a shove of his foot and a resounding click, one of the stones receded into the wall. Grinding stones slid, and a hidden stairwell descended on the opposite side of the false wall.

Laeden’s chin fell. He only stared, mouth agape.

A secret staircase…

If not for the knights’ persistence, he would have remained fixed in place, but they shoved him inside the wall. Stone steps descended in a tight spiral down the tower. Windowless and lit only by the glow of a few sparse torches, the darkness enveloped him. The air was thick, sullen, and as welcome in his lungs as the peace-forging words he needed but did not want to speak to Damascus.

The knight pulled a lever, and Sentigard’s interior disappeared. The grinding stones sealed them inside the dark, dingy bowels of the tower. The knights prodded him down the narrow stairwell. In single file with Laeden leading the way, he couldn’t help but feel like each step he took was closer to his last.

They’ll chain me down here, lock me in a cell, and never let me see the sun again. Will they even permit me to speak to Damascus?

He didn’t know on whose orders he was sent down here—Damascus’s or Danella’s—but it made no matter; if he failed to convince Damascus to admit the Valtarcian refugees, they were as good as dead. Worse than dead. All would join the One True God.

The dungeon grew colder the further he descended, but eventually, he ran out of stairs. While the base was larger than the stairwell, Laeden couldn’t explore beyond the cage before him. His heart sank, lower than the dungeon.

He opened his mouth to object, but the knights threw him into the cell. Unable to break his fall with his hands manacled, he crashed shoulder first onto the filth-stained loose hay strewn atop the cold stone floor.

The sickening scent of excrement invaded his nostrils. Flies buzzed. Unseen rats scurried in the shadows beyond the torch light. Rusty metal hinges screeched to a halt. The jangle of keys and the clink of a lock solidified his fate.

Laeden scrambled to his feet. “I must speak with Damascus. Punish me if you must but at least hear what I have to say. Valtarcia is under attack.”

The knights disregarded him. One seized a torch from the sconce and returned to the stairs, his brethren right behind.

“You must listen to me,” Laeden shouted.

No response. Their light retreated; their footsteps receded. The darkness encroached.

The foolishness of Laeden’s plan hit him like a lance to the chest. His manacled hands reached for the bars of his cell. With all his might, he attempted to rattle them, but they didn’t budge. No sound escaped. As the grinding stones of their return to Sentigard echoed off the walls, a new depth dawned on Laeden.

His eyes struggled to adjust to the shadows, but he didn’t need to see clearly to make sense of it. All those days Iylea was missing… said to have fled for the Uprising… she was here. All along. Right under my nose. I didn’t even look.

Laeden’s knees buckled. The tension in his muscles melted, and he puddled onto the stones, his hands still grasping the bars of his cell. Alone. Scared. Helpless.

He closed his eyes. A tear slipped past his eyelashes and rolled down the front of his cheek, disappearing into his beard.

I’m so sorry, my love.

Resting his forehead against the bars, he couldn’t help but feel like he wasn’t alone. Aside from rats, fleas, and whatever other vermin wanted his blood, he sensed a predator’s prowling presence. He lifted his gaze to the darkness, but a single candle held it back.

Footsteps approached. The figure holding the candle was barely visible, dressed all in black. Above the candle’s flame, golden eyes glinted.

Damascus’s soft footsteps approached. “The nerve you must have. Showing up here.”

A wave of hatred replaced his despair. Laeden stood to his feet, hands knotted.

Damascus’s features became more defined the nearer he drew. His slender face seemed haggard. His pointed chin beard—not as neatly trimmed as usual. But the hollowness in his eyes made him nearly unrecognizable. His chivalrous, could-do-nothing-wrong brother appeared a shell of himself. His arm holding the candle was in a sling. Bandages stretched beyond the cover of his clothing, concealing the wounds he and Vykinallia had inflicted the night prior.

Laeden bit back the venom he wished to inject. “There are many other places I would rather be, but the realm—”

“Do not speak to me of the realm.” Damascus jabbed the words and his index finger at Laeden like a knife. “You have destroyed everything.”

Laeden scoffed. Of course you will not accept the blame. He gripped the bars before Damascus’s face, wishing he could wring his neck rather than the cold iron.

“If there comes a time when you can choose between forgiveness and punishment, I hope you choose to forgive and work toward peace,” his father had said.

Laeden released his curled fingers from the cell bars and dropped his gaze. Would you still counsel peace, Father?

His father had known Danella was behind the Revivalists. He had known she tried to murder him and frame Laeden. Yet he still pursued peace. Laeden didn’t understand how his father could forgive, even while she was still working against him.

The floating orb of light that accompanied Zephyrus and Threyna’s arrival, the Guardian, had given him the answer after telling him that Iylea was gone. At peace. But gone. Lost.

“She would want you to live for the future, not dwell in the past,” the Guardian said.

Laeden took a deep breath, letting his exhale seep between his clenched teeth.

He met Damascus’s eyes. “I’m sorry, brother. For everything. Truly.”

It wasn’t a lie. He was sorry for the fear, hate, and violence that had led them to this moment. His mind raced, imagining how things could have been different if he had listened to Iylea, trusted her, and apprehended Danella before she could sink her claws into Damascus. Laeden wouldn’t have been framed. Damascus wouldn’t have been king. And their father wouldn’t be dead.

His body lay in the dirt alongside Markus’s. Ostrey fell beneath Helixus swords. Hallon took a bolt to the chest attempting to save Laeden from his rigged trial. Iylea’s head flew from her shoulders, her body crumpling as her head thudded to the ground and rolled to his feet, leaving a flood of blood in its wake.

Laeden took another steeling breath. “I wish it never came to this, Damascus. But here we are. The past cannot be undone, but the future does not have to drown in blood. Valtarcia is under attack. The people, your people, are fleeing west for sanctuary or trapped within the city walls praying for aid.”

Damascus’s lips parted in a smile. His black brows rose, and a sarcastic chuckle spilled from his mouth. “My people? Don’t you mean your people, King Laeden?”

His brow angled over his golden eyes like a diving falcon about to catch its prey. “They stopped being my people the moment they took up arms to usurp Horus in your name. If you can no longer control the mages you allied yourself with, then Valtarcia and all of its people can follow you to the lowest of the Six-cursed Hells.”

Laeden bristled. “I have not set foot within the city walls of Valtarcia. If they have taken up arms against you, is that more of a reflection on me… or you?”

Damascus opened his mouth to speak, but Laeden continued. “And the mages I allied with are not the ones who attacked Valtarcia. They came from the east.”

“The east?”

“Rheynia,” Laeden said. “Led by King Belrich Fayte. He leads an army of blood mages who can conjure anything imaginable into existence. They feed off the souls of the living to power their—”

Damascus threw back his head in laughter. He backed away, turning from Laeden and the cage they put him in, to rest his hand on the wall to support his hysterics. “Rheynia. Fayte.” He shook his head and made for the stairs.

Panic sank into Laeden’s stomach. He felt as if the floor gave out from underneath him. I can’t let him leave me here. “Damascus, I’m serious. They call him the Skeleton King. He has come to claim not just the land, but the soul of every last person.”

The shackles on his wrists slid down his forearms with a clank as he raised his hands to his chin, fingers interlocked, pleading. “I’m not lying. I swear it. By the Six.”

“By the Six…” Damascus paced the short distance between the staircase and Laeden’s cell. “Do you even remember who they are?”

Laeden grimaced. He hadn’t wanted to go this route. If Damascus didn’t believe him about the Skeleton King attacking from Rheynia, how could he fathom that a God he’d never heard of was killing the Six one by one? But he was out of options. He had no other choice.

“Aquarius,” Laeden said, “was killed by another God. Ever since the nightly rains have stopped, the waters have soured, and the seas have raged.”

Before Damascus could interrupt, Laeden continued.

“Moterra too. The earth quakes absent her steady hand. Damascus, listen to me. Things will only get worse. More Gods will fall. More people will suffer. Valtarcia cannot stand against the Skeleton King, and once he consumes every soul in the city and every last person in the countryside, he will come to Salmantica.”

Damascus smirked.

Laeden’s mouth went dry. He doesn’t believe me. He pressed his face between the bars of his cage. “Please, Damascus, if you will not aid the Valtarcians, at least grant the refugees sanctuary when they arrive.”

A pregnant pause filled the dank dungeon air as the two brothers stared at each other, Laeden pleading, Damascus grinning. The growing silence was filled by the buzz of insects and the rustle of rodents.

“You must think me some special sort of simple.” Damascus’s grin morphed to a scowl, the lines of his face made darker by the glowing candle before him. “You and that traitor bride of mine belong together—with all of your lies.”

“I’m not lyi—”

“You would love me to open my walls to your plebeian rebels, wouldn’t you?” Damascus shook his head. “What is your grand plan? To enter as refugees, riot as rebels, and then, once your mage, slave, and pauper army has ruined everything under Valencia, you can dine on my stores—as king? I think not, Laeden. I will not fall for your falsehoods. Not this time.”

Laeden’s breath trembled between his quivering lips. His voice came out small. “You must believe me. I don’t wish to be king—not of Valtarcia, Salmantica, or anywhere else. All I want is to save our people. Father wanted peace between us. United, we may stand a chance against the Skeleton King and this Traitor God destroying Valencia. But alone…”

As Laeden trailed off, the quiet was once again owned by the dungeon’s vermin.

Damascus took a deep breath, fixing Laeden with his golden Drake eyes. “Once, I pitied you. Then I was envious. But now, I finally see clearly. You are worse than our lying, treasonous, mage of a father.”

Damascus’s cloak swished as he spun towards the spiral staircase, leaving Laeden speechless. Hopeless. Afraid.

“You will rot in here,” Damascus shouted, climbing the stairs. “You hear me? Rot!”

Damascus’s candle retreated, his footsteps receded, and he ignored each of Laeden’s last-ditch cries. The grinding stone entryway opened and closed, leaving him alone in the cold, dark depths of the hidden dungeon.

Laeden sank to the floor before the bars. Doubt blanketed him. Fear consoled him. But it was his oldest friend who would be his final companion—failure.


INTERLUDE I

Laela

Azorath

The swirling winds howled, whipping Laela’s cloak back and forth with icy claws. Tears streaked from her squinted eyes as she used her good hand to secure the hood atop her head. Her boots crunched down on the white snow, though she could no longer feel her toes within. Looking up at the frozen city ahead, Laela pursed her lips and trudged onwards, toward the tall ice-covered castle in the center of the city.

The fact that this place even existed was motivation enough. Through desert, sea, and tundra, the most difficult terrain to traverse was her doubt. Tyrus, the void mage, wasn’t even certain the city existed when he had told her and Threyna about it in the City of the Judges. But there it was, and here she was—marching toward it.

The frozen city was just that. A bustling city, with its people amidst their chores, frozen in time. Human icicles protruded from mounds of windswept snow. Regardless of what people were doing, it was evident that no one suspected being turned to ice. Why else would they have so casually walked the streets? Absent thick cloaks, caps, gloves, or any other apparel fit for such a climate, it seemed as if the people of Azorath had never seen a flake of snow in their lives.

Neither had Laela before she set out on this journey. Now she was sick of the thickened water that made her nose runny and her skin chapped. She just hoped it was worth it.

She didn’t know what she would find within, but Tyrus had not led her astray thus far. If he was right, if the legends told it true, there was an artifact similar to the Skeleton King’s. An opposite, that she hoped could cure her and Threyna’s curse.

Maybe then Threyna will stop fighting.

“It’s all I’ve ever known,” Threyna had said when Tyrus offered them to join his rebellion against the Drakes and Helixuses who had abandoned them in Rheynia and stolen the land from the Stockhelm natives.

“What else are we going to do with this?” Threyna raised her curse-marked hand. “We might as well fight for a cause. Why waste our lives searching for a cure that may not exist?”

“Why waste your life on a war that doesn’t involve you?”

A gale of wind blew back her hood, spilling her black braid behind her. Laela reached with her stump to pull her hood back up, but the handless nub proved ineffective. With a chill-induced whimper, Laela seized the hem of her hood and yanked it down to block the blustering wind.

Almost there.

She dropped her eyes to the snow and ice before her. The crowds of human icicles were thicker the closer she made it toward the castle, which made avoiding their frozen gazes more difficult. The wind shrieked louder, whipped harder, and cut deeper with each step she took.

She navigated around the ice sculptures that were once Azorath’s citizens. Passing beneath an archway, she neared a gate that granted access to the castle grounds. Manned by two sentries standing guard, the barred gate was frozen shut.

Laela scanned the limited visibility offered by the wintery conditions, but saw no other means of entry. She bit her cracked lip.

There’s no other choice.

She closed her eyes, inhaled the bitter cold air, and tapped into her Center of Silence. Her blood warmed, returning feeling to her fingers and toes. Even her stub of a hand seemed to come alive with phantom fingers. With the returned feeling of sensation, so too did the Skeleton King’s curse spread through her veins, weaving its corruptive black ichor towards her heart.

Persevering through the growing rot, Laela rooted into her Inner Calm and spawned a battering ram. As her conjuration took form, she backed away from the gate. Eyes closed, arms outstretched, she commanded her conjuration from within her mind’s eye to rear back.

Power surged within her. Strength she never possessed—even when she was the First Sword of the Wraith back in Rheynia—flowed through her veins.

The conjuration obeyed. The battering ram flew through the air and struck the ice-covered gate with a thunderous boom. Ice shattered, icicles fell, and the world reverberated outward from the battering ram’s impact.

She reared back again.

Boom!

More ice fractured and fell, but the gates remained firm.

Laela sank deeper into her Center of Silence. The rot radiated up her arm, but soon it would no longer matter—she would find the cure for her affliction, or die searching for it.

Boom!

The gate gave way beneath her force, but it was not enough. Iron crunched, but she wanted to obliterate it. She reared back again.

Boom!

Again and again and again.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The power surged within her, intoxicating her. She could level the entire city if she wanted. She would if she needed to.

But why—so I can cure this… be rid of this strength? Why would I ever—

Laela released her hold of her Center of Silence. She opened her eyes, her body trembling. It happened again. She had lost herself in its rapture. The black veins of her corruption coiled around her throat; the rot was close enough to her heart to tickle it.

She opened her eyes. The gate, the parapet overtop, and the walls around it were a pile of rubble that had buried the frozen sentries who manned it. Her battering ram fell to ash, soiling the pristine layer of snow before the pile of rubble.

Gory ghosts, not again.

It happened every time she tried to use it. She didn’t know how Threyna had the will to control such a terrible temptress, but Laela certainly did not. She shuddered, less because of the cold and more at the thought of what would have happened to her had the rot reached her heart.

I would have come all this way just to freeze to death at the gate.

Pulling her cloak tight, she trudged over the rubble and through where the gate once stood. Once within, the castle grounds were beautiful. Had she not been on the verge of certain death, perhaps she might have even been able to appreciate the white-capped trees and frost-covered grotesques in the shape of winged women that lined the path through the courtyard. Instead, she spared them a passing glance, electing to quicken her stride to the front door and the promise of shelter from the wind.

The moment she released her hold on her Center of Silence, the cold returned with a vengeance. The feeling in her fingers and toes numbed before she could reach the massive front doors to the castle.

Encased in ice, the door stood three times as tall as her. Carved runes embossed in the stone frame glittered in the refracted light through the rime. Foreign as the symbols were, the rot in her blood pulsed as if it held a familiarity with what lay beyond. Hope blossomed in her gut, and her phantom fingers tingled at the prospect of finding the artifact Tyrus spoke of.

Before she could reach for the frozen iron ring on the door, the runes along the frame glowed a bright blue. Laela balked, retracting her hand, but the azure gleam grew stronger, more fervent. The door began to hum, emitting a dark crimson aura fractured by black forks.

She looked down at her palm.

The door is not glowing. I am.

This time when she reached for the door handle, ice along the seam of the two doors cracked. The door creaked open. Laela gasped, lungs choking on cold and shock. She backed away, allowing the double doors to open before her. Like open arms, the impossibly high doors invited her into the castle of Azorath.

The atrium within the ice castle was dark except for a single radiant white light in the distance that cascaded outward. Laela stepped inside, her footsteps slow despite her urgency to be sheltered from the elements.

As she strode inside, the doors closed behind her on their own, blocking out the wind and the sun’s light. The atrium was dark. Little light found its way through the clouds, let alone the rime-encrusted windows. The only source of illumination fending off the bitter darkness was her pulsing red, and the white beacon in the distance.

This has to be it. The cure.

Ice covered the ground, slowing her progress towards the light, but each careful step brought her closer to an answer. As she neared, she found the kneeling forms of human icicles. Heads bowed, hands interlocked in prayer, they sat in concentric rows around the white light. Taking caution not to touch the frozen people, Laela made her way through the rows. With each step, her glowing red aura pulsed with a higher frequency. So too did the beacon.

But as she drew close, she realized the people were not centered around the white light in prayer. The white light was a crown atop a woman’s bowed head, as she too faced a statue erected in the center of the atrium.

Laela flexed her stiff fingers, ignoring the twitch of jealousy in her phantom hand. The rot in her veins thrummed, calling toward the gleaming white crown. Streaks of blue radiated from the diadem in rhythmic tendrils. Compared to the chaotic forks of black lightning rippling through her red aura, the diadem emitted a calming energy.

Stepping around the train of the kneeling woman’s dress, Laela reached for the crown atop her head. Three points protruded from the crown, the centermost taller than the others. In a land covered in ice and snow, Laela expected the crown to be as well, but it appeared untouched by the frost. Her red aura met the crown’s white, and the two blended together as if entwining in a dance, or clashing in battle.

The fingers of her left hand closed around the crown. It wasn’t even cold. Warmth radiated into her fingers, and as it traveled up her arm, the black rot of the Skeleton King’s cursed magic flowed towards the diadem.

The white-and-blue hue consumed the red and black.

Laela’s breath trembled. Tears flowed down her cheeks as the rot receded into the crown.

Once the red aura was extinguished, the crown melted within her hands, liquefying. The white-and-blue fluid coursed between her fingers, and washed up her arm. She recalled how the Skeleton King’s artifact had slithered along her body, searching for a place to inject its prongs.

The opposite…

Slow, methodical, meticulous—the artifact searched her entire upper body before it traveled down her torso. Taking shape, it became a braided belt around her waist, cinching firm but not tight. Laela braced herself for the prongs to inject into her, but they never came.

Confused, Laela attempted to tap into her Center of Silence. After a few deep breaths, she was in. Still cursed.

No… how can this be?

Laela sank to her knees beside the kneeling woman and the dozens of icicles in prayer before the statue. The rime-encrusted plaque on the statue’s base read, “Paxoran, our God of Peace. The One True God.”

Laela shook her head. The One True God. That is who the Skeleton King served. She conjured a hand to replace her nub. The blood-red fingers took shape and closed into a fist. But the rot did not spread up her arm.

Laela gasped. “It worked.” Her breath fogged before her. She stood to her feet, a smile breaking across her face. “Threyna… I found it.”

A beacon came alive within her—a sense of direction toward another location.

The opposite.

An evil presence like dark clouds on the sea’s horizon loomed in the distance. She had felt such a presence only once before, but this was worse—grander in size and scale, darker, and multiplying.

The Skeleton King…we killed him. How could he…

Laela’s mouth went dry. Her stomach, yawning with hunger, suddenly turned sour.

“Threyna…”

Laela took off towards the castle’s front door.


PART II


Chapter 16

Live as Lightning, 
Still as Stone

Fenyx II

Valencia

Astrength surged through Fenyx’s body as he navigated the still and silent corridors of Valencia. As if wearing a cloak that shrouded him in invincibility, the power that fled Moterra’s body entered his own. If the glory he deserved in the mortal realm had a tangible feeling, this was it.

His flesh prickled, but not with the burning, itching sensation his scarred skin afflicted him with in life. It pulsed, exuding a fearlessness he had never truly known. Though he did not glow as Paxoran had upon Fenyx’s first arrival, the sword did—red with black lightning.

Moterra was dead. Phaebia would be next.

The hallway, long and narrow, with plush red carpets running its length, stretched on. No building of mortal construction could ever have been so vast, so grand. But he was not among mortals. This was a castle built by and for the Gods—not just his Judges or the Rheynians’ Six, but several more.

As Fenyx stalked the corridors, searching each room he passed for Phaebia, he came upon a number of moving tapestries—windows into the mortal realm. He recognized the white city of Valtarcia with tremendous waves crashing along her shores, but smoke and fire stained the white stone walls. The Chariot’s Arena lay in rubble. Bodies littered the ground, but no blood stained the pebbles.

Fenyx grunted, squeezing the hilt of his sword. He didn’t know if this was Valtarcia’s present, the future of what would happen, or a possibility of what could. After dragging Moterra’s corpse into the Hall of Mirrors and seeing his reflection shriveled and poxed, Fenyx learned not to trust everything he saw in the Celestial Halls of Valencia.

He stopped before a series of four doors, each a pale wood with black hinges and a simple iron handle, far too plain compared to the others. Most doors he’d seen thus far were constructed of thick dark wood, paneled with elaborate engravings and banded with studs. In addition, the four, two on each side of the corridor, were also too close together.

No locks.

Fenyx doubted the Goddess would run into a room without a locked door to cower behind. Unwilling to leave any stone unturned or any door unopened, he seized the vertical iron handle of the first room and shouldered his way through. The door flung open, slamming into the wall.

Before him, the plush red runner stretched the length of the long corridor. Windows into the mortal realm were offset by smokeless torches dancing in their sconces upon the walls.

Fenyx shook his head, stepping backwards into the hall. Looking either direction, then back into the open door, he balked. The hallway was the same, whether he stared straight ahead, or glanced to the right.

Growling, Fenyx slammed the door and seized the handle of the next, half-expecting it to reveal the same thing. But as he shoved against the door, it didn’t give. It didn’t budge.

A shadow danced upon the wooden door. Fenyx spun, expecting to see someone, but he was alone in the hall. He glared at the door and the mocking shadow. He growled and moved onto the next door, but as soon as he reached for the handle, he was back before the door with the dancing shadow.

What foolery is this?

He growled and moved onto the next door.

He growled and moved onto the next door.

He growled and moved onto the next door.

“Burn me and this cursed door!” Fenyx’s voice echoed down the hall, but no one else was present to hear him. He glared at the four doors—the one that opened back into the hall, the second that mocked his shadow, and the third that trapped him in a time loop. He didn’t even want to fathom what the fourth door would do to him.

Fenyx snarled and left the four doors to continue down the corridor. At the end of the hall, a doorway entered into a tower at the castle’s corner, the stone door, slightly ajar. Fenyx smirked and shoved his way through to find a winding spiral of stairs ascending and descending.

Grunting, he followed the dark path upwards. The winding stone steps of the tower groaned beneath his feet, as if protesting his ascent. The very walls, the very tenets, this pantheon was founded upon whispered their malcontent at his presence. No. At his existence. Even now, though he brandished a God-forged blade, wore armor suited for a God, and walked the castle corridors unimpeded, the Gods mocked him.

If Phaebia were up here, believing herself safe, she was trapped. He hoped she was. He wanted her to feel how he felt, ensnared in the burning deer hide tent. Scared. Hopeless. Alone.

The Hate built in Fenyx again.

She thinks she can hide from me.

The sword pulsed, its red gleam dancing on the walls brighter than the flickering torchlight. He climbed up. Up. Up. And up. The tower, a monument to the Gods’ pride that he would topple.

The staircase came to an abrupt halt. A rounded stone wall blocked him from progressing further. Engraved into the stone was a double-sided arrow, pointed vertically. The blade’s aura bathed the stone in a bloody crimson light. Fenyx pressed the blade’s point into the mortar gap in the stone. The blade pierced the cement with ease, sliding through with little resistance. With both hands on the blade, he carved downward. The mortar split; the stones parted. Like flesh before a cracking whip, the stone wall gave way to Fenyx’s sword.

After another vertical slice and a horizontal slash, Fenyx shoved the carved block into the tower chambers. Ducking, he slipped through and entered the room. There was no sign of Phaebia, but she was here, somewhere amongst the bookshelves, glass cases, and furniture. The sword knew it. The thrumming Hate within him knew it.

Fenyx’s footsteps, slow and purposeful, echoed within the chambers. A giant crystalline mirror followed the rounded contour of the wall, casting a distorted visage of Fenyx’s reflection, but not like the lying portrayal he saw of himself within the Hall of Mirrors. The gold-and-red of his armor appeared harsher in the viridian-and-cerulean glint of the looking glass.

Fenyx hummed with validation as he stalked between the bookshelves. “Your hiding honors me. It shows that you too know what is coming.”

No answer. No ragged breath, no skulking shuffle. Only the sound of his feet, his breathing, and the beating of his heart.

He wove between the glass cases and approached the sitting area before the hearth.

“You have had your time,” Fenyx said, his patience waning. “But you have failed. The Reckoning has come.”

Lifting his boot to the arm of a purple velvet sofa, he shoved the furniture. The opposite arm of the sofa crashed into the wall, toppling an end table to the stone floor along with the contents atop it. A book’s pages fluttered, inevitably coming to a stop face down.

Fenyx growled, kicking the book into the base of the hearth.

The moment he did, blinding light exploded out of the hearth. Fenyx wheeled, shielding his eyes. The moment he turned his back, electricity shot through his body. His momentary paralysis became a seizing fit on the floor. His golden armor rattled against the stone.

“You are an abomination!”

A shape appeared over top of him. His eyes couldn’t focus through the spots that obscured his vision in the aftermath of the brilliant light.

Another blast of electricity surged through his body. Fenyx’s teeth chomped down hard on his tongue. Blood filled his mouth. His hands shook, and his sword clattered to the ground.

“I should have known!” Phaebia shouted.

Just as one bolt of lightning dissipated, another struck. Fenyx spasmed, helpless. The tremors that racked his body grew more intense with each subsequent charge. Every time he attempted to reach for the sword, the surge of electricity contorted him in the opposite direction.

“Hameryn. Always Hameryn. I should have—”

Another wave of spasms overtook his body. Heat radiated from him, just as destructive as fire. The back of his head slammed onto the stones in his convulsions. By the time his body’s twitching slowed to a manageable degree, his eyes claimed focus. Phaebia’s flowing white hair, as bright as the lightning coursing through his veins, contrasted against her obsidian skin. Her violet eyes bore into him with a violence he had seldom seen in the arena.

“You never should have come,” Phaebia said. “Stupid mortal. How many lies has Hameryn sold you? And for what… the promise of divinity?” Phaebia burst into laughter, her fingers crackling with electricity.

Fenyx lurched, seizing the blade and bringing it before him just as the next bolt struck. The lightning coursed through the blade, but it dissipated the sparks before it could reach flesh.

Phaebia gasped, jolting backwards. Fenyx gained his feet and advanced on her. Lightning struck again, but not at him. A brilliant radiance surged between them.

His eyes spotting again, Fenyx held Paxoran’s sword in front of him as a blind defense. Motion blurred to his right. His free hand lunged for her. A shockwave zapped through his arm, sending a stinging pain up his neck and into his jaw.

Bearing through the pain, Fenyx slashed at the blur moving impossibly fast. He missed. Reflexively, he brought his sword up to defend himself. Not a moment later, another blast of light crashed into the sword and dissipated. Beyond the crackling edge of his blade, his vision focused on Phaebia.

“You killed Moterra,” she said, “but you won’t—”

Fenyx attacked. The glowing red aura illuminated Phaebia’s face as the blade aimed to cleave her in half. She reared back. A spear of pure electricity appeared in her hands, catching the red sword before it could strike. In a blink, she had blocked, ducked under his second strike, and spun into striking range.

She struck, faster than any fighter Fenyx had ever fought against. He had no time to react. He moved on instinct—guessing on where she might strike instead of reacting to where she did.

Phaebia pressed her attack. grunting with each thrust of her electric spear.

Fenyx retreated, only vaguely aware of where the glass cases were behind him. He didn’t have time to attack, too preoccupied with blocking and dodging to attempt to gain advantage.

Phaebia paused her assault. To his chagrin, she dazzled him with a cruel row of white teeth while he sucked down gulps of air.

“Not bad,” Phaebia said. Her eyes narrowed, and her tone darkened. “For a mortal. But you will claim no one else. Hameryn can go to the chain, and you with him.”

The Hate gathered within him. With such power, the Gods could have done so much good for humanity. Yet they indulge themselves, bathing in their own self-satisfied pride. Paxoran may have lied to them, but the need for the realms to be remade was the truth.

Fenyx roared. He rushed her, swatting her spear aside and barreling his shoulder into her chest. Phaebia flew backwards, crashing into the crystalline mirror. Fissures branched out along the curved mirror as Phaebia fell to her knees. She stood to level her spear, but Fenyx launched himself at her. Feigning a brutal strike that would leave him exposed, he attacked. As Phaebia positioned her spear to counter Fenyx’s overzealous reach, Fenyx retracted, contorting midair to cancel his swinging momentum into a precise thrust.

Phaebia attempted to readjust, but even her speed was not enough. The red blade sank into Phaebia’s chest and erupted out her back. Her violet eyes widened. The electric spear in her hands fizzled out.

She looked down at the blade through her chest, then up to Fenyx’s gaze. Her lips trembled. The bright white of her hair grayed. No longer flowing like the wind, her strands of hair hardened, becoming stiff, stone-like projections. Blood drained down the front of her formfitting black-and-purple dress.

Fenyx twisted the blade.

Phaebia’s complexion grayed. She didn’t go limp as bodies typically did when struck with a killing blow; she became rigid.

Her lips moved slowly, as if willing slate to bend. “Li… ar.”

The Hate within him throbbed with greater amplitude as Phaebia’s life force faded, her vitality consumed by the sword. Fenyx grunted and ripped the blade free. Her body didn’t fall, unsupported. It remained standing. Her hands cupped her chest around the wound, her eyes wide, still as a statue.

Dead.

Fenyx grunted. With the sword in one hand, and the elbow of Phaebia’s statue in the other, he dragged her across the chamber towards the entrance he had carved. She was lighter than he had expected. She slid easily enough, leaving a trail of dusty clay in her wake.

Liar. She is the liar.

Approaching the top of the winding stairs, he considered carrying her down, but then thought better of it. He tilted her onto her side, seized her by the foot, and dragged her down the first step.

Phaebia’s head slammed onto the stone. Cracks splintered out along the impact site. One step and one thud at a time, Fenyx hauled Phaebia down the stairs, unconcerned with how much remained of her statue by the time she reached the Hall of Mirrors.


Chapter 17

The Gathering Storm

Iylea

Valtarcia

They were out of danger, but they were far from safe. In the inn adjacent to the arena Zephyrus had just practically leveled, they were well within any blood mage’s ability to sense their heartbeats, and Zephyrus was in no condition to conceal their sound. Yet if by some miracle Zephyrus had managed to kill the Skeleton King, Iylea hoped the disarray amongst the legionaries, combined with the number of people they had just freed, would provide enough of a distraction to allow for a moment’s respite.

Iylea dimmed her light, floating back and forth across the bedchamber as if she had legs with which to pace. Nearing the window, she peeked out to the street below. Distant shouts filled the air, but no one—legionary or blood mage—encroached on the front door to the inn.

She flitted about, her light pulsing despite her desire not to attract attention to their room. Like it had been in every other room of people, it was as if no one noticed her presence. Her very existence. She couldn’t blame them. Veiled in mystery to protect Laeden from the truth, she had distanced herself from everyone. No longer Iylea, but the Guardian, she couldn’t fault others for directing their attention to those around them—living, breathing people compared to… whatever she was now.

“Are they safe?” Zephyrus asked Threyna. “Vykinallia and the others.”

Threyna crawled to Zephyrus’s side and took a seat, hugging her knees. The rot of her curse had spread up her arm, around her throat, and into the whites of her eyes. She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t go deep enough into my Inner Throne to find her.” Threyna held her black-veined hand up before her. “I can’t risk searching for her.”

Iylea was glad for Threyna being unable to help. Perhaps now Zephyrus would focus on what he needed to do instead of what he wanted to do. They needed to find a way through the gates to stop the problem at the source—Paxoran. His love for Vykinallia, his concerns for his people were only going to make it more difficult for him to do what he needed. What Arkadia sacrificed herself to give him the chance to do.

If only he were more like Laeden.

The moment the thought entered her mind, she discarded it. She had promised herself she wouldn’t dwell on him. She couldn’t. It would serve no one and only torture her more. But the sentiment remained. The selflessness with which Laeden set off for Salmantica in the hopes of providing shelter for the Valtarcian refugees was why she loved him in life. Why she loved him still. Why she always would. Not knowing what awaited him in Salmantica, he was prepared to sacrifice himself to give people hope.

Is Zephyrus prepared to do the same?

He’d gladly keep fighting the Skeleton King, never bothering to even search for another option to ascend to the divine realm if it meant staying with the people he cared for.

If the gates were open, would he have taken it? If I find a way now, will he fulfill his duty?

“I can heal you,” Zephyrus said, after a time. “Then you can—”

Iylea’s light flared. “No, you can’t. You need to rest. You did what you could for Vykinallia and the others. You went above and beyond, dealing a great defeat to the Skeleton King and his legions by freeing those in the arena. But now you must think of your fate—the fate of the realms! Your mother died to give you a chance—to give the world a chance. Every moment you toil in the matters of your personal desires, you jeopardize the fate of everyone.”

Zephyrus’s head rolled in the opposite direction, away from Iylea’s light. She had unintentionally cast the room in an orange hue. Her light dimmed, softening to a pale yellow.

Zephyrus exhaled. His fingers ran through his tangled, dark red bun.

“The Guardian is right,” Threyna said. “Vykinallia and the others should be able to escape the city, especially with how distracted the legions are. For now, we rest. Once you’re able to heal me, then we can abduct the host of the blood artifact.”

Iylea’s light flared again. “Then we have to find a way to reopen the gate.”

Threyna glared at Iylea. “Reopen? The gate isn’t even open?” She spun back to Zephyrus, who closed his eyes and dragged his palm down his face.

Iylea cursed herself. The truth was bad enough. More people knowing it didn’t make the burden any lighter, but now it was out. “No. Paxoran likely closed it after the Harbinger ascended. That’s why we can’t be worrying about saving everyone else. If we can’t find a way to open the gate, if Zephyrus can’t ascend to stop Paxoran, the entire mortal realm is doomed.”

Threyna huffed, glancing between Zephyrus and Iylea. “You don’t know that. We may still have a chance even if…”

Threyna trailed off, but all three of them knew what she was thinking.

If Zephyrus can’t. If Zephyrus fails. If Paxoran kills him.

Silence claimed the room. Zephyrus stared at the floor while Threyna inspected her curse-marked flesh.

Iylea didn’t know what to say. She had supposed it didn’t matter—if Zephyrus failed, Paxoran would remake the world in his own vision. And if the Skeleton King was any indication as to what his vision was, it wasn’t a future she wanted to endure for eternity. Yet, at the same time, she had neglected to consider the possibility that Zephyrus could fail. If he did, those in the mortal realm—given a fighting chance—could they defeat the Skeleton King? Stop Paxoran?

“Fine,” Iylea said. “But we’re running out of time. Rest, recover, then claim the blood artifact.” She floated toward the window.

“Where are you going?” Zephyrus asked.

“To find a way to open the gate,” Iylea said. “So when the time comes, nothing else stands in the way of you and your fate.”

The malice in her voice tugged at the downward curve of Zephyrus’s lip. Iylea wasn’t proud, but each delay threatened greater destruction.

“I’ll be back,” Iylea said. “Please, just rest.”

They let her go without another word.

Floating out the window and along the Valtarcian rooftops, Iylea surveyed the destruction the Skeleton King had caused to her home. The slums were laid to waste, the lower city appeared crowded with those attempting to flee west, but the chaos in the upper city hurt worst of all.

Before becoming Danella’s handmaiden, Iylea had served many Valtarcian families. With bloody bodies and desiccated husks littering the streets, Iylea didn’t want to consider what fate had befallen the people she once knew.

Attempting to separate herself from the emotions reserved for the living, Iylea concentrated on the remnants of the gate’s power. Like searching a familiar room in the dark, she had an idea of where to go, but finding exactly what she was looking for wouldn’t be easy. The reality was, even if she found it, even if she found a way to open it, she would never be able to return to Valencia. Denied a body in the mortal realm, and a soul in the divine realm, this was one journey she could not accompany Zephyrus on.

Hovering over the rooftops, she looked ahead to the tallest of Northridge’s towers. An outline of an archway streaked across the tower, glowing with the viridian, cerulean, and purple colors that the Celestial Falls and the links of the chain consisted of. Like seeing the light through the crack of a closed door, she was sure this was the gate.

Now I just need to find a way to open it. And get Zephyrus through…

Beyond the tower, black clouds loomed. Lightning crackled, and thunder boomed.

Rain? That is impossible. Aquarius’s death brought a stop to the nightly rains.

The dark clouds consumed the sky, blotting out the sun and shrouding the city in shadows within moments. If not for the sparking electricity that coursed through the clouds, Iylea’s spectral form was the only source of light.

No rain fell. Not a single drop. This was not a storm, but a sign.

Phaebia…

Another God of Valencia was dead, and time was running short.

She flew towards the gate’s luminescent sheen. Order legionaries marched through the inner bailey of Northridge. Piles of husks in bloodstained Helixus blues and Sentinel grays littered the courtyard. Northridge was lost, and gaining access to the tower would require Zephyrus’s teleportation magic.

She needed to get closer to see if there was a way to open it for Zephyrus. Swimming through the electric-charged air towards the tower, she prayed there was something she could do.

Lightning struck. Iylea, unsure if it would have any effect on her in this form, lurched out of the way. Zipping ahead towards the tower, Iylea climbed higher into the sky. More streaks of forking lightning invaded her path, but she persevered. Nearly at the tower, she felt a current pushing against her, as if Valencia were rebuffing her. She forged ahead until she floated before the closed gateway.

Inspecting the fluorescent outline of the door, she searched for purchase but found none. As she swam around the tower to see it from another angle, a sudden fuzziness washed over her.

Disoriented, Iylea spun around.

What was I doing?

It was something important, but all other details evaporated from her mind. Dizziness confounded her. She didn’t know which way was up. She felt claustrophobic, enclosed in this dark cave of stone ceilings and electric floors.

Her light pulsed and flared. She didn’t know where she was, where she was going. She couldn’t remember anything.

Think, think, think. What is the last thing I remember?

She stared into Laeden’s pleading eyes. Then something bit her in the side of the neck and Laeden spun, as if tumbling in cartwheels. It wasn’t until she fell and the floor smacked into her that she realized it was she who was tumbling. She rolled, vision twirling back and forth between the stone floor and the vaulted ceiling of Sentigard’s throne room until she came to a stop.

Laeden towered above her, his jaw slack, tears streaming from his eyes. He sank to his knees. “Six save us.” He reached down and held her face in his hands.

“Laeden,” Queen Danella’s voice said. “You will be tried for heresy and treason towards the crown.”

Lightning stormed all around her, and Iylea was in the lowest of the Six Hells.


Chapter 18

Unless…

Danella III

Salmantica

Light flashed bright enough through her eyelids to wake her. She bolted upright, but the sudden movement sent the room spinning. Thunder clapped, rattling the very room around her. A splitting pain wedged into the side of her skull above her ear.

When the room stopped spinning, Danella recognized where she was by the scent of antiseptic: the Prefectus Medicus’s chambers in Sentigard. Questions filled her aching head, but none had answers that weren’t painful.

Lightning cracked outside the window, followed by another bellow of thunder. She couldn’t remember the last time it had rained. Then again, she couldn’t remember anything.

Danella lifted her right hand to scratch an itch above her ear. Short bristles of hair prickled against her fingers. She winced as her fingertips brushed against a metal coil thread—stitches along the side of her skull. She yanked her hand away from the raw and sensitive flesh.

An attendant opened the door. The moment his dull gray eyes flicked to hers, he dropped the roll of bandages in his hands and ran from sight.

Danella shook her head trying to remember what had happened, immediately regretting the action. She recalled being unsteady on her feet. Being in the city, outside of Sentigard’s walls. The Temple District flashed into her mind’s eye, but not the way she had remembered it.

Rubble lined the streets. Twitching limbs stretched out beneath piles of stone. A crowd dispersed. A young man’s face with gold-flecked brown eyes.

Danella gasped. The seer.

“Moterra is dead,” the seer had said, blood draining from his face. “The earthquake… because the Harbinger killed her.”

Danella clawed her way from her bed in the medicus’s private quarters. A gown she knew she didn’t dress herself in flowed behind her as she neared the open window. Despite her dizziness, she made it to the windowsill to stare at the black clouds over Salmantica.

Lightning surged along the horizon like she had never seen before. Thunder rolled both near and far. But no rain fell.

Another God has fallen. Lightning. Darkness. Phaebia.

Her breath caught in her chest. Her knees buckled. If she wasn’t holding onto the windowsill, she would have collapsed to the floor.

“My queen, you should not be from bed!”

Danella spun. The Prefectus Medicus and two attendants in gray cloaks entered the room. The attendants, including the one who had run from her chambers a moment ago, came to her and helped her back into bed.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You’ve suffered a concussion and a severe laceration,” the Prefectus Medicus said, sitting on the bed beside her, made more difficult by the size of his belly. His timid brown eyes searched hers, as if assessing her acuity.

Danella shook her head. “What happened to the city? We have not had storms for…” She didn’t know how long. Not since Varros… She swallowed her nausea, unsure if it was a side-effect of her injury or the death of her husband. Shoving the emotions aside, she stared at the medicus.

He ran his chubby fingers through his thinning salt-and-pepper hair. “The Disasters have struck again, my queen. Some are saying the traitor, Laeden, has brought this upon us. Ever since he returned to the city—”

Danella lifted her hand toward the medicus as if reaching for the answers hidden behind his double chin.

He placed his hand atop hers and set it down at her side. “You must rest, my queen. King Damascus has been terribly worried since your disappearance.”

Danella ignored him. “Laeden was caught?”

The medicus drew in a deep breath, his jowls trembling as he exhaled. “You need not concern yourself with such matters, your grace.”

Danella closed her eyes and hissed through her teeth. “Tell me what happened.”

The medicus cleared his throat, his eyes milky. “The stories conflict. Some say he was delivered by Duke Horus after burning Valtarcia’s slums with fire magic. Others say he surrendered at the gate of his own volition. But all agree that his presence in our country is an affront to the Six, and they have seen it just to ravage us with Disasters anew.”

Danella didn’t understand. Varros had counseled peace. Laeden only tried to stop the Revivalists—her group, her plot to please the Gods. And she was wrong. If anything, the Disasters were her punishment.

She traced her finger along the edge where her hair met the shorn bristles the medicus had shaved to sew her stitches.

The medicus winced at her touch. “You should leave those alone.”

Laeden returned. Of his own volition?

It didn’t make sense. Neither did burning down the slums of Valtarcia. He was not the sort to harm the plebeians for his own gains. If he wished to become King of Valtarcia, he wouldn’t burn the homes of his future people, even if he did have fire magic.

Why would he surrender? “Where is Laeden now?”

The medicus shrugged. “He was rumored to have been brought into Sentigard, but he has since disappeared. Or so it seems. I don’t know, your grace, but it is not your concern. You must rest and get well soon. Our country needs its queen.”

Danella listened to the words, but didn’t hear. The Gods are dying. And Laeden has returned to Salmantica. He is here. And I know where he is.

She smiled at the medicus. “You are right. I think I will return to sleep.”

Danella lay down and rolled onto her left side, facing the window and the lightning storm outside. As the medicus and his attendants left, closing the door behind them, Danella sat back up. She would not lay down and watch the world collapse. This Reckoning, this Age of the End, could be stopped. The last words of Iylea’s abbreviated prophecy said so.

“...unless you…”

She didn’t know what she needed to do to stop the deterioration of the world, but the answers would not come in the medicus’s chambers. There was something she could do. She still had a chance. A chance at the peace Varros pleaded for… died for. An opportunity for redemption—if not in the eyes of the Gods, at least in her own heart.

I must speak with Laeden.

Swinging her legs from the bed, she placed her bare feet on the cold, stone floor. The secret dungeon and its captive waited.


Chapter 19

A Good King

Laeden IV

Salmantica

Laeden woke, huddled in the corner of his cage with his face resting on the metal bars. The sound of grinding stone up the spiral staircase signaled company. With the aid of his hands, he hauled himself to his feet, prepared to greet whoever came for him. His jaw, already tense from his awkward sleeping posture, clamped down. Rubbing his cheek to massage away the indentation from the bar, he listened to his visitor’s approach.

Soft footsteps padded down the stairs, unhurried by the pressures of time or the urgency of the approaching devastation. Their approach grew louder, nearer, and the anticipation built in Laeden like a tempest. Part of him prayed it was Damascus, but another part of him knew such a hope was wasted on him. A serving girl with a cup of water would have been a more realistic prayer, and a godsend besides.

His dry throat, irritated from the stale air and putrid scent of the dungeons, yearned for water. He swallowed the sour spit of sleep as he clutched the bars and attempted to peek beyond the winding stairs to glimpse his visitor, but to no avail.

A torch heralded the approaching footsteps’ arrival. Black leather boots descended the stairs, followed by black britches, and a belted sword.

No water…

His fingers curled around the bar in disappointment, but his displeasure morphed to disdain when Aelon’s face became visible beyond the torchlight. The sore muscles of Laeden’s jaw clenched.

“You have seen better days,” Aelon said as his finely made boots graced the grimy stones. The smug grin across his clean-shaven face set Laeden’s nerves on fire.

“You’ve traded honor for a fancy title and coat of armor.” Laeden spat on the floor at Aelon’s feet, further irritating his sore throat.

Aelon didn’t even have the decency to feign an apologetic wince. He stared at the glob of phlegm and cocked his brow. His pale blue eyes rippled with the orange tongues of the torchlight in his hand.

“I have chosen my fate,” Aelon said. “And you, yours.”

Laeden glared at his old friend, strangling the bars that separated them, wishing his hands were around Aelon’s throat. But this was not the time for grievances. He released his grip and a seething breath to compose himself.

“A fate no one would choose is coming,” Laeden said. “Damascus didn’t listen; soon half of Valtarcia will be here. Not with sword and fury, but desperation and fear. Not as an army but as refugees. Patricians and plebs, Valencians and Celestics—this army from the far east does not care. Valtarcia will fall, and Salmantica will be next if we do not band together.”

Aelon gave Laeden a sad smile. “The time for ‘we’ has passed, Laeden.”

Laeden only stared.

Aelon’s lip twisted. His head nodded, as if encouraging himself to speak. “Why couldn’t you have just stopped? Queen Danella would have slapped you on the wrist. She wouldn’t have let Aemos execute you. It was a show—a farce. You needed to be stopped before you sowed any more discord. Had you not petitioned for a trial by steel, none of this would have happened.”

Laeden bristled, not knowing where to begin his counterargument. Instead, he elected to focus on the true topic of import. “Aelon, that doesn’t matter anymore. An army of blood mages have come from Rheynia. The desiccated bodies I found—the unmarked Celestic man, the vagabond. That was the result of blood magic. The blood mages source their abilities with the blood, bodies, and the souls of anyone in their way.”

Aelon shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You are unbelievable. Now you realize the mages are a problem—after you allied yourself with them? It’s too late, Laeden. The rain does not fall, the ground quakes, and now thunderstorms blot out the sun.”

Thunderstorms…

Aelon continued. “The Disasters have come. If this mage army comes to Salmantica, the Six will defend our walls. But you will face the Gods’ judgement before the mages do.”

Laeden narrowed his eyes, not following Aelon’s meaning.

“It’s too late for you, Laeden. The senate has advised the king to execute you. Many blame you for the Disasters and believe your sacrifice will appease the Six.”

Laeden rattled the bars between them. “That’s not true. The Gods are dying—”

“You still don’t understand, do you?” Aelon stepped close enough to the bars that his torch bathed Laeden in warmth. “What’s true or right doesn’t matter. The winning side tells the tale. You have been too blind, too stubborn, or too stupid to realize you were on the losing side.”

Laeden glared at Aelon. “Perhaps if more had upheld their vows and stood on the side of righteousness and truth, things could have been different.”

Aelon exhaled a weary and hopeless sigh. “I came as a courtesy for an old friend. Come the dawn, you will be executed. No trial. No crowd. Just your head on a pike.” He shook his head and turned his back on Laeden to make his way to the spiral staircase. “Make your peace, Laeden. Perhaps the Six will take pity on you.”

“The Six are dying by the moment,” Laeden shouted at Aelon’s back, his voice echoing off the stones. “Look around you—first Aquarius, then Moterra, now Phaebia. By morning I might even outlast the Gods.”

The only response was the echo of his own voice and Aelon’s retreating footsteps. Gripping the bars, staring at the stairs, Laeden felt the darkness enfold him in a cold, heavy embrace. Aelon’s footsteps faded. The grinding stone of the secret passageway came and went, leaving Laeden alone with his thoughts. He wasn’t sure how much time he spent gazing into the void, pondering his death.

Though it was the only thing he had left, time ceased to matter.

Before he knew it, before he could process what death meant or if he’d be able to reunite with Iylea, the stones above ground together once again, signaling dawn had come to deliver him into death’s waiting hands.

Hefty, armored footsteps clamored down the stairs.

Despite himself, Laeden’s heartbeat quickened. A cold sweat beaded on the back of his neck despite the cellar’s chill. He closed his eyes and thought of the others. Zephyrus’s contest with the Traitor God Iylea had warned of. Vykinallia’s mission to rescue as many Valtarcians as possible from the Skeleton King’s horrors. His mother and Sinion’s foolhardy selfishness that they would be able to swoop in after the coming battle between the Skeleton King and Salmantica and claim victory over whoever was left standing. Then Threyna… The silver-blonde braid that hung past her shoulder. The blue of her eyes that fought through the pain behind them to cut through the darkness of her cursed magic.

He wished he could have helped them. Any of them. Yet he had failed all of them.

The footsteps drew closer, and torchlight once again bathed the staircase. However, the pair of feet that descended first were bare—slender and pale. A loose embroidered gown hemmed just above the ankles glided down the stairs. Behind the flowing gown, an armored pair of boots clanked with each step.

Emerging at the base of the winding stair, a woman held a torch in front of her. Her hair, long and black, hung in tangled knots over her left shoulder. A nasty gash cut across the right side of her head, the hair around it shorn short. Her face, long and narrow, was made longer still by her unhinged jaw. But it was her eyes that gave her away. Gold.

“Danella?”

Laeden didn’t intend to speak, but his surprise overtook his contempt for her. He had never seen her face absent the dark paint around her eyes or the wet crimson of her lips. Pale at the best of times, her skin tone possessed a milky complexion that matched the white of her gown. The fabric, embroidered with Helixus blue, made her appear more ghost than queen, but it was the blue of his father’s colors that set his jaw clenching.

Behind her, a King’s Guard Knight stood sentry in full plate. Despite the gloomy darkness, the knight kept the visor lowered, revealing only his eyes through the slit.

Ser Daenus.

Danella and Daenus drew nearer.

“I was afraid I would find you here,” Danella said, barely above a whisper.

Laeden had no words for this woman. He would not play her games or give her whatever cruel satisfaction she gained by torturing people. Turning his back on her, Laeden strode to the farthest reaches of the small cell. Bugs and mice chittered, scattering at his movement as he sat down on the floor.

Danella came closer to the bars, wrapping her fingers around one. Her golden eyes watered in the flickering torchlight.

“You were with him,” she said. “When he… died?”

She said it as a question, as if she didn’t believe the validity of it.

He didn’t need to ask whom she was speaking of. The cold sweat clinging to his back disappeared as heat flushed his cheeks, but he wouldn’t give her the pleasure of taunting him with his father’s murder. He stared at the crevice between the stones in the floor.

“I’m so sorry, Laeden. For everything.” She sniffled. Soft sobs trembled from her lips in waves.

Laeden inclined his head. Danella rested her forehead against the cell bars, her eyes downcast, tears rolling down her cheeks. He couldn’t discern if it was the lack of makeup, the broken appearance, or the white-and-blue gown she wore, but this was not the stepmother he had grown up with. In over twenty years, he had only witnessed her cry once—a single dignified tear during her brother’s funeral after he was murdered by the Hechts.

“I don’t know how much you know,” she said, wiping her runny nose with the back of her hand. “But this, all of this—” she gestured up to the dungeon ceiling “—is my fault. The Revivalists. Iylea. Damascus’s coronation. Your trial. Nallia’s abduction. The war with the Uprising. Varros’s dea—”

Sobs swallowed her words. Her shoulders rounded, her knees folded, and she sank to the floor until she was at his level in the dungeon’s filth.

“My queen.” Daenus attempted to lift her from the floor, but she swatted him away. Trying again only yielded the same result. Instead, he took the torch from her, retracting from the flames as he placed it in a nearby sconce.

Danella continued to convulse. Her bony shoulder blades winged and flapped with each shuddering sob. Her ribs protruded through her gown, thin and frail as if she hadn’t eaten in recent weeks.

She pounded the heel of her fist into the floor and screamed, startling Laeden. Tears dripped from her eyes to plop onto the dirty ground. She inclined her head, cheeks flushed pink. “Please… You don’t owe it to me, but Laeden, I need to know.”

For all the lies she’d hidden over the years, her grief was real. He could only stare at her, barely recognizing her, and entirely unable to reconcile this woman before him and the cruel monster who had propagated so much hate, pain, and death.

“How did he kill him?” Her words came amidst choked sobs.

Laeden stiffened. He didn’t need to recall the moment; the wound was too fresh to look away from. It plagued his thoughts, consumed his mind.

“End this,” his father had said. “Let peace reign.”

Damascus punched their father in the stomach—over and over again. The black dagger in Damascus’s hand plunged deep. Deep enough that Laeden felt the cold steel slipping between his organs even now.

Laeden’s father stumbled backwards. His hands dropped to his stomach, but Damascus’s assault continued.

“I won’t make peace with liars and mages!” Damascus had shouted.

Laeden shuddered, unable to look at Danella. Nausea billowed up his throat until he tasted bile. He swallowed it down.

“I need to know,” Danella said, crawling along his cage in an attempt to get closer to him. “As terrible as I’ve been, despite all the awful things I have done, believe me when I tell you I loved him, Laeden. I loved your father.”

Fury erupted through him. “No!” Laeden shouted. He was on his feet, stabbing his finger down at her with no recollection of standing up. She cowered beneath him, clutching herself, dirtying the white gown on the soiled floor.

“You don’t get to say that,” Laeden said. “Not after what you’ve done.”

Danella paused her bawls to look up at him through glossy, bloodshot eyes. “You’re right,” she croaked. “I don’t deserve the right. I will bear the burden of that for the rest of my life.” She shook her head, stammering. “I’m sorry. I thought I was serving the Gods, but I was wrong. Terribly wrong.

“Now the Gods are dying. Death marches from the east. And my manipulative rule...”

Laeden balked, dropping his outstretched accusatory finger. Gods dying, death marching? He knelt down, scooting closer to Danella until only the bars separated them.

“How do you know that?”

Danella’s lips quivered, her chin wrinkled, and fresh tears fell. “I thought I was protecting New Rheynia from The Age of the End.” She reached her fingers through the bars to brush along his knuckles. “I brought this upon us.”

Laeden’s lips moved, but only exasperated syllables came forth.

“The Reckoning is here,” Danella said. “Varros tried to stop it. You tried to stop it—to stop me…”

Her hysterics were too genuine to be all an elaborate ploy to taunt him, but he searched her for any hint of jest. Finding none, he asked, “How do you know of dead Gods and the Skeleton King’s army?”

Danella sniffed. “Skeleton King?”

“Marching from the east,” Laeden said, shaking his head. “Did Damascus tell you?”

She shook her head, the muscles of her face twitching with restrained tears. “A seer, Laeden. A seer said he spoke with Incinerae. That is what she told him. I don’t understand, but I know it is my fault. Not yours.”

Laeden grabbed her hand. “If you know the Skeleton King is marching westward, why haven’t you listened to me? People in Valtarcia are dying. More will die with every moment of delay, and with each soul, the Skeleton King only grows stronger.”

Danella searched him. “Do the Gods speak with you too?”

Laeden shook his head. “No. Not with me, but a messenger from Valencia has. The Six are dying. A Traitor God named Paxoran has summoned a Harbinger to kill them. The divine realm is falling, and the mortal realm will too if you do not send help to Valtarcia.”

Ser Daenus’s armor clinked as he examined Laeden from beneath his visored helm.

He must believe us both crazy.

Danella’s lucidity, however, returned his focus.

“We’re doing everything we can to help people escape,” Laeden said. “But the refugees will have nowhere to go if Damascus doesn’t open his gates. Even if we banded together to fight the Skeleton King’s legions, we’d stand little chance. But divided…”

“That is why you surrendered,” Danella said. “Unity. Peace between us, so that we might survive this Traitor God.”

Laeden nodded.

Danella’s lips parted in a droopy-eyed smile. Fresh tears fell. “You are just like…” Her voice trailed off. She wiped her eyes, but more tears replaced them. “You have become a good king, Laeden.” A pitiful chuckle escaped her mouth. “A king should serve his people, not the other way around. I learned that from my father, though I’m not sure how much he truly believed it. But your father… If only I had seen it sooner…”

She sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her hand again. “I will speak to Damascus. It is time Salmantica had a good king as well.”

Laeden pursed his lips. She looked different, acted different, but this was still the same woman who ordered the assassination of his father, abducted Iylea, commanded him to execute her, and then framed him for treason when he didn’t. He pulled away from the bars, away from her. “Why are you doing this?”

A faraway gaze washed over Danella’s expression. She stared into nothingness for a long moment before meeting Laeden’s eyes. She swallowed.

“Brother will fight brother,” she said, her voice a timid whisper. “Father will turn against son. Families bound by blood will tear each other apart, and your pride will be the end of you. Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you…”

Laeden leaned closer, not understanding. “Unless you what?”

Danella set her jaw and stood to her feet. “That, we are about to find out.”

She turned and strode from the cell to the stairs with purpose, Ser Daenus in her wake.

“Where are you going?” Laeden asked.

Danella spun, her foot atop the first stair. “To convince Damascus to fight on the right side.”


Chapter 20

The Host

Zephyrus V

Valtarcia

Zephyrus bit his lip as the rot from Threyna’s veins slithered into his own. The white tendrils of healing mist flowed into her while the corrupted byproduct of using her blood magic transferred to him. It didn’t hurt. Not like when he had healed her through Paxoran’s torture that day outside of House Auros. Even though the rot staining his skin black would soon fade, there was no way absorbing such evil was healthy. That only made Zephyrus more uncomfortable with Threyna’s plan.

Threyna would consume the darkling controlling Horus, the Duke of Valtarcia and Laeden’s great-uncle, and then Zephyrus would teleport the three of them out of Valtarcia, along with the blood artifact that had taken the shape of a crown atop Horus’s head. While Zephyrus had plenty of issues with that part of the plan, his concerns were elsewhere.

Threyna wanted to forge blood mages of her own to improve their odds against the Skeleton King. The notion of subjecting others to such a curse made his stomach roil, but he had no better ideas. Considering that the Guardian was searching for a way for him to ascend, he likely would be leaving soon, so he lacked the authority to oppose Threyna even if he had thought of another way of defeating the Skeleton King.

His mind felt as blank as the skies were black.

Not long after the Guardian left in search of the gate, thunderclouds rolled in, blacking out the sun and shrouding Valtarcia in darkness. The dreary gloom fitted his mood and added to the Order’s grim presence in Valtarcia, but the rolling claps of thunder and bolts of lightning were beyond anything forged in the mortal realm. The terrible storms could only mean one thing; another God had been killed.

Threyna examined her hands as the black rot abated. “How do you feel?”

Zephyrus shrugged. “Well enough.”

“Worried about the plan?” Threyna asked.

Zephyrus snorted. “I’d be mad not to have my concerns, but my thoughts are with the Guardian; she should have been back by now. She said the gate was near.”

“She will come back,” Threyna said, getting to her feet. She patted off her britches, spattering faint clouds of dust.

“She had said earlier that she lost herself… the last time we were apart.” Zephyrus gained his feet and strode over to the window to stare at the black sky. “I can feel her, but faintly.”

Threyna put her hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “We’ll find her. Or she’ll find us.”

“Would you be able to tell if she’s near?” Zephyrus asked. “Can you sense her?”

She shook her head. “The Guardian has no rhythm. No pulse. I can sense other souls, even disembodied, if I know what I’m looking for, but hers… It’s like her soul is no longer alive, if that makes sense.”

Zephyrus grunted. It didn’t. But somehow, he could sense her, even if Threyna couldn’t. He forced a smile. “I’ll be able to sense her if we get close enough, I suppose.”

Threyna nodded. “We’ll find her.” She pointed toward the white castle with blue shingled slate roofs in the distance. “Horus is in Northridge. I can sense his power growing. They’re training him to unlock the prongs quickly so he can pass the blood artifact onto the next host.”

“How long does it take to unlock the prongs?” Zephyrus asked.

Threyna shrugged. “I didn’t realize at the time. I was alone, figuring it out for myself. Horus is being taught by other blood mages. It could be days. It could be hours.”

The thought haunted Zephyrus. Not just the implication of how quickly the Skeleton King could amass an army, but also how quickly Threyna could do the same.

“Are you sure this is the best way to defeat him?” Zephyrus asked. “Spreading the curse.”

Threyna cast a tight-lipped glare in Zephryus’s direction. “Even if there is a better way that doesn’t involve forging blood mages of our own, we still need to stop the Skeleton King’s legions from growing more powerful.”

Zephyrus exhaled. He couldn’t deny her in that regard. He massaged the stubble of his chin with his fingernails. “What about the Skeleton King—can you sense him?”

Threyna rested against the windowsill, crossing her arms over her chest. “No. But that doesn’t mean he’s gone. His Heart of Darkness can be… impregnable, when he wants it to be. We must be ready for him.”

Zephyrus nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.”
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Shrouded in a sound bubble and augmented light to conceal their heartbeats and obscure their visibility, Zephyrus and Threyna teleported from rooftop to rooftop on their way toward Northridge. Coming to a stop atop the outer bailey, they surveyed the scene.

Half-expecting the wounded from their assault on the arena to have been brought here, Zephyrus was surprised to find nothing of the sort. No limping legionaries, no bandaged Order soldiers, no bodies laid to rest—just movement. As some legionaries marched in with slumped postures and long faces, a new group, fresh and well-rested, marched out. Wisps of black smoke sailed on the wind, slithering like serpents.

“What is that?” Zephyrus asked.

“Darkling scouts,” Threyna said. “Messengers, relaying information. They could be searching for us, relaying intel between blood mages, or telling the legionaries where pockets of people are holed up.”

The resources available to the Skeleton King’s army seemed insurmountable. How are we going to defeat him? If we can’t defeat Paxoran’s pet, how am I supposed to contend against the Traitor God himself?

Swallowing, he shoved his doubts aside. “Where is Horus?”

She pointed to an adjacent rooftop. “The inner bailey. Three blood mages are with him.”

Zephyrus ripped them from the physical plane. They floated through the immaterial plane, moving towards the opposing rooftop. All the while, Zephyrus kept an eye out for the Guardian’s translucent human form. Though he felt a closer proximity to her, she was still far.

Reemerging into the physical plane atop the roof overseeing the inner bailey, Zephyrus’s boots scraped along the shingles. Lightning cracked overhead, and thunder rumbled the slate underfoot. In the grounds below, separate buildings lined the inner bailey—storehouses, armories, barracks likely used by the Ridge Knights. Erected at the center was an empty fountain with gargoyles in the shape of the winged horse of House Helixus. A white stone walking path exited Northridge’s atrium, encircling the waterless fountain to lead to the outer bailey.

On the stone path, four blood mages stood before a group of men in Helixus blue bound by blood-conjured chains on the outskirts of the bailey. A pile of husks were strewn off to either side.

“Gory ghosts,” Threyna said.

Zephyrus’s fists clenched until his knuckles cracked. They were using people as test subjects, fodder to empower their army, chaff for their experiments. This form of enslavement was worse than any the Rheynians had conceived. It was as if they were throwing recruits at trained gladiators to hone their abilities.

The artifact, in the shape of a crown, sat atop Horus’s white hair like blood on snow. Three Order legionaries who had already learned the blood magic instructed Horus on the art of curse-wielding.

“Slow your mind,” a blood mage said. “Focus only on your Stronghold.”

Horus extended a rot-stained hand towards the crying servants of House Helixus.

“What is he doing?” Zephyrus asked Threyna.

Threyna’s eyes never left Horus. “They’re teaching him to consume souls.”

Unwilling to wait a moment longer, Zephyrus yanked Threyna once more from the material plane. Zipping through the air like the Guardian’s light, Zephyrus positioned them behind the blood mages. The moment they emerged from the immaterial plane, Zephyrus drew the Vykane Blade and Threyna conjured her double-bladed glaive.

The Vykane Blade extended from the hilt in a gleam of white light. Before it even reached its full length, Zephyrus released his sound and light manipulations and slashed through the back of the nearest blood mage.

His torso went one way as his lower half flopped the other. Zephyrus lunged for the second mage before he could react to his fallen comrade. The Vykane Blade exploded through the back and out the belly of the blood mage.

A draw on Zephyrus’s soul dragged on him like a stiff breeze as the dying blood mage attempted to heal himself. Zephyrus ripped the blade upward, tearing through bone as easily as flesh. The Vykane Blade erupted out of the space between the legionary’s neck and shoulder, spouting blood like a fountain. The wind tugging on his soul faded as the blood mage dropped to the ground, his skin blackening with rot.

Shouts spread throughout the bailey. Soon the entire courtyard would be flooded with legionaries and blood mages. They needed to act fast.

While Threyna dueled against Horus’s blood-conjured axe, she attempted to wrest the darkling within him free. Before Zephyrus could come to her aid, the third blood mage conjured a sword in each hand and lunged at him.

Zephyrus blocked the first slash, then the second. Something sliced across his cheek. A sharp spike struck him in the back, nearly hurling him into the blood mage’s incoming attack. Zephyrus ducked and rolled beneath the blow. He spun just in time to see a swarm of daggers flying straight at him, conjured from the fallen legionaries’ exposed blood.

He tapped into Klayvorine’s time greave. The daggers’ flight slowed. Zephyrus lifted his left bracer, summoning a shadow shield from Lunellia’s relic. Time returned, and the daggers thudded into his shield. The daggers fell to ash, and Zephyrus released his shadowy defense.

More legionaries stormed into the bailey. Blood mages floated down on conjured wings.

“Threyna!” Zephyrus shouted.

The rot had spread past her elbow, but the darkling remained in Horus, and they were out of time. From the outer bailey, the atrium, and the air, they were surrounded in moments. As blood-borne edges closed in around them, Zephyrus threw himself at both Threyna and Horus. He latched onto each of their arms, formed a clear image in his mind of where he wanted to teleport, and just as the nearest legionaries closed in, the three fled the material plane.

Pain detonated in Zephyrus’s chest. Fire ripped through every fiber of his being, and something within him broke. Just like when the Last Judge had protected him from the false Vykannis or when Zephyrus had saved Threyna from Paxoran, a binding snapped.

The Guardian…

Zephyrus, Threyna, and Horus emerged from the immaterial plane, collapsing into a tangled heap on the outskirts of the river village of Valenforth. Threyna climbed atop Horus and slammed blood-reinforced knuckles into his face.

Zephyrus couldn’t move. He lay on his back, staring at the black sky. The excruciating pain, short and fleeting, left behind a gaping hole. An emptiness. The Guardian…

With Horus beaten into a bloody pulp, Threyna drew the darkling from his limp body and consumed it. “That was close,” she said, sliding off Horus’s unconscious form.

“I have to go back,” Zephyrus said, pushing himself to his feet.

“What?” Threyna stammered. “We can’t go back. We got him—we got it!”

“The Guardian,” Zephyrus said. “I felt her. It was like she was… torn from me.” His legs trembled beneath him. Fatigue, weakness, emptiness.

Threyna shook her head, reaching for Zephyrus’s arm. “Zephyrus, you’re—”

Zephyrus dipped into the immaterial plane and teleported back to Northridge.


Chapter 21

Darklings

Iylea II

Unknown

Lightning surged all around her, striking in every direction. She didn’t remember arriving here—wherever here was. Surrounded by brilliant white forks, she was paralyzed, unable to move, yet she couldn’t stay here.

Her light disappeared amidst the constant streaks of electric charge. Fluttering within the storm, she needed to leave, but didn’t know which way led to her salvation.

A bolt of electricity sizzled in her direction. Her reflexes chose for her. Diving down and to her left, she swerved in between and around the crackling static. She wove through the clouds, hoping to see any sign of the city that lay below.

She was supposed to do something in the city, but she couldn’t remember what. She tried to remember anything. Attempting to picture Laeden’s face, his features were obscured like a smudged painting. Panic accompanied her flight through the clouds.

Why can’t I remember? Why did I come into the clouds?

Lightning struck, illuminating a dark silhouette floating through the fog. Iylea’s light flared and trembled as sharp, angled wings flapped through the air. Then it returned to her. The legionary, carried by blood-conjured wings, had chased her. She’d come to the clouds to escape him, but he followed.

A presence, a tether, pulled taut. Her memories came back in a flood, anchoring her back to reality.

Zephyrus! I’m going the wrong way.

Somehow, she could feel him. He called to her like a beacon in the distance, a source of light in a world shrouded in shadows. Iylea spun around, sailing through the thunderous clouds towards Zephyrus’s light.

Ignoring the charge on the air, the flapping wings disturbing the wind behind her, and the return of fear that accompanied clairvoyance, Iylea zipped through the clouds. Faster and faster she soared. She could sense her distance from Zephyrus shortening.

Laeden’s features became more defined in her mind’s eye. The sensation of his caress upon her cheek, the brush of his lips against hers. Memories she thought she’d never be able to forget had slipped away. Still they were fuzzy, but they sharpened the closer she came to Zephyrus.

She broke through the clouds to find the blue shingled rooftops of Northridge. The glowing outline of the gate in the window of the tallest tower pulsed as if reminding her of her purpose. It was too late for reconnaissance. All she wanted was to remember who and what she was, and Zephyrus was the key.

She didn’t need to search for Zephyrus; he glowed as brightly as the links of the Chain of Balance, but instead of iridescent green and purple, he exuded an orange aura that shone like the sun. His sword drawn, two bodies bleeding atop the white stones at his feet, he fought a third legionary. As she descended upon the scene, wind rushing past her, dozens of legionaries funneled into the inner bailey. Blood mages flew over the walls on conjured wings, others charged through the doors from the atrium, and more entered from the outer bailey.

Iylea tore through the air, flying as fast as she could.

Almost there!

Zephyrus lunged for Threyna and the blood mage she fought against. Zephyrus’s orange aura encompassed Threyna and Horus before all three disappeared.

“Wait!” Iylea shouted.

The orange light vanished, and something snapped within her. The tether anchoring her soul ceased to exist. A gale of lashing wind whipped against her. Pain she didn’t realize her disembodied soul could feel ripped through her. Screaming, she looked down at her own spectral body, a cerulean blue, unlike Zephyrus’s orange. Tendrils of what appeared to be smoke emanated from her as if her incorporeal flesh was evaporating. Her fingers dematerialized into dust, escaping upwards.

Blood mages hovered around her; legionaries stared up at her. But no one helped. They just watched as her soul—trapped in the mortal realm and denied from the divine—began to dissipate into nothingness.

Her hands went next, along with her feet and her wraithlike hair.

“Zephyrus!” she cried. He was gone. She didn’t even know where.

The aura of her light expanded, bathing the legionaries and blood mages in blue. They backed away, shielding their eyes as Iylea’s soul consumed itself like kindling tossed onto an already raging fire.

The speed of her decay and the excruciating pain of it increased exponentially the further up her body it crept. Knowing this was the end, she tried picturing Laeden one last time. Worse than before, the only thing her mind came up with was a vague outline.

Defeat washed over her, greater than the pain. Her limbs were gone. She just wanted it to be over, to end. To forget everything so she wouldn’t have to be aware of what was lost.

The sky cracked. Not just with thunder and lightning, but with a bright beam of orange.

The pain stopped. Unlike a mortal wound that continued to sting after its infliction, the pain ceased. At a rate much faster than she dissolved into dust, she began to reform.

“Guardian!” Zephyrus shouted from atop the rooftop.

“Zephyrus?” Iylea floated towards him.

He staggered on the blue shingles. For a moment, she feared he might fall, but he caught himself by dropping to a knee.

“Don’t let it get away!” shouted a blood mage.

Iylea flew as fast as she could for Zephyrus, but as she neared, a shadow stretched over him. A black wisp on the wind slithered around Zephyrus before striking.

It disappeared into Zephyrus’s body.

His face contorted, twitching erratically. The tremors traveled into his torso and down his arms. He dropped prone and nearly slid off the angled roof.

Iylea gasped, but before she could reach him, the Skeleton King descended on horned and scaled wings to stand over Zephyrus’s fallen form.

A grin slashed across the Skeleton King’s gaunt face. Silver-blond hair hung behind his ears in loose curls, rustled by the wind. Ghoulish green eyes bore into her with a recognition reserved for the living.

“You’re the one who tried to stop us…” the Skeleton King said.

She wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement, but his voice, smooth and silver-tongued, was flecked with a touch of cruelty. Joy.

“And this is the one you gave up everything for…” The Skeleton King glanced down at Zephyrus, still writhing, struggling to control his own body, before casting his gaze on Iylea again. “You traded eternity… for him?”

He pointed his skeletal finger towards the glowing outline of the gate atop Northridge’s tower. “So he could go beyond. So he could stop us.” He waggled his finger at her. “The One True God will not be stopped.”

Zephyrus jolted. He leapt from the rooftop to where Iylea floated.

Before he could reach her, bloody vines snared around Zephyrus’s wrists and ankles, suspending him over the courtyard.

The Skeleton King tsked.

“Guardian!” Zephyrus shouted, still twitching. “Help… me…”

A wave passed over Zephyrus’s face. The angle of his brow narrowed; his cheeks spread as his lips parted in a grin that didn’t fit Zephyrus’s brooding nature or the situation at hand.

“This one is no match for the One True God,” Zephyrus hissed in a voice not his own.

Iylea gasped.

A new wave rippled, washing away Zephyrus’s expression. “Guardian, it keeps takin—”

Zephyrus choked off in a new rush of seizures within the Skeleton King’s grasp.

“Let him go!” Iylea shouted.

“Fear not, Iylea,” the Skeleton King said, beaming. “Soon you shall be reunited with him, as all must be with the One True God. But first, something was taken from me. And Vykanicus Auros will bring it back.” More dark wisps escaped the Skeleton King’s body as if he permeated smoke. Each tendril slithered through the air before striking at Zephyrus from different angles.

The tremors rattled Zephyrus in his suspended bindings, but more and more darklings flowed from the Skeleton King into Zephyrus. Dozens, hundreds, too many to count. His body thrashed violently against his bindings and the souls attempting to gain control over him, but eventually, he fell still.

Iylea trembled. “Zephyrus?”

The Skeleton King chuckled. “Not any longer. Tell me, who has won control over the Creator’s false prophet?”

“I am Zephyrus.” A new voice spoke from Zephyrus’s lips.

The Skeleton King’s bloody bindings returned Zephyrus onto the rooftops before dissipating to ashes. Unrestrained, Zephyrus made no move to attack or escape.

Iylea’s light flickered. “Zephyrus, no…”

The Skeleton King spoke over her. “And what must you do, Zephyrus?”

The darkling in control of Zephyrus held his palm up before him. “I will find Threyna,” the wrong voice said. A candle’s flame sprouted from his palm. He cleared his throat. “I will take the One True God’s blessing from her.”

The voice was closer to Zephyrus’s this time.

Arkadia’s son, Vykanicus Auros, Zephyrus—the man on which the fate of the realms hinged—examined Iylea.

“Then I will kill Threyna,” the voice said in Zephyrus’s exact voice. “Then Vykinallia. Then Laeden. And anyone else who wishes to stand in the way of the One True God.” He closed his fist, extinguishing the fire magic.

The action made Iylea’s light all but extinguish.

No. This can’t be.

“Very good,” the Skeleton King said. He turned towards Iylea. “As for you, Iylea, the One True God wishes to speak with you.”

The Skeleton King drew in breath, and a terrible current tugged on her soul, dragging her closer and closer toward him.


Chapter 22

Survival

Vykinallia IV

Valtarcia

Whatever had called the blood mages and the legionaries away from Kaelus’s ludus had kept them preoccupied. After convincing Kaelus to free his gladiators and lead everyone west, their group left the upper city quickly, not wanting to wait for the legionaries to return.

As Vykinallia spirited them through the lower city, she was surprised to find no one in their path. Aside from picking up more refugees in need of aid, they didn’t encounter a soul on their way to the southwest gate.

“That was too easy,” Jecht said, no hint of jest in his tone as the two passed under the gate, bringing up the rear of their party.

If said by anyone else, Vykinallia would have thought nothing of it, but it wasn’t a common occurrence for Jecht to take anything seriously—even this. Somehow, Vykinallia felt in her bones that he was right. Despite feeling like a lamb being led to slaughter, she didn’t know what else they could do, where else they could go.

“I’m inclined to agree,” Vykinallia said, still holding one of the legionaries’ spears. “I suppose we should take what we can get.”

Cerik looked over his shoulder, a mace from Kaelus’s armory slung over the other. “We nearly drowned.” He jabbed a thick finger at Jecht. “And tip the scales, spare me the burning ‘Sea in my veins’ bit.”

Jecht held out his open palm, a glowing legionary spear in his other. “We made it out, didn’t we? And besides, you know what I’m talkin’ about.”

The saltwater in her lungs agreed with Cerik, but she understood what Jecht meant. Kaelus aiding plebeians, and being so amenable to freeing his slaves, was a pleasant surprise. Pair that with the legionaries being recalled at their moment of need, and that they still were not out, patrolling the streets, did make it seem too simple.

“Zephyrus,” Cerik said. “It’s the only explanation.”

A stone formed in Vykinallia’s dry throat. “You think he ascended?”

“Perhaps they were trying to stop him,” Jecht said, dragging his feet on the dead, trampled grass that led beyond the walls to the Vale.

Vykinallia looked back at Valtarcia’s city walls. Smoke billowed over the slums of the lower city. Despite the great number they were leaving with, many more were still trapped—doomed to be consumed by the Skeleton King and his blood mages. The trampled grass that funneled out of the gates implied that either Zephyrus, Laeden, or both had been able to deliver others to salvation, but how many? And how many were left?

Cerik inclined his head toward the blue skies unstained by the black smoke. “If Zeph has ascended, I’m not sure if that puts us in a better or worse place.”

Vykinallia pursed her lips. She caressed her elbow where Zephyrus had healed her. It was selfish—foolish—to hope Zephyrus hadn’t ascended, but Vykinallia agreed with Cerik.

He can prevent more Gods from dying, and he’s one step closer to defeating Paxoran, but what does that mean for the rest of us?

She’d witnessed what the Skeleton King’s legions were capable of in several hours. Now unable to return to Stockhelm, and without the help of the Fallen, where were they to go? Many were unarmed, unarmored, tired, sick, malnourished, or worse.

How are we to fight if we can barely survive?

While the immediacy of those questions ate at Vykinallia, they helped her hide from the answer to the question she was too afraid to allow herself to think, What if Zephyrus never returns?

As if in response to her dark thoughts, thunderclouds appeared overhead, blotting out the sun. Thicker than the smoke over the slums, a black shroud with crackling electricity spread overhead, spanning the horizon until the sky was no longer visible.

The entire procession came to a halt to stare at the harrowing sky.

Vykinallia’s feet sank into the grass, her shoulders stooped as if weighed down by iron chains. Her heart felt ten times heavier.

Another dead God…

“Judges preserve me,” Cerik said.

Jecht’s pale complexion blanched. Mutters broke out amongst the refugees who knew less than Vykinallia did. Part of her wished for such ignorance. Then she could ask questions like “How?” or “Why?” instead of the much more complicated, “What does this mean if Zephyrus has already ascended?” Or worse, “If he didn’t ascend, what did he do to draw the attention of the Skeleton King’s army?”

Resuming their march, they forded the Vale and traveled north in uneasy silence. The cover of darkness made visibility and, therefore, travel difficult and slow. They followed the Vale to guide their way. The stench of rotten fish along the riverbanks mired their journey. Worse than her wet feet sloughing in her boots, Vykinallia still felt like she was drowning. And every step she put between her and the walls of Valtarcia was like leaving the Salmantic captain to sink with the boat.

It was impossible to discern whether it was day or night by the time they saw the others before the isthmus. Absent the sun’s trajectory under the blanket of storming, black clouds, it could have been midday or midnight. The Silver Summits no longer wore the white caps of their namesake. The earlier earthquakes jarred the snow from the mountaintops loose to cascade down, covering the isthmus in an ivory coat.

As they neared the group of people making camp on the trodden grass before the snowy trek across the border, Vykinallia hustled to the front of the procession to join Kaelus. When she arrived at his side, he cast her a grim glare.

“They look more unorganized than we are,” Kaelus said.

The grumbling lanista wasn’t wrong. The camp, if you could call it that, was a sprawl of small groups huddling together around poor excuses for campfires. Whatever cohesiveness she and Laeden had created between the Fallen, Ridge Knights, and freedpeople had not reached the refugees. Even the refugees seemed unwilling to collaborate amongst themselves.

Walking through the camp, her party—half the size of the refugees freed by the others—was on the receiving end of pursed lips and scowling brows.

Vykinallia tugged on the collar of her leather cuirass, searching for Laeden or any of the leaders. They didn’t exactly have a standard-bearer or a pavilion denoting command. Amidst the scattered pockets of people, finding Laeden wouldn’t be easy.

“It may be worth encouraging our people to see if they can reunite with loved ones if they were separated,” Vykinallia said. “They can rest while we discuss plans with Laeden.”

Kaelus thumbed the brown-and-gray whiskers framing his lip. “This is not a safe place to stop. If you don’t know it, you should. And if Laeden doesn’t—” Kaelus snorted.

Grumbling under his breath, Kaelus strode over to his wife, Urcilia. They exchanged a quiet word before he nodded his head in Vykinallia’s direction. Urcilia nodded and squeezed her husband’s arm.

While Urcilia addressed the newest refugees to the camp, Kaelus joined Vykinallia in searching for the leaders of the rabble on the outskirts of the isthmus.

Kaelus was right—this wasn’t a safe place to stop, but Vykinallia was sure there was sound reasoning behind it. Threyna had previously emphasized that the Skeleton King wouldn’t rush—he would stay in Valtarcia, consuming every last soul and gathering power before he moved on. Even if they weren’t concerned about the threat of being within half a day’s march of the Order’s legionaries, the options for retreat if necessary were extremely limited. Yet all options were limited.

Unable to retake Valtarcia, their options were to divide throughout the countryside and employ guerilla tactics to liberate more from under the Skeleton King’s heel, or retreat. Returning to Stockhelm was out of the question. That only left Salmantica… and traversing the snow-covered isthmus in the dark, on feeble legs and empty stomachs, would be a difficult enough journey. That still left the looming “if.”

What if, after traveling all the way to Salmantica, Damascus doesn’t admit us?

Before she had to answer the question for herself, a nearby argument rang over the din of the camp. Kherus paced, tugging at his long locks of brown hair. Iberion rested his hands on the pommel of his sheathed sword; his remaining eye stared into the fire. Unari sat on the ground, her arms hugging her legs, shivering while two mages knelt beside her. White tendrils of healing magic flowed from their fingertips into Unari’s trembling body.

Callonus, the Sentinel who had delivered news of the Skeleton King’s arrival in Valtarcia, held his arms out to either side. “How long are we supposed to wait—for either of them? We have to do something!”

“We are doing something,” Kherus snapped.

Callonus put his hands on his hips. “You realize it is possible that neither of them will come back. You realize that, right?”

Kherus pursed his lips, ready to retort, but his eyes fixed on Vykinallia as she and Kaelus approached. The scrunched skin around his eyes and lips softened and he took a deep breath. “Thank the Six.” He held out his hand towards Vykinallia. “Vykinallia, Earl Kaelus, welcome.”

Vykinallia and Kaelus entered the circle surrounding the small fire. Her eyes scanned the gathered leaders and noticed the emptiness around the fire. “Where is Laeden?”

He wasn’t the only one missing. Aponius—the Lion’s Academy soldier sent by Danella to infiltrate Laeden’s rebels, only to become one of his most trusted allies—was also absent. So too were Aurellia and Joru, the freedpeople from House Ulysius.

Grim glances were traded over the fire, accompanied by an uneasy silence.

“King Laeden went to Salmantica to petition for aid,” Callonus said.

Kaelus cleared his throat. “He went himself? By himself?”

Kherus shuffled his feet. “He wouldn’t be persuaded otherwise. Absent your presence, Vykinallia, Laeden left me, Aponius, and Aurellia in charge.”

“And where are they?” Vykinallia asked.

“Aponius led a band of refugees to the north,” Kherus said. “Aurellia and Joru to the Bay of Bastards.”

Kaelus shook his head. “Why divide?”

Callonus mumbled something under his breath, but Kherus ignored him. “We believe the Skeleton King is drawn to large crowds,” Kherus said. “Dense populations.” His feet continued to rustle in the dead grass as if he were squashing beetles. “There was also some dissent between the freedpeople and the patricians. But we have messengers between us. Physically divided, but united in purpose.”

Callonus snorted. “And what purpose is that?”

“Survival!” Kherus hissed through barred teeth.

“If we don’t fight, we can’t hope to survive,” Callonus said.

“And if we fight before we’re ready we’ll end up cut to ribbons by blood mages who feed on souls,” Kherus said. He gestured at the refugees. “These people aren’t soldiers. We are not an army.” He pointed to Unari. “We’re exhausting our mages to keep people warm and sustained.”

Kherus strode around the fire and stabbed his finger into Callonus’s chest. “I know you want revenge. But that is not what we are about. We will wait for Laeden.”

Callonus shook his head, looking to Vykinallia and Kaelus to support him. “King Laeden is already dead for all we know. We can’t wait here. If you won’t fight, we must retreat.”

Iberion’s low voice cut between them. “Retreat where? To the doorstep of a tyrant who ordered the genocide of my people, murdered his father, and would kill his brother? If we are not welcome, we cannot afford to be caught between two armies.”

Vykinallia rubbed her elbow. There were no good solutions. Without Laeden, Zephyrus, even Threyna—for all the trouble that came with her—they needed a miracle. And Valencia was unlikely to provide one.

The fire went out. It didn’t simmer or smolder to embers; it just vanished. Not just their fire, but every fire in the camp. Groans rose all throughout the refugees.

“Apologies,” Unari said, trembling. “I can’t do it any longer.”

The mages, who had healed Unari to aid her in balancing the scales, drooped—their shoulders slumping forward.

Absent the warmth of the fire, a chill swept over Vykinallia.

Kaelus leaned over to whisper to Vykinallia. “This is going to get worse. If you don’t take charge, I will.”

Vykinallia’s jaw tightened. She didn’t know what to do. Retreat seemed like the only option, at least for the masses. Kherus was right—they weren’t an army. Absent provisions, shelter, numbers, or superior weapons, this wasn’t a fight they could win without a plan, and even then…

In her mind’s eye, she ripped free of the sail’s snare and swam to the surface. The captain, caught in the maelstrom of the sinking ship, stretched out his hand for her. This time, she went back for him. She followed the current, swimming deeper and deeper into the darkness, but despite how hard she swam, the ship sank faster, and the captain along with it.

She shook the thought and the darkness of the sea, but standing around the extinguished campfire, indecision held her tongue.

“So we must fight, then,” Callonus said. “We can’t wait here, and we can’t retreat without King Laeden.”

The uneasy silence returned.

“No,” said a voice behind Vykinallia.

Everyone turned to face the voice. Vykinallia didn’t know the man, but he had been one of the refugees who had accompanied her and Kaelus beyond Valtarcia’s gates.

Callonus stumbled towards him. “Allaron, is that really you?”

Allaron, a grizzled man covered in wrinkles and scars, embraced Callonus.

“Six save me,” Callonus said, pulling away from Allaron. “How did you survive? I thought you were dead.”

“So did I,” Allaron said.

Callonus shook his head. Addressing the others, he gestured towards Allaron. “Allaron led the plebeian army against Duke Horus. He is the one who sent me to find you.”

Vykinallia nodded, but a disquiet groaned in her stomach.

“Now’s not the time to be stupid,” Allaron said. “King Laeden’ll return. He’ll succeed. Until then, we hunker down, gather supplies, prepare defenses any way we can. Best we be ready when that monster comes for us, eh?”

Kherus cocked an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

Allaron grunted. “Who am I, or how long have I been doin’ this?” He strode up to Kherus, but addressed all those gathered around. “I fought for the Celestic people on behalf of Valtarcia in the war. I’ve been leading men in battle since before most of ya were born. I joined the Sentinels the moment Prince Laeden made the call to arms. And I led the plebeian rebellion on Duke Horus before Laeden even declared himself King of Valtarcia.”

Allaron surveyed the gathering of leaders. “Now unless ya got any good ideas, we should get some rest. Gotta long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

Vykinallia exchanged a glance with Kherus and Kaelus. Neither offered an objection. Iberion nodded his assent. Unari, if she had thoughts on the matter, didn’t voice anything. And Callonus seemed content to do whatever Allaron said. To his credit, Allaron’s words were reasonable, yet there was something about him that made Vykinallia’s skin slither.

Before Vykinallia could think of what to say, a disturbance in the camp rose behind her.

“Zephyrus,” a voice shouted.

Vykinallia’s chest tightened. Before she knew it, she was running towards the commotion. A crowd had gathered, forming a circle around Zephyrus. Vykinallia shouldered her way through, until she got to the front of the crowd.

Zephyrus wasn’t at the center of it.

Her heart sank as her eyes met Threyna’s—blue, streaked with black vines that stretched out, down her cheeks, and up her forehead. Aside from her silver-blonde braid, she was nearly unrecognizable. In her possession, entombed in conjured blood chains, was an unconscious older man with black veins streaking from a red-and-black crown that seemed attached to his scalp.

“Where is Zephyrus?” Threyna asked, iron in her tone. “I need a healer.”

A knot formed in Vykinallia’s throat. A dread sank deep into her bones. “I thought… if he didn’t ascend to the divine realm… he would be with you.”


Chapter 23

Monsters of Iron 
and Satin

Danella IV

Salmantica

Danella stared into the looking glass, not examining herself or the handmaidens brushing her hair and applying powder to her cheeks, but to Ser Daenus. Once, his stern stoicism and iron-willed resolve served as her greatest ally. He followed her in all things; he served as her faithful shield, her devoted sword, her Valencian devout. He had not balked when she spoke of regicide or cowered when she asked him to be the face of the Revivalist leadership. His faith had brought him this far, but would he follow her any further?

After explaining her flight from Sentigard, her doubts as to her actions, and her growing disbelief in everything her father and the Facets of Perfection stood for, he’d offered no response. Absent words, she could discern nothing from the red-and-black visor shielding the burned and scarred face of her closest companion these past years.

He had followed her into madness… based on faith. Based on a lie. Absent the scaffolding that held her house of cards together, her world crumbled like the Temple District in the quakes. The truth’s shattering power had nearly broken her.

What would such a truth do to Ser Daenus?

He didn’t speak. Standing sentry with one hand on the hilt of his longsword, he might as well have been a hollow suit of armor.

The handmaiden’s brush snagged on a tangle in Danella’s hair, yanking her head to the side. The handmaiden winced. “Apologies, my queen. I didn’t mean—”

Danella held up her hand. “It is quite all right.”

The two handmaidens returned to their work, until Danella’s face was painted and her hair was braided and pinned into an elaborate flower behind her left ear. Danella examined her reflection. The ugly stitched wound and the shaved hair along the right side of her scalp contrasted with the elegance of the girls’ handiwork. Though the weight of her hair off to one side of her head felt strange, it served as a reminder of the bitter truth within the comfortable lies.

Some ugly things couldn’t be hidden. They needed to be addressed. Confronted. Dealt with.

As the handmaidens packed up their pins, clips, and brushes, a third handmaiden presented a box of jewelry. Staring at the gemstones and precious metals, Danella’s stomach twisted within the confines of her corset. Each piece was either a relic of her mother’s, a gift from her father, or a token of Varros’s love.

Danella frowned, attempting to swallow the nagging knot in her throat that surfaced every time she thought of Damascus’s dagger in Varros’s gut.

Daenus grunted. “Leave the jewels and vacate.”

The handmaidens shuddered at Daenus’s gruff, grinding voice. The girl holding the jewelry box looked to Danella, unsure if she should comply.

Danella placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder. Her eyes were a pale green like a flower’s stem, but soft and timid, absent the thorns. She reminded Danella of Iylea—the seer, Laeden’s secret lover—the handmaiden she’d executed.

Danella forced a smile and gave the girl’s shoulder a squeeze. “Thank you. Thank you all. You have done well with me, all things considered. Leave with my gratitude.”

The three girls glanced at one another before gathering their things and cowering past Daenus as they exited.

Once the door closed behind them, Daenus’s steel-clad boots clanked on the stone floor, drawing nearer to her. Danella watched his approach in the looking glass, never averting her eyes from his helmet’s cold stare, his eyes barely visible through the slit.

Coming to a stop, he placed his gauntleted hands on the shoulders of the high-backed chair Danella sat in. For a moment, they only gazed at one another through the mirror’s reflection without a word.

His breath seeped through his helm in a slow hiss. “How can you believe any of this?” Tension strangled his voice. “Dying Gods, this ‘Reckoning’ of the Six… it is blasphemy.”

Danella pursed her painted lips. The sticky texture, still wet, clung together. She nodded, understanding Daenus’s doubts. “It is, Daenus. But where has our faith brought us?”

Daenus shook his helmed head, rustling the armor’s joints. “You cannot blame our actions for this.” He pointed across her rooms to the window and the black crackling sky beyond. “This is the work of Celestics and their sympathizers. People like Laeden who turned from the Six to ally with mages are the ones responsible—not us. We must not lose faith but double our efforts to enforce the Facets of Perfection before it is too late.”

Danella understood his defiance—his faith. Part of her envied him for it; things were simpler when all she had to do was follow the Facets of Perfection and uphold them. Not necessarily easier, but simpler. Now, the lines of black and white blurred with gray.

“We both know that is not entirely true,” Danella said. “Did Laeden turn from the Six? Or did we frame him for it? Would he have mounted a rebellion—would others have rallied to his cause—had we not orchestrated his demise in court?”

Daenus huffed through his helm, but said nothing.

“In our fear of the Celestics—The Age of the End—have we not created it?” Danella asked. “In our concern over Varros’s leniency toward the Treaty during a time of peace, did we not strike first? Was it not our hand that drew first blood?”

Daenus stepped around the chair and leaned down to grip either arm, meeting her eyes. Deep from within the shadows of his helm, his stare bored into her, but she did not look away.

“We did what we had to do,” Daenus said, straining through gritted teeth. “Peace would not have lasted.”

“Can we be sure?” Danella asked.

Daenus growled low in his throat.

She lifted her hand to the cheek of Daenus’s helm. “Please, remove your helmet.”

Daenus’s outstretched neck retracted. “Your grace, I…” After a moment’s hesitation, Daenus lifted the helm from his head.

The scars from Zephyrus’s fire magic grizzled his cheek, burned the hair from his brows, and scorched the flesh of his scalp. Hair no longer grew along the left side of his head, but the rest had become untamed, matted down, and greasy.

His gaze drooped. “This is what they have made me. A monster.”

Danella raised her hand to Daenus’s burned flesh. The skin was smooth if not disfigured. Patches of dried skin flaked off at her touch.

“They didn’t make you a monster,” Danella said. “I did.”

Daenus shook his head and squinted his browless eyes at her. “Why are you doing this?”

Danella lifted her other hand to caress the hair on the right side of Daenus’s head. “You were there when Iylea spoke her prophecy. Everything she said has come to pass. Brother will fight brother. Father will turn against son. Families bound by blood will tear each other apart, and your pride will be the end of you.”

“You can’t listen to that blasphemy,” Daenus said, pleading for her to believe once again. “It is not of the Six.”

She recalled her last meeting with Varros. The tiny flame he birthed in his palm. The swirling droplet of water he conjured and controlled. The way his skin turned to stone as he clenched his fist, only to open it again to hold a crackling electric charge before her.

A soft smile touched Danella’s lips. “Have you ever wondered why Celestic magic harnesses the elements of the Valencian Gods?” she asked, quoting Varros.

When Daenus didn’t answer, Danella continued. “Aquarius’s water, Phaebia’s electricity… Incinerae’s fire.” She caressed the burns. “If the Celestic magic is of the Six, isn’t it possible that so too are the seers’ visions?”

Daenus pulled away from her touch. “I will hear no more of this—this heresy.”

“Consider this,” Danella said. “If Iylea’s prophecy holds the truth, there is a way to stop this. Daenus, our kingdom, our country, is falling to ruin. Everything will fall to pieces unless something changes. Laeden warns of an army marching from the east—mages wielding blood magic gifted by a vengeful Traitor God. The same as the seer in the Temple District claimed. If they are right, how long do you suspect we will survive?”

Daenus turned from her, pointedly avoiding his reflection in the mirror.

“We won’t,” Danella said. “None of us will. Laeden is right; we must band together.”

“With mages?” Daenus snarled. “Join with blasphemous mages to defeat vengeful ones? Forgive me, your grace, but do you even hear yourself?”

Again, Varros’s words from their last encounter returned to her. “What if there is a balance between vengeance and blasphemy?”

Daenus shook his head. “King Damascus will never agree to this. And neither will I.” He replaced his helmet atop his head and stormed from the room, leaving Danella before the looking glass with jewels and gemstones laid out before her.

The golden pendant of the Six Arrowed Star her father had made for her glimmered in the nearby torchlight. Once, it had been her favorite, but now the thought of it on her skin made the corset constrict tighter. She averted her gaze from the jewels, looking instead to the golden eyes in the mirror: hers—the same as her father’s.

I cannot be like my father. And I cannot allow Damascus to be either.

Determined, she left the jewels and her chambers behind.
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She and Daenus walked in a distant silence toward Damascus’s chambers after being told the king was no longer in the throne room or the war room. They were greeted by Aemos and Aelon, standing guard outside Damascus’s bedchamber. As she neared, Aelon held up his hand.

“Apologies, my queen. I’m afraid the king is currently preoccupied.”

Danella fixed her best queen’s stare, boring into Aelon with the promise of punishment.

Aelon exchanged a glance with Aemos.

“The king is… grieving,” Aemos said. “You may speak with him in the morning.”

Danella scoffed, stepping toward the door between the two King’s Guard Knights. Aemos seized her arm, stopping her. Danella stared at the knight’s hand before glaring into Aemos’s stormy gray eyes. The scar Markus Cassius had cleaved across his face wilted under her stare.

“Unhand me at once, or you will be a cripple in addition to an eyesore.”

Aemos released her, but Aelon held out his arm to bar her access. “The king explicitly demanded no visitors, my queen.” He lowered his voice. “You do not want to go in there.”

Danella’s brow pinched but she maintained control over her mask. “Open this door, Ser Aelon. Need I remind you who named you Knights of the King’s Guard?”

Aelon hung his head.

Aemos’s scarred face twisted in a scowl. “We are King’s Guard Knights, Queen Mother.”

A knot twisted between her spine and shoulder blade. Queen Mother. The title was correct. It was true. But what it represented stole the breath from her lungs, worse than the corset. “I will speak with my son. Now.”

The King’s Guard Knights exchanged a glance, but neither stepped aside or moved to open the door. When Danella attempted to step between them, the two closed in, barring her path. Danella’s fists clenched at her sides. She spun towards Daenus.

Her faithful ally for all these years spoke not a word. Hiding behind his visor, his hands resting on the hilt of his long sword, he did nothing.

Danella scowled. I am truly on my own. Returning her gaze to Aemos and Aelon, Danella placed her hands on her hips. “I am not leaving until I speak with Damascus.”

Aemos crossed his arms over his chest. Aelon spared her the dignity of hanging his head and at least appearing abashed. The four of them stood in the corridor outside of what was once her chambers only a few short days ago. Inside lay the bed she shared with Varros, the balcony they used to watch the sunset from.

A squeal on the other side of the door nearly made Danella jump out of her skin. She pointed at the iron-studded double doors inlaid with the carving of the Drake chimera.

“Who is in there with him?” Danella demanded.

Another voice squeaked between the cracks of the door from the chambers within. Laughter. A playful slap, followed by a fresh gale of giggles.

“You said he was grieving,” Danella snarled, glancing between the knights.

A set of light footsteps scurried towards the door. The lock clicked, and the double doors swung open. Beyond the precipice, three girls in threadbare shifts with tousled hair, flushed faces, and beaming smiles stood before her. Each clutched a handful of gold coins.

Heat rose to Danella’s cheeks as a scream built from deep within her stomach. The girls’ smiles drooped, glimpsing at one another. They ran between the knights and past Danella, laughing. Danella’s fury couldn’t focus anywhere else. Their long bare legs moved beneath the loose shifts, leaving little to the imagination of what lay beneath.

Danella stormed past Aemos and Aelon, into her former bedchamber. “How dare you!”

Damascus stood at the water basin in the corner. Dressed in a pair of loose-fitting britches, he turned to her. Bare-chested aside from the bandages that bound the wounds he’d suffered from his battle with Nallia and Laeden, her son only looked at her.

As Danella seethed, Damascus returned to the basin, splashed water on his face, and ran his fingers through his short black hair.

“You dishonor yourself,” Danella said, her face practically trembling with anger. “Grieving. You call this grieving?”

Damascus snorted. “I see you’ve returned from your trip to the lower city. Keen on giving me a lecture now?”

Danella shook her head. Platters of half-eaten food lay atop the bedside table. Breadcrumbs smothered in jam, candied walnuts, and honey-drizzled fruits stained the strewn bedsheets. Her bed. The bed she shared with Varros. The bed where their son was conceived.

The son who murdered his father.

Bile climbed Danella’s throat. “Your kingdom is starving. Your people worry if they’ll have water to survive. Rumors of war and an army marching from the east are on every tongue. All the while, the king is burying himself in…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

Damascus rested his hand on the edge of the water basin. His golden eyes reflected the nearby candlelight. The bandage on his wrist, a bloody red as deep as the satin curtains, was in need of changing. As were the bandages around his ribs. His other arm hung close to his torso, as if suspended in the sling he should have been wearing.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” Damascus said. “I am the king, remember?”

“Then it is time you began acting like one.”

“Oh, and how shall I do that, Mother?” Damascus asked sarcastically. “Shall I drown myself in wine and women like your brother? Or shall I become a mage like your husband?”

Danella released an audible growl. “If you want to follow in your uncle’s footsteps, I’m sure it won’t be long before others plot your assassination.” She marched up to him with her finger angled at his nose. “But you will not speak ill of your father. Not in front of me.”

Damascus shook his head, closing the distance between them. His breath stank of wine. His body of sweat and sex. He jabbed his index finger down at her. “My father was a liar. A traitor. A mage. And now he’s the best kind of mage—a dead one.”

Danella glared at the man who had once been her son. She barely recognized him, but he was exactly what she had made him.

He turned his back on her and snatched a carafe of wine and a goblet from the bedside table. Pouring himself a tall glass, he continued. “And I already told you once; the Gods will be sated. The traitor mage who once sat on the throne of their kingdom in the mortal realm is dead. The Age of The End will come for the Valtarcians and the Helms, but we will be spared… once the traitor’s traitor son is offered up to the Six as well.”

Damascus lifted his goblet. Several gulps later, the red liquid dripped down the corner of his lip to be caught by his pointed chin beard. Emptying the goblet, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Now, no more trips into the lower city, Mother. It is not safe, but this will pass. The peoples’ concerns will fade. These rumors of war from the east are lies told by our enemies. But I will not fall for any more of their lies. And neither will you.”

He filled his goblet again, pouring until the carafe emptied.

“You’re right,” Danella said. “I will not fall for any more lies. Lies like ‘The Gods will be sated.’ Lies like, ‘There is no army in the east.’ Look around you, Damascus.” Danella referenced the black sky of eternal lightning beyond the window. “We cannot wait and hope we will be spared the Gods’ wrath. We will not. No one will be. The rains will not fall, the ground will continue to quake, and the sun will be denied us. If we fail to act, ruin will consume us all.”

Damascus raised an eyebrow before returning his interest to his goblet and its contents. He drank, deep and long. By the time he set his cup down, his eyes were heavily lidded and his cheeks a warm pink.

“How do you propose we act?” Damascus asked.

“Listen to Laeden,” Danella said. “If he is telling the truth—”

“I appreciate the bedtime story, Mother,” Damascus snapped. “Did you hear it from the seer spouting blasphemy in the Temple District?” He shook his head. “Laeden’s head will be on a pike by sunrise, and his body will be nailed to the Six Arrowed Star by the evening. And I will hear no more about it.”

“Damascus, ple—”

“Oh!” Damascus tapped his index finger to his temple as if he’d just remembered something. “If you ever jest again about my assassination, you’ll follow Laeden. Is that clear?”

Danella pursed her lips. She had no doubts as to the truth of that statement. Despite her desire to glare, she feigned a slumped posture of defeat.

“Clear as the Facets of Perfection,” Danella said. She strode from the room, never looking back at the boy she’d lost and the son she’d ruined. Passing the three King’s Guard Knights who heard every word of their exchange, she stormed off without a glance.

When Daenus fell into step behind her, Danella whipped around to face him. “I believe we are done, King’s Guard Knight.” She bowed stiffly, and with a swish of her skirts, she strode down the hall. With each step, the gears in her mind turned, building momentum and gaining clarity. A smile cracked her painted lips. For the first time in months, she felt sure of herself.


Chapter 24

Paxoran’s Promise

Zephyrus VI

Valtarcia

Horror flooded Zephyrus as his limbs moved absent his control. The souls within him raged like a swirling tempest, each climbing over top of one another in an attempt to seize ownership from the darkling that had usurped his body from him.

During the time Zephyrus fought the darkling for control, their souls became entwined, and Zephyrus remembered every memory, felt every emotion, and read every thought of Gailus Kaine. The son of a Premius in the Order’s legions, he was too young to stop the Underground’s rebellion, the Wraith’s escape, or the silver-haired witch that ruined Rheynia.

“I will find Threyna,” Gailus said with Zephyrus’s lips. Murderous hatred dripped like poison from his tongue as he said her name. With his hand outstretched, Gailus attempted to use Zephyrus’s memories to balance the scales. Their blood ran cold as a candle’s flame sprouted from their palm. Gailus cleared their throat. “I will take the One True God’s blessing from her.”

Gailus’s voice lowered. His intonation changed, becoming less like his own and more like Zephyrus’s. The Guardian’s light quivered before him, surrounded by blood mages flying on conjured wings.

Panic rose in Zephyrus. Burn me. I have to regain control.

“Then I will kill Threyna,” Gailus said, matching Zephyrus’s voice. “Then Vykinallia. Then Laeden. And anyone else who wishes to stand in the way of the One True God.” He curled his fingers into a fist, extinguishing the fire.

Zephyrus’s heart sank further. Desperation clawed at his throat as if the thoughts and emotions of the darklings dwelling in his body were stealing the oxygen from his lungs.

I cannot let them use me. I won’t be their weapon.

Their blood remained cold, a testament to Gailus’s inexperience balancing the scales, despite having access to Zephyrus’s skills. The fatigue Zephyrus arrived with, brought on by his separation from the Guardian, only weighed heavier on their shared shoulders. Despite his fatigue, the other souls swirled with fervent energy. They buffeted against him, impeding his progress back to the Inner Calm within his mind. He focused on Threyna, Vykinallia, and Laeden to keep him going, to keep him fighting against the surrounding souls’ torment.

But his progress was slow. Too slow.

The Skeleton King drew in breath, and the Guardian’s light began to drift towards the Skeleton King. The current drew her in towards the Skeleton King, towards Paxoran, the One True God.

Zephyrus pressed with greater fervor. Each labored step towards his Inner Calm drained him worse than the previous, yet he persevered. Surging against the souls in his way, Zephyrus nearly fell as the souls came to a sudden stop and a sullen silence.

Zephyrus’s soul cringed as a familiar presence forced its way into his mind. Vykannis had sacrificed himself to sever Paxoran’s connection to Zephyrus, but the Skeleton King’s darklings provided the bridge over the gap. The hundreds of voices, thoughts, and feelings melded to one booming but familiar voice.

“Zephyrus,” Paxoran said. “It was never my intent for it to come to this.”

The rush of souls in his mind’s eye came together to form the shape of a face, its mouth moving in time with Paxoran’s voice. Beyond the massive convergence of souls, Gailus stood before the window of his Inner Calm.

“The other Gods have poisoned you against me, Zephyrus,” Paxoran said. “But I have only ever done what was best for you, for the realm. Look around you… Death, destruction, ruin. I only ever wanted peace. If you had joined me, claimed the Treasures, ascended the divine realm and slew the other Gods—your true enemies—the mortal realm never would have suffered.”

Zephyrus stared at the dark souls and the face they combined to form. “You’re a liar, Paxoran. A murderer and a tyrant.”

Paxoran’s soul-forged apparition shook his towering head. “The Vykane Blade is not the Judges’ weapon—none of the Treasures of Stockhelm are. They were the Creator’s, given to an immortal named Hameryn to slay the first Gods of Valencia: Veritas, Aphelia, and myself. You see me as the tyrant, Zephyrus, but I was the victim.”

Lies. Lies stacked on top of lies.

“It is the truth, Zephyrus,” Paxoran said. “I survived Hameryn. I killed him, cast off my Godhood, and became him. I returned to the Creator victorious, and they elevated me from immortal to God of Harmony. But I witnessed how Hameryn murdered Veritus and Aphelia; no harm came to the mortal realm because he wielded what you call the Vykane Blade. That is why I needed the Treasures. I wished to spare the mortal realm. Had you obliged, had Threyna kept her resolve, or Tyrus succeeded, perhaps the world might have been spared.”

Zephyrus refused to believe Paxoran. Beyond the plane of his internal struggle, the Guardian thrashed against the Skeleton King’s draw, but it was as if everything around him was occurring in slow motion.

“This was not how I had planned,” Paxoran said. “But another has risen in your stead. I have deprived myself of great power to provide my Harbinger with what the Vykane Blade could have done easily, painlessly—for both of our realms. Do you not see how your selfishness has wrought ruin?”

Zephyrus stammered, struggling to form the words for his outrage. “My selfishness? You have damned all of creation to oblivion for your petty vengeance!”

“Consider this,” Paxoran continued, unperturbed by Zephyrus’s outburst. “I asked you to kill Vykinallia Cassius—how many mortals has she slain? How many have died to her sword or fallen to her followers? I asked you to kill Laeden Helixus—again, how many have met their doom because of his orders?”

“How many have they freed?” Zephyrus spat.

“I would have peacefully freed this world, Zephyrus,” Paxoran said, “absent the death and destruction that has followed in your wake.”

“Freed the world,” Zephyrus said, “through the Skeleton King—and you call that peace?”

Paxoran’s floating head sighed heavily. “Every mortal believes he knows all… The Skeleton King is my collector of souls. My messenger to ferry the spirits from this broken realm to the new one I will create after I have destroyed the Creator. I know it is an ugly business, but flesh and blood matter not. What matters are the souls.”

Zephyrus didn’t understand. The walls all around him seemed to close in.

He’s wrong. He’s a liar.

Paxoran’s voice softened. “I cannot make you trust me, Zephyrus. But I will only ask this one more time. Join me. Help me defeat the Creator and together we can remake the realms.”

Zephyrus’s clenched fists softened. With Gailus in control over his Inner Calm, Paxoran’s army of darklings before him, and the Guardian entering the Skeleton King’s current, doubt infected his mind.

“You fight for freedom,” Paxoran said. “You fight for family, love, friends, but have you considered what would happen if you were to succeed in your mission? If you succeeded in making it to the divine realm and murdering me—what then? Yes, you will have saved the Creator from my schemes, but what has the Creator ever done for you? For anyone? The Creator is not here because they do not care. They divide their power amongst Gods that war with one another instead of instilling true peace throughout the realms.”

Zephyrus didn’t have a reply. He wished he could blame the absence of his counterargument on his fatigue, but that was no excuse.

The souls of Paxoran’s face swirled, reforming into the shape of a man of a height with Zephyrus. The darkling-constructed humanoid walked towards him, arms outstretched.

“The mortal realm is confused,” Paxoran said. “Conflicting ideals, warring philosophies—this religion, that faith, this relic, that magic—can’t you see? This world has only ever needed one God to clarify the path to eternal bliss, but the way has become strained, convoluted, and now souls burden the chain between realms. Together, we can guide mortals on the path to righteousness and salvation. But if you succeed in your objective, if you kill me, what is the mortal realm left with? A distant Creator who has no interest in the lives, deaths, or eternities of the souls in the realm. What would happen in such a Godless world?”

Zephyrus considered the many benefits of what life could look like absent the interference of the divine. How many wars have been fought in the name of the Gods?

Yet not all the Gods were bad. Vykannis had saved Zephyrus. The Corners of Kataan sacrificed themselves for him. The Gods inspired hope, created beauty, and oversaw the forces of nature. And to Paxoran’s point, if there was one ever-present God guiding souls on the path to righteousness, there would be no war over theology.

Zephyrus didn’t know what would happen if he killed Paxoran. Would the Creator make new Gods just as flawed as the previous? Would they abandon the mortal realm entirely?

“Join me, Zephyrus,” Paxoran said, his wispy form close enough to touch. “End this suffering and help me defeat the Creator. Together we’ll rebuild the realms to how they were always supposed to be.”

Zephyrus bit his lip. “You’re right, Paxoran. Things need to change.”

But if there’s to be one God, it won’t be you.

“Does that mean you’ll help me defeat the Creator?” Paxoran asked.

“Yes,” Zephyrus said, telling his clever lies. And once I get to the divine realm, I’ll stop you before you—

“He’s lying,” Gailus said.

Paxoran’s darkling form examined Zephyrus. He shook his head. “Foolish mortal. How many more will you let die for your pride?”

Paxoran’s hand closed around Zephyrus’s throat and squeezed.

Zephyrus went to strike, but Paxoran seized his wrist with his other soul-forged hand. Zephyrus punched with his other fist, but a third hand sprang from Paxoran’s darkling-constructed chest.

“You have no power here,” Paxoran said. “You are mine! Now you will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes. You will feel the flames of your own magic scorch the people you helped free.”

Zephyrus thrashed against Paxoran’s grasp, but even within the confines of his own mind, the darklings had too much power. The light of his Inner Calm dimmed around Gailus. Through his eyes into the world beyond his mind, the Guardian’s light flowed towards the Skeleton King and disappeared.

Just as all faded to black, a bright light, more brilliant than the sun, burst to life within his Inner Calm. A glowing cerulean blue.


Chapter 25

The Inner Calm

Iylea IV

Valtarcia

Iylea fought against the Skeleton King’s lure, but the current doubled its efforts to drag her to her demise. She looked to Zephyrus for help, but he, controlled by another, only stood and watched.

It’s not him. They’ve taken control. Threyna had said this was possible. A contest of wills.

His mannerisms were wrong—everything from the angle of his brow to the tilt in his neck, as if his twisted grin weighed down one side of his head.

She couldn’t let it end like this. Not after everything the Corners of Kataan sacrificed. Not after what Arkadia endured to give humanity hope. Zephyrus was that hope, and Iylea would not let the Skeleton King or Paxoran have him.

Iylea released her resistance against the Skeleton King’s draw. The current took her, like water downriver, straight towards the Skeleton King’s chest. Iylea tore through the air, building her speed with the momentum of the current until her acceleration was too fast to control

At the last moment, she torqued. Her orb of light ripped from the current just before entering the Skeleton King’s body. Instead, her momentum carried her into Zephyrus’s chest.

Like entering into another world, Iylea found herself in a cavernous stone palace within Zephyrus’s mind. Darklings joined together to form a physical form that grappled an orange-glowing Zephyrus on the ground floor. Dozens, hundreds, of darklings set their sights on her at her arrival, but one was detached from the others.

While all were focused on Zephyrus, one darkling remained at the top of the cavern, bathed in light filtering in through a window. The salty scent of the sea wafted in on a gentle breeze.

He is the one with control.

Though Zephyrus struggled with the darklings below, this was the one she needed to dethrone. Iylea’s light flared, illuminating the cavern. She loosed an animalistic scream as she charged for the lone darkling.

Her light crashed into its darkness.

Hatred, vengeance, and the sense of duty slammed into her as her essence collided with that of Gailus Kaine. Gailus thought he knew pain. Loss. He was practically a stranger to the concept. She was the Breaker of Chains. She had lived a thousand lives and died a thousand deaths. She’d slain more souls than Tharseo and Ser Darrow the Reaper of Marstead combined. She had endured countless heartbreaks, on both the giving and receiving end.

Gailus was a petulant child.

Within moments, her light overwhelmed Gailus’s dark as she flooded him with the many memories she’d absorbed while breaking the links of the Chain of Balance. She drowned him in loss, guilt, pain and suffering he had only glimpsed in his brief lifetime in the Order’s legions.

He fled from her, screaming.

Iylea ascended to take control of Zephyrus’s body for herself. Light filtered in through the window. Practically tasting the salty sea air blowing in off the coast, she glimpsed out the window. The ocean glimmered to reflect the sun’s radiance. The sound of waves crashing into the cliffs below ebbed and flowed in a gentle rhythm of power and grace.

Zephyrus’s essence joined with her own. Memories of Arkadia, his mother, blurred past. Recollections of his time in Stoneside as a boy. The formation of the Fallen. His training under the Elders of the Arcane Templar. His friendship with Patrus. His respect for Laeden. His love for Vykinallia. Zephyrus resisted her at first, but perhaps realizing who she was, he let her into his Inner Calm.

She had never touched a soul so close to her own. The memories of the people they shared in their lives seemed to coalesce together, entwining and becoming one, in a beautiful array unlike anything she’d ever experienced before.

Just as she was about to seize control of Zephyrus’s body, something snagged around her ankle, tugging her away from the window of the Inner Calm.

The darklings had abandoned Zephyrus and surged towards her. The orderly man-shaped mass assailing Zephyrus had fractured into hundreds of darklings, and their sights were set on her. Beyond the swirling tempest of darklings, Zephyrus lay in a heap on the floor, so far from his Inner Calm. He no longer radiated orange light. He barely gave off any light at all.

By dethroning Gailus, she’d created a power vacuum. The innumerable souls fought against her to seize control over Zephyrus for themselves. Iylea pummeled them with loss after loss. The links in the chain she had broken were like arrows she’d made for her quiver. One by one, she fired them into darklings, keeping them at bay.

The light of Zephyrus’s Inner Calm began to dim. His incorporeal body had not moved.

Iylea’s light flickered. The darklings were closing in on her from all angles. If a contest of wills was what they wanted, she would not break easily. But if Zephyrus expired, all was lost.

Iylea flared her light until it filled the upper reaches of the palace that was Zephyrus’s mind. She abandoned the window of the Inner Calm and dove, charging through the darklings, toward Zephyrus. Fending them off, she surged through the tempest.

The darklings abandoned her, electing instead to fight each other for control over Zephyrus. Iylea reached Zephyrus’s incorporeal form—cold, still… lifeless. The orange aura he gave off was more gray than anything else.

“No!” Iylea shouted.

She reached for him, but her hand passed through his shoulder. Her light blue went through his gray, sparking the orange hue he always exerted in incorporeal form. Iylea reached deeper into Zephyrus until her arms disappeared into him. More flashes of orange blossomed, mixing with her blue. She reached deeper still, until she had crawled into him.

Zephyrus’s orange came to life, combining with her blue to create a mosaic-like pattern of both colors. Iylea sprang to her feet without intention. Zephyrus had moved, and she had followed. Their minds, their bodies, their souls became one. Fully distinct from one another, but entirely inseparable.

“What is happening?” the Skeleton King’s voice called from the distance beyond Zephyrus’s Inner Calm.

Zephyrus and Iylea launched into the air, bathing the stretches of the stone palace in blue-and-orange light. The darklings retreated, repelled by the combined essence. One by one, swirling souls fled from the window of the Inner Calm. Even the most willful darklings could not bear to be in the presence of their light and ejected from Zephyrus’s body to fill the air around Valtarcia’s rooftops.

Zephyrus stood before the window of his Inner Calm. Iylea recognized it from Zephyrus’s memories as the window from his bedroom in Stoneside. To the east were Valtarcia’s walls, Salmantica’s to the west.

A memory flooded into her consciousness. Arkadia held him, a boy of perhaps four, and pointed out the window. “One day, you will look out over this land and see freedom from east to west, and peace from the heavens to the seas. One day, my love.”

Zephyrus seized control of his Inner Calm.

They stood opposite the Skeleton King on the Valtarcian rooftops. Darklings spiraled in a panic above while blood mages encircled them on blood-conjured wings. The Skeleton King opened his mouth to speak, but Zephyrus spat forth a wave of fire.

The Skeleton King retreated from the flames, but Zephyrus shot a burst of radiant light upwards, vaporizing the darklings in an instant to rain ashes down upon the rooftops.

Conjuring a scythe, the Skeleton King reared back to slash at Zephyrus and Iylea. Time slowed as he swung the bloody scythe at their midsection, but the babbling brook of the Vale populated in Zephyrus’s mind. They entered the immaterial plane, glowing blue and orange. The Skeleton King screamed as his scythe passed through their incorporeal bodies and they teleported from the rooftops.


Chapter 26

Worked for Good

Laeden V

Salmantica

The torchlight flickered with less and less enthusiasm as the night droned on. Even the oil-soaked torches had grown tired, but despite his fatigue, Laeden could not sleep. This wasn’t the first night he’d spent in a cell. Nor was it the first time believing the next day would be his last. But his impending death was not what denied his slumber; the thought of what would become of Valtarcia, what would happen in Salmantica once the Skeleton King arrived, and how long it would take for Stockhelm and the rest of the known world to join the One True God—that kept him tossing and turning.

Damascus was his only hope. His last chance. His brother. But Damascus was no longer his brother. The only thing they shared was their father, and their father was dead.

Despite Danella’s revelations, her teary-eyed apologies, or broken appearance, Laeden didn’t believe anything she could say would convince Damascus to change his mind. At first, Laeden hadn’t believed her either. After all the lies she had told for so long, he would have been a fool to believe any word that passed her lips. The sincerity in her eyes, the guilt that stooped her shoulders and brought her to crawl, barefooted, along the soiled dungeon floor, was not an act.

But too little too late. Her tears, her admission of fault—it wouldn’t bring his father back from the dead. It wouldn’t sway Damascus from executing Laeden, and it certainly wouldn’t encourage him to aid the refugees against the Skeleton King. Not even in the furthest reaches of Laeden’s imagination could he fathom Damascus believing the Disasters were caused by a Traitor God murdering the Six. If anything, Danella speaking on his behalf was likely to get her thrown into the cell with him.

Laeden rolled over to face the wall. The hay strewn about the stone floor did little to soften the pressure on his hip and shoulder. The crick in his neck ached absent support, but soon it would be the least of his worries.

He pressed himself into a seated posture. His face felt heavy, drooping as if weighed down by his fatigue. Massaging his temples with his dirty hands, he just wanted the waiting to end—for Aelon to save his false kindness and escort him to the Six Arrowed Star, just so he wouldn’t have to wait any longer. Or for Damascus to return to the dungeon and stab him in the stomach just like he did their father. Or Aemos to descend the stairs and cleave his head from his shoulders just like he did to Iylea.

Helplessness sapped his soul, robbed his strength, and drowned his hope. When the dread encroached, he thought of Iylea’s heart-shaped, smiling face. But not even her light could dispel this darkness. Every time he pictured her, a moment later he was back in Sentigard’s throne room, surrounded by powerful patricians and warmongering senators demanding Iylea’s blood.

A flash of steel.

The thwack of Aemos’s blade.

The thud of her head hitting the floor.

“She’s at peace,” the Guardian had said.

Perhaps she was at peace, but Laeden couldn’t believe it. With the Skeleton King consuming souls in the mortal realm and Gods being murdered in the divine realm, what peace could be found anywhere?

He supposed he would find out soon enough.

The grinding stone of the secret stairwell entrance joined the chorus of chittering insects and scurrying rodents. Laeden’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. Fatigue fled him as adrenaline pumped through his veins, faster than the hurried footsteps descending the stairs.

As much as he wanted to expedite his inevitable death a moment before, the sound of his approaching demise changed everything. He climbed to his feet and backed away from the cell bars, as if he could hide from his executioner. Unable to run, with nowhere to hide, he scanned the cell for something to use as a weapon. The manacles around his wrists were the closest thing to merit acknowledgement.

The footsteps grew louder. Faster.

How many men?

He couldn’t hear over the sound of his racing heart and his short, rapid breaths.

It doesn’t matter how many. I will fight.

His fists clenched. Disarm one, take the weapon, and kill the others. Then I can…

The glow of torchlight illuminated the spiral stairs. There was no time to think of next steps. Laeden bared his teeth and set his feet as wide as his shackled legs would allow, balled fists held before him.

Feet appeared on the steps. Plain boots, absent Aelon’s finery or Daenus’s armor. Boots became legs obscured by a long black cloak. Legs gave way to a slight frame beneath an oversized cape.

The figure reached the bottom of the stairs, and Danella’s golden eyes peered out from a black hood, pulled low. Her face was clean, unlike before, but unpainted, dissimilar to how he’d seen her at any other point in his life. Her hair was tied back into the recesses of her hood.

Laeden’s fists uncoiled, but the rest of his body refused to release its tension.

The torchlight flickered, its glint catching on something metallic in her other hand. Danella paused, glancing back up the stairs before approaching with near hesitancy. She placed the torch in the sconce. Its dancing orange glow illuminated the keyring in her hand. The iron keys clinked against one another as she neared the lock.

“Damascus won’t listen,” Danella said, her voice a breath above a whisper. She shoved a key into the lock and jostled it, but it didn’t open. “He plans to wait out The Age of the End, believing the Six will exterminate the blight and leave Salmantica standing amidst the ruins.”

She tried another key, but it met the same result.

“I don’t understand,” Laeden managed, his throat tight.

Her golden eyes met his, the lock and key momentarily forgotten. “This will not make up for all the wrong I’ve done.”

She returned her attention to the lock. The key clicked into place, and the lock unlatched. Pulling the key free, she grabbed the barred door and slid it open with caution. Laeden only stared at her as she opened the door just wide enough for him to slip through.

She beckoned him forward.

Laeden’s mouth went dry. She’s saving me. He should have ran out of the cell and up the stairs as fast as he could, but his soles felt anchored to the ground. “I can’t leave.”

Danella shook her head. “Laeden, Damascus will execute you. What of your people?”

Laeden swallowed. He had come to Salmantica with a purpose. If he left absent a sanctuary to deliver Valtarcia’s refugees to, it made no matter if he lived or died. Kherus, Aponius, and Aurellia had urged him not to go himself, to send another should this exact circumstance arise. They viewed him as the rightful King of Valtarcia. But Laeden hadn’t come to Salmantica as a king. He came as a brother.

“They are not my people,” Laeden said. “I didn’t come here as King of Valtarcia. I came as Damascus’s brother, pleading for aid for our people.”

He shuffled towards Danella. “If Salmantica does not open her gates to the Valtarcian refugees, I am nothing. We are nothing. You can free me, but this will not save me, the Valtarcians, the freedpeople, the slaves—anyone. I can’t leave here without being able to return to them with hope.”

“Damascus won’t open the gates,” Danella said. A wry smile curled her lips. “But if a king will not support his people, the people must support their kingdom.”

Laeden narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?”

She took Laeden’s hands in her own and led him out of the cell. “Bring your people. All of them. I will make sure they have a place to go.”

“More time will not convince Damascus,” Laeden said.

Danella shook her head, her hands still on Laeden’s. “I don’t need to convince Damascus. Just the people who man the gates, those who have family in Valtarcia, and any who believe that this Age of the End doesn’t have to mean our end.”

Laeden balked. Is she serious? He bore into Danella’s golden Drake eyes, searching for any sign of falsehood. Would she free me only to lure me into a trap?

If such malice existed, she hid it well.

“How?” Laeden asked. “Why?”

Danella gave his hands a squeeze. “The Revivalists plotted to kill the best king New Rheynia has ever known to stop The Age of the End when they believed he was the reason for it. That was before the rains stopped, the earth quaked, and lightning clouds denied the sun.”

She leaned closer, peering up at him. “You have no reason to trust me. And for that I am sorry. I’m sorry for Varros, for Iylea, for Damascus—I’m sorry for a great many things. But if you will not trust my word, will you trust that I will do anything to stop The Age of the End?”

Danella Drake was many things—crafty, devious, manipulative, and dangerous, but she presented an argument he could not deny.

“Let me use the Revivalists for something good,” Danella said. “Something right.”

Laeden bit his lip. She killed Iylea. Tried to kill Zephyrus. But from her place in Valencia, Iylea gave Zephyrus a chance to stop the Traitor God.

A glimmer of hope sparked in his chest. He nodded and grinned at Danella. “Perhaps all the bad that has happened can still, somehow, be worked for good.”

“Perhaps.” Danella returned his smile. “Let me free you. Return to your people and be the king New Rheynia needs.” She pressed the key into the lock of his manacles, and they came undone. She knelt to unchain his ankles.

“New Rheynia doesn’t need a king,” Laeden said. “No man should have the power of a kingdom. If we win, when all this is over, we need to find a better way.”

Danella inclined her head from where she knelt. But as his shackles came undone, the grinding stone of the spiral staircase opening again reverberated into the dungeon.

Laeden and Danella’s jaws unhinged, their wide-eyed gawks mirroring one another.

“Who is that?” Laeden whispered.

“I don’t know,” Danella said.

The glimmer of hope that had warmed Laeden’s chest burned out, replaced by dread. A cold sweat trickled down his back.

Laeden pulled Danella into the recesses of the dungeon. Concealed in shadows, he clutched the manacles in his moist palms, taking care that the links didn’t clank or make sound.

“What do we do?” Danella whispered.

Laeden held his finger to his lips.

The footsteps descending the stairs took their time, allowing Laeden’s held breath to burn in his chest. With both hands, he wrung the manacles, pulling the chain links taut.

If I get the jump on him, choke him until he passes out, we can escape. But if he sees Danella with me and remembers her involvement in my escape, she’ll be jailed and won’t be able to get Salmantica’s gates opened for the refugees.

He needed to be quick. Strike fast without dealing a lethal blow that could be used against him in the court of public opinion. The Salmantic people needed to believe that he was on their side.

The footsteps drew closer. Laeden willed himself to breathe, forcing his tense muscles to relax so he could spring into action. Danella clung to the walls beyond the torch’s gleam as the intruder’s light shifted the shadows. Quiet slashed through the dungeons. Even the critters and vermin respected the stillness.

Their visitor paused on the spiral stairs, not far from the bottom. One boot stepped down, followed by another. Traveling boots, of fine make, but simple and unadorned. Again, they halted on the stairs. The light extended further, sending the darkness slithering away. The unmistakable sound of a sword slipping free of its scabbard stalked through the otherwise silent dungeon.

“My queen,” whispered the man atop the stairs, his voice gruff like grinding gravel.

Laeden glanced at Danella, her eyes the only thing visible in the gloom. Neither he nor Danella moved to answer the call.

The footsteps crept closer, led by steel and a glass-enclosed lantern. “Queen Danella?”

Ser Daenus’s fire-marked face emerged from the shadows, illuminated by his lantern and the torch on the wall. No longer wearing the black-and-red armor of a King’s Guard Knight, Daenus crept forward, his eyes darting left and right of the empty cell. His gaze lingered on the darkness opposite Laeden.

Now’s my chance.

Yanking the manacles taut to prevent any sound of his approach, Laeden prowled toward Daenus’s back. Breath held, he drew near, but the closer he got, the sharper Daenus’s sword appeared. Laeden steeled himself, ready to strike, but Daenus sheathed his sword.

“I know you’re here,” Daenus said, staring into the darkness. He set the lantern down on the stone floor and dropped to a knee, bowing his head. “I know what I said before, but I was wrong.”

Laeden’s approach faltered. He had no love for Daenus, but his presence and posture gave him pause. Blade sheathed and head bowed, he was here—not as a King’s Guard Knight, but a man.

Danella released her clutches from the wall and fled the shadows’ shield to come beside Laeden. Daenus did not acknowledge the sound of motion, remaining bowed.

“I don’t believe in this ‘Reckoning’ or the deaths of the Six,” Daenus said, “but I’m not so ignorant to believe Salmantica will be safe from the Disasters.”

Laeden released his held breath, allowing the manacles in his hands to droop, the links clinking together. Jaw unhinged, he stared at Danella.

She didn’t persuade Damascus, but she convinced Daenus.

Danella strode past Laeden to stand before Daenus.

The grizzled knight inclined his head. “The Six value strength, determination—faith. There is no strength in hiding while others suffer, no determination in a king who would give up on the people he was meant to guide to the Six. I don’t know what I believe anymore. But I have faith that—” He glanced at Laeden. “—through unity, we will persevere.”

Daenus bowed his head again. “I’ve come to pledge my life to you.”

Laeden didn’t believe it, but he should have. Danella’s influence had sparked the greatest threat to New Rheynia. Now she would ignite a new type of revolution.

She can do this. Others will follow. The refugees will have a place to go.

Danella bent down and lifted Daenus to his feet. “We will persevere. But do not pledge your life to me; aim for something higher.”

Danella met Laeden’s eyes. “Hope.”


Chapter 27

Blood Mage

Threyna III

Valtarcia

Threyna stared at Vykinallia, not comprehending her words. The rot in her veins pulsed. Her head throbbed. The effort she’d exerted fighting against Horus and then conjuring tendrils to drag his unconscious form over the river and to the isthmus left her drained. She’d promised herself she’d never entrap souls again, and she hadn’t since she defeated her grandfather, King Bohen, but if she were going to have any hope of defeating his son, Belrich, she would need every tool in her arsenal. Yet she’d already had to devour those souls to make it this far.

She released the tendrils, allowing Horus to collapse in a heap.

If Zephyrus isn’t here, where could he…

Threyna turned east. Lightning rolled like the tides across the black clouds. Valtarcia’s city walls and Northridge beyond were obscured by distance and darkness.

The corruption in Threyna’s body might as well have congealed into a single mass and plummeted to the pit of her stomach. “The Guardian…”

Vykinallia seized Threyna by the arm, wheeling her around to face her. “What about the Guardian?” Vykinallia’s eyes—wide, alert, glaring—bored into Threyna’s soul deeper than a darkling in her Inner Throne.

Too tired to shrug off Vykinallia’s touch, Threyna’s arm flailed in the other woman’s grip. Her mind felt equally as addled. “Zephyrus teleported us out, but went back for the Guardian.”

Vykinallia grabbed Threyna’s shoulders and shook her. “How long ago?”

Threyna’s knees buckled. “Healer. Please.”

“How long?” Vykinallia asked. Her chestnut hair flicked back and forth as if searching for Zephyrus amidst the crowd gathered around them.

“Wait,” Kherus said. “That’s Duke Horus. What is he doing here?”

Absent Threyna’s tendrils, Horus began to stir.

Threyna wriggled free of Vykinallia’s grasp. “Everyone stand back. Horus is dangerous.”

The clamoring crowd gathered around. Too close, their proximity denied air from Threyna’s rot-choked lungs. If anyone heard her over the din of the camp, no one acquiesced.

Callonus seized Horus by his shoulders and hauled him to his feet. Horus’s dark blue eyes struggled to focus, but, regaining lucidity, a snarl wrinkled his withered face. Horus’s lips moved, but Threyna couldn’t hear over Callonus shouting for Horus’s blood.

Horus’s lips formed the same shape again, repeating the utterance, unperturbed by Callonus’s accusations or the bloodlust-filled crowd around him. Faster and faster, Horus’s lips moved until Threyna was able to pick out the word.

Monster. Monster. Monster.

A blood dagger was conjured before Horus and darted straight for Threyna’s chest.

Reaching into her Inner Throne to dissipate Horus’s conjuration or create a shield to block it, the rot closed in on her heart. Threyna froze.

Just as the bloody dagger zipped through the air, Vykinallia’s blade slashed it away. Threyna fell, no longer able to stand. Her vision narrowed; orbs of colored spots blurred.

“Healer!” Vykinallia shouted.

Ash descended upon Threyna like falling snow from Horus’s conjured dagger. She tried to move, but her body betrayed her as darkness closed in all around her.

Screams tore through the air. Cries of pain and panic. Shrieks of terror and distress. But no voice was louder than Horus’s.

“Monster! Monster! Monster!”

Threyna’s head lolled to the side.

The crowd surrounding Horus disbanded. Many wrestled with a blood conjuration that clung to them like a weighted net. Others lay on the ground, bleeding from lacerations. A great-axe congealed into existence in Horus’s hands as he stalked towards Threyna.

Vykinallia jumped in his path, wielding a gladius.

Threyna could only watch as Vykinallia dodged a downward chop, then ducked a horizontal hack that intended to cleave her head from her shoulders.

Hands grabbed Threyna from under the armpits and dragged her away from Horus. Threyna attempted to protest, but she couldn’t even do that. The world grew dark. Too dark. Vykinallia’s shape became a blur, then a colorless outline.

White tendrils of mist cut through the haze of her vision. The rot’s clutches abated from her heart. A healing mage hovered over her, but her brown eyes darted away. Threyna followed the healer’s gaze.

Horus conjured a battering ram that slammed into three swordsmen, hurling them from their feet. A broad man with a mace and a pale spearman attacked the blood mage from behind, but a bloody shield appeared just in time to deflect their attacks and bowl into them.

Horus set his sights on Threyna. He took one step towards her, but again, Vykinallia intercepted. She lunged and stabbed with her gladius, forcing Horus back. Horus countered with a backhand, bloody spikes emerging from his forearm. Vykinallia ducked the blow, but a conjured vine formed at her feet.

Threyna reached for Vykinallia. She attempted to speak, but no words passed from her rot-stained lips. Vykinallia thrust for Horus’s heart, but the vine struck like a hellhound, wrapping around Vykinallia’s ankle. Off-balance, Vykinallia was wrestled to the ground. Her sword fell from her grasp as the vine coiled up her torso to wrap around her throat. Clawing at the strangling conjuration, Vykinallia writhed.

Horus stalked towards Threyna.

The healer backed away.

No. I need more.

She wasn’t going to receive any.

“Monster!” Horus shouted. “All of you!” Black veins rippled like fractured stone throughout Horus’s face, emanating from his crown. “You have brought ruin to our country, and turned me into one of you!”

The rot spread through Horus as he reached deeper into the source of his blood magic. He glared at the armed fighters and mages around him, each as powerless to stop him as the dead and dying behind them. Pools of blood began to puddle at people’s feet, each congealing into a sharpened pike.

He’s going to kill us all…

Vykinallia’s kicking feet and gasping struggle were the only sounds of resistance. Her face purpled. Helpless shouts filled the air.

Threyna reached for her Inner Throne. The windows outside her Inner Throne room darkened as if Horus’s conjurations blotted out the sun. Threyna ignored the rot and sank deeper, attempting to seize control over Horus’s conjurations. The blood artifact made Horus formidable, but Threyna’s experience, her will, wrested the congealing pikes from Horus.

She let them fall to ash. A gust of wind blew the ash away.

Threyna climbed to her feet. The rot pounded in her veins, throbbing with enough force to make her woozy. Ignoring her blurring double vision, Threyna reached for the conjuration securing Vykinallia, but Horus resisted.

As Threyna and Horus battled for control, Horus’s eyes, nearly black from rot, went wide. Horus’s grip on his seat of power waned, and Threyna ripped control away from his conjurations. The vine strangling Vykinallia fell to ash. Vykinallia sucked down gulping breaths.

Horus spun, turning his back to Threyna. A dagger was lodged between his shoulder blades.

Threyna held up her hand. “No!”

Horus contorted to remove the dagger, but couldn’t reach.

“Stop!” Threyna shouted. “If he dies, the blood artifact—”

Callonus’s long sword plunged through Horus’s side. Another blade slashed across Horus’s chest, sending him spinning to his knees to face Threyna once again.

Threyna’s mind felt slow and sluggish. “No! You don’t understand.”

She tried to conjure something to pull Horus’s attackers off of him, but the moment she sank deeper into her Inner Throne, the rot reached her heart again. She dropped to a knee, then to her hands. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak.

The wind picked up like a vortex, Horus at the center of it. The draw on her soul from Horus attempting to heal his wounds increased. Too weak to hold on, she felt her soul slipping from her body’s grasp. She inclined her head towards Horus as someone struck him in the back of the head.

Horus fell to all fours across from Threyna. His white hair drank the black blood dripping from his crown, but his skin was scarred with rot. The draw on her soul stopped, and Horus froze. The rot reached his heart.

Horus was no longer a threat, but no one else knew. No one else understood what would happen when he died. Threyna attempted to speak, but only a choked gasp came forth.

Vykinallia grabbed a fallen long sword from the ground.

Threyna crawled towards Vykinallia, her hand outstretched. But too late.

Vykinallia chopped across the back of Horus’s bowed neck with a sickening crunch. The blow did not sever the spine. Black blood, thick and corrupted, puddled beneath him. Before Threyna could stop her, Vykinallia’s sword fell again, cleaving Horus’s head from his shoulders.

The crown remained atop Horus’s head as it thudded to the ground, the prongs of the artifact embedded into his skull. The severed head rolled in a semicircle, painting the ground around Horus’s body with a black arc.

The blood artifact glowed red; the forking black lightning within it raged like the storms overhead. Threyna hung her head. She knew she needed the blood artifact to curse others. But she wanted them to choose.

Not like this.

It dematerialized, melting into a slithering red liquid.


Chapter 28

The Blood Artifact

Vykinallia V

Valtarcia

Vykinallia’s shoulders heaved, her throat on fire. Horus’s body slumped into his pooling black blood. His feet twitched. His head rolled. But it was over.

She glared at Threyna. “Why would you bring him here?”

Vykinallia shook her head, looking around at the carnage one blood mage had wrought against their best fighters. Her fingers touched her neck where the blood vine had threatened to choke the life from her. Threyna had saved her life, but only after she’d jeopardized everyone.

Threyna wheezed. Her blue eyes, streaked black, inspected the space around Vykinallia as if she could barely focus on her.

Vykinallia grit her teeth. Reckless woman. What was she thinking, bringing a blood mage here? She shook her head. Scolding Threyna would accomplish nothing. Vykinallia wasn’t even sure Threyna would comprehend her given her current state.

“Chimera’s breath,” Vykinallia said. “Healers, tend to the woun—”

“Watch out!” Allaron shouted. He shoved into Vykinallia, spilling her to the ground.

A glowing red serpent struck out of the corner of Vykinallia’s gaze, narrowly missing her. Disoriented, she sprawled away from it, but it doubled back and struck again. Launching itself past Allaron, the red creature latched onto her leg. It coiled around her, lengthening faster than should have been possible. She grabbed at it, but, made of some type of fluid, it eluded her grasp.

Gasps joined the rolling thunder as the red liquid slithered around her upper thigh, climbed her waist, and encircled her torso, seeming to grow with each revolution it made around her body. Vykinallia shoved herself to her feet, but the fluid continued to cling to her.

Allaron attempted to pull it off, but it ignored him. Jecht and Kherus tried to help, but nothing seemed to make a difference. It slithered down her arm, then back up to her shoulder. Vykinallia shuddered in short rasping breaths as it slunk across her collarbones and around her throat.

“What is this?” Vykinallia cried.

“The crown!” Jecht said. “It came from Horus’s crown.”

Vykinallia didn’t understand. The red fluid snaked around her neck and slid up her cheek and around her ear.

Fangs sank into her lobe.

Sharp pain radiated through her skull and surged throughout her body. A scream tore from her lungs as she tried fruitlessly to yank the creature from the side of her head.

“Vykinallia!” Cerik shouted. His large hands gripped her shoulders, and gasps rose all around them.

Nothing stopped the pain. Fire. Lightning. Pressure. Her senses overwhelmed, the torture that had spread throughout her entire body began to recede, closing in to centralize around her ear. Vykinallia trembled, lifting her hand to her face.

Black veins crawled up her hands and snaked around her arms.

Her breath caught. Her heart ceased to beat. The rot receded, but the panic remained.

Cerik shook her. “Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

Vykinallia could, but she couldn’t frame a response. Tears welled in her eyes, and a knot twisted her stomach, but with each passing moment, the pain and the rot in her veins subsided. Her fingertips traced up her cheek and towards her ear where the thing had bitten her.

She gasped as she touched something foreign. A metal point pierced her earlobe, exiting out the back. Cold like metal, a spine followed the contour of her ear with four ring-like projections that gouged her cartilage as it ascended to curl around the top.

“Vykinallia,” Cerik said, shaking her shoulders.

She released a trembling breath. “What is this thing?”

“I tried to warn you,” Threyna said.

Something passed from Horus’s body to Threyna’s. Invisible, but undoubtedly there. Vykinallia didn’t know how, but she could feel it. As it did, the rot around Threyna’s face retracted, tracing down her neck.

“What have you done?” Vykinallia asked, her voice laced with venom. She ripped free from Cerik’s grasp and stormed over to Threyna, pointing at her ear. “What is this?”

Threyna at least did her the kindness of looking abashed. Hanging her head and releasing a slow breath, she rubbed her upper arm. After a moment, she slid up her sleeve to reveal a row of dotted scars that encircled her arm.

“That is the blood artifact,” Threyna said. “The source of blood magic. The means with which the Skeleton King has built his army of blood mages.”

Kaelus stepped forward, applying pressure to a fresh wound on his shoulder. “And you brought it here?”

“It was that or let the Skeleton King continue to build his army,” Threyna said. “Believe me, this is not how I wanted this to happen. I tried to warn you, but the artifact needs a host.” She pointed to the scars on her arm. “Four prongs, each released upon the gaining of a new ability. Once the host accomplishes control over their Inner Throne, the artifact will release and search for a new host.”

“Like a plague,” Vykinallia hissed.

Threyna pursed her lips. “Like a curse.”

Vykinallia’s fists coiled at her sides. You wanted this. She shook her head. “You’ve endangered all of us.”

“I had to,” Threyna said through gritted teeth. “Zephyrus agreed. We tried to kill the Skeleton King. It’s possible that maybe we did. But even if we killed him, he is one among many. And though the other blood mages are not as strong as he or I, when they work together—when they put their will behind something—they’re too powerful to stop.”

Mutters rippled throughout the camp. Questions rose. Panic percolated.

Vykinallia bit her tongue. “Zephyrus agreed… to this?”

“Where is he?” Jecht asked.

“Has he ascended?” Iberion shouldered his way into the circle, clutching a laceration on his forearm.

Threyna met Vykinallia’s eyes. “I don’t know.”

The silence that followed only made the thunderstorms overhead all the more ominous.

“That’s why we need to do what we must,” Threyna said. “Everything in our power. To stop him.”

“Even cursing ourselves?” Callonus asked, exchanging a hesitant glance with Allaron.

Kherus crossed his arms over his chest. Jecht rubbed the back of his neck, and Cerik scuffed the ground.

The heat in Vykinallia’s cheeks began to simmer. She hated it, but Threyna was right. Threyna’s abilities were undeniable. One decent elemental mage was worth ten trained swordsmen. And one blood mage could turn an entire battle.

How many cursed ones does the Skeleton King have? What hope do we have of surviving… especially without Zephyrus?

Swallowing her pride, Vykinallia met Threyna’s gaze. “Yes, Callonus. Even if we must curse ourselves.” She came to Threyna’s side, fist clenched, to address the gathered camp.

“We don’t have the luxury to decide which weapons we wish to fight with,” Vykinallia said, loud enough for all to hear. She nodded in Allaron’s direction. “We can’t run if we have no walls to hide behind. Fighting is our only hope at survival.”

She turned to Threyna and swallowed the knot in her throat. “Threyna will teach me how to use the blood magic. And once I learn it, another will need to become the next host.”

Murmurs spread throughout the camp like the wildfire Damascus set on Stockhelm’s jungles, but Vykinallia doused them before they could consume all hope.

“This is our only chance,” Vykinallia said. “If what Threyna said is true…” Threyna glared daggers at Vykinallia’s side, but she ignored them. “When the blood mages work together—when they put their combined will behind something—they’re too powerful to stop. We must become more united than them.”

“And we don’t have long,” Threyna said. “The Skeleton King will not let his precious artifact go easily. He will abandon Valtarcia and come for it.”

An uproar surged throughout the camp.

Vykinallia drowned out the noise. She closed her eyes, stilling her breath. It made sense. If they wanted to stop the Skeleton King from harvesting the Valtarcians one soul at a time, they needed to lure him away.

Towards us.

The rest of the camp didn’t understand. More divided than ever in terms of where they should run to, arguments broke out in every direction. Vykinallia could practically feel their panic, like the rumbling of the stands of the arena when she stood upon the pulvinus.

Her clenched fist released.

He will come for us. For the artifact. For me.

A calm came over her. The Skeleton King will come, but he’ll expect us to run.

Vykinallia lifted her arms. “Enough!”

Silence rippled out around her, and all eyes fixed on her and the cursed metal on her ear.

“The Skeleton King is coming,” Vykinallia said. “So we must join together.” Looking to Kherus, she said, “Send word to Aponius and Aurellia. We will lure the Skeleton King and his legions onto the isthmus, and when they arrive, we had better be prepared.”

Slow nods surrounded her. The assent rippled through the camp just as panic had before, but idea and implementation were two very different things.

“Allaron, Kherus, and Iberion,” Vykinallia said. “Take charge in strategizing defenses. Everyone else, rest. It will be a long day ahead of us.”

The crowd around Horus’s body disbanded.

The others walked away. The rumbling floor of her pulvinus stilled.

Threyna touched Vykinallia’s arm. “We must get to work.”

Vykinallia pursed her lips. She didn’t like the idea of working so closely with Threyna. Zephyrus had warned her such a day would come when they would need to rely on each other in his absence. She only wished it hadn’t been so soon.

She looked up to the crackling sky, wondering where he was.

As she turned to face Threyna, Threyna’s eyes trained on something behind her. Vykinallia spun.

Zephyrus stood a dozen paces away. At first, Vykinallia didn’t trust her eyes.

I must be dreaming.

But as Zephyrus’s focus fell on her—on her ear—the rapid blink of his eyes, the slow unhinging of his jaw, and the slump in his shoulders proved he was no figment of her imagination. He was real—all fear, failure, and disappointment.


INTERLUDE II

Arkadia

Valencia

Ferrocles pinned her to the wall, his hand around her throat.

“Go.” Arkadia wheezed, glancing out of the corner of her eyes at Iylea, stock-still in the hallway. “Buy me time.” She uttered the last of the command words, the last of the relics bestowed upon her by the Corners of Kataan. Klayvorine had sacrificed all to prepare her for what she must do. Now it was her turn to pass the burden along.

She will warn Vykanicus. They will stop Paxoran.

Iylea’s hurried footsteps retreated from Ferrocles. The momentary peace that came with knowing the mortal realm still had a chance vanished along with the air in her lungs. The God of War’s fingers squeezed around her neck. She groaned, gasping for breath. Pressure built behind her eyes as she clawed at Ferrocles’s hand. Her suspended legs kicked to no avail.

He reared his fist back, and struck.

The world shattered. Cartilage crunched. Stone cracked. And all went dark.
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Arkadia blinked her eyes open to a black void. Light did not exist, only pain. Despite the inability to see, she felt like she was spinning. Lying on a cold stone floor, she attempted to find which way was up, but her vertigo got the better of her.

It hurt to breathe. No air entered her nose, and breathing through her mouth felt like drinking a funeral pyre—corpse, wood, and fire. She forced herself to cough, but immediately regretted the decision. Whatever had lodged in her nose fell into her throat, making her gag.

She spat, further aggravating her sore throat. Reaching her fingers for her nose, she had difficulty finding it. After a few failed attempts grasping for her face, she slid her hand up her torso, neck and cheek. Dried blood coated her chin and lips. As she touched her nose to clear the obstruction in her airway, pain lanced through her entire skull, radiating from her nose to the back of her head.

A broken nose.

Wincing, Arkadia gently felt the shape of her smashed nose. Crooked and in need of resetting, she prepared herself for the impending pain with short sharp breaths through her mouth. With a jerk and the crunch of cartilage, Arkadia groaned. Heat rushed through her body, and agony throttled her bleak existence, but the flow of air returned through her nose.

Gasping for breath, she lay on her back until the black void around her stopped swirling. As if striking from the darkness, the memory of Ferrocles’s knuckles slammed into her face.

How am I still alive?

Arkadia rolled to her side and propped herself onto all fours. Her black prison, stained with the scent of death, stretched on for infinity and yet confined her to the extent of her reach. Crawling, she searched for a wall, an edge to her bounds. Still on hands and knees, unable to stand, she crept until her fingers met resistance. With no room left to venture that direction, she followed the edge of the wall.

The vile fragrance of decomposing flesh grew stronger until she found something that allowed her to place her location. A tattered, threadbare cloak. A cold, stiff form slumped against the wall. Tears fell, though she didn’t see his face. She didn’t need to.

Her husband—the best man she’d ever met over nearly four centuries and across three different continents—was dead.

She curled up beside him, though his corpse offered none of the warmth it had in life.

Burying her head in his shoulder, Arkadia whispered, “I’m sorry, Invinius.”

He sold his soul when he made a deal with Ferrocles: indestructible steel to defend the Celestic people from Damascus Drake’s tyranny, in exchange for a future favor. They had known it would mean breaking the chain, but not what it meant. In her foolish pride, she believed Invinius could break the links of the chain and discover the Traitor God Klayvorine warned of. She would lead the Fallen while Invinius spied on Valencia, repaying his debt to Ferrocles. And once he uncovered the traitor and opened the gate to the mortal realm, she would ascend with the Relics of Kataan and the Treasures of Stockhelm to save the Creator’s realms from Paxoran.

How foolish.

Invinius could not bear the burdens contained within the chain’s links. To spare his life, Arkadia volunteered to take on Invinius’s debt, making sure their son, Vykanicus, could ascend in her stead, when the time came.

But she’d been rash. Too aggressive, too driven to play the part of the spy as she had as a girl in the Palogian Isles. She’d gotten caught. After nearly 400 years of life, serving as Klayvorine’s immortal guardian over the mortal realm, she’d done everything she could, but failed to spare the life of the man she loved.

And here I will die too.

Back in Arcamedes’s tower as Paxoran and Ferrocles’s prisoner, Arkadia’s only hope rested in Vykanicus. If Iylea found her way to him, if he claimed the Relics of Kataan, if he ascended… The mortal realm may yet survive this.

Grinding stone startled her from her place beside Invinius. Flickering torchlight slipped into the tower cell, its sheen blinding. Arkadia shielded her eyes, afraid to see which of her captors intruded.

Blinking away spots, Arkadia gained her feet, using the wall to support her unsteadiness. She would not cower. She would not grovel. If Paxoran came to put an end to her, if Ferrocles wished to finish her off, she would die on her feet.

The torchlight entered, accompanied by soft footsteps and heaving breaths. The grinding stone sealed shut again, leaving Arkadia standing opposite the flame.

“Y-you… I th-thought you were dead.”

A woman’s voice, tinted with a mix of both surprise and hostility, flickered like the flame. Incinerae’s hair, like tongues of fire, approached, too fast for comfort.

Arkadia’s fists clenched, her back to the wall. “Incinerae.”

Her eyes adjusted to the light, drinking in the Goddess’s glare of smoldering coals. Incinerae had hated Arkadia ages before Klayvorine elevated her to the status of Immortal. Centuries before she’d taken Invinius’s place as the Breaker of Chains. She hadn’t understood before, but now she did; Arkadia would never forgive Paxoran and Ferrocles for Invinius’s death. No passage of time, no tally of years—no matter how great—would diminish her fury. And so was Incinerae’s hatred of her, ever since she slew Arcamedes.

Incinerae strode closer. Tears of magma sizzled down her cheek. “It is a c-c-cruel thing for them to place you here, where h-h-he once reigned.”

Arkadia’s understanding of Incinerae’s rage did little to unfurl her fists. “He attacked my people. Not the other way around. His greed, his grasp for power, is why he rests at the bottom of the sea, yet you blame me for his death.”

Incinerae scoffed. “S-s-oon it wo-won’t matter.” She wiped a sizzling tear away. “The Harbinger has come. Hameryn has sealed the gates. Not even Klayvorine’s Champion will be able to save us from Hameryn now.”

Arkadia gasped. Forgetting herself, her hands rose to her face, drawing a flare of pain from her broken nose. Eyes watering, she shook her head despite how it made the room spin.

“He closed the gates?” Arkadia asked. “No… How?”

Incinerae held her hand out before her, fingers half curled. “A gemstone, about this size, embedded at the base of the Celestial Falls.”

Arkadia’s eyes widened. Just like the one in the Whispering Wall. “Where is it now?”

Incinerae shrugged. “Hameryn has it. As we speak, the Harbinger is likely murdering Moterra and Phaebia. He’ll come for me next.”

Arkadia examined the floor, and Invinius’s corpse upon it. Vykanicus is still out there, my love. We have not failed yet, not while hope still lives. She stepped around him, closing the distance between her and Incinerae.

“Can you get me out of here?” Arkadia asked.

“Out?” Incinerae asked. When Arkadia fixed her with a glare, she nodded. “W-what are y-y-you going to do? There’s nowhere to r-run.”

“I’m not going to run,” Arkadia said. “You’re going to tell me everything you know about the gemstones. Then I’m going to open the gates.”

Laela

Azorath

Laela’s boot skidded along the slushy snow in her haste. Drops of melting ice fell from tree limbs. Puddles gathered underneath the melting icicles clinging to rooftops. With the wind no longer as harsh and the snowfall relenting, she hugged herself despite the warming climate. A chill ran down her spine and rippled through her arms to terminate in her phantom fingertips.

The Skeleton King is still alive.

It didn’t make sense. It made less sense than the sudden change in weather. She glanced down at the braided belt around her waist. The moment she touched the white-and-blue, prongless artifact, the beacon in her mind came to life, pointing to the blood artifact that cursed her and her sister. She had no doubt that obtaining the artifact hadn’t awakened the Skeleton King, but rather just revealed him. Yet she wasn’t so sure that removing the crown from the ice queen’s head hadn’t been causal to the change in Azorath’s conditions.

Hurrying along the streets of Azorath, Laela pressed past the thawing human icicles. She didn’t want to be around to see what would become of them—whether they would be alive and confused, or dead and finally allowed to decompose.

She shuddered, following the path to her boat on the southern coast of Azorath where she hoped the Klaytonian pirate who had escorted her still waited. The beacon in her mind—south and west—could only be in Stockhelm, or New Rheynia as Tyrus said the tyrants called it. Having no idea where Threyna would be, considering Tyrus’s schemes to steal the Treasures of Stockhelm and reclaim Stockhelm from the Drakes and Helixuses, her best bet was following the Skeleton King. Wherever he is, Threyna will be there. Fighting him.

Her phantom fingers tingled as memories stole her from the wintery wasteland of Azorath and transferred her back to Rheynia. She recalled Aylenia’s touch. The warmth of her breath in Laela’s ear. Her love, lost too soon. Their future, stolen by the Skeleton King, the Order legionaries, and the cursed isle of undeath.

Aylenia wasn’t the only one Laela had lost. Her father. Her mother. Aedile Rance. Dracus, Canton, Fawkes, and countless others—all gone too soon. All she had left was Threyna.

Now the Skeleton King was back, and no longer confined to Rheynia’s borders. She had no doubt that Threyna was in danger. The known world was in danger.

He must be stopped.

By the time Laela reached the edge of the plateau overlooking the coastline, she had taken off her cloak in the budding warmth. To her relief, the ship bobbed in the bay below where she had left it, protected from the worst of the treacherous tides and tremendous gusts. But in the distance, black lightning clouds fanned out, darkening the sky. Ominous rolls of low rumbling thunder carried across the ocean, heading in her direction.

Leaving for New Rheynia would not be an easy journey. Following the beacon to the Skeleton King would be more difficult yet, but choice had been removed.

Laela turned back to the snow-covered city and the surrounding countryside of Azorath, now a slushy mess. Similar to what had become of Rheynia, she wondered what it might have looked like had the Gods not abandoned it.

As she descended the hillside leading to the bay, the beacon in her mind winked out.

Laela gasped. What happened? She adjusted her belt, inspecting it to see if perhaps she had done something to make the Skeleton King’s location disappear. Before she could discover anything, the beacon reappeared, but further west.

Gory ghosts, how did he do that?

With too many questions and no answers, only one thing was clear: if the Skeleton King could move that fast, she could not afford to delay. She raced down the hillside, hoping against hope that she could find Threyna before the Skeleton King did.


PART III


Chapter 29

Only the Victors

Fenyx III

Valencia

Fenyx tossed what was left of Phaebia’s stone body beside the withered husk that was once Moterra and stared at their remains. He had not imagined the Gods, the Judges—deities of any kind—to be so vulnerable. Despite their abilities and appearances, they were so… human.

Fenyx snorted. The flesh of his burned cheek twitched. The scar on his right cheek tightened. They were not worthy Gods.

As Fenyx turned to leave, he caught his reflection amidst the Hall of Mirrors. He closed his eyes and snarled. The lie of his appearance remained, burned in his mind’s eye. Earlier, his skin had hung off his slight frame, scarred and poxed. Now, his marred flesh was bone-white, ashen. His face skeletal within the helm Paxoran had given him. But worst of all, his bones twisted at odd angles. Crooked and warped, he shouldn’t have been able to move, let alone slay two Gods. More Valencian lies.

Fenyx opened his eyes, keeping his gaze on the ground. The gravel and dust of Phaebia’s once-divine form blew atop Moterra’s sap-stained corpse as Paxoran’s cloak whisked into the doorway.

“You have afforded yourself well,” Paxoran said, his red eyes glowing like cinders against his pale flesh.

“One more.”

“Indeed,” Paxoran said. He waved towards Ferrocles within the anchor room. “Ferrocles will aid you in defeating the Goddess of Flames. Incinerae may not appear like—”

Fenyx reached for the hem of Paxoran’s sleeve but caught himself before touching the God of Peace. Composing himself, he took a stilling breath. “I do not need aid.”

Paxoran held up a long, thin finger as Ferrocles strode closer.

“You do not,” Paxoran said, his brow narrowing. “But Ferrocles will accompany you in any case.” His tone offered no room for argument. “Ferrocles, show Fenyx to the Hall of Torches. Incinerae has likely locked herself in her chambers, but we must not let her linger long. Vengeance will not wait on her behalf.”

Fenyx crossed his arms and grunted.

Ferrocles nodded, slinging a bracered forearm over Fenyx’s shoulder. “Let’s go, then.”

Paxoran inhaled sharply. “Might I have a private word with our Harbinger?” Paxoran said, rather than asked.

Ferrocles bowed his head and backed away.

Fenyx glanced aside, but something in the reflection of one of the many mirrors caught his eye. As Ferrocles backed away, Fenyx didn’t see the large bearded God of War. Instead, donning his leather armor was a black-feathered birdman. Blinking his disbelief away, Fenyx refocused. As the birdman spun on his heel, the inky-black beak stretched forward.

A carrion crow.

Fenyx didn’t understand. He attempted to find a mirror that reflected Paxoran, but every angle was either blocked by his position in the doorway or Fenyx’s frame.

Once Ferrocles left earshot, Paxoran leaned in, licking his thin lips. “I know you do not require aid—that is not the reason why I am sending Ferrocles with you.”

Fenyx grunted, shifting his weight to the side to find an angle at which to see Paxoran’s reflection. Paxoran leaned closer yet, pulling Fenyx’s brow down to his own before he could glimpse the reflection.

Paxoran tilted his head until his lips were practically against Fenyx’s ear. “Before Incinerae, you must kill Ferrocles.”

Fenyx inclined his head from the bowed posture Paxoran pulled him into. He adjusted the helm on his head and swallowed the tension in his throat. How long has Ferrocles been Paxoran’s ally? Why turn on him now?

Phaebia’s singsong voice rang in his head. “How many lies has Hameryn sold to you?”

He scanned the God of Peace’s red eyes. “I thought he was with us.”

Paxoran’s lips parted in a placating smile. “A God of Peace, a God of Death—why should we need a God of War?”

Fenyx looked past Paxoran to the bearded God in the anchor room.

“Kill him,” Paxoran whispered. “Before he realizes that he was never part of the long-term plan.” He patted Fenyx’s pauldron and walked away. “Return once it’s done.”

Fenyx watched the God of Peace walk away, but then directed his attention to the mirrors opposite the entryway. Stepping aside, Fenyx removed himself from the mirror’s line of sight to Paxoran’s back.

Fenyx blinked. He didn’t see anything. No black cloak. No shadow. Nothing.

Paxoran’s footsteps paused. “Oh, and Fenyx…”

A pair of red eyes stared into the Hall of Mirrors. Nothing else, just faceless, disembodied eyes. Fenyx continued to stare at their reflection, but answered the God of Peace.

“Yes, Paxoran?”

“Make haste,” Paxoran said.

Fenyx couldn’t look away from the floating red eyes in the mirror. He didn’t know what the reflections meant, but doubt wriggled beneath his armor.

I will not end up like Ferrocles. He needs me, and I am no threat to him.

Fenyx tore his gaze from the mirrors and their lies to meet Paxoran’s stare. “They will all rest in the Hall of Mirrors, Paxoran.”

He strode from the hall and joined Ferrocles. They exited the anchor room together, a less-than-companionable silence accompanying them. More than once, Fenyx caught Ferrocles glancing at the burns along the left side of his body as they stalked the corridors of Valencia.

The Hate within him yearned for another fight. Ferrocles was next to die anyway. What difference does it make where I kill him?

Ferrocles cast another sidelong glance at Fenyx.

Fenyx growled. “If you have something to say, speak.”

Ferrocles chuckled. His meaty hand stroked his black beard. “I have seen every Breaker and potential Harbinger Hameryn has ever kept an eye on. Mortals with the power of Gods, mages who could single-handedly flatten armies. But you…” Ferrocles scoffed, shaking his head. “You are just a man.”

Fenyx planted his feet.

He was wrong. Fenyx possessed magic. Healing magic, but magic all the same. Not that it strengthened his argument.

Ferrocles took a few more steps before stopping to glance at Fenyx over his shoulder.

“I only require a blade,” Fenyx said. “Even a broken blade is enough for me to kill anyone—mortal or God.”

Ferrocles hmphed. “Have I offended you, God of Death?” He mocked the title.

When Fenyx didn’t answer, Ferrocles continued. “You may have killed Phaebia and Moterra, but should Paxoran ever set you on me, understand this: I will kill you.” He turned to face Fenyx. “If he wishes to betray me, so be it. But that doesn’t mean you have to die too.”

Fenyx’s nostril quivered as the skin of his burned cheek twitched.

Ferrocles came closer and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “He speaks of vengeance on the Creator, but what care do you have of the Creator? Should Paxoran instruct you to kill me, tell me. To the chain with his vengeance. Join me and we can defeat him and rule the Creator’s world—War and Death. Imagine the glory of mortals fighting in constant battle, proving their worth to us.” He made a fist and gently punched Fenyx’s chest.

Fenyx grunted. “Why do you think Paxoran would wish to kill you?”

Ferrocles’s beard widened as his lips parted to reveal a beaming grin of white teeth. “The only peace Paxoran knows is one of solitude. He concealed his plans for centuries before I discovered his secret. But I wasn’t foolish like Klayvorine and the Corners, trying to gather proof before communicating with the Creator. I confronted Paxoran—told him I wanted in. Blood and battle are in my nature—our nature. He saw the value in what I could do for him.”

The Hate clenched the muscles of his jaw. These prideful Gods. “What value is that?”

Ferrocles’s smile receded into a snarl. “War, Fenyx. War. War is the great uniter of the mortal realm. What better motivator is there to innovate than survival? What else would break down rivalries and bring culture, customs, and ideas together? The victors learn from their defeated enemies and repurpose their strengths, then apply them against the next foe. Win or lose, the strong survive. Society progresses. It is not until one victor dominates the world that the true peace the Creator longs for can be achieved.”

The Hate within Fenyx throbbed. “You chose the Rheynians.”

Ferrocles shook his head, tossing his black beard left and right. “I do not choose. The strong decide. I may instigate the battles, but I choose no sides.” Ferrocles scoffed. “Choose the Rheynians? How do you think the people of Stockhelm came to possess the elemental magic?” He jabbed his thumb into his chest. “I stole it from the Elementals and gave it to the Judges. Why do you think the Rheynians migrated west to settle the Judges’ lands?”

Again he jabbed his thumb into his chest.

You? You.

Ferrocles might not have chosen sides, but he propagated the war that tore his family to shreds. The memory of his parents—slain on the sands of Klaytos by Rheynian slave traders—burrowed into his mind. The burns all along his body prickled. His nostrils flared. Fenyx pursed his lips to keep his cheek from twitching.

Through bared teeth, Fenyx said, “If you are so valuable, then why do you believe he would ask me to kill you?”

The Hate wanted Ferrocles dead and added to the heap of Gods on the floor of the Hall of Mirrors. Fenyx restrained himself, awaiting Ferrocles’s answer.

“All things lose their value eventually,” Ferrocles said. “Remember that.” Ferrocles began to walk down the corridor again.

“Wait,” Fenyx said as an idea formed amidst the swirling Hate.

Ferrocles cocked an eyebrow.

Fenyx approached, glancing over his shoulder as if to make certain no one was listening. He leaned in, close enough to feel the heat of Ferrocles’s breath.

“He told me to kill you,” Fenyx said. “After Incinerae.”

The lie, laced with so much truth, came easily. The smile that broke across Ferrocles’s face, even easier. He shook his head and exhaled through his teeth. Clapping Fenyx on the shoulder, he guided Fenyx to continue down the corridor.

“Very well,” Ferrocles said. “After Incinerae, we’ll return to the Hall of Mirrors. Together, we’ll defeat Paxoran.” He nodded at Fenyx. “Let the strong emerge victorious.”

Fenyx did not bother to return Ferrocles’s grin. He would be removing it from his smug face soon enough. Absent Ferrocles’s suspicious glares, they followed the corridor to the Hall of Torches. The ceiling was lower than the main corridors, absent the lush carpeted floor or the windows into the mortal realm along the walls. Aptly named, the Hall of Torches was lined with golden sconces in close proximity on either side of Incinerae’s domain. The bright flickering orange glow and the accompanying heat given off by the torches closed around Fenyx like the oil-laden deer hide tent that caved in on him as a boy.

Fenyx’s throat went dry. He allowed Ferrocles to take the lead so he could follow in the very center of the hall, as far away from the flames as possible.

“Where is the door?” Fenyx asked, looking past Ferrocles to the seemingly endless corridor of fire ahead.

Ferrocles shrugged. “Somewhere in here.”

“There’s no door,” Fenyx said.

Ferrocles turned, casting a glare as hot as the surrounding fires in Fenyx’s direction. “You are not in the mortal realm anymore, little Godling. This celestial castle is filled with secret passages and hidden doors.”

“You don’t know?” Fenyx asked incredulously. “You live here and you don’t know?”

Ferrocles’s bushy brows angled over his dark eyes. “We all have our secrets, and where a God rests is not something shared.”

Fenyx recalled the four puzzling doors he encountered in his search for Phaebia.

He grunted. “I hate puzzles.”

“And fire,” Ferrocles said, laughing. “How did you plan on defeating a Goddess of Fire if you quiver in fear at the torches of her domain?”

Fenyx snarled. “Fear and hatred are far from the same.” It didn’t change the fact that Ferrocles was right. Fenyx had dreaded his confrontation with Incinerae since the moment she walked into the anchor room.

He held his unburned right hand toward the flame, attempting to inoculate himself to the fire’s consuming tongues. The heat licked at his palm, but did not harm him. That didn’t stop a cold sweat from trickling down the center of his spine. He kept his hand held to the fire, following Ferrocles as he inspected the golden sconces.

“What are you looking for?” Fenyx asked.

Ferrocles traced his finger down the angled triangles that ornamented the sconce’s base. “Something to stand out.”

Fenyx grunted, swallowing the Hate that made him want to draw Paxoran’s sword and stab Ferrocles through the back here and now.

Continuing down the Hall of Torches, Fenyx stopped. With his hand held before the flame, no heat moistened his palm. Believing his body had acclimated, he held his opposite hand to the fire. Despite not having been held to the torches, this hand sensed no heat from the torch.

Fenyx drew closer, inspecting the torch. It and the sconce appeared no different than its neighbors. Testing the nearby flames, all but this one emitted heat. Fenyx reached toward the flame, half-expecting it to roar to life and scorch his fingertips. But it didn’t. Even touching the flickering fire, no heat radiated.

“I found something,” Fenyx said.

Ferrocles abandoned the sconce he was fiddling with to join Fenyx. Seeing Fenyx’s fingers in the fire’s grasp without pain, Ferrocles extended his own hand toward the torch.

“Cold.” Ferrocles held his hand to neighboring torches, the same as Fenyx had, but met the same result—all hot, as fire ought to be. Going to the opposite wall, it wasn’t long until Ferrocles found another heatless torch.

“Here,” Ferrocles said. “See if there’s anything different about the sconce.”

While Ferrocles inspected the sconce, Fenyx reached into the fire. At the bottom of the golden dish holding the flame, Fenyx felt an angled switch.

“There’s a lever,” Fenyx said. He flipped it with a click.

Nothing happened.

He growled. “Burn me and these cursed puzzles.”

“I see,” Ferrocles said. “Clever fire-nymph.” Click.

Suddenly, the golden sconce melted, as did the others around it. On the wall opposite him, the same thing happened on Ferrocles’s sconce. The neighboring torches melted their golden holsters as well, the metallic liquid dripping and converging into a reflecting sheen as smooth as glass. Fenyx hesitantly extended his hand to the molten gold. No heat emanated from it.

“This is the door,” Ferrocles said. His arm disappeared into the golden glass up to the elbow. He pulled his hand back out, unharmed. He nodded his head at the golden wall before Fenyx. “You go that way. I’ll take this way. I’ll do what I can to help, but you must be the one to kill her.”

Fenyx nodded, his jaw clenched. The Hate burned hotter than any fire. Like Phaebia and Moterra before her, Incinerae would join the dead. He drew the red sword forged from Paxoran’s body, and with a deep breath, he stepped into Incinerae’s domain.

Born of his nightmares, the room burned orange. Fire in all directions. Fenyx’s breath came short and sharp. His heart hammered inside his ribs, and the Hate was all but forgotten. Sword drawn in trembling fingers, he scanned the room for Incinerae and was relieved to find it void of the Fire Goddess’s presence.

Across the bedchamber constructed of smooth volcanic rock and glowing coals, Ferrocles surveyed the quarters, his axe at the ready. Meeting one another’s eyes, they both lowered their weapons.

“You said she’d be here,” Fenyx said.

Ferrocles grumbled. “Make sure she’s not hiding anywhere.”

Glancing around the room, Fenyx didn’t see any place to hide. Candles illuminated every crack and crevice of the chamber, reflecting off the polished obsidian that made up the furnishings. A monstrous fur adorned the floor, made of some beast Fenyx contented himself to never see alive. Other animal heads were mounted to the wall with dagger-like teeth or spear-tipped horns. On the mantle atop the hearth, twice as wide as Fenyx’s wingspan, sculptures of scaled or winged creatures caught the flickering light.

“She’s not here,” Ferrocles said.

Fenyx seethed through his teeth, but before he could respond, the hearth roared to life, startling both him and Ferrocles. The gold entryway through which they had arrived began to close. From floor to ceiling, the portal shrank in on itself.

Gasping, Fenyx threw himself towards the wall he’d entered through, only to meet stone as the way sealed shut. Fenyx’s breath choked off.

The Rheynian slavers’ boiling oil poured through the deerskin tent, dousing him in agony all over again. The walls seemed to close in around him in a great conflagration. Trapped. Sweat beaded on his brow, and a sudden claustrophobia quickened his already rapid heart.

He forced himself to breathe.

Inhale.

Exhale.

He allowed his fear to be swallowed by the Hate. The Gods’ condescension, the injustices of the mortal realm—he needed to end it. All of it. He would not let an old fear impede his future. Clenching his teeth, Fenyx stormed across Incinerae’s rooms and seized Ferrocles by the collar of his leather armor. “Where is she if not here?”

Ferrocles grabbed Fenyx’s wrist. “I don’t know. Now unhand me.”

“Think,” Fenyx snarled, not letting go.

Ferrocles shoved Fenyx off. Readjusting his leather cuirass, Ferrocles fixed Fenyx with a threatening glare atop a stabbing index finger. “Lay a hand on me again, and I’ll cut it off and mount it to the wall with the rest of the beasts.”

Fenyx growled, but eyed the creatures a second time. “Why would a Goddess of Fire have such displays?”

Ferrocles’s eyes widened. “Arcamedes. The God of Beasts—Incinerae’s lover. She took his possessions after he was killed.” He turned from Fenyx, holding his hands out to the candles the same way they had to the torches in the corridor. “She’s not here. She’s in his chambers.”

“Where?” Fenyx asked.

“Help me find a way out,” Ferrocles snapped.

The two searched for flames absent heat.

Ferrocles held his hand to the hearth. “The fire is cold.” He reached his arm inside, then ducked his head. Before Fenyx could question, Ferrocles disappeared into the hearth.

Fenyx followed, but stopped before the fire. He gulped, then took a deep breath before the roaring flames. It won’t burn me. It’s not real. The sweat dripping down his brow said otherwise. It won’t burn me. I am a God of Death. Before his nerve could fray again, he ducked his head and charged into the hearth.

The flames didn’t burn, and he emerged unscathed in the Hall of Torches. He placed his hands on his knees, panting. I am fine. Tip the scales… to the chain with this Fire Goddess.

“This way,” Ferrocles said, waving Fenyx to follow.

Fenyx wiped the sweat from his brow and, setting his jaw, chased after Ferrocles’s shadow. Back the way they had come, past a wall of windows into the mortal realm, and up the winding stairs of a tower, Fenyx kept pace with the God of War until they reached a stone wall. Engraved with a scaled amphibious beast, the wall blocking their path was no different than that of the one Phaebia hid behind.

“Get ready,” Ferrocles whispered. “First Incinerae, then Hameryn.”

Fenyx nodded, drawing his sword.

Ferrocles gripped his axe, then hovered his hand over the embossed stone in a spiral pattern. Following the arc of his hand, a white glow illuminated, and the stones began to divide, retracting into the walls to open for them.

Fenyx seized Ferrocles’s axe haft with his right hand, and with the other, he plunged his sword into the God of War’s back. Bone crunched. Organs tore. And whatever lifeforce flowed through the Gods’ veins departed, bleeding into the red-and-black sword.

Ferrocles let out a choked, gagging breath and coughed blood onto the dividing stone wall. Before he could turn, Fenyx ripped the axe free from his hand and twisted his sword. The blade scraped against the bones of his spine, dropping Ferrocles to his knees.

The Hate drank deep, sucking down Ferrocles’s vitality, his arrogance, and his power. Fenyx reveled in the overflow of energy, greater than Moterra’s and Phaebia’s combined.

Ferrocles tried to speak, but Fenyx twisted the blade, denying the God of War any last words. Fenyx leaned down to whisper in his ear.

“The victors learn from their defeated enemies,” Fenyx said, repeating Ferrocles’s prideful words back to him. “They repurpose their strengths, then apply them against the next foe. Win or lose, the strong survive.”

Ferrocles attempted to speak, but blood filled his lungs and came forth, bubbling down his black beard.

“The strong, Ferrocles, have won again.” Fenyx tore the blade free as the wall retracted open. Ferrocles fell forward, into the dark chamber. His flesh withered, aging decades by the moment. His hair grayed, his muscles deflated, and his skin eroded until only a skeleton donned the God of War’s armor.

Dragging Ferrocles’s remains into the stairwell and out of the entryway, Fenyx strode into the dark chamber. A woman’s whimpers resounded within.

“Show yourself, Incinerae,” Fenyx said. “Now your time has come.”


Chapter 30

The Slums

Danella V

Salmantica

Danella clutched the hem of her hooded cloak to conceal her face. It was the second time in as many days that she had left Sentigard with no intentions of returning. After witnessing Damascus, the man he had become—the man she had made him to be—she couldn’t stand to be around him. Besides, aiding Laeden in smuggling the Valtarcian refugees inside the shelter of Salmantica’s walls would be no easy task, certainly not one she could hope to achieve hiding behind others. No. This was her mission. Her purpose.

Leaning against the corner of a building in view of the lower gate of the northeast wall, however, she fidgeted at the prospect of fulfilling that purpose alone. Daenus was taking longer than expected to return. After freeing Laeden from the cell, the former King’s Guard Knight escorted the once-disgraced prince and now the King of Valtarcia from the city limits.

Having Daenus declare himself to her was a victory in its own right. One she didn’t deserve. But if Laeden was spotted, if they were caught sneaking out of the city, nothing she could do would save them. She was no longer queen. No longer queen mother. She abandoned those mantles the moment she chose Laeden over Damascus.

The Vigiles and Sentinels manning the gate changed shifts, but still—no sign of Daenus.

It was morning in name alone. The black thunderclouds either did not obey the wind’s commands, or the rainless storm had encompassed the entirety of the known world. The cover of darkness did little to diminish her growing apprehension. By day’s end, she would speak before a gathered crowd of Revivalists in the cellar of the late Count Elrod Horne’s Chimeran Inn. She only hoped Liario, the sniveling former adviser to Lentulis Cassius, could serve better as an organizer for her than he had as a war counselor to Damascus; otherwise, she would be preaching her blasphemy to an empty room.

She’d thought long about how best to phrase her words to gain support. The truth was too unpalatable, evidenced by Daenus. No, gaining the support and motivating the Revivalists that this was The Age of the End they had always feared required careful manipulation if she hoped to inspire them to turn against the very king they helped coronate. Too much truth, and she would have a riot on her hands. Not enough and they might find Damascus’s plan of sitting around and doing nothing too appealing to pass up.

The most pressing concern, and the greatest of their challenges, came at the risk of the expedited nature of such a gathering. Unlike when the Revivalists first formed, they were on a timeline. And if Laeden were right about the death of the Gods and the army of blood mages from Rheynia, they did not have time to hand-select invitees, or parse the wheat from the chaff to take the most useful, dependable, or well-positioned allies. They only had who came. Who Liario found. Or who she could convince between now and then. And there was no way of telling how many of them would come to join her, or come to stop her.

The new Sentinels and Vigiles took turns frisking a man at the gate. Danella had no doubt as to who it was. Despite his face’s concealment, no one but Daenus—or Laeden before him—would attempt to return through the gates after Damascus ordered the city under lockdown.

Danella released her held breath as the gate was raised, and the guards allowed Daenus through. Head down and walking briskly, Daenus made his way—not towards her, but past her—moving west as if returning to Sentigard on the strict orders of the king he had explained to the unsuspecting Vigiles and Sentinels.

Danella waited for him to disappear from her line of sight, as well as that of the gate guards. It would not do well to draw attention to herself. News of Danella’s departure and Laeden’s apparent escape would reach Damascus soon enough, and she had no doubt every Jackal, Vigile, and Sentinel would be scouring the city searching for them.

After the gate guards returned to minding the empty road into Salmantica, Danella left the lower gate, but didn’t follow Daenus’s path. She knew where he would be going: the slums. To speak with Laegus, a poor merchant to whom Danella credited much of the Revivalists’s early growth. Once one of her three primary messengers, along with Aelon Ironpine and Banis the Ratman, Laegus’s perceived lack of wealth had never been due to reckless business ventures, but his piety. A man of the people, owed more favors than the Six themselves as some had said, he gave most of his earnings away to help those less fortunate. Considering the state of the city, everyone needed someone like Laegus. If Danella could convince him to rally his people to her cause of aiding the Valtarcians, perhaps there was hope for them yet.

South from the gate, west toward the Aquarian, and further south toward the slums, Danella saw firsthand what had become of her city. Piles of ash remained where Celestic idols were torched. Six Arrowed Stars erected on street corners were dyed red with dried blood. The bodies hanging from them—dead. Not from dehydration, starvation, or the torture of being suspended from the nails in their hands and feet, but from stab wounds to the belly.

“And now he’s the best kind of mage,” Damascus had said. “A dead one.”

Danella swallowed her nausea.

Dust and debris littered the streets. Some buildings were broken by the earthquakes that began after Moterra’s death, but others met more mundane ends. Broken storefronts and dismantled carts, the result of riots and looting amongst hungry and scared people, were more prevalent in the slums than elsewhere in the city.

Once away from prying eyes, Danella joined Daenus.

“Worse than I thought,” Daenus said.

Danella nodded, as they passed a body slumped in the gutter of the street. She hoped the boy was just sleeping, but skinny and pale with bleary, bloodshot eyes that stared blankly ahead, she knew the truth. She wanted to believe that if Damascus left Sentigard and walked these streets, perhaps he would see reason, but she didn’t believe it any more than she believed that boy in the gutter was dreaming.

As they neared a bakery Laegus once used to distribute instructions to Revivalists in the lower city, the acrid scent of smoke filled Danella’s nostrils and stung her eyes. Rounding the corner, the source of the stench billowed out into the street in clouds as dark as those above Salmantica. Ahead, a group of Vigiles dragged a body from the smoking building.

“What happened here?” she asked.

“Six save me,” Daenus said. “That’s Laegus.”

Buckets of murky river water splashed to douse the last of the embers of what was once Laegus’s bakery, spewing a fresh plume of hissing noxious vapor. While Danella stood back, Daenus spoke with the Captain of the Vigiles, Heclan Allos, cousin to Atonus, the Royal Master at Arms. He ran his hand through his short black hair, salted gray around the temples, wiping back sweat.

The Vigiles under his command had stopped the spread of the fire from neighboring buildings, but so far, no one knew what started the inferno.

“We can’t keep doing this,” Heclan said to Daenus. “I have half my men putting out fires the Sentinels started, and the other half stopping riots that the people can’t be blamed for. There’s no food. No water. Ser, you have seen the streets. We need more resources. I’ve petitioned the king, but to no avail. All I ask is for the recruits in the Lion’s Academy to aid us in keeping the king’s peace. Atonus has agreed to the matter, but twice, the king has denied me.”

Heclan gestured to Laegus’s body on the ground beneath a white sheet, soiled with grime. He leaned close to Daenus’s burned face and whispered.

Danella approached, posing as a nosy passerby to listen.

“This wasn’t an accident or a riot,” Heclan said. “This was murder.”

“Murder?” Daenus asked.

“Murder,” Heclan said. “Stabbed in the belly. Six times. Six save us, if Saint Laegus isn’t safe in the slums, no one is.”

Danella’s throat went dry. As more passersby stopped to gawk, Heclan and Daenus moved away from the growing crowd. Unable to follow them, Danella peeked inside the burned-out bakery. Within, a pair of Vigiles assisted a girl from the wreckage.

No older than her youngest handmaiden, a girl with either deep black or soot-stained hair coughed her way to the street. Same as her hair, her skin was dark, made darker by what remained in the fire’s wake. As she neared, Danella noticed the manacles about her wrists and ankles.

“Sit down and wait,” a Vigile said. “Try to run and you’ll never make it to the Six Arrowed Star.”

The girl sat, fists balled between her knees, covered in blood. Silent tears cut through the soot on her narrow cheeks and down her pointed chin.

As the Vigiles walked off to assist in moving people along to not block the street, Danella snuck behind them. As Danella neared, the girl glanced up with bleary eyes.

“Are you okay?” Danella asked.

The girl’s angled features sharpened further, but she didn’t open her mouth to speak.

Danella knew a mask when she saw one. Adjusting her cloak to conceal her face from those on the street, she sat down beside the girl. “What’s your name?”

Nothing. She only stared.

“What happened?”

Nothing.

Danella leaned closer, unprovoked by the girl’s obstinance. Laegus was murdered, but Danella did not believe for one moment the one responsible hid behind this girl’s teary eyes.

“Laegus was a friend of mine,” Danella said. “Now he’s lying in the street—dead. You just emerged from his burned-out shop with blood on your hands. So if it’s not what it appears to be, you need a friend who will listen. I’ll ask you one more time. What happened?”

Her black eyes glowered, but the smoke in her lungs forced its way out, breaking the dam of silence. “You won’t believe me.”

The gathered crowd began to whisper as blood seeped into the white sheet atop Laegus’s body. Amidst the clamor of gasps and disbelief, Danella heard utterances of the same name.

“Ispara,” Danella said. “That’s your name, right?”

Ispara’s nose wrinkled, sniffling. She nodded, barely moving her head.

“What happened, Ispara?” Danella asked, glancing towards the Vigiles. “We haven’t much time.”

The girl glared at her. “I didn’t do it.”

“I know, girl,” Danella said. “So what happened?”

Ispara examined Danella. “He came asking for food, but Pap—”

The mask cracked. She was going to say Papa.

Danella glanced at Laegus. “But Laegus had no more to give…”

Ispara nodded, hanging her head. “I tried to stop the bleeding.” Her shoulders shook.

Danella rubbed Ispara’s back. She knew what it was like to lose a father, though she doubted Laegus sired her. With as much loss as Danella had suffered in recent days, she knew such details didn’t matter. She also knew that anyone that close to Laegus likely knew many of his contacts. She told herself her kindness would have extended to the poor girl even if such potential had not existed, but she knew that was a lie.

She bit her lip, not proud of the realization, but this was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to pass up.

Tracing soft circles on Ispara’s back, Danella shushed her. “I know, I know.” Danella sighed. “I know this is difficult, but do you know who did it? Did you see him?”

Ispara nodded her head.

“Did he see you?”

The girl shook, not just her head, but her entire body. The chains about her ankles and wrists clinked with each shudder.

Danella wrapped her arm around her, her mind working. If someone stabbed a local hero and set fire to his establishment, the best way to hide would be to return. Hide in plain sight.

“Is he here?” Danella asked, glancing at the Vigiles speaking with Daenus.

Ispara inclined her head and scanned the crowd. Her eyes fixed on a point in the Vigiles’ direction. Danella followed her gaze, but there were too many people to discern which was the culprit. Before she could ask, a man with curly brown hair and gaunt cheeks that made his face look like a spade stared back. In the moment their eyes met, the curly-headed, shovel-faced man’s throat bobbed as if he’d swallowed an onion whole.

“His name?” Danella asked, careful not to spook Shovel-Face.

“Rhemus,” Ispara said.

As if reading the name on Ispara’s lips, Rhemus took off. Before she knew it, Danella was on her feet, shouting.

“Stop Rhemus! Stop that man. He murdered Laegus.”

Her voice carried through the slums, echoing off the dilapidated buildings and cutting through the clamor. People moved at once, but none faster than Ser Daenus. In a few long strides and a blink of an eye, Daenus tackled Rhemus to the ground, driving his shovel face into the dirt road.

With all eyes on the commotion, Danella took Ispara by the shoulders. “More scum like Rhemus will murder good people like your papa. The world is falling to ruin and it will only get worse. Unless we do something about it. I need your help, Ispara.”

Ispara’s mouth gaped open; her dark eyes twinkled with recognition. As Danella had stood to point out Rhemus, her hood had fallen off. Danella pulled her hood back up, but not before Ispara saw.

“You’re the—”

“Not anymore,” Danella said, putting her hand to the girl’s cheek. “But I have a plan to protect this city, and I believe you can help me.”


Chapter 31

Seat of Power

Threyna IV

Valtarcia

Threyna had never been described as a people person. It shouldn’t have been hard to believe. After her father was abducted by the Skeleton King, and her mother and sister abandoned her to form the Wraith, Threyna was left to be raised by the militant Underground. Her tough, blunt pragmatism wasn’t a negative when it came to climbing the ranks of the Underground’s legions, surviving the wastes of Rheynia, or fighting her way across Perillian. But now it was a negative.

At least that was what Vykinallia would have her believe.

Of all the world’s cruel japes, why did the blood artifact choose her?

Threyna crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not focusing.”

“Can you read minds now too?” Vykinallia hissed, her eyes closed.

“No,” Threyna said, her patience waning. “But I can hear your heartbeat, and it is not relaxed, calm, or still.”

Vykinallia’s eyes snapped open. “Maybe I would be calm if you weren’t barking at me.”

“No one is barking!” Threyna tossed her hands in the air. “I’m trying to help you. Whatever happened to, ‘We must come together?’”

Vykinallia grumbled under her breath a word that didn’t bear repeating. She likely thought Threyna couldn’t hear. But Threyna could heighten her senses. Why? Because unlike Vykinallia, Threyna could tap into her Inner Throne.

She is more stubborn than Laela. Ten times worse.

It didn’t make it better that Vykinallia’s heart quickened every time Zephyrus stalked past, to “check on her,” each time the wind blew. He should have been resting.

“Find your Inner Throne,” Threyna said again. “We can’t waste time.”

“I told you already,” Vykinallia said, eyes still closed. “It’s not like a throne room.”

“Then you’re not focusing.”

Vykinallia huffed, her lips pinched and cheeks drawn. She began clapping in a slow steady rhythm.

Threyna rolled her eyes. “Gory ghosts, what are you doing?”

Vykinallia kept clapping. She opened her eyes, staring at Threyna with as much disdain as she felt for the woman. Her clapping began to speed up, slightly at first, but the acceleration increased with each passing moment.

“That is your heartbeat,” Vykinallia said. “Don’t tell me I’m not focusing.”

Threyna hmphed. Vykinallia was right. She had clapped out each beat of her escalating pulse despite the clamor of people around them setting up the camp’s defenses. “Fine. So it’s not a throne room. What is it?”

Vykinallia closed her eyes again, focusing what energy wasn’t centered on Zephyrus into her inner… whatever she wanted to call it.

“It’s like a pulvinus,” Vykinallia said. “Within a massive arena. I feel the roar of the crowd, the tremble of the stands. I hear the clash of steel, taste the blood in the air, and smell the sweat of the gladiators fighting beneath me.” She opened her eyes and swallowed, her lips furling as if a bitter taste had entered her mouth. “I don’t want this to be my Inner Throne.”

Threyna scoffed. What an entitled princess. “I didn’t want to run halfway across the world to be chased by a fiendish sociopath, but here we are. That is your seat of power. Whether you like it or not, that is the place where you are in control, so if you want to get that cursed thing off your ear, you’ll get used to it. Or you can just hang onto it and wait for the Skeleton King to take it off your corpse.”

Vykinallia hung her head. She spoke so low that Threyna had to strain her heightened senses to hear. “I don’t want my seat of power to be as a slaver.”

Her perfect cheeks flushed pink, and her green eyes welled with water. Blinking away the tears, she tousled her chestnut waves, looking like a right and proper damsel in distress.

Threyna had no pity for this woman. But she needed her to be a mage, and a talented one at that. She took a deep breath, stepping forward. “What do you want it to be?”

Vykinallia met her gaze. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Threyna shook her head. “You’re impossible. Wouldn’t understand what—having a past I regret? Yeah, I think I understand a thing or two about that.” She’d sentenced Patrus to death, Zephyrus to slavery, killed nearly a dozen mages, all to be made Paxoran’s fool.

“Apologies,” Vykinallia said. “It’s not fair of me. To shut you out.” She exhaled.

Threyna grunted. Impossible. The apology didn’t change anything. She didn’t want it, didn’t need it. She needed Vykinallia to learn this and then help her.

“You were the one who said we needed to come together,” Threyna said. “You. And if we’re lucky, it will come down to our combined will against the Skeleton King’s, so we had better learn to understand one another.”

Like it or not. And Threyna did not, but, like many things in her life, she either didn’t get a choice, or she had already made one and didn’t like the result.

“I was a slave owner,” Vykinallia said. “A lanista. Paid coin for slaves’ blood, sweat, and tears to be sacrificed in the arena.” Her eyes flicked to Zephyrus, passing again. “Zephyrus nearly died. Half a dozen times at least.”

Yeah, but you weren’t the one to sell him out to the slavers in exchange for passage.

“It is your seat of power,” Threyna said, pushing past her own guilt. “Make it what you will. It needs to be a place you long for, a place you’re deeply connected to. It may be easy to find when you’re calm and safe, but it is something else entirely when the rot is spreading, you’re under attack, and darklings are attempting to claim it from you.”

News of Zephyrus’s latest encounter with the Skeleton King horrified Threyna. The others didn’t understand when he had explained, but if a darkling-possessed Zephyrus had returned to the camp, every last one of them would have been killed. All it took was one darkling in the body of someone trusted, and their entire plan would fall to pieces with multiple shivs in the back.

“Return to your Inner Pulvinus,” Threyna said. Vykinallia did as instructed without argument, closing her eyes. “Make it what you want it to be.”

Threyna could feel power emanating from Vykinallia in increased waves as she sank deeper into her Inner Pulvinus.

“Describe what you see,” Threyna said. “What you feel.”

“The stands are filled,” Vykinallia said. “The entirety of the arena is lined with men and women, Rheynians and Helms, patricians and plebs.”

“An army,” Threyna said, considering how different their seats of power were. “What are they doing?”

Vykinallia’s lip contorted, biting the lower, lateral corner. “They’re not doing anything.”

“Then they’re waiting for a command,” Threyna said. “Focus; block out every other sound and isolate Zephyrus’s heartbeat.”

Faster than Threyna believed possible, Vykinallia said that she had found it.

Threyna cocked her eyebrow. “Describe it.”

Vykinallia inhaled, her lip curving upward. “Slow. Deep. Powerful, but gentle.”

“Very goo—”

“There’s more,” Vykinallia said. “A hesitance at the start of each beat. As if he’s holding a drum, but is afraid to beat it.”

Threyna cocked her eyebrow. I don’t sense that. She tapped deeper into her Inner Throne and attuned to Zephyrus’s rhythm. Low, steady, and strong, she could sense, but the hesitance—the fear—she described she could not.

A pang of jealousy caused her hand to cramp.

“Try someone else,” Threyna said, pushing past it, not wishing to dwell on Vykinallia’s connection to Zephyrus and how it was somehow stronger than her own.

Vykinallia didn’t listen. At least that’s what Threyna assumed given the smitten grin spreading across her face.

“Try someone—”

A bloody circle small enough to fit around a finger formed before her. A ring, Threyna realized. She stared at it. Threyna should have been pleased. She wasn’t. The one thing she had going for her that Vykinallia did not was the power afforded her by her curse. And now she didn’t even have that.

Vykinallia’s eyes widened as the conjured ring drifted towards her outstretched hand and slid onto her finger. The blood artifact on her ear clicked. One of the ringed prongs piercing her outer ear released.

“The first prong!” Vykinallia beamed as if the Skeleton King was dead, Paxoran was defeated, and the world would never know a dark day again.

“Well done,” Threyna said, stiffly. “From there, command the armies in your Inner Pulvinus to siphon vitality and consume souls to abate the rot.” She pointed to Vykinallia’s blackening cheek. “Then you’ll have to devour blood and bone to heal yourself to release the third. And lastly, conjure beyond your line of sight. Once the fourth prong releases, you’ll be as cursed as I am. You’ll be a blood mage, and we’ll have someone else to teach.”

Their time together left Threyna exhausted—drained the way Zephyrus felt after expending his magic. She turned to leave, but Vykinallia’s hand closed around her wrist.

“You can’t go,” Vykinallia said. “You’re the only one who can help me.”

Threyna’s eye twitched. She just wanted to be alone, but she was back on the clifftop in her dreams, sitting beside Zephyrus. The tranquility of the rising sun stretching across the rolling waves paired with the chirping gulls to form a peace she had never known existed. It was as if her forever had come calling and placed her in eternal bliss.

“Can this be our everyday?” she had asked Zephyrus.

Zephyrus smiled. “As long as each day brings a new dawn, I will always love you, Vykinallia.”

Bliss shattered. The dark lightning clouds owned the morning and night, and if the sun rose or fell, it made no difference.

Their love remains, the Skeleton King lives, and I am still cursed.

“Threyna, please.”

Threyna took a deep breath, buying herself time to come up with a better excuse than, “Because I don’t want to look at you.”

“I shouldn’t practice conjuring if I can’t heal it,” Vykinallia said, using safety and responsibility as a means of manipulating Threyna into more instruction. The fact that she was right only made Threyna’s eye twitch more.

“How do I abate the rot?” Vykinallia asked.

The wounded part of her wanted to tell her to run to Zephyrus so he could heal her whenever she needed, but he wasn’t going to be around much longer. This plan was their last best shot at killing the Skeleton King. With the gates closed, and Valtarcia lost to them, the Guardian and Zephyrus would have to try the gate in Salmantica—where Laeden went and hadn’t returned. If they had any hope of defeating the Skeleton King, Vykinallia needed to learn how to abate the rot and consume souls, and she couldn’t rely on healers alone.

Threyna closed her eyes and blew out her cheeks. “You can draw upon the essence of others. Siphoning a little will placate the rot, at least in the beginning. Then you’ll need souls.”

“What do you mean?” Vykinallia asked.

Threyna nodded in Zephyrus’s direction. “Our healing is not like his healing. The price of his magic he pays in that moment—equal and opposite. Our toll escalates. The more you use your blood magic, the more souls you’ll need to sustain yourself. You’ll grow stronger, but the debt you accumulate…” She held up her rot-stained hand compared to Vykinallia’s blackened ear. “His is a gift… ours, a curse—paid over a lifetime, and bought by the lives of others.” Threyna tapped into her Inner Throne and referenced all the people around them. “With so many to source from, no one will notice if I siphon a little.”

She held her hand up for Vykinallia to watch the rot abate as she drew in an infinitesimal amount of vitality from those in the camp. The black veins receded slightly. “Feel that?”

Vykinallia shrugged. “Barely, but only because I was focusing on it.”

Threyna nodded. “It can help in a bind, but stealing the essence of your allies won’t make you many friends. Taking from the Order’s legions, however, absolutely, but it won’t be enough long-term, especially if you’re conjuring a lot.”

Threyna drew in breath, focusing her efforts on Vykinallia’s soul. Vykinallia’s nose wrinkled, and a choked grunt escaped her mouth as her life force flowed into Threyna’s. With her hand held before Vykinallia, the black veins receded from her knuckles to her wrist.

Threyna released. “Draw enough and you’ll kill someone. You can resist a draw, the same way you resist a darkling, whether you have the blood magic or not—it’s your will versus theirs.” She waved her rot-free fingers at Vykinallia. “Try to retake what I stole from you. But take any more and I’ll feed you to the Hellhounds.”

“The what?” Vykinallia asked, her posture stooped.

“Never mind,” Threyna said, remembering her references of Rheynia would be lost on anyone, save Belrich or his legionaries. “On with it.”

Vykinallia’s face scrunched in consternation. Mimicking Threyna, she drew in breath. Threyna felt the familiar draw. To prove a point, she resisted at first, but Vykinallia reflexively increased her force. A spike of competitiveness edged out the teaching opportunity. She would not lose in a contest of wills with her.

Vykinallia redoubled her efforts, the rot growing through her cheek as opposed to receding, but Threyna matched her.

“Going up against a strong-willed person can be wasteful,” Threyna said. “Weakening them—either through forcing them to expend too much effort that their rot overcomes them, or physically damaging them so they’re more focused on their pain than resisting—can make it easier. The newly deceased are easiest of all.”

Vykinallia did not give up.

Despite herself, Threyna lowered her resistance, allowing Vykinallia to siphon back what Threyna had taken. The rot abated to her ear.

“When you draw someone’s whole soul,” Threyna said, “you can either consume it entirely, trap it and save it for later, or let it roam within your Inner Pulvinus. That is what the Skeleton King is doing—that’s why he’s so powerful. But it’s dangerous. At any point, a soul free within your seat of power can attempt to wrest control from you. Work against you.”

Vykinallia swallowed, her face paling. “Trap them?”

“I call it my Inner Dungeon,” Threyna said. “Strong-willed or not, the voices can be distracting if left to roam your seat of power.”

“You trap souls in a dungeon?” Vykinallia asked, disgust painting her face.

A wave of heat rushed to Threyna’s cheeks. “It’s what I did to defeat the first Skeleton King, and I’ll do it again if it means killing this one too.” Vykinallia’s gaze continued to cut through her. “Don’t judge me,” Threyna spat. “Not after you kept men in cages and made them fight to fill your coffers.”

“I didn’t judge you.” Vykinallia’s fists balled at her sides. “Chimera’s breath, why do you hate me?”

Threyna shook her head.

“It’s because of Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said. “Isn’t it? What happened between you two?”

Blood rushed to Threyna’s cheeks.

“As long as we’re together, and the three Treasures are united, we can do anything,” Zephyrus had said on the beach outside Tharseo’s Bastion.

She had kissed him then.

Together. But never together.

“Hey!”

They both spun to find Zephyrus approaching. Threyna glared at him.

“Might I have a word with Vykinallia?” Zephyrus asked. “Just for a moment.”

Threyna didn’t believe either of them deserved a response. Without another word, she stormed off, half-wishing the Skeleton King would arrive sooner rather than later.


Chapter 32

Strife

Zephyrus VII

Valtarcia

Vykinallia shoved past him, in the opposite direction of Threyna’s storm. Zephyrus stammered, glancing back and forth between them. A moment ago, they were fine, and all of a sudden, they were nearly at each other’s throats.

Zephyrus found himself glaring at Threyna’s back with a simmering anger he couldn’t place. There was plenty to be upset with her about—from as far back as Klaytos and as recently as allowing Vykinallia to become cursed by the blood artifact—but this anger was not his own.

The Guardian’s light approached, casting his shadow. “Something’s wrong.”

The Guardian—Iylea—Laeden’s lover, the queen’s handmaiden, a seer. When their souls entwined, Zephyrus saw every truth she hid from the others, plus one she hid from him; if they found a way to reopen the gates and ascend to the divine realm, she could not go with him. She was sending him to face Paxoran alone.

Heat rose to Zephyrus’s neck. “Of course something is wrong. Nothing is right.”

He followed after Vykinallia, leaving the Guardian the same way Vykinallia had left him. Chasing after Vykinallia as she made her way to the cliffs’ edge, Zephyrus’s frustration gathered as he realized he didn’t know what to say, or where to begin. He needed to talk to Vykinallia.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes,” Paxoran had said. “You will feel the flames of your own magic scorch the people you helped free.”

Now Vykinallia wore the very artifact the Skeleton King wanted—the One True God’s blessing, as Gailus Kaine called it. She would be their primary target, and it wasn’t just a matter of the artifact—it was personal. Paxoran would punish Zephyrus, and no part of him was more sensitive than Vykinallia.

She needed to know. That’s what he wanted to tell her. She wouldn’t have liked it under the best of circumstances, but after whatever had transpired with Threyna, he feared how the information would be received now.

He stood beside her at the cliff’s edge, hands on his hips. For a time, they stared in silence at the raging sea beneath the nightmarish sky. Her arms crossed, Vykinallia didn’t say anything.

He opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t know what to say. There were an infinite number of possibilities plaguing her—the curse she never wanted, the Skeleton King’s approach, or trying to keep a divided people together chief among them. And that didn’t include the fact that he had only narrowly escaped the Skeleton King and would soon need to leave her again. Finally, she’d have to work with Threyna who Zephyrus knew better than most was not the easiest to deal with.

Rather than speaking, Zephyrus bit his lip and waited. Commotion across the camp drew his attention. Disagreement devolved to shoving and finger-pointing before Iberion and Kherus broke the instigators apart.

Vykinallia huffed, massaging her brow with her thumb and forefinger. Zephyrus met her eyes, but quickly dropped his gaze, which only drew a flustered snort from her.

“You can’t even look at me,” Vykinallia said.

Zephyrus shook his head. “What do you mean?”

Vykinallia pointed to the blood artifact crawling around her ear and skewering her lobe like a scorpion. “Is it this? You won’t look at me because I’m cursed now?”

Zephyrus stammered. “No. What are you talking about?”

“Admit it,” Vykinallia said. “You hate that I’m cursed, same as Threyna.”

Zephyrus opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off.

“But I don’t!” Her voice was a hiss, void of all warmth. “Given the choice, I would have nothing different. Now I can fight—not just with steel, but magic. Magic that could make the difference.”

What has gotten into you? Zephyrus’s teeth clenched, and his brows invaded the top of his peripheral vision.

“Now I can come with you,” Vykinallia said, stepping closer to Zephyrus, her tone softer. “We can find a way to reopen the gates and ascend together. After we defeat the Skeleton King, we can go and fight Paxoran—together.”

Zephyrus’s throat went dry.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes.” Paxoran’s voice echoed in his mind. The thought made his stomach sour, the muscles along his spine threatened to seize.

“No.” Zephyrus said, as forgiving as stone and blunt as a battering ram. “You will not.” His fists were clenched at his sides. Anger he didn’t understand boiled within him.

Vykinallia buried her index finger in his chest. “You want me to wait—to stay here and pray for you to come back?” Teeth bared, tears in her eyes yet to fall, she jabbed her finger again and again. “You won’t come back. I know you won’t. I know it.”

It would have been better had she slapped him. Punched him square in the face.

He grabbed her wrist and snarled, glowering into her emerald eyes. “Why would you say something like that? I will come back.”

She shook her head, jarring loose a welling tear that slid down her cheek. “You don’t know that.”

The Guardian’s light cast Zephyrus’s shadow across Vykinallia’s face.

“Not now,” Zephyrus snapped, releasing Vykinallia to glare at the Guardian.

“Zephyrus, this rage isn’t yours,” the Guardian said. “The entire camp is acting strange. This aggression can only mean one thing—the God of War is dead.”

Zephyrus’s emotions simmered, suddenly self-aware. He had noticed it before, but hadn’t been able to put his finger on it. Vykinallia’s index finger, which had been digging into his chest, dropped, along with her chin.

“It’s influencing everyone’s temper,” Vykinallia said. She placed her hand on Zephyrus’s arm, her gentle touch a salve for the influence on his heart. “I’m sorry.”

“As am I,” Zephyrus said.

“We must tell the others,” the Guardian said. “Before—”

Shouting broke out in the camp. This time, Iberion and Kherus were not able to keep the freedpeople and the Valtarcian refugees separated. Callonus threw the first punch, striking a former Kaelus gladiator across the face. Within moments, half the camp was brawling.

Zephyrus faded into the immaterial plane and returned on the outskirts of the fight. Shouting for them to stop, he separated a refugee from a healing mage. Adjacent, Cerik swung his forearm into the chest of a Sentinel, knocking him off his feet. He grabbed another man by the shirt, prepared to punch a hole in his chest, but Zephyrus grabbed his friend’s arm.

“Cerik!” Zephyrus shouted. “The God of War is dead. This anger isn’t yours.”

Cerik’s clenched fist relaxed. But the man Cerik was about to punch slammed a wooden crate of miscellaneous supplies against Cerik’s head. As the former bruiser recoiled, Zephyrus seized his attacker by the collar, shouting for him to stop.

No one heard, or no one listened. Not wanting to waste his expenditure on his own people, Zephyrus didn’t have a choice. Tapping into Klayvorine’s greave, Zephyrus slowed time around him. Too many people were entwined for Zephyrus to separate all of them before his control over time subsided, but he tore through the brawl, ripping men from each other’s belligerent grasps. Speeding from one engagement to the next, he tossed freedpeople and Valtarcians alike to the ground.

Callonus, the messenger who warned them of the Skeleton King’s attack on Valtarcia, held Kaelus by his collar, his hand reaching for a dagger at his belt. Zephyrus’s eyes widened. If it came to blood, their plans would be over before they could begin.

Zephyrus lunged for the dagger, attempting to reach it before Callonus’s fingers could close around the hilt. His control over time began to slip. Callonus’s movements accelerated, reapproaching regular speed. Just as time reverted back to normal, Zephyrus and Callonus’s hands met on the dagger’s hilt.

Callonus’s wide-eyed alarm at finding Zephyrus suddenly beside him was cut short by Kaelus drawing his short sword. Steel scraping scabbard sounded throughout the Silver Summits.

“No!” Zephyrus shouted. From Helios’s bracer, a beam of blinding light radiated upward, casting shadows around the brawlers. Tapping into Lunellia’s bracer, Zephyrus commanded the shadows to stay the murderous hands spurned by the God of War’s death. Everyone around him shielded their eyes to the light, but before they could follow through on their barbarous intentions, the shadows came alive.

Those nearest Zephyrus’s light were restrained by his shadow spawn. But they would not last. He didn’t have much time.

“Stop!” Zephyrus shouted, still wrestling with Callonus for control over the blade. “This is not your anger. Another God has passed, and his rage has become ours.”

He couldn’t sustain the shadow spawn much longer. Soon, they would dissipate to nothingness, and he would be at the center of a ferocious feud.

Kaelus tore free of his shadow spawn’s grasp and reared back his sword. With no time to balance the scales, Zephyrus stayed Kaelus’s hand with force magic. His fingers went numb. The very fingers holding back Callonus’s dagger.

Callonus ripped Zephyrus’s fumbling fingers from the hilt and drew his dagger. The shadow spawn faded, but no truce had been brokered. Zephyrus doubled his efforts, restraining both Kaelus and Callonus with force magic. His knees went weak. Around him, fighting resumed.

“Stop this madness,” Zephyrus said between the two men. “We’re on the same si—”

Something crashed into the back of Zephyrus’s head. His feeble knees were too unstable to catch him before he fell to the ground at the feet of Kaelus and Callonus. Pain lanced across his skull, flaring his senses. Sounds became incoherent noises. Sights became blurs, people barely distinguishable from trees in storm winds. Blood filled his mouth from where he bit his tongue. He turned to face his attacker, but disorientation spun him onto his back.

The blurs fought against the black sky beyond them. Streaks of light and rolls of thunder accompanied the clash of steel.

A shrill cry exploded throughout the camp. Spiraling red spires stretched to the sky, carrying with them terrified screams. Zephyrus’s hazy vision settled back into focus. Kaelus and Callonus hung, suspended from blood-red stalks that sprouted from the ground. They were not the only ones. The brawl ceased, its combatants electing instead to fight against their bindings.

“Enough!” Vykinallia yelled, loud enough to threaten a new wave of avalanches from the Silver Summits.

Zephyrus inclined his head to peer through the bloody trunks of trees that didn’t belong along the cliffs. Threyna stalked forward, her black-veined arm outstretched, controlling the conjurations at her disposal.

“Everyone stop!”

Threyna’s mouth moved, but Vykinallia’s voice came forth. Zephyrus blinked his bleary eyes. When they didn’t show him anything different, he rubbed them, but Vykinallia—not Threyna—stood before him. Her face, black with rot, and emerald eyes afire, unlike anything he’d ever seen, Vykinallia laid into the suspended brawlers, repeating Zephyrus’s words that had fallen on deaf ears. Others not ensnared in the clutches of Vykinallia’s blood conjurations backed away from her as she continued yelling.

“And you!” Vykinallia allowed the spires to wither, lowering its captives slowly before dissolving to ash—all but one. Nearest to Zephyrus, the blood-borne spire, taller and thicker than the others, had multiple branches holding its captive in place.

A gray-haired man clutching a short sword with white knuckles stopped hacking at the spire’s limbs to glare down at Vykinallia. The rot stretched down her arm and across the side of her face as if spreading from the artifact’s placement on her ear.

“You would strike him?” Vykinallia asked, the rot snaking through her veins to frame her right eye. The limbs of the spire twisted, curling around the man’s wrists, ankles, waist, and neck. “You wish to kill him!”

Zephyrus reached his hand to the back of his head where he had been struck. Blunt trauma. No laceration, but even touching his hair hurt. The short sword in the man’s hand didn’t make sense.

If he wanted to kill me, he could have. Why hit me with the hilt of the blade?

“Allaron!” Callonus shouted. He turned to Vykinallia. “Let him down.”

Vykinallia didn’t comply. She didn’t warrant him a response. She raised her clenched fist towards Allaron, and the bindings of her conjured spire constricted around him. Allaron struggled, drawing gasps and winces from the gathered crowd.

From the other direction, Threyna approached, her sharp features drawn in a pinch. “Let him down, Vykinallia.”

The two glowered at one another.

Burn me. Zephyrus forced himself to his feet, but the ground felt uneven beneath him.

“Let him down,” Threyna said again, no argument in her tone.

“He tried to kill Zephyrus!” Vykinallia shouted.

Threyna shook her head. “He tried, but he didn’t.”

Vykinallia hissed. “He would have if I didn’t conjure a shield to stop the blow.”

Threyna directed her attention away from Vykinallia and toward the spire holding Allaron. After staring at it for a moment, the bloody tendrils spiraling around Allaron’s limbs dissipated to ash. The trunk of the spire lowered, crumbling to dust on the ground around Allaron, his sword still in hand.

“I didn’t attack him,” Allaron said, sheathing his blade. He raised his hands in a display of innocence. “I came to Callonus’s defense.”

“Liar!” Vykinallia shouted, marching toward him.

Zephyrus ambled on wobbly legs to intercept her, but Threyna beat him to it.

Threyna stepped between Vykinallia and Allaron, placing a hand on her chest. Vykinallia bristled, but didn’t challenge Threyna further. With Vykinallia placated for the time being, Threyna crossed her arms over her chest and spun on Allaron. “But she is right… You are a liar.”

Bloody ropes appeared out of thin air, coiling around Allaron’s raised hands and yanking him up until his feet hovered above the ground.

Callonus advanced on Threyna, but a dagger blossomed to life before Callonus, aimed between his eyes.

“You’re not Allaron, are you?” Threyna asked. She shook her head. “I should have expected this of you, Belrich.”

Zephyrus’s breath caught. Murmurs spread throughout the camp. Allaron pleaded his case, his gray eyes wild, limbs thrashing against their bindings. Threyna ignored him, and whispered something to Vykinallia.

Vykinallia closed her eyes and drew in breath.

Allaron contorted as Vykinallia drew a black spectral wisp from his chest. It resisted the current, flowing into Vykinallia, but it could not escape. As it disappeared into Vykinallia, the black veins along the side of her face recoiled, and the rot in her arm retreated.

Zephyrus let out a slow breath. The Skeleton King wanted to send me back to the camp as a weapon. How many did he send as spies, saboteurs, or murderers?

“Thank you,” Allaron said as Threyna lowered him to the ground. He knelt between her and Vykinallia, grasping at their feet. “Six save me. Thank the Gods for you.”

Besides Allaron’s whimpering, silence filled the camp. It only broke with a resounding click.

Vykinallia raised her hand to the black-and-red, scorpion-like blood artifact on her ear. The second prong retracted. Her eyes met Zephyrus’s. One more prong. One more reason she would use to justify why, when the time came, she should accompany him to the divine realm.

But she couldn’t.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes,” Paxoran had said.

Zephyrus wouldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t.


Chapter 33

Death of Hameryn

Danella VI

Salmantica

Danella swallowed more than breathed the thick, stale air of the cellar beneath the Chimeran Inn. Packed wall to wall and stone floor to rafter, the turnout could not have been better. Between Liario’s efforts with the patricians, and Ispara’s ability to round up those outraged by Laegus’s murder, what seemed to be hundreds of people filled the cramped space. Though in actuality it could not have been more than several dozen, Danella’s shortness of breath and trembling fingers made her feel as if she were about to address the entire country.

Danella hugged herself behind a row of shelves in an alcove off the main area cleared out for her address. The makeshift dais constructed for her and those gathered around it taunted her. She clenched her jaw, but winced. The act sent a jolt of pain across the stitches above her ear. Stroking at the shorn hair surrounding the wound, she forced herself to focus on her address, despite the insistence of all that could possibly go wrong attempting to invade her thoughts.

The crowd parted for Daenus as he made his way through, his hood back so everyone could see his burned face. As he strode towards her, with Liario—Cassius’s gray-bearded, former adviser—and Ispara in his wake, Danella’s stomach twisted in knots. She was out of time.

Daenus drew near and placed a hand on the small of Danella’s back. “They grow restless, and our time is short. Vigiles, Sentinels, Jackals—too many eyes and ears. Even amongst this many people, there are snitches willing to rat us out for a scrap of bread from the king’s stores.”

Ispara fixed Daenus with a glare that made her angled face appear even sharper. She spoke with a tone darker than her black eyes. “If a rat squeaks, it won’t be one of mine.” She glanced at Liario.

Liario smoothed his slicked-back hair with both hands, but let out a troubled breath. “The patricians are a nest of vipers snapping at one another for any chance to elevate their standing.”

Ispara’s brow scrunched. “Vipers don’t stand.”

“As children shouldn’t speak,” Liario countered. “Yet here you are.”

An unwarranted anger burned within her belly. Her trembling fingers became fists.

Daenus cast a scolding stare at both of them. “It’s not too late to call this off.”

“It is,” Danella said. “If we do nothing, we will face far worse than squeaking rats.”

Daenus bowed his head. “May the Six watch over us all.” He took Danella’s hand and shoved something into it.

Danella examined it to find the golden Six Arrowed Star pendant her father had given her as a girl. Stammering, she stared at Daenus.

“I figured you may need it.”

Without another word, he approached the dais and climbed atop it. His head nearly touching the rafters, Daenus held his hands out, summoning silence. The casual conversations and murmurs died out. The only disquiet came from shuffling feet or the anxious fidgeting of those who knew they were about to receive unfortunate news.

“Friends,” Daenus began, “it has been a long while since I stood before you. You may have noticed, but I have seen better days.” He gestured to his burns, and the crowd broke out in hushed murmurs. “I suppose we all have. Yet here we are. Many of you I’ve never had the fortune of meeting, but your service to the Revivalist movement, your presence here—it demonstrates your faith in the Six, your belief in Salmantica, and your resolve to forge a future for your families.”

Danella drummed her fingers on the pendant as Daenus paced the small dais. If her former Knight of the King’s Guard had any apprehensions, he betrayed none of them. She wished she could say the same for herself.

“I desire nothing more than to say we have succeeded,” Daenus said. “In some ways, we have—the leniency toward the Celestics and their dangerous magic has ended. We have demonstrated our resolve to the Six of Valencia, yet our circumstances are direr than ever before.”

Plebeians nodded, and the servants sent by patricians assented.

“The Gods are punishing us as if we prayed to the Judges ourselves,” Daenus continued, crossing his hands behind his back. “Denied rain, beset by torrential seas, earthquakes, and a thunderous sky that forbids the sun to rise or set upon our lands… The Age of the End we sought to stop, friends, has come.”

Danella’s throat tightened at the mention of the Celestic prophecy—the Reckoning, the seer had called it. Iylea had named it the rolling tides of vengeance. But by any name, the intent was the same. The result, the same: death to the Gods, an end to the mortal realm.

“Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost… unless you—”

Nervous chatter spread throughout the cellar.

Daenus ceased his pacing to still the crowd. “Our good king believes the traitorous Valtarcians and the rebellious Celestics in Stockhelm will be judged in these end times. That they will be judged and we, the true and faithful, will be spared their wrath. That we must wait for their judgement to be complete before we rise to restore our realm.”

Downturned thumbs and dissenting grunts filled the cellar.

Danella swallowed. He will introduce me soon. Their queen no longer, but their leader all the same. Will they listen? Will they follow?

She closed her eyes, donning the Six Arrowed Star pendant. Varros’s reassuring grin filled her thoughts, followed by the image of his portrait outside the throne room—slashed to ribbons by Damascus. Murdered. By Damascus.

“Our crops die within our walls of faith—same as theirs,” Daenus said. “How long will we, the people of Salmantica, survive absent food and water?”

He allowed a pregnant pause to weigh heavily on the gathered crowd. He shook his head.

“We will not survive, friends,” Daenus said, casting his eyes downward, his gravelly tone somber. “While the king contents himself to wait on the Six—dining on stored food, bathing in gathered water, and inviting flesh peddlers to the royal chambers of Sentigard—we will die!”

Danella’s gasp joined the others’ of the Chimeran Inn. This was not part of the plan… Her cheeks flushed warm. The muscles of her throat constricted, denying the flow of air.

“But!” Daenus said, stabbing his index finger to the rafters. “The Gods have delivered their people a means of hope, a prophet to lead us beyond the Disasters. Recall the Facets, my fellow Valencians. Just as Damascus Drake was chosen to deliver us from Rheynia, another has been gifted clairvoyance to guide us from squalor.”

Danella’s breath came in short rasps. What is he doing? Her mouth went dry, jaw unhinged.

Plebeians’ faces, gaunt and dirt-smudged, fell long. Questions spread like the black powder explosions across the Valtarcian Harbor.

Daenus raised his voice to speak over the crowd. “And who better to deliver us from destruction than the very daughter of Damascus Drake?” He extended his arm towards her.

From wall to wall, gasps rolled like thunder across the blackened skies. All eyes followed Daenus’s gesture to fix on her.

With her hood still up, Danella resisted the urge to run. She understood this was her cue, but mortified, her feet remained planted. He lied. He named me a prophet. After his lectures of blasphemy, this is the most blasphemous thing he could have said.

They were supposed to say the Gods had abandoned them. Not the truth, but a more believable lie than the fact that the Six were being murdered. But this…

When she didn’t move, Liario steered her forward, ushering her with a hand on her back. He pulled back her hood. Suddenly vulnerable, Danella stared at Daenus, unable to meet the gawks of the gathered people as she was pushed onto the dais into Daenus’s embrace.

“What have you done?” Danella whispered.

“Given the people something to believe in,” Daenus said. He pulled away and presented her to the gathered crowd before leaving the dais.

If there was any blood left in her cheeks, Danella couldn’t feel it. Every drop seemed to leave her body as a sudden cold washed over her.

“Queen Danella?” asked a voice from the crowd.

“Is that really her?”

“It doesn’t look like her.”

“No, that’s definitely her!”

The voices bounced around her skull. Her mask fractured. The gears behind it came to a grinding halt as every word she had prepared now contradicted everything Daenus said.

She wanted to make this about the Gods’ disappointment in them—not for tolerating the Judges as the Facets declared, but for losing sight of what they represented: hope. A hope born in the aftermath of the Disasters that, if people came together, they could start anew. She wanted to blame her father for his fearmongering toward the Celestics. To admit that she fell prey to it, electing to have her own husband assassinated under the false pretense that he was inviting the Gods’ wrath upon them.

Quotes of misunderstood or misrepresented tenets within the Facets of Perfection would now be useless. All she wanted was to remind people to look after one another, to love and pray for one another. To realize that the Gods would not stop these Disasters, and the only way to survive them was to band together.

But now, her only hope to bring about the change she believed the world, the realm, and her people needed was to lie.

Absent her plans, all other words fled her mind, leaving it as empty as the city’s grain stores. She mirrored the gawking expressions aimed at her. Her fingers brushed along the shorn hair on the side of her head, as if willing her mind to work again through gentle coddling.

Staring out over the crowd bathed in the uncomfortable silence of Danella’s pontifications, an idea reached her addled mind. Perhaps Daenus’s preamble was exactly the lie I needed to tell the truth. She cleared her throat and inclined her chin, squinting into the crowd.

“How many of you believe the Gods wish you to be hungry?”

Muttered nos and nays filled her pause.

“How many of you believe the Six take joy in denying us rain, quaking our city, or storming our skies?”

“It is punishment,” called a voice from the crowd.

Danella lifted her hand toward the direction of the speaker. “I once believed it too—that the Six punish us for our failures to uphold the Facets. It brings them no joy, the same way it brings a parent no joy to discipline an unruly child, but it must be done. You see, I have heard the truth from Incinerae’s lips, and the truth cannot remain silent behind Sentigard’s walls.”

Hushed voices rippled through the crowd.

“In my prayers for hope, Phaebia remained silent. In my prayers for guidance, Moterra did not reply. When I asked for patience, I found only wrath, absent Aquarius’s compassion. When I asked for harmony with our Valtarcian brothers and sisters, Hameryn left me stranded. Yet amidst the silence, Incinerae has come to me.”

Laced with enough truth, at least according to the seer she spoke to, she had bought the fickle trust of her audience. She hoped it would be enough to retain it as she prepared the lie. She glanced at Daenus.

Two can play at this game.

She swallowed, preparing to speak the truth she thought too blasphemous to believe. “A murderer marches through Valencia.”

Gasps, questions, and cries erupted from the crowd. Daenus started towards the dais, but Liario and Ispara impeded his path.

Daenus had given her the platform; now she would do with it what she would. Holding out her arms, she spoke over her audience until they quieted to listen.

“The Gods remain absent,” Danella said, “not because they wish to punish us, but because there is little they can do to help us. Aquarius denies us rain because he cannot provide it—killed at the hands of Ferrocles! Moterra prevents the world from rattling beneath us, but after the God of War struck her down, she can no longer stay nature’s cataclysms. Phaebia has lost dominion over our skies—another victim of Ferrocles’s pursuit of power and control.”

Hands reached for gaping mouths. Tears clung to the corners of people’s eyes. Fingers interlocked in prayers that would not be answered. Danella saved the best for last: the lie she hoped would bind people together, to undo the wrongs of her father’s reign and her own.

“But worst of all,” Danella said, “worst was the first God to be taken from us. After twenty years of peace, Ferrocles killed Hameryn, our God of Harmony. Ever since, our vision has been clouded. When did fear and hate become our most favored of the Facets of Perfection? That is what we have become absent Hameryn’s love and compassion, and I, the leader of the Revivalists, have sinned worst of all.”

Danella rolled over the gasps, not wanting to focus attention on their surprise, but rather the significance of her failure. She needed them to believe that she, their leader, was wrong, but together, with humility, they could change. They could see the truth that Varros and Laeden wanted them to see.

“Absent Hameryn’s harmony, I waged war on the Celestics,” Danella said. “I sought to assassinate my own husband, a man of honor who valued peace and prosperity, patience and progress. He is gone from this world, and we are worse off for it.”

Danella pulled back her stooped shoulders. The public declaration unburdened a guilt in her gut that made it easier to breathe.

Her voice carried, louder and stronger. “I wished to stamp out Celestic hope, but I ignited the Uprising in cries for freedom. I framed Laeden for trying to stop me, and in doing so, I instigated the revolution of Valtarcia, giving us a new enemy instead of an ally.”

Danella swallowed, surveying the Revivalists before her. All eyes fixed, all mouths silent. These were her people, but they were not the only ones.

“Now, an army of death has assailed Valtarcia,” Danella said, telling the seer’s last words, corroborated by Laeden. “They have taken the city. They’re holding—not our enemies, our brothers and sisters—captive, harvesting their blood in some occult offering to their One True God. But that God has a name, and it is Ferrocles.”

Danella pulled the pendant of the Six Arrowed Star out from behind her cloak to show the crowd. “My love remains with the Six, but they can no longer be our future. Ferrocles has seen to that, and his army will do the same to us if we do not band together. Not just amongst each other, not just as a city.” She pointed east. “Those who have fled Valtarcia to escape Ferrocles’s army are on the run. Laeden liberated them, then surrendered himself to King Damascus so that he could warn us of Ferrocles’s army. Do you know what our good king did?”

She allowed the room to fill with an uncomfortable pause. Shrugging, she shook her head. “Nothing. He did nothing to prepare our defenses. Nothing to investigate Laeden’s claims. Instead, he drank a carafe of wine, lay with any woman coin would buy, gorged himself on food—all the while, here you are, starving in his streets.”

The crowd’s anger began to grow. Brows hardened, fists clenched, and shouts assented her claims. I have them. Now to unite them.

“But that’s not the worst part, good citizens. King Damascus sentenced Laeden—a man willing to sacrifice himself for the good of his people, who only sought sanctuary for the Valtarcian refugees—to death. No trial, no public sentencing, no opportunity to speak of the army marching on our walls at this very moment.”

Outrage with Damascus, anger with Ferrocles, and fear of a marching army drove the crowd’s clamor to echo off the cellar walls, forcing her to pause. Holding one hand out to summon silence, she pointed to the pendant on her chest.

“This is exactly what Ferrocles wants,” Danella said. “For us to do nothing, while our only allies—even our old enemies—are ripped from this world. One by one, every faction will fall until Ferrocles’s army is the last left standing. Incinerae warned that I may never hear from her again because he will come for her too.”

Danella hung her head. “My son, Damascus, has chosen to wait. To take his chances. To die alone rather than aid the Valtarcian refugees and fight back.” Again, she pointed to the pendant on her chest. “For the other five arrows on this star, we must fight. We must unite, or the lives of Phaebia, Moterra, Aquarius, Hameryn, and Incinerae will have meant nothing.”

She eyed each person in the crowd. “If we are to win, if we are to survive, we must unite. Salmantic and Valtarcian. Valencian and Celestic. Patrician and pleb. Free and slave. It will take every last one of us to stop Ferrocles’s treachery. I believe we can do it. I believe we can stop The Age of the End, but it begins with us in this room. I wish to sneak Valtarcia’s refugees beyond the safety of our walls and strategize a defense, form an army of our own, so when Ferrocles’s force comes, they are met with a resistance they cannot defeat! Will you help me?”

Cheers answered her. Applause filled the rafters, and relief flooded Danella’s heart. But surveying the crowd, her eyes locked on one man whose face remained placid. One man whose fist was not raised in support.

Beneath his hooded cloak, his graying temples framed deep-set, dark green eyes and a stern jaw. Captain of the Vigiles—Heclan Allos.

Danella’s joy died in her chest.

Daenus’s fingers curled around her wrist and yanked her from the dais. Ispara was speaking with the beggar girl who had served as one of the lookouts.

“What’s happening?” Danella asked.

“Sentinels are closing in,” Daenus said, pointing to the corner of the cellar. “Back exit over th—”

Overhead, splintering wood signaled the Sentinels’ arrival.


Chapter 34

The Last Helixus

Laeden VI

Isthmus

Laeden had never considered himself a lucky person. Fatherless by the age of seven. Motherless after his father returned from the dead. Accepted by neither the plebs that raised him nor the patricians who inherited him, he had spent his entire life proving he was worthy of acceptance. Whether at court or the sparring grounds, he had difficulty making friends, and what few he had made either betrayed him or abandoned him for an early grave.

Trudging through the snow that had slid down the Silver Summits during one of the earthquakes, Laeden decided he had not inherited his father’s luck—with people or dice. With each frozen footfall, Laeden wondered if perhaps his father’s luck, at least in dice, was influenced by his magical abilities.

Laeden snorted, barely able to feel his toes. “You cheated, didn’t you, Father?” He chuckled to himself. “Perhaps I did inherit your luck after all. Would that I had the ability to control which side the die landed on.”

No response.

Iylea hadn’t responded either.

“She’s at peace,” the Guardian had said.

Under the blackened sky that could only mean Phaebia had joined Paxoran’s death toll, there was no peace left in this world. No peace, no luck, no friends—only people doing their best. But their best wasn’t good enough.

Laeden hugged himself, willing one foot in front of the other. Wishing he were atop Starla’s back on his return journey, he supposed he should have been grateful for Danella’s surprising change of heart. He had hoped to speak with Damascus absent Danella, believing he would have better chances appealing to him without her interference. He did. But he had vastly overestimated Damascus’s capacity for civility. If not for Danella, he wouldn’t be freezing his Six-cursed toes off. Instead his head would be decorating Sentigard’s ramparts on a pike.

For that, he supposed he was lucky. But with what little hope he carried back to the refugees—that Danella Drake, the reason for most of their suffering, might be able to usher some of them past Salmantica’s walls—all Laeden felt was anger.

The blackened sky crackled with lightning and roiled with thunder, mirroring his dark mood. He hoped the others had managed to liberate more people from the Skeleton King’s clutches, Vykinallia had survived the storm that swept her crew east of the Bay of Bastards, and that by the time Laeden led them west to Salmantica, Danella and Daenus had found a way to fulfill their promises.

As he walked the cliffs, buffeted by the sea breeze and slowed by the snow, he kept his head down and plodded, one foot in front of the other. Unable to see the sun to track time of day, he didn’t know how long it had taken him from when Daenus snuck him beyond the hidden hole in the wall. The legendary Ser Darrow had used that same hole to win the Battle for Marstead; Laeden only hoped his return to Salmantica would be even remotely as triumphant.

As the isthmus began to widen, the refugee encampment came into view.

By the time Laeden reached the camp and got his feet out of the snow, the others had spotted his return. A crowd greeted him, filled with new and familiar faces. Faces he was pleased to see again, and ones he knew he shouldn’t have been. Kherus stood at the center of the crowd, his dark blue eyes awash with relief, but off to the side, Zephyrus’s tight-lipped expression—and his presence alone—portended bad news. Worst of all, the people didn’t look ready to march to Salmantica. If anything, the crudely fashioned stockades behind them made it seem like they had already given up on his return.

A knot of anger formed in his throat. Laeden swallowed it down, knowing he couldn’t blame them for believing anything other than his demise after how long he had been away, but the heat in his wind-chilled ears remained.

“Chimera’s breath,” Kherus said, “please tell me you have better news than we do.”
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Warmed by the fire and rejuvenated by a healing mage, Laeden listened as Kherus, Iberion, and Zephyrus explained what had transpired in his absence. From victories like Zephyrus and Threyna’s liberation of the Skeleton King’s farm, and Vykinallia’s trek to lead Kaelus and other refugees beyond the Order’s reach, to the detrimental losses of Phaebia’s and Ferrocles’s deaths, he had missed much.

After Laeden imparted the abridged version of his time in Salmantica, he asked the question gnawing at the back of his mind, “So why are we still here?”

Iberion and Unari exchanged a glance. Kherus’s gaze remained downcast, his thumb and forefinger framing his chin. Callonus grumbled something beneath his breath, and Kaelus bristled, crossing his arms over his chest. Zephyrus met his eyes, but didn’t speak.

“If we can’t risk going back to free more people from Valtarcia,” Laeden said, “why are we still here?”

No answer.

“I understand,” Laeden said. “I’m hesitant to trust her too. But why else spare me? We don’t seem to have many other options.”

Still, silence.

Scanning the camp, Laeden shook his head. “And chimera’s breath, where are Vykinallia and Threyna?”

Kherus bit his lip. “There’s something else. Something you need to see to believe.”

After a short walk through their poorly defended camp, their group reached the outskirts where a pile of bodies lay heaped at the foot of the mountains. Some were grievously maimed—cut to unrecognizable ribbons, missing limbs, or desiccated to human husks.

“What happened here?” Laeden asked.

After a pause, Zephyrus spoke. “The Skeleton King uses an artifact to make more blood mages. Like a plague, it attaches to a host, injects it with prongs—” Zephyrus cleared his throat. “It infects them, curses them with the blood magic. Then once all the prongs are released, it searches for a new host.”

“That doesn’t explain this,” Laeden said, referencing the pile of bodies outside their camp. “What happened?”

“Threyna and I stole the artifact,” Zephyrus said.

Laeden lowered his brow. Despite knowing Ferrocles’s death thrust an external burden of anger on his emotions, his own impatience began to mount. “How does that equate to bodies?”

Zephyrus grunted, glancing at the others. “I wasn’t here when Threyna returned.”

“For the sake of the Six.” Laeden growled. “Will someone tell me already?”

“The artifact was attached to someone when Threyna brought it here,” Kherus said. He tiptoed around the bodies until he found the particular one he wanted.

Black blood drained down onto headless shoulders. Dark veins overcame sallow flesh anywhere not covered by his blue—

Helixus blue.

Laeden followed Kherus’s finger to the head resting beside the body. The man’s white hair and beard could have belonged to any man in his sixties, but only one man wore the belt with the winged horse emblazoned on the buckle.

Laeden sank to his knees, inspecting the disturbing pieces of his Uncle Horus. He had betrayed his grandfather, Hallon, forsaken his father, Varros, and branded Laeden a traitor. If not for Ser Ostrey’s honor, Laeden would be rotting in the ground instead of the former Captain of the Ridge Knights.

Though distanced by years and deeds, Horus was still his family. And now he, like so many others, was dead.

“Threyna did what she could to restrain him,” Kherus said. “But he attacked the camp… killed these people.”

Laeden continued to stare into his uncle’s sightless blue eyes, veined black.

“Vykinallia cut him down,” Kherus said. “There was no other choice.”

Laeden bit his lip and nodded. If I had been here… His shoulders slumped, not just for his uncle, but the bodies surrounding him. And not just for those here, but those in Valtarcia. What can any one man do against such tyranny?

He exhaled slowly and pressed himself to his feet. He ran his fingers through his short hair, wishing again he had not been forced to cut it. Then it dawned on him—the significance of Horus’s death, and why it connected to their current predicament.

“The artifact needs a host,” Laeden said. “Where is it now?”

Zephyrus scratched the back of his head.

“It attached to Vykinallia,” Kaelus said.

Zephyrus’s chin sagged to his chest at the words. Laeden was all too familiar with the sentiment. The same thoughts likely plagued his mind—if I had been here… except he might have actually been able to do something about it.

“Threyna is teaching her how to…” Unari held her hands out like she were balancing scales, but halfway through, she shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s teaching her.”

“She shouldn’t even be here,” Callonus said. “Neither of them should be. What’ll happen when the artifact needs a new host? Are we just gonna let it curse all of us?”

Kaelus growled. “If you wish to have a fighting chance, then yes.”

The ice in his tone and the subsequent glare Callonus cast on him said more than words could do justice. Whether Ferrocles’s rage started the animosity or only fueled it, the tension was thick enough to require a great sword to cut it.

“How long do we have?” Laeden asked. “Before the artifact needs a new host.”

Iberion, the one-eyed leader of the Fallen, shrugged. “We don’t know. But that’s not the most pressing concern.” He glanced at Zephyrus.

Zephyrus crossed his arms over his chest. “The Skeleton King will abandon Valtarcia before consuming it completely to recover the artifact. It can spare lives, limit how much more power the Skeleton King can consume, and lure him out of his defensible positioning.”

“Lure him?” Laeden asked. “Here!”

Kherus nodded. “While we draw the Skeleton King’s attention, Aurellia and Aponius will attack the Order’s flank. We planned to make our defense here, but…”

“But… but what?” Laeden asked, the word sounding more and more like a curse every time someone mentioned it.

“But that was at Allaron’s prodding…” Kherus said.

“Allaron?” Laeden asked, examining Callonus. “He’s alive! How?”

Callonus stammered, and Kaelus grumbled.

“The Skeleton King sent him here,” Zephyrus said. “A spy. A saboteur. A…” He paused, leaving something unsaid.

After working with Zephyrus to uncover the Revivalists within House Cassius what felt like ages ago, he knew the man enough to realize what he left unsaid was purposeful. Something perhaps too descriptive for so many ears to hear.

Laeden didn’t press him. “And where is Allaron now?”

“Recovering,” Kherus said.

Unari muttered something to Iberion. Something that drew a glare from Callonus—whether he heard it or not.

“Very well,” Laeden said. “So we defend here. With every person able to fight. Everyone else should flee to Salmantica’s walls. If not for sanctuary, at least to put distance between them and the Skeleton King’s legions.”

Hesitant nods greeted his words.

“See it done,” Laeden said. “Zephyrus, a word?”

While the others set off to distribute the news of the migration west, Zephyrus accompanied Laeden around the eastern outskirts of the camp.

“Something else?” Laeden asked when Zephyrus didn’t volunteer the information.

“Too much else.” Zephyrus grunted.

The Guardian’s light, low and dim, flared bright, announcing her presence. Until then, Laeden hadn’t realized she was near.

Zephyrus glanced at the orb of pale light before continuing. “The reason I wasn’t here with Threyna was because when we teleported out of the city, I got separated from the Guardian. It left me weak and dazed, as if a part of me had splintered off.” He shook his head, teeth clenched. “I don’t know if it was because I was weak, or because of my former connection to Paxoran… Threyna says it is a matter of will, but the Skeleton King took over my body.”

Zephyrus stopped walking. Laeden met his stern gaze.

“He wanted to send me back to the camp,” Zephyrus said. “To kill Threyna, kill everyone…” He shook his head. “He wanted me to claim the artifact and return it to him. If not for the Guardian, I don’t know if I would have been able to stop it.”

Laeden blanched. He didn’t want to imagine Zephyrus wielding his magic against their mismatched group of refugees and freedpeople.

Zephyrus’s nostrils flared. “If he sent Allaron here controlled by a darkling, if he wanted to send me…”

“There could be others,” Laeden said.

Zephyrus nodded. “Threyna and Vykinallia can sense them, if they focus on each individual person, but there are too many.”

Laeden pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

“Just promise me something,” Zephyrus said, placing his hand on Laeden’s arm. “If a darkling seizes control of me again… don’t hesitate to kill me.”

“Kill you?” Laeden scoffed. “Zephyrus, even if I wanted to… Besides, the Guardian will be with you.” He referenced the Guardian’s pulsing light, following a short distance behind. “The realms are depending on you, Zephyrus.”

“Not if the gates are closed and I can’t ascend to the divine realm,” Zephyrus said.

The gates are closed. Things were worse than Laeden had thought. He patted Zephyrus’s hand. “We’ll find a way. Together, we’ll find a way.”


Chapter 35

Battle of the Isthmus

Vykinallia, Threyna, Laeden, Zephyrus, Iylea

Valtarcia

Vykinallia

She missed her Inner Pulvinus—the power it offered, the control she wielded, the safety it shrouded her in. Threyna told her to relinquish her grasp on it once their scouts returned with word that the Skeleton King’s legions were mobilizing.

“You’re a quick study,” Threyna had said. “But I would rather have you fresh.”

She had released the first two prongs within the first several hours, but Threyna warned her the next two would not come as easily. Healing herself of a mortal wound by devouring the blood and bone of another, and conjuring beyond sight—when she accomplished those feats, the artifact would release. Though Threyna told her the curse and the abilities it afforded would remain with her, there was a certain boon of accessibility to her Inner Pulvinus that the artifact provided. Vykinallia intended to make good use of it.

Now, the Order marched westward. The trail of lights approaching from the east—sourced by arcanatek, as Threyna described it—glowed a steady radiant white as opposed to a torch’s flickering orange. The nearer the lights drew, the more anxious Vykinallia became.

The Skeleton King was coming for her. Her, and the artifact piercing her ear.

Unlike the nerves she experienced before storming Arux’s ludus or sneaking into Damascus’s tent to assassinate him, this sensation was less a sickness and more a fluttering in her stomach. Less nervous and more excited. She knew she shouldn’t have been, but such was her curse.

Threyna described it as an addiction—a habit that grew worse with use, requiring more effort to sustain and a steeper debt to repay over time, but the power was intoxicating. Gone was the weak, helpless girl who her father made feel small, used, powerless. On her Inner Pulvinus, she led. Not her father, not Damascus, not even Nallia Cassius—Vykinallia was the unquestioned leader, the Champion of all the realms.

She had taken Threyna’s advice as well. The gladiators on the sands were not slaves made to fight within her arena; they were soldiers who followed her, believed in her, and would die—not for her, but the cause she represented. And that cause was defeating the Skeleton King.

With the Skeleton King dead, perhaps the gates to the divine realm would reopen, and together she and Zephyrus would ascend and defeat Paxoran. Together.

Staring out at the encroaching lights, Vykinallia and Threyna held the front lines in companionable silence behind their poor excuses for stockades. Vykinallia doubted Salmantica’s city walls would do anything to impede the Skeleton King’s assault, let alone the hastily constructed tinder gathered and prepared in the camp’s defenses.

Regardless of what good it would do, occupied hands and minds bested idle ones. Once Laeden had returned from his suicidal journey to Salmantica, greater than half the camp fled west in the hopes that Danella, of all people, would be able to sneak them inside the city walls. Not trusting her villainy for a second, Vykinallia supposed the journey and what little hope it offered was a better option than leaving them on the isthmus where they could be exploited by the Skeleton King or his darklings.

Following the attempted murder by Allaron’s secret indweller, Threyna taught Vykinallia how to search others’ seats of power to make sure they were the only ones sitting upon them. While they didn’t have the time or energy to search everyone’s seat of power, they made sure each leader and each scout was in control of their own actions.

Vykinallia realized her fortune of having Threyna to guide her through. She imagined what it must have been like for Threyna to sort all of this out on her own. She brushed the elbow of Threyna’s crossed arm with her fingertip.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” Vykinallia said. “For teaching me. Apologies for being… difficult at times.”

Threyna grunted. “Don’t thank me. It is a curse. One that, if we’re lucky enough to survive the Skeleton King and Paxoran, will kill us both in due time.”

“A curse, yes,” Vykinallia said, removing her hand from Threyna’s arm to touch her blackened ear. “Yet one that gives us a fighting chance. We can win.”

“We’re outnumbered,” Threyna reminded her. “There’s no telling how many blood mages he has. And for every mage we have, they have a score of arcanatek-wielding legionaries.”

Threyna’s pessimism wasn’t unwarranted, but how many times had Vykinallia faced death in recent days? And how many of those times had she and the others emerged victorious?

“We have Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said.

Threyna scoffed. “For now.”

Threyna’s answer, as terse and unyielding as her icy stare and as sharp as her angled brow, presented a bitterness Vykinallia couldn’t ignore.

Vykinallia averted her gaze from the unnatural train of white lights on the horizon to turn towards Threyna. With more assertiveness, she seized Threyna’s arm to encourage her to meet her eyes. Threyna’s pursed lips and jutting chin gave Vykinallia the distinct impression she didn’t wish to be touched—not by her—but that was exactly why she needed to.

“I don’t want to lose him either,” Vykinallia said. When Threyna’s expression remained fixed, Vykinallia pressed harder. “I know how you feel about him.”

“You don’t know anything,” Threyna said, returning her gaze to the horizon.

Vykinallia didn’t let go. “I know how you feel about him. And I know how he feels about me. And that is why I say thank you. This is difficult for you. I can tell.”

Threyna

Threyna’s fingers curled into fists against her ribs. With her arms crossed, and Vykinallia’s hand upon her, Threyna felt ready to let the Skeleton King have her—Ferrocles’s anger or not.

“No,” Threyna said. “This is difficult for me.” She pointed to the lights heralding the legionaries marching toward them. “I’ve spent my entire life fighting or running from the Skeleton King, and—”

“And Zephyrus was the one thing that gave you hope for something more than fighting or running.”

The words hit her like a horse’s hoof to the chest.

She supposed Vykinallia was right, but what difference did it make?

Teeth clenched, cheeks flushed, and with Ferrocles’s imposed anger besides, Threyna had had enough.

“Please,” Vykinallia said. “Just listen.”

Resisting her every impulse not to thrash free of Vykinallia’s grasp, Threyna grunted.

“For a time, I questioned my own feelings for Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said. “Daughter of a lanista, a slave owner, betrothed to the King of New Rheynia—did I love him?” She shook her head. “I didn’t love him. I loved the idea of him. The safety and security I found in his presence. I loved getting to be myself without fear of reprisal, judgement from my father, or the gossip of patricians.”

Threyna did her best not to roll her eyes, but away they rolled in spite of her efforts. “Oh, the trials and tribulations.”

Vykinallia ignored her, pressing on. “I didn’t love him. I loved who I was with him.”

She removed her hand from Threyna’s arm and hugged herself, as if consoling herself for the treacherous life she had to live on feathered cushions and golden thrones.

“You see,” Vykinallia continued, “it wasn’t until we were apart—when I was abducted by the Fallen—that I came to learn the truth. I did come to love myself in his presence, but I also loved him. The two are not the same.”

A stone formed in Threyna’s throat. They truly are made for each other. This gory ghosting lecture. She shook her head.

Either ignoring Threyna’s derision, or powering past it, Vykinallia continued.

“Everything from the way he looks, not at me, but at others—his genuine care, his desire to help. I love Zephyrus, not for what he can do for me, but what he does for others. Can you say the same… honestly?”

Threyna’s head stopped shaking. Her fists unfurled. Suddenly, Vykinallia’s stare weighed enough to bury her underground.

Is she right?

The question shattered her reality. She had attached her hope from one thing to the next, all in pursuit of defeating the Skeleton King. First the Treasures, under the influence of Paxoran’s lies. Then to Zephyrus, believing he could heal her through the curse’s effects so she could kill Belrich and end this for good. Zephyrus couldn’t. He wasn’t enough.

Is that why I’ve found myself less allured? She expected it had been due in large part to his repeated rejections of her—that, paired with having to see him with Vykinallia, was reason enough to distance herself.

Do I love him, or do I love the promise of a future without the Skeleton King? If the Skeleton King was dead, if my curse was gone… would I love him if I no longer needed him?

How was she supposed to know what love was? When had she ever witnessed it? Certainly not between her parents; the two had more secrets between them than shared smiles. No one had time for love, surviving in Rheynia. There was no love in the City of Judges either. The only thing the Warlocks of Sage loved was vengeance.

“I love Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said. “He is the drop of rain that ends the drought. The first ray of sunlight on the horizon. He is my hope—for what I can be. What the world can be.”

Threyna took no interest in Vykinallia’s poetry, but the sentiment behind it revealed the void that hid behind her infatuation with Zephyrus.

Perhaps I don’t love him? Perhaps I never did…

Despite the clamor of the camp’s final preparations, silence stretched between her and Vykinallia. Threyna didn’t know how long it lingered, but the line of marching lights had drawn near enough that scouts reported back, returning to Threyna and Vykinallia to verify that they were not harboring a darkling within them.

After searching both scouts’ seats of power, Threyna asked, “How many march?”

The scout, a long-limbed Sentinel, shrugged. “If they left anyone in Valtarcia, then our initial estimates were short. Most, if not all.”

Threyna nodded, allowing the two scouts through.

Once they passed, Vykinallia returned her emerald stare to the horizon. “This will work. We can do this.” Breaking away from the marching legions in the distance, she met Threyna’s eyes. “Together.”

Threyna hmphed.

It was not the together she thought she wanted. But somehow, she took solace in that. She allowed a half grin.

“Together.”

The word even tasted better. She just hoped Vykinallia was right.

This has to work.

Zephyrus

Zephyrus didn’t like using Vykinallia as bait, but choice eluded him. As did warmth. Crouching in the snowy slopes of the Silver Summits overlooking the isthmus, Zephyrus and the Guardian hid, bending sound to conceal his heartbeat from the Skeleton King’s approach.

They took particular care making certain no one but he and the Guardian knew where he would strike from in the event a spy had slipped within their camp. The plan was to lure the Skeleton King out. Once Zephyrus spotted him, concealed in manipulated light and sound, he would teleport beside the Skeleton King and stab him through the heart.

It must work. This needs to work.

The hardest part of the plan was staying still. Waiting. While the others fought the Skeleton King’s blood mages and legionaries, Zephyrus would have to watch. He couldn’t afford to show himself before the Skeleton King did. He needed to make sure the Skeleton King was dead. Truly dead. Though he had the Guardian to protect his mind from darklings attempting to control him, he could take no chances.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes,” Paxoran said.

He stifled a shiver. No, I will not.

The Skeleton King’s legions drew near. Near enough for the call for archers to nock their arrows to roar against the whipping wind, rumbling thunder, and crashing waves.

For all Zephyrus’s fighting, he’d never been in a battle of this size. Single combat—too many to count. A skirmish, dozens at the least. Even bouts of him on his own against many, a handful of times in the last day alone. But never anything like this.

Hundreds of brave men and women stood in the way of the marching legions. Their white-tipped reaping spears and arcanatek firearms glowed brighter with each encroaching step. Soon enough, those brave men and women would do what brave men and women did—they’d fight. They’d die. A trading of pawns. His friends were such pawns. Jecht and Cerik had survived lifetimes in the arena, but now they were on the front lines, prepared to fight against blood mages. While Jecht continued to wield a confiscated reaping spear, Cerik preferred to wield his customary mace, a mundane weapon against the cursed magic and devious mind of the Skeleton King and his minions.

They weren’t the only ones. Iberion, Sett, Dankar, and the other members of his father’s original group of Fallen would fight with sword and shield, great sword, and axe respectively. Aside from Unari and a few other elemental mages at their disposal, they had little in the way of firepower. It was as if they had brought sticks to a sword fight.

Most vulnerable of all was Laeden. The faraway look in his eyes had not left since he had set off for Salmantica. Armed with the reckless peace bought by too many scrapes with his own death, he wore the expression of a man with nothing left to lose. While he was no stranger to combat, Laeden hadn’t made his life as a knight, a soldier, or a revolutionary. Skilled with a sword, no doubt, but did he belong on the front lines against a horde of blood mages? No.

All the while, Vykinallia and Threyna stood at the center of their defensive front line. The healing mages would be close to them, but that didn’t make Zephyrus worry any less. That was the thing about battle that he hated most. When it was just him and his opponent, there were no worries, no concerns. Standing with allies, that’s all he had.

His friends would fight and die, all while he hid in the mountains, waiting for the Skeleton King to show himself. He wanted to be down there with them, shoulder to shoulder, but the Skeleton King would not be on the front line. The Skeleton King would content himself in the trading of pawns; he wouldn’t trade strategy for relationships the way Zephyrus wanted to. He wished they could settle this in single combat—Zephyrus versus the Skeleton King. If it truly were one on one, he wondered if he could do it. But no such contest could be trusted. All it would take was the Skeleton King to hide one darkling, and without the Guardian, he was sooner to murder his friends than spare their lives of a needless battle.

And so, the battle needed to be fought.

The isthmus’s geography funneled the marching legions to a pointed formation as they approached archers’ range.

“Draw!”

The call echoed off the mountains, and their mismatched force of fighters obeyed.

A similar command rang out along the mirrored army’s ranks. Radiant light sparked to life against the dark backdrop of the angry sky as the Order’s whirring arcanatek contrasted the thunder’s bellowing.

“Tip the scales…” Zephyrus said.

“Loose!”

The combined sound of dozens of bowstrings thrumming at once was offset by the whirring arcanatek. The volley of arrows disappeared against the black sky, but reappeared just as a bloody curtain descended before the marching legion. Zephyrus had seen them before, but illuminated by lightning, blood mages on conjured wings hovered over their marching legionaries. The arrows met the conjured shield, snapping, splintering, and falling to the ground like harmless rain.

Threyna said this would happen, but forcing the blood mages to expend their resources in exchange for arrows was a worthy trade.

“Nock!”

As the second volley prepared, the whirring arcanatek neared its crescendo and approached firing range.

“Draw!”

The charging arcanatek reached their climax. A wall of light exploded from the Order’s front, surging towards Vykinallia, Threyna, and the rest of the front line. A shield of their own appeared before Threyna and stretched across the length of the isthmus. Sizzling bolts of radiant energy struck the shield and fizzled, burning holes in Threyna’s wall before she let it fall to ash.

“Loose!”

The second volley sailed through the air to crash against the Order’s curtain, but a section of the curtain fell as a blood mage on conjured wings fell from the sky.

“Fire at will!”

A less-organized array of arrows sailed through the air, some finding purchase through the part of the shield that had fallen to ash in the blood mage’s absence. Men in black uniforms fell, screaming. But not enough. Other arrows plucked against the bloody curtain to fall ineffectively to the ground. Legionaries advanced, another round of charging arcanatek already glowing white.

Arrows continued to fly, but either the blood mage healed and returned to their post, or another took his place to block the slew of shafts.

As the arcanateks’ warbles neared peak velocity again, Threyna conjured another shield, thicker this time to compensate for the proximity of the legionaries’ blasts. Blinding light surged into the conjuration, sending ripples through the already dematerializing shield. Ash descended before the front line, but sustained by the healing mages, Threyna remained unscathed by the curse. For now.

Only a few dozen paces away now, the time for posturing ended. The bloody curtain dropped. The Order’s spearmen replaced the arcanatek-wielding legionaries—and charged.

Zephyrus’s knuckles cracked as his fingernails bit into his palms. Useless at this distance, he could only wait and watch. He scanned the Order’s formations for any sign of the Skeleton King, but he was nowhere to be found.

A bloody scythe formed before their front line, wide enough to cleave every one of his friends in half. Before it could slash across their ranks, it fell to ash, dissipated by Threyna’s efforts. The Order’s vanguard met the front line. Jecht, Cerik, Laeden, and the others disappeared in a fray of stabbing spears and swinging swords.

While Threyna focused on defenses, Vykinallia targeted the blood mages. She flung a trapper’s net at the nearest blood mage flying over the front lines to attack the archers still firing into the Order’s back line. The net closed around the blood mage and dropped him from the sky. As the blood mage fell, Vykinallia conjured a trident and hurled it at the trapped legionary. The impact redirected the blood mage’s trajectory. Instead of falling to the ground between the front and back line, the blood mage tumbled from view beyond the cliff.

Screams filled the air, louder than nature’s punishment for the fallen Gods.

Jecht’s reaping spear disappeared into a legionary’s chest. Cerik’s mace crashed into an overextended spear and fractured the shaft. Iberion deflected a thrust with his shield and countered with a stab of his long sword. The blade burst from the back of a legionary’s head before retracting in a spray of gore.

The snow-sodden ground they’d set the blockades around slowed the Order’s progress. A shower of water doused the Order’s vanguard, immediately followed by a bolt of lightning. Men sizzled and dropped to the ground only to be replaced by more men.

Zephyrus’s fist drummed against his thigh, his nerves unraveling with each passing moment. With more arrows felling the Order’s back line, some blood mages shifted tactics toward defense, blanketing the legionaries with an angled wall to absorb the shafts. While it allowed Threyna an easier time of contending against the blood mages’ most threatening conjurations, and it granted Vykinallia the ability to focus her blood-borne attacks on the vanguard, it blocked Zephyrus’s chance of seeing the Skeleton King.

Burn me.

He considered teleporting behind the legions, but then he would lose sight of the others. He bit his lip, but waited.

A blaze of fire from Unari’s palms created a row of human torches. More legionaries fell and died, but they were instantly replaced by others. Though more bodies in Order blacks littered the ground, and the chorus of screams hailed more from their front, watching and doing nothing was a form of torture Zephyrus had never known.

He wanted to act. He needed to act.

“Patience.” Patrus’s voice filled his mind, and for a moment, he was back in the sandstone walls of the Arcane Templar. “There can be no ego inna fight. Strike quickly and draw first blood? Ah, no. Wait. Strike right and end it.”

Zephyrus bit his lip, but waited.

The arrows stopped flying as the last of their shafts broke against the bloody curtain. Absent the archers’ threat, the blood mages let their shield fall to ash and returned to the front, once again revealing the back half of the Skeleton King’s forces.

Zephyrus scanned the formation, searching for any sign of the Skeleton King. He’s hiding, that coward. The irony wasn’t lost on Zephyrus, but he hated this plan. He hated hiding, hated waiting while others fought. Bled. Died.

As the blood mages returned to the front, Threyna’s demands increased. The two healers behind her took turns in mitigating the rot that coursed through her veins. Black vines snaked up their arms and faces. Even Threyna’s arm was stained rotten up her neck and down to her elbow.

Vykinallia was only marginally better off. The two healers at her back wouldn’t last much longer, and then the curse would have nowhere to go but through her veins to her heart.

All while I wait here.

Again he scoured the formation. Burn me, where are you?

A blood mage conjured a pike that exploded from the ground up, impaling Sett through the gut. The burly blacksmith roared.

Threyna directed her attention to it, but she couldn’t dissipate it to ash. Sett cleaved the pike in half with his great sword and charged over the blockade, a bloody shaft protruding from his stomach.

He spun in a tremendous arc and cleaved through three legionaries, dropping them to their knees to collect their spilling intestines. Blood drained down Sett’s abdomen, but he continued his onslaught, charging deeper into the Order’s ranks. His brother Dankar and others followed Sett’s reckless charge, opening a gap in their front line.

The battle devolved from organized lines to chaos. The Order’s reaping spears surged through their defenses as Sett’s charge divided the legionary formation into left and right halves.

Legionaries struck at Threyna and Vykinallia. Jecht, Cerik, and Laeden peeled from their front line duties to defend the mages. Bodies fell all around Threyna and Vykinallia, but more pikes burst from the ground, skewering leather-armed Sentinels as easily as the unarmored freedpeople. Screams filled the air.

The bravery of battle broke into the quest for survival. And still, the Skeleton King was nowhere to be seen.

Sett fell. Dankar roared, raising his great-axe against the reaping spears. He chopped through one shaft and brought his axe around to split a skull. Before he could retract the blade, a reaping spear plunged into his shoulder. Then another through his side.

Zephyrus inhaled sharply. He could teleport to Dankar’s aid—use his force magic to shove the legionaries back, and spirit Dankar to the back of the formation where he could heal him. But he couldn’t. Not without jeopardizing their entire plan.

A third spear dove into Dankar’s chest.

He was dead before he hit the ground.

Zephyrus’s fist strangled the Vykane Blade’s hilt. How much longer am I supposed to wait? How many must die before I can end this?

He scanned the Order’s formation. Movement in their back line drew his attention. Aponius and Aurellia’s divided forces converged, attacking the Skeleton King’s army in the rear.

A concussive blast of force magic blew a handful of legionaries over the side of the cliff. Their shrieks erupted only to be silenced by the thrashing waves below. The Order’s lines adjusted to defend their flank with blood mages abandoning their assault on the front lines to aid their back line.

This will draw the Skeleton King out. It has to!

Zephyrus surveyed the grounds as the Skeleton King emerged. Hovering over the isthmus on draconic, blood-borne wings, the Skeleton King lifted his arms to prepare some horrific conjuration.

Zephyrus didn’t wait. Encased in his soundless bubble to conceal his heartbeat, enshrouded in darkness from manipulated light, Zephyrus used Kosmar’s greave to enter the immaterial plane with the Guardian at his side.

He tore through the air, everything moving in slow motion around him. Once behind the Skeleton King with his arms raised and wings flapping, Zephyrus returned to the material plane, slowing time around him. He drew the Vykane Blade. The blade extended from the hilt in a glowing white light. Before anyone could see him, before anyone could stop him, Zephyrus drove the Auros-forged sword of the Judges into the back of the Skeleton King’s skull. The hilt slammed into the back of the Skeleton King’s head.

His black crown fell from his silver-blond hair. His blood-conjured wings eroded to ash. The Skeleton King fell from the sky, and Zephyrus drove him down to the ground. Tapping into Helios’s bracer, Zephyrus shot forth a beam of light that irradiated blood, bone, body, and soul into nothingness.

By the time Zephyrus landed in the gap in the Order’s formation, the Skeleton King was gone. Dead. Killed.

It was too easy. Too simple. Too—

“There you are.”

The familiar voice sent a shiver down Zephyrus’s spine. A legionary. A grunt. Black hair, a cleft chin, poisonous green eyes. But inside, he was the Skeleton King. Before Zephyrus could move, a black cloud of darklings erupted from the legionary, and a terrible draw yanked upon his soul. The Guardian screamed, caught up in a current towards the Skeleton King’s stolen body.

The Guardian resisted the flow, but the darklings zipped into Zephyrus’s body in droves. Hundreds upon hundreds. Thousands. An arena’s worth of people’s shouting invaded his mind. His Inner Calm within the Auros manor became inundated with angry, vengeful spirits.

“Guardian!” Zephyrus shouted, but in a moment, he couldn’t even see her past the swirling black darklings.

Fear. Dark, bleak, suffocating fear choked off his cries for help. He could no longer speak. He couldn’t move. More and more souls stormed the walls of his home.

Within the palace of his mind, the darklings combined to form Paxoran’s floating head.

“Fool,” Paxoran said. “All your physical strength and abilities, yet you still do not realize. What is a body, but a vessel for a soul? Whatever gifts you have are nothing compared to my tether to Belrich. Blinded you are… gratifying yourself with the trinkets of Gods. You believe yourself one—a God. But you are not. You are weak. And you will see for yourself what happens to the prideful.”

Paxoran’s floating head fractured into a tempest of infinite black souls.

No.

Zephyrus knew what was about to happen. A contest of wills, a fight for control over his mind. He also knew the stakes.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes,” Paxoran promised. “You will feel the flames of your own magic scorch the people you helped free.”

With the Guardian fighting against the Skeleton King’s current, he was alone, but he would not fail again. For love. For hope. For freedom from this cursed traitor of a God.

He braced himself as the myriad souls merged with his own, each vying for control.

Conqueron, a Premius in the Order’s legions who sacrificed his body to the Skeleton King before they set sail from Rheynia, rose to the top first, seeking glory. Zephyrus rebuffed his petty purpose, casting him from the window overlooking the isthmus’s cliffs below.

Warsius struck next. A battle-hardened captain killed by Zephyrus on the streets of Valtarcia, Warsius sought to overtake Zephyrus and claim his vengeance. Zephyrus once imagined retribution a noble pursuit. He, himself, had nearly undone himself seeking to avenge Patrus’s murder, but vengeance was a trophy centered on the past. Zephyrus set his sights to the future. A future past Paxoran. A future he and Vykinallia could forge together.

He hurled Warsius from the top of his Inner Calm.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Faminius attacked next. She was not a soldier, not an Order legionary. She was just a Valtarcian child.

“You!” Faminius’s voice hissed.

Taken aback by the rush of rage and hatred, Zephyrus stammered, but resisted her imposition. Her memories, few as they were, flooded Zephyrus’s mind.

“Bring her to the farm,” said a legionary with black veins across his face.

Shackled by bloody manacles, brought to the Chariot’s Arena where her mother and brother never allowed her to go, Faminius trembled.

“The gladiator games are no place for a child,” her mother had said.

“You’ll have nightmares,” her brother agreed.

Yet there Faminius was, standing on the bloodstained pebbles of the arena. Not a farm as the scary man had said, but the arena. Her mother and brother wouldn’t object; they were already dead. Killed by glowing spears.

Praying for the Six to save her, Faminius spotted two figures on the pulvinus. Her shackles burned to ash. The arena began to shake. Before she knew it, she was running, swept up in a stampede of others attempting to flee.

She fell.

The first foot stomped on her fingers, crushing the bones. The second on her back, cracking her ribs. She fought to stand up, but a knee bowled into her side, tossing her to the pebbles. She didn’t feel the rest. But no one stopped to help. The Six didn’t help. The two on the pulvinus didn’t help. The people trampling over her didn’t bother to glance.

Guilt rattled the walls of Zephyrus’s ancestral home.

“I tried,” Zephyrus shouted to her.

“I never got a chance,” Faminius said. “You had your chance to live. I want mine!”

Her will thundered against his Inner Calm. She deserved another chance. It wasn’t fair. Zephyrus even understood why she blamed him for being trampled to death, but how many more would suffer to give this girl another chance at life?

“I’m sorry.” Zephyrus threw her from the heights of his Inner Calm to fall back into the tempest of souls vying for control over his mind and body.

Faminius fell away, replaced by Destrus, a Celestic slave under the lesser lanista Mordus’s roof.

Destrus crashed into Zephyrus with a blaze of anger and hatred. “You burning mages! You are all the same. You think you’re helping, but you only make things worse for us. They hate us because they fear you.”

Zephyrus had met such resistance before. How many times had Fenyx resisted him on the basis that things could be worse, saying they were fortunate to have the opportunity to fight for honor and glory?

“And you hate me because I will not content myself with the meager life of bowing and scraping?” Zephyrus asked. “Because I refuse to suffer beneath New Rheynia’s heel?”

“Don’t you see?” Destrus hissed. “If not under the Rheynians, who will you bow and scrape for? There is always another boot. Is the Skeleton King, as you call him, a better master? How about the Gods—who only seem to tip the scales in their favor?”

Destrus’s force grew with each passing word, but Zephyrus resisted.

“That is why the Gods need to be stopped,” Zephyrus said. “And I can stop them. Then no one will have to bow and scrape.”

“Impossible!” Destrus shouted, his voice echoing off the stone walls of House Auros. “The only answer is death. Eternal, unyielding equality in death.”

Depression had stolen Destrus’s sense long before he was consumed by the Skeleton King. He’d given up on life—abandoned hope.

Zephyrus would not give up. Not on himself, not on those who still held hope in their hearts, not even on lost souls like Destrus.

“I’ll still fight for you,” Zephyrus said. With a final shove, he ejected Destrus and his death wish from his Inner Calm.

Preparing himself for another soul to challenge him, he was given a moment’s respite. He needed to reclaim control. Focusing on his father’s mission, his mother’s sacrifice, Patrus’s hope, Threyna’s relentless determination, and Vykinallia’s love, Zephyrus ejected the darklings from his body.

Zephyrus returned to the present moment. Darklings swirled in the air around him, darting back towards the legionary they’d come from. The Guardian’s light glowed between him and the legionary, suspended in the Skeleton King’s current.

“Zephyrus!” Laeden slashed across a legionary’s chest and stabbed another through the gut, fighting his way towards him.

The Skeleton King glared at Zephyrus through the legionary’s eyes. A twisted grin parted his lips. “If you want something done right…” The current dragging the Guardian away from Zephyrus ceased. The legionary’s face slackened.

“Zephyrus!” Laeden shouted again.

A single darkling burst from the legionary’s chest and struck into Zephyrus.

“No!” the Guardian shouted.

Laeden

A blood mage rose into the air on scaled wings. Black-veined hands extended past black sleeves. The black crown atop his head branded him the Skeleton King. With his palms turned upwards as if summoning something worse than the hellstorm surrounding the isthmus, the Skeleton King made the first move.

This is it. This has to be it.

Laeden didn’t have time to watch. The light of a reaping spear blurred past his vision, making him see spots. Close enough to feel the heat off the soul-rending spearpoint, Laeden sliced defensively to keep the enemy at bay. Another reaping spear darted past him, this one coming from behind. Jechtaric, one of Zephyrus’s former brothers bearing the Cassius mark, thrust his stolen spear into the legionary before Laeden.

The glowing spear tip disappeared into the gut of the black uniform. The legionary’s eyes grayed. Dead. While it might have been a killing blow, no one died that fast from such a wound. Gut wounds were slow, agonizing deaths, but not at the end of the Order’s arcanatek spears.

The man was dead before he hit the ground.

Light blossomed overhead.

Before Laeden’s vision could refocus, the Skeleton King was gone. Legionaries parted as Zephyrus fell to the ground amidst a corpse more dust than body.

For a moment, the battle seemed to halt. All eyes stared at the red haired man and his sunlight sword standing in the Skeleton King’s ashes.

He did it. He—

A reaping spear stabbed at him. If not for Iberion by his side to deflect the blade away, the light of the spear tip would have been the last thing Laeden saw. Cerik’s mace crashed into the skull of Laeden’s attacker. The legionary crumbled, his temple caved in.

The Order hadn’t given up at the fall of their leader. If anything, the onslaught of blood-conjured pikes erupting through the ground increased. Threyna dissipated most of them before they could do too much harm, but there were too many to prevent all casualties. Vykinallia didn’t let up either as her own conjurations crashed into the Order’s formation. Blood-borne battering rams crashed down from the slope of the Silver Summits to scatter legionaries or send them hurling to the raging sea beneath the cliffs.

Laeden had hoped with the Skeleton King dead, the fighting would stop. But it was only just beginning. Unari sent a fiery gale into the Order’s ranks. Flaming legionaries thrashed like ambling torches, but in the clearing, Laeden saw Zephyrus, ringed by legionaries, their arcanatek spears and incendiary bows trained on him.

He didn’t move.

As if transfixed or frozen in time, Zephyrus did not shift his weight, he did not tense—he didn’t even breathe.

Zephyrus!

His warning returned to Laeden. “If a darkling seizes control of me again… don’t hesitate to kill me.”

No, no, no. He shouted to Threyna and Vykinallia, unsure whether what he said was intelligible or not. Before he knew it, he was pressing forward, crying Zephyrus’s name as loud as his raw throat and chapped lips would allow.

The certain victory of a moment ago vanished. He needed to get to Zephyrus and stop whatever was happening to him. He cut down another legionary, shoved past burning men thrashing to put their flames out, and bounded over their forgotten spears. His steel met one arcanatek spear, deflecting it aside. With a quick turn, he countered, slashing a gash across the legionary’s gullet. Redirecting his momentum, he stabbed another through the gut and kicked him out of Laeden’s path.

He was only a few paces away from Zephyrus now. The Guardian floated between him and the legionary that held Zephyrus in a deadlocked stare.

Suddenly, darklings poured out of Zephyrus. Too many to count, too many to fathom, but he had won his contest of wills.

“Zephyrus!” Laeden shouted, closing the distance between them with another cleaving strike.

Everything happened so fast after that. He didn’t know how or when, or what he could have done differently, but one moment after Zephyrus ejected the innumerable darklings, a single one zipped from the legionary to Zephyrus. Before Laeden could make sense of it, he was staring at Zephyrus, eye to eye. Zephyrus’s left hand held Laeden’s right wrist. His right held the Vykane Blade.

Laeden looked down, but he only saw the hilt. Zephyrus’s hand. Blood.

He stared. The moment lingered, giving Laeden time to make sense through his shock. He reasoned out where the blade must have gone. If the hilt were pressed to his stomach and Zephyrus’s hand was bloody…

He met Zephyrus’s eyes.

Zephyrus’s mouth moved, but a voice that didn’t belong to him passed his lips. “All will join the One True God.”

Before Laeden understood, Zephyrus ripped the blade free.

Absent the blade’s support, Laeden found his legs no longer worked. He fell to the ground, his hands grasping at his stomach as pain flooded every fiber of his being. Blood flowed through his fingers. Like waves in time with his failing heartbeat, warm blood belched from the wound, mixing with the gore of his eviscerated intestines. His hands attempted to hold back the blood, but his fingers leaked, unable to stem the tide.

Zephyrus stared down at him and drew in a deep breath that seemed to tear Laeden in two, as if his soul were being stripped from his body.

Nothing made sense. The sky was black. His hands were sticky. He felt suddenly cold despite the warmth of his bloody blanket. An undertow called to him, beckoning him to follow its path toward Zephyrus.

“No!” a familiar voice screamed.

Laeden would have let go. He should have. The mere fact that he even questioned what he heard confirmed for him how lost he already was. Yet he didn’t follow the tide towards Zephyrus’s drawn breath, because he heard something he thought he’d never hear before.

Iylea…

Iylea

The Skeleton King, Zephyrus—whoever held the sword drenched in Laeden’s blood, whoever attempted to consume Laeden’s soul—needed to be stopped.

Iylea charged into Zephyrus’s chest, leaving the waking world around her to enter Zephyrus’s Inner Calm. She might as well have burst into a nightmare. No longer was she in Zephyrus’s ancestral home of Stoneside. She was in the darkest of the Six Hells.

The walls, if one could call them that considering the way they rounded and sloped, glowed a greenish hue. Bones littered the ground. Bloody claw marks lined the walls as if someone whittled their fingertips to the bone attempting to climb out to the gray sky above. Narrow and confined, Iylea felt like she was trapped in a maze. Behind her, darkness. Ahead—darkness.

A canyon.

“Zephyrus?” Her own weak, echoing voice was her only answer.

Iylea charged forward. Her cerulean feet ran along the rocky crags carrying her into the glowing green abyss that lay ahead. The canyon forked. Iylea hesitated at the divide.

Zephyrus could be anywhere.

She looked left, then right—each becoming darker and more ominous with every glance between.

Laeden is dying.

She charged to the right, shouting Zephyrus’s name.

The Skeleton King’s voice answered. “Cease your screaming. You are here because I permit you to be here, Iylea.”

The way her name slithered from his venomous tongue made her hate her name. He said it as if he knew her, everything about her. He likely did. Paxoran watched her for years, invading her dreams, giving her visions, even appearing before her. And the Skeleton King was very much connected to the traitorous God of Peace.

“Where is he?” Iylea shouted, ignoring him.

“You will never find him in the Gullies,” the Skeleton King said. “Few of those unfortunate enough to wander in ever find their way out. With hollowed and shades skulking through the passages, you are much more likely to find them before Zephyrus. And you’ll never find me.”

A glistening luminescence approached through the shadows. A ghastly visage of a person, translucent and drawn, floated towards her. A man with sunken eyes, a crooked jaw, and a limp, though his spectral feet never contacted the ground.

A guttural growl roared off the canyon walls, but where the sound originated from was impossible to tell. Iylea startled, glancing behind her. When she turned back around, a skeletal hand with rotten flesh slashed through the glowing ghost. Her scream ripped through the canyon like a torrent. Whether the creature reached for her or the specter, she didn’t wait to find out. Iylea scrambled around the ghost, and the hideous monster behind it. She ran as fast as she could.

With a grunt, the monster lost interest in the ghost and chased after her.

“Oh, don’t scream,” the Skeleton King said, his voice coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. “That will attract more hollowed and ruin the fun prematurely. Now do keep quiet. You wouldn’t want to spoil the fun, would you?”

The hollowed, as the Skeleton King called them, followed in her wake. Labored breaths and hobbled steps echoed throughout the Gullies. From elsewhere in the maze, the grumbling hollowed took up the call. They knew there was an intruder.

Iylea shimmied down a narrow passage she hoped would be narrow enough that only she could fit. Sidestepping through the gap, she emerged on the other side in a different passageway through the Gullies.

I have to find Zephyrus. I have to stop the Skeleton King.

Every moment’s delay was one moment less she could use to save Laeden. She didn’t want to imagine him lying on the ground, staring at the crackling black sky, bleeding out.

Ahead, a stone tumbled free from a collapsed wall of crumbled canyon. The rubble moved again. Iylea’s breath caught. She ran towards it, praying to the Creator that it was Zephyrus beneath the rubble and not another hollowed.

“Zephyrus, is that you?”

Zephyrus’s muffled cry crept through the cracks, but the words were indistinguishable.

Iylea tore stones away, sending them rattling to the ground behind her. She clawed at the pile until a glowing orange hand pushed through.

“Laeden!” Zephyrus cried through the gap. “I stabbed Laeden. Leave me! The Skeleton King is that way.” His finger pointed back the way she had come. “Take control, balance the scales! Heal Laeden!”

Iylea stumbled away, tripping on the loose stone she’d cast aside to liberate Zephyrus. Running as fast as she could, the groans of the hollowed drew near, encroaching around her from seemingly every direction. She reached an intersection. A glowing green emitted through a narrow crack in the passageway ahead, but hollowed were approaching on either side.

Through the crack, the ghastly green spectral form of the Skeleton King sat on a throne at the bottom of carved stone stairs.

With the hollowed drawing near, Iylea slithered into the crack in the wall, but the hollowed spotted her. Their groans became growls. Their hobbled strides became uncoordinated bounds. Her heart hammered in her chest as she forced her way deeper into the fissure. Their approach grew louder. She couldn’t spare a moment to look. Wriggling through, she scooted sideways, out of reach of the crack in the wall.

Not a moment later, half a dozen decaying maws chomped at her, fighting against one another to shove their arms through the crack in the wall first.

Their eyes a pale green, their skin sallow and drooping, they appeared more dead than alive. She’d seen this before; Paxoran had showed her. She witnessed it during her time in Valencia, but seeing it face-to-face was entirely different.

With no time to ponder the nightmarish hellscape of what became of Rheynia after the Great Migration, Iylea forced her way through the crack in the wall and entered the rounded room with layered seats, or stairs, that descended to the throne at the center.

The Skeleton King grinned at her before standing to address her. “You defied the One True God, defied me. But for the last time.”

Iylea descended the stairs, one at a time, never taking her eyes off the Skeleton King’s.

“I’ve given up my body for this one.” He grinned, all too pleasantly. “There is so much I wish to do with it. Killing your, Laeden… was it? Ah, yes. Laeden. He was just the beginning. You may think it facetious when I say, ‘All will join the One True God,’ but I am—”

Iylea charged at the Skeleton King. She threw her soul at him with the full weight of the thousands of lives she’d lived and died behind it. With their souls merged, fighting for the seat of power that was once Zephyrus’s Inner Calm, their thoughts, memories, and feelings clashed.

Belrich, son of Bohen, murdered his brother. Iylea remembered his brother; she had come across his corrupted link in the chain when she was the Breaker. Bherus, Threyna’s father, sacrificed everything to try and stop Bohen’s evil, but Bohen’s evil became Belrich’s obsession, and Belrich’s obsession became Paxoran’s key to victory. The collector of souls would prevent the growing of the chain, allowing Paxoran to lead a Harbinger to Valencia.

Anger flooded Iylea for having been a part of Paxoran’s plot. Deceived as she was, she would not let them succeed.

Belrich poked at her wounds, tearing free memories of Laeden’s inability to protect her, his failure to listen to her. He manipulated memories to incept the idea that he never loved her.

But that was where Belrich’s deceptions would never gain ground. A thousand lovers she’d had and lost, but none fought for her like Laeden. His failures were not his weaknesses, nor were they hers. The fault rested solely with Paxoran. The fear he inspired for his own vengeance sought to render the world to ashes, and she would stop it.

Denying Belrich his foothold, Iylea took advantage. Belrich’s inferiority, his cowardice, hid behind twisted grins and sarcastic remarks. He wasn’t the son Bohen wished to gather the souls of the world with. Bherus, for all his defiance, was Bohen’s pride and joy. Belrich was an afterthought. Playing with his Order like a toy, treating his war with the Wraith and the Underground as a game, it was no wonder why Bohen preferred his firstborn.

“You were never Paxoran’s first choice either,” Iylea shouted through the tempest of their clashing thoughts, memories, and emotions. “Threyna was. And even if you kill her the same way you murdered Bherus, you will never be accepted by Paxoran. He tolerates you the same way your father did.”

Belrich’s hold on his seat of power slipped, and Iylea claimed the foothold.

“You think Paxoran will reward you,” Iylea continued. “Collector of souls.” She scoffed. “He will forsake you the moment he is done with you. He will abandon you. Because just. Like. You.” She emphasized each word, preparing for one final push. “He only cares about himself.”

Belrich screamed as she ejected him from the seat of power.

Iylea sat in Belrich’s throne.

With complete power over Zephyrus’s Inner Calm, she pictured how it once looked. The walls of Stoneside. The window overlooking the cliffs and the crashing waves. The glowing canyon of the Gullies, where Belrich entrenched himself in Zephyrus’s mind, faded—replaced by the Inner Calm of Zephyrus’s ancestral home.

“Zephyrus!” she cried into the abyss of House Auros.

He didn’t answer, and she couldn’t wait for him any longer.

Returning to the physical realm, Iylea stood atop Laeden. Pale and gasping for breath, he didn’t have long left. Darklings swirled around them. Reaping spears aimed at her in all directions.

“Hang on, Laeden,” Iylea said.

Grabbing Laeden by the wrist, Iylea did as she’d seen Zephyrus do dozens of times before. Tapping into Klayvorine’s Time greave, she stemmed the flow of Laeden’s blood. With everyone moving in reduced time around her, she called upon Kosmar’s greave to flee the material plane. Envisioning the isthmus behind their back line, she and Laeden disappeared from the center of the Order’s formation.

Not a moment after returning from the immaterial plane, Laeden’s gore seeped into the snow, polluting the ground around him.

“Hold on, Laeden.”

Laeden only stared through bleary eyes. Dark blood bubbled atop his pale lips.

Iylea held Zephyrus’s hands out in front of her, imagining Laeden’s wounds stitching back together. Attempting to balance the scales, she winced and prepared herself for the pain. White tendrils flowed from Zephyrus’s fingertips to Laeden’s stomach.

A moment later, pain lanced through Zephyrus’s midsection. Iylea gasped, nearly doubling over. Acid burned through their shared gut as steel severed her organs. Suddenly, it was as if she’d fled the divine realm again. Remembering the sensation of wind lashing against her, stripping her flesh from her bones, she endured.

Laeden’s stomach began to restitch, but his wounds were deep. She continued, pouring Zephyrus’s healing magic into him, but their shared vision began to wane. She wanted to whisper encouragement to Laeden, but found she couldn’t form words. No longer able to stand over him, she dropped Zephyrus to a knee.

Fire scorched her from the inside out, but she couldn’t give up. She wouldn’t let Laeden die. Color returned to Laeden’s face, but he wasn’t breathing.

Gods, no. Please, no.

Zephyrus awoke within her, attempting to seize control, but she rebuffed him. The pain hurt them both, but she couldn’t afford to give him control.

Just a little longer. He just needs a little more.

Zephyrus’s eyelids drooped, obscuring Iylea’s vision. Their shared periphery narrowed, as the pain became too much to bear.

Again, Zephyrus fought for control over his own body, but his fight dwindled. As did hers. Unable to remain upright, they slumped to the ground beside Laeden.

“Breathe,” Iylea tried to say, but no words came forth. Laeden’s chest did not rise. Then the weight over Zephyrus’s eyes became too much to hold open. Cold swallowed her. Darkness opened its arms to her. And death called from beyond the void.

Vykinallia

Vykinallia didn’t believe her eyes. One moment, Laeden was fighting his way towards Zephyrus. The next, the Vykane Blade erupted from his back. And then he and Zephyrus vanished. If there was time for deliberation, there might have been panic, but battle afforded no such opportunity. Soldiers fought on, but Vykinallia froze.

With rot spreading across her face and down her neck from her earring, plus black veins snaking down her arm to her wrist, she didn’t know what to do. Many followed Laeden’s charge and were now surrounded by legionaries in black.

But where is Zephyrus?

Threyna conjured a double-bladed glaive and hurled it into the chest of a flying blood mage. Embedded in the blood mage’s torso, the blade bent, wrapping around the legionary’s back. His wings fell to ash that rained down on the battle as Threyna called her conjured glaive back to her, dragging the hooked blood mage with it. Threyna drew in breath, abating the rot that, even with the healers’ aid, encroached upon her eyes.

“Come on!” Threyna shouted, draining the last of the blood mage. “Leave them.” She pointed to the healers marred in black veins, same as them.

“What about Zephyrus?” Vykinallia asked.

“What about the Skeleton King?” Threyna said, taking Vykinallia by the arm and dragging her past the blockades and into the fray of battle. “If the Skeleton King sent that many darklings into Zephyrus, he is vulnerable. We just have to find which body he crawled into.”

Threyna’s glaive struck like a viper at an approaching foot soldier. The first blade pierced his chest. She ripped it free and, with a tight arc, slashed his head from his shoulders to fall amongst the smoldering corpses burned by fire magic.

“Now consume more souls,” Threyna said, “or the rot is going to reach your heart.” She drew in breath as they wove through the battlefield. The surrounding dead offered up their souls freely for her consumption.

Vykinallia attempted to do the same, but she couldn’t focus.

An arcanatek whirred to life beside her. Vykinallia spun, conjuring a javelin in her hand. Before the machine could reach its crescendo, Vykinallia flung the javelin at the legionary.

More skilled with a sword than a spear, Vykinallia exerted more force upon the conjuration to straighten her aim and aid in its velocity. The javelin struck the legionary through the eye socket, dissolving to ash before he hit the ground.

“Hurry,” Threyna said.

Vykinallia grunted, too much time wasted.

Threyna struck down another blood mage with a conjured bow and arrow and consumed him. The rot had already abated to her elbow.

Vykinallia focused on the fallen legionary with a javelin-sized hole in his head and drew upon his soul, but another legionary struck at her with a reaping spear. Vykinallia lurched out of the way, forming a morningstar in her hand. Dodging a second strike, she whipped the spiked ball around in a quick revolution, the chain a blur. She brought the spiked ball down on the spearhead, shattering the glowing blade to pieces. Before the legionary could recoil, Vykinallia whipped the spiked ball back into motion and slammed an uppercut into the legionary’s chin.

“He’s going to get away!” Threyna shouted.

The rot closed in around her, but she couldn’t focus, her thoughts consumed by Zephyrus and Laeden.

“Go!” Vykinallia said. “I’ll catch up.”

Without another word, Threyna sprouted wings like the horse of Helixus’s sigil. She took flight and soared over the army, blood-borne bow raining hell upon any in her path.

Vykinallia grit her teeth, willing herself to focus. She recalled how she had drawn the darkling out of Allaron, but then, Zephyrus hadn’t been possessed. She hadn’t been surrounded by an enemy army. Rot hadn’t ravaged her veins.

Focus!

She drew in breath. The soul of the last men she’d felled came loose, its healing properties floating towards her. Before it reached her, two blood mages descended on either side of her. The soul she’d drawn was wrested away and entered the blood mage on her left. The black veins beneath his blond, sideswept hair retreated as he stole the soul she needed. He grinned at her, revealing a gap between his teeth. Vykinallia glanced between Toothless and a person so plain nothing about him was worth noticing.

Vykinallia grounded her feet atop her Inner Pulvinus. The army at her command took heed, and two blood-spawned gladii formed in her hands. Ignoring the spreading rot, Vykinallia slashed at Toothless. Toothless conjured a pair of axes and parried. Vykinallia blocked Toothless’s counter, but Plain launched a series of conjured daggers at her back.

In command atop her Pulvinus, Vykinallia seized control of the daggers flying into her arena. They fell to ash before they could strike. She stabbed and slashed at Toothless again, this time slicing across his cheek. Blood dribbled down the side of his face, the upper portion of his ear cleaved off. He stumbled back. Threyna used Toothless’s available blood and conjured a blindfold across his sideswept bangs.

His axes crumbled to ash.

Just as Vykinallia thrust for him, Plain conjured a giant serpent that coiled around her legs. Before she could dissipate the snake, Plain attacked with a sword aimed at her stomach. Vykinallia’s gladii fell to ash, and she toppled from her feet in the snake’s grasp. Plain’s blood-borne blade passed over her, but now Toothless and Plain were both atop her.

With the two blood mages focusing on upholding the constricting serpent, Vykinallia couldn’t dispel it. Corrupted blood pounded in her ears. Black veins slithered down her chest toward her heart.

Vykinallia took control of the available blood on the ground around her, congealing it into a mace three times the size of any Cerik ever hoped to wield. As a spear appeared in Toothless’s rot-stained hands, lifted high, ready to strike, Vykinallia’s mace slammed into Toothless’s back. The momentum sent him sprawling. He tripped over Vykinallia on the ground and crashed into Plain. In their distraction, Vykinallia seized control of the snake, but instead of dissipating it to ash, she sent it at the two blood mages. It wrapped around their shoulders, squeezing them together.

A great-axe formed in her hands as she reclaimed her feet. With one wild swing, she hacked something memorable in Plain’s face. Plain’s knees gave out, and entangled with Toothless, they both went down. Before Toothless could reorient himself, rolling on the ground, Vykinallia brought the axe down on his neck.

Gasping for breath, Vykinallia dropped to her knees before the two dead mages. Chest constrained by black veins, she needed to consume. She drew in, longing for their souls. They flowed freely from their deceased bodies to her, offering immediate relief to her tight chest. But there was no time for rest. Threyna was nowhere to be seen.

She needed to help.

Vykinallia sank deeper into her Inner Pulvinus and drew in breath, drawing upon all the newly deceased souls around her. Energy, vitality, and relief flooded her veins. The rot retreated, crawling back to her cursed earring.

With a moment’s respite, she attuned to Zephyrus’s rhythm, searching for his heartbeat amidst the battlefield. She couldn’t find him. Not like she couldn’t locate him, she couldn’t hear him. At all.

Panic replaced the tightness brought on by the rot in her veins.

Did he teleport too far away, beyond my ability to hear him?

A heartbeat, angry and hateful, raged behind her. Vykinallia spun to find a reaping spear bearing down on her. She conjured a shield to block it, but the impact never reached her.

Cerik’s mace shattered the spear shaft, and Jecht’s own reaping spear plunged through the side of the legionary, driving him to the ground.

Cerik helped Vykinallia to her feet. “We lost sight of Zephyrus. Where is he?”

Vykinallia swallowed, unable to form the words. She only managed to shake her head.

“We got company,” Jecht said, ripping his spear from the fallen legionary.

Three more blood mages landed around her. One with a conjured long sword, another with a spear, and the third wielded an axe. The three encircled her, Jecht, and Cerik.

“So you’re the one who took the blessing,” said the swordsman before her. His protruding brow pinched beneath his bald scalp as he eyed her earring. Black veins crawled up his neck from where the blood artifact once attached to him.

“We’ll be takin’ it,” said the pacing spearman beside Cerik. His long limbs and narrow hawkish face mirrored the size and shape of his spear. With his hand entirely covered in black rot, Vykinallia assumed the artifact once took the shape of a ring or bracelet.

A man with the shoulders of a bull snarled, both hands strangling his axe. “For the glory of the One True God.”

The bullish axe man showed no signs of rot, but the blood-borne axe in his hands was evidence enough of his blood magic abilities.

Three blood mages.

Vykinallia met the swordsman’s eyes, but spoke to Jecht and Cerik. “Just like the Games of Stockhelm.” She conjured a gladius and buckler to mirror Zephyrus’s fighting style. “I’ll defend. You attack. Jecht, keep the axe off of us, and Cerik, get inside the spearman’s reach.”

“Ay, boys,” the swordsman said. “She’s got a bit of fight in her.” He licked his lips. “I like tha—”

Vykinallia lowered her shield into the trodden snow and flung a blend of blood, dirt, and slush into the swordsman’s face. Congealing a throwing knife out of the blood from the fallen, Vykinallia launched it at the spearman. Cerik used the distraction and charged inside the spearman’s reach. Jecht thrust at the axe man, staying his advance and giving Vykinallia the time to conjure a thicket of vining brambles at the blood mage’s feet.

The swordsman charged, slashing at Vykinallia. She lifted her blood-borne shield and caught the strike, countering with a thrust. The bald man deflected, and with his free hand swung with an open palm, reaching for her ear. With her shield, she shoved him backwards.

The hawkish spearman’s conjured weapon fell to ash, summoning a pair of gladii in its place. With Cerik’s slower, heavier mace, the Slicer-style fighter would have advantage. Vykinallia flung her shield at the swordsman and conjured a net and trident to counter Cerik’s opponent. She flung her net before it had fully formed, but it was enough. The bird-beaked blood mage lifted his swords to defend against the net, exposing his side.

Cerik’s mace crashed into the entangled mage’s ribs with a sickening crunch. Before he could heal, Vykinallia stabbed with her trident, but the swordsman closed the distance, forcing her to bring the trident to her defense instead.

Jecht’s opponent shirked free of her conjured brambles. His axe became a poleaxe, granting him equal reach to Jecht’s thrusts but with greater cleaving power. Reconjuring her sword and shield, Vykinallia stepped in front of Jecht and lunged inside the poleaxe’s reach.

Jecht replaced her against the swordsman, jabbing with his spear. The bald man deflected the thrust, but he had never fought against a Poker-style gladiator like Jecht. Jecht spun the haft of his spear, taking advantage of the deflection’s momentum to swing the reaping spear around his head and slice across the swordsman’s midsection.

Vykinallia pressed the poleaxe, closing the distance to force him back. With her back to Cerik, she couldn’t see how he was faring, but his heartbeat quickened. Vykinallia caught the pole of the axe on her shield, and slashed with her gladius, cleaving the bull-man’s arm off at the elbow. He roared, his poleaxe falling to ash.

He would heal, Vykinallia knew, but it was either kill him or aid Cerik.

She sprang backwards and found the Slicer-style fighter, no longer entangled in her net, pressing his advantage against Cerik’s slower weapon. Keeping her sword and shield, she deflected one thrust aimed for Cerik’s shoulder with her shield, then met a chop meant for Cerik’s ribs with her sword. Cerik sidestepped around Vykinallia, and flanked their opponent.

Cerik’s mace smashed into the Slicer’s lower leg. The shattering bone was met with a scream, but Jecht’s reaping spear silenced the blood mage with a thrust to his open mouth. His eyes grayed, and he fell limp. With her rot spreading again, Vykinallia drew in breath to consume the weakened soul. But there was nothing there to consume.

No soul.

Before her eyes, the fallen blood mage’s body broke down, withering like a husk, replaced by a cloud of red mist. The other two blood mages, the bald man with a slash across his midsection, and the bull with a severed forearm drew in breath, drawing upon the blood cloud.

The swordsman’s stomach restitched. The axe man conjured a bloody arm to replace his severed one.

“Burn me,” Jecht said.

The two blood mages attacked at once. The sword and poleaxe were accompanied by conjured ravens that dove at them with razor-sharp talons.

Vykinallia dissipated one to ash, but a second raked its claws across the back of her shoulder, deep enough to cut through her cuirass and draw blood.

Cerik swung his mace at the swordsman, but the poleaxe cut off his assault. Jecht stabbed a flapping raven, but as it fell to ash, another took its place.

The poleaxe swung horizontally, aiming to cleave Jecht’s head from his shoulders. Vykinallia lifted her shield to stop its arc, but her clawed shoulder didn’t have the strength to stop it. Jecht ducked the slowed axe, and Cerik blocked it with his mace. Vykinallia recoiled, her shoulder slumping. Jecht replaced her, and lunged at the blood mage with a one-handed thrust of his spear. The blood mage shoved the spear across his body, but Jecht released his weapon.

As the spear flew from his grasp, Jecht caught himself in a low, spinning crouch. With a dagger in a reverse grip in his other hand, he drove the blade into the blood mage’s ribs.

The bull screamed, but Jecht retracted the dagger and jabbed it again and again into his torso. The blood mage shoved him away, blood dripping down his black uniform. Vykinallia grounded herself on her Inner Pulvinus and commanded the bloody ravens to dissipate to ash. Their flapping wings became raining dust.

The swordsman lurched at Jecht, armed with only a dagger now. Cerik came to his aid, chopping down on the blood mage’s outstretched sword, allowing Jecht to roll away.

Vykinallia couldn’t allow the bull to heal again. She sank deeper into her Inner Pulvinus, but the skies were red. The walls of her arena trembled. The roaring crowds now screamed in fear. The floor of the pulvinus was drenched in black blood.

Vykinallia’s breath caught as the black blood slithered around her feet, up her legs, and encircled her torso.

“Vykinallia!” called a distant voice beyond the realm of her Inner Pulvinus.

Vykinallia abandoned her Inner Pulvinus and returned to the isthmus. Whipping wind and crashing waves joined the clash of steel, but all she saw was the poleaxe bearing down on her, aimed at her stomach.

Vykinallia’s eyes widened.

She lurched out of the way of the bullish blood mage’s charge, but too late.

Jecht threw himself into the poleaxe’s shaft at the last possible second.

Pain lanced through Vykinallia’s side as the axe’s spear-tipped top clipped her midsection, slicing a gash between her hip and her ribs. The impact wheeled Vykinallia around. She fell, face-first, to the ground.

Clutching her side, Vykinallia whirled.

Jecht stood between where she had fallen and the poleaxe, armed with just his dagger. The poleaxe swung in a wide arc that Jecht couldn’t block or dodge. The blood-borne axe-head slashed across Jecht’s belly.

“Jecht!” Vykinallia screamed.

Cerik roared.

Jecht spun towards her, his scarred face, paler than usual, contrasted with the deep red blood dripping from his lips. His arms hugged his midsection, attempting to hold back the wave of blood and keep his organs from slipping out. He dropped to his knees, coughing blood.

She was on her feet before she realized. Past Jecht, toward his fallen reaping spear. She seized it in one hand, her bloody ribs clutched in the other.

As Cerik’s mace rose and fell, smashing the swordsman’s conjuration to ash, Vykinallia charged the blood mage with the poleaxe. She dodged a wild swing, ducked a slash, and stabbed the blood mage in the sternum. He stumbled back and fell to the gory snow opposite Jecht, his eyes gray, soul destroyed.

Out of the corner of her eye, Cerik’s mace swung up and down until the swordsman’s skull was bashed in. He fell beside Jecht, his eyes blinking, limbs twitching.

Jecht didn’t move—lying prone, blood splayed out around him.

Vykinallia and Cerik rushed to his side and rolled him over.

“Healer!” Vykinallia shouted, ignoring the pain of her injured stomach. “Zephyrus!”

No one answered as the battle surged forward, pressing deeper into the Order’s formation. Only the dead on the isthmus surrounded them.

Jecht’s dark irises swam in the whites of his eyes. He stared at her, past her, through her. He extended his hand somewhat in her direction, fingers bloody and trembling. The coppery scent of blood mixed with the bodily fluids slipping out of his eviscerated organs. Vykinallia gagged, less due to the smell and more because of the knot in her throat.

She took Jecht’s hand in her own, but searched the surrounding battlefield for a healer.

“Look,” Jecht said, voice weak.

Vykinallia met his eyes and glanced down to the gash in his gut. Deep, vile. Deadly.

“Look,” Jecht said again.

Vykinallia didn’t want to. She couldn’t. Tears welled in her eyes. She felt cold. The raised “C” on the back of Jecht’s hand, the Cassius brand, made her nauseous.

Cerik knelt down on the opposite side of Jecht, taking his other hand. “Brothers. In this life, and the next.”

The words broke the dam of Vykinallia’s tears. No. No. No.

She couldn’t stop time the way Zephyrus could. She couldn’t heal him the way Zephyrus could. She couldn’t save him.

No more words passed between Jecht and Cerik, just a brief silence, but in that span, everything they needed to say was said.

Vykinallia finally met Jecht’s gaze. The scar across his face was the only strip of color across his milky complexion. The scent of death clung to him, too close to stave off. Too impending to deny.

Her gladiator, her protector—her friend.

“You’re crazier than I am,” Jecht said, coughing blood. His grin, stained crimson, still danced across his face.

She sobbed softly, bowing her forehead to their joined hands.

He coughed blood. “Promise me.”

Swallowing her grief, she met Jecht’s gaze through her teary eyes and nodded.

“Freedom,” Jecht said. “For all.”

The sobs returned, stronger than before, despite the protests of her slashed stomach wound.

“For all,” Cerik said.

Vykinallia sniffled. “For all.”

Jecht’s hand went slack in hers.

Threyna

“He’s going to get away!” Threyna shouted.

Vykinallia’s heart pumped too fast for focus, too thunderous for calm. She saw it too—Zephyrus’s blade through Laeden’s stomach. Then they vanished. There was no time to search, nothing they could do to help. But the Guardian ejected the Skeleton King. And that meant he was out there, alone after sending that many souls into Zephyrus. He was vulnerable, at least for the time being.

“Go!” Vykinallia said. “I’ll catch up.”

Threyna never needed to be told twice, especially not when it came to ending the Skeleton King. Sprouting blood-borne wings, she took two strides before leaping into the air. With a few powerful flaps of her wings, Threyna took flight, attuning toward Belrich’s rhythm.

He was weak, exposed, and surrounded. Soaring up high, Threyna surveyed the battlefield. Darklings slithered across the sky, relaying battle commands to the blood mages. While some blood mages pushed forward, more seemed to be aiding the legions’ retreat. The other camps of refugees attacking from the rear attempted to keep the Order from escaping, but between their arcanatek and blood mages, they were outmatched. The Skeleton King and his horde would escape if she didn’t stop him. Escape, refortify, and return with more legionaries, more blood mages. More death.

Not this time.

A darkling slammed into her chest. The soul rattled around her Inner Throne, attempting to seize control, but she was queen here. She slammed the door on the darkling’s access to her thoughts, memories, and emotions, but sifted through the darkling’s, searching for any knowledge on where the Skeleton King was hiding within the formation.

Nothing. Useless.

She ejected it. The darkling attempted to fly away, but Threyna drew in breath, consuming it. She locked the soul in her Inner Dungeon with the rest of the souls she’d consumed, saving them for later in case she needed reserves against the Skeleton King.

With the darkling’s distraction, however, Threyna lost connection to Belrich’s rhythm. Other blood mages’ rhythms became louder. He’s cloaking himself. Threyna ground her teeth. She could not let him get away.

He hid in plain sight, drawing Zephyrus to strike first. He’ll attempt to do the same.

Locating the blood mage with the most souls, Threyna conjured a bow and six arrows. She drew back the blood-borne bow, targeting the legionaries around the blood mage. She loosed, all six at once. The arrows zipped through the air, guided by her control.

In short succession, the arrows thudded through black Order armor, dropping the men within them to the ground. If the Skeleton King hid among them, he did not eject from his borrowed body.

The blood mage, more focused on shielding the backs of his retreating legionaries from a fire mage’s attacks, turned his attention to her, sprouting wings of his own.

Ghosts. She didn’t have time to deal with grunts.

She flew away, targeting the next blood mage emitting the most energy from his seat of power. New arrows nocked along her bowstring. She drew back and loosed again. The blood mage who sprouted wings to give chase dissipated her arrows to ash before they could reach their targets.

Sinking deeper into her Inner Throne, Threyna conjured a weighted net over the encroaching blood mage, the same as she’d seen Vykinallia employ. The net fell upon the blood mage’s open wings. Before he knew what hit him, he was plummeting to the soldiers below.

Three more blood mages took his place, flying through the sky on conjured wings. A bald brute, a pig with wings, and a long-limbed legionary with a beak of a nose squared off against her, the emerald pauldrons marking them as Premiuses on their shoulders.

She let her bow fall to ash and summoned her glaive.

“She’s not the one,” the bald one said. “Leave her.”

They abandoned her, without sparing a second glance.

They’re looking for Vykinallia. The artifact.

Hoping Vykinallia could fend for herself, Threyna continued her search for the Skeleton King’s rhythm. Too distracted by the blood mages’ cloaking efforts, she growled. Threyna set her sights on the legionaries cowering close to blood mages. She dove on the nearest unsuspecting legionaries, poised to strike with her glaive.

The blood mage saw her, but too late. With a series of thrusts and slashes, she cut down four legionaries. Drawing in breath, she consumed their souls, abating her rot slightly. The blood mage conjured a halberd.

How precious.

Threyna sank deeper into her Inner Throne and crushed his half-formed halberd to ashes. His eyes went wide, just in time to catch the tip of her glaive. He fell, offering up his soul to her. As arcanatek trained upon her, she launched herself back into the sky.

Radiant shots fired past her, sailing harmlessly past. But with each passing moment, the flank deteriorated, and the Order’s forces began to break through. Threyna’s heartbeat quickened.

“Belrich!” she roared at the top of her lungs. “Fight me, you coward.”

It was impossible to tell whose body he was in. He wouldn’t fight her without souls at his disposal. With the death toll amassing on both sides, the longer they stopped the Order’s retreat, the more souls the Skeleton King would gather.

She clenched her jaw. With vengeance so close, she felt it escaping along with the breath seething through her teeth.

The line broke. The refugees, across all their many factions, had suffered enough losses not to risk more for the sake of her vengeance. They didn’t realize how many more would die when the Skeleton King returned to Valtarcia to reclaim what was lost. How could they know that this was not a victory, but just the latest defeat in the war of attrition that would follow?

Cheers rose into the air at the Order’s backs. But there was nothing to celebrate. Again, the Skeleton King got away. And how many died for the opportunity? These were not her friends, her countrymen, her people, littering the grounds, but they were her allies. Perhaps from their position on the ground, they could not appreciate the innumerable bodies that lined the bloodstained isthmus, but Threyna could.

Threyna landed amongst the bloodied ground of the battlefield as the cheers of their supposed victory took heed to the lives it had cost. As people from the separate camps embraced their living comrades in celebration, many more found the bodies of their slain kin.

She attuned to Zephyrus’s rhythm, but couldn’t find him, which only concerned her more. She needed to consume the dead; she needed their souls for the battle to come. Because the next time would be the last time, and if she wasn’t ready—even if she was—it was already over.

Laeden

Snow crunched under Laeden’s boots. His musings earlier in the day concerning his luck were now more confounding. He was the luckiest man on earth to be able to walk again, to even draw breath. But it was his luck that he’d been stabbed through the stomach and out the back, grievously injuring every organ in the blade’s path.

He should have been dead.

Instead, with one arm slung over his shoulder, he aided his murderer—his savior—in their trek west. There was no time to bury the bodies, but they couldn’t leave them on the isthmus either. The Skeleton King would return, and every corpse in his path served as another vessel he and his horde could harvest from. And so, those who survived the battle dragged the dead to the cliff’s edge.

Words were spoken. Tears fell. And bodies… people of all walks of life—Fallen, freedpeople, Ridge Knights, Sentinels, patricians, and plebs—were sent over the cliffs to fall silently into the raging tides below. Friends and loved ones, brothers and sisters in arms, even perfect strangers fighting on the same side of the battle against despair, they all fell.

Among the dead was Sett, one of the Fallen leaders who joined Vykinallia in saving Laeden from the shipyard a few short days ago. Sett’s brother, Dankar, followed him over the cliffs, assisted by Iberion and Unari. Allaron, the former Sentinel who had come to his aid during his trial, raised a pleb rebellion against Horus in his name, and sent warning of the Skeleton King’s arrival in Valtarcia, was also amongst the dead. Callonus, his second, cast him to the waves with a teary eye.

Laeden grieved to hear that, of the freedpeople who attacked the Skeleton King’s flank, Joru, the former gladiator from House Ulysius who vouched for the Fallen to aid Laeden, had passed. Aurellia sobbed as Kherus shoved Joru’s body, still in the green-and-gold uniform of the Ulysius guard, to the waves below.

“Six, guide him on horses’ wings,” Kherus had said. The salute to a fallen Ridge Knight. The sentiment was a great honor, even if the words themselves rang hollow, considering that the Six were dead or dying, and Damascus and Laeden were all that remained of the Helixus line. No winged horses were delivering anyone, deserving or otherwise, to the Six.

Worst of all was Jecht’s passing.

Laeden didn’t know the former Targarus and Cassius gladiator well. He only knew him by who he stood by, and what he did when it mattered most. He was a man in Zephyrus’s closest confidence. He volunteered for Vykinallia’s rescue mission to save Laeden and the Ridge Knights from certain death. His quick smile and death-defying confidence would be missed, but he wasn’t sure by whom more. Vykinallia’s tears had yet to stop falling, but Zephyrus hadn’t spoken a word since the news.

“He died well,” Cerik had said.

It was true. He died saving Vykinallia’s life. If there was a better way to go then saving someone else, Laeden couldn’t think of it. She’d suffered a wound that, once she was able to reconnect to her Inner Pulvinus—whatever that meant—she’d healed, leaving only a slash in her cuirass, and a scar below. That act released the third prong of the cursed artifact on her ear, but Jecht would never recover.

Vykinallia and Threyna consumed the souls of the fallen legionaries, electing instead to let their dead rest.

“There’s a line,” Threyna had said to Vykinallia. “Is it wasteful? Yeah. But when you start taking the souls of your allies. Your friends. Your loved ones… how long before you become just like the Skeleton King?”

Pain painted on her sharp features as if she spoke more from experience than wisdom. No one objected. No one prodded. And so, after Threyna and Vykinallia consumed their fill of the fallen legionaries, they too went over the cliff for fear of what the Skeleton King could do with their corpses.

“He died well.”

Cerik’s words sat with Laeden on their slow and sullen march.

If the Guardian hadn’t taken control of Zephyrus from the Skeleton King, Laeden’s body would have joined the others over the cliffs. If the Guardian’s efforts to use Zephyrus’s magic to heal Laeden began even a moment later, the balancing of the scales might have killed Zephyrus. He couldn’t imagine what it would mean for their defenses if Zephyrus’s body was among those being pummeled against the thrashing surf.

Then again, with the gates closed, and Zephyrus being an easy target for the Skeleton King’s darklings, perhaps they would all be safer.

No, Laeden reminded himself. Zephyrus didn’t stab me; the Skeleton King did. Zephyrus… and the Guardian… saved me.

Walking beneath the black clouds forking with lightning beside the tumultuous sea with enough anger in his heart to want to challenge the Traitor God himself, he returned to Cerik’s words.

“He died well.”

Laeden touched his stomach where the Vykane Blade had entered. The wound he suffered left a scar he would bear for the rest of his days, however short that might be. Though he lived, he had died a death of sorts.

Did I die well?

His thoughts turned to his father.

“Let peace reign,” his father had said, clasping a hand on his and Damascus’s shoulders. Damascus’s obsidian dagger lanced into his gut. Again. And again. And again.

Did he die well—trying to forge a peace between brothers? Did it matter? A king or a slave, a craven or a martyr—could anyone die well if Valencia was ruled by treacherous Gods?

Laeden didn’t believe so. Not yet. One day, when Paxoran was defeated and a new world order had come, then maybe one could die well. But for now, all he could do was live well. Live with the second life he’d been given and lead for the sake of others.

And it begins with trusting Danella.

“I’m sorry,” Zephyrus said, interrupting Laeden’s pontifications. His voice was barely a whisper. If his arm hadn’t been draped over Laeden’s shoulder, he wouldn’t have heard it.

“I thought I had him,” Zephyrus said. “I thought I killed him… I failed.”

Laeden bit his lip. Live well. Lead well.

He gave Zephyrus's shoulder a pat with his free hand. “We all fail. Every day, we fail. We fall short. But it won’t always be this way.” He glanced to the sky. “We have to hope for something more, an end to all this…”

“Hell?” Zephyrus finished.

“Yeah,” Laeden said. “Hell.” He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “We’ll find a way for you to ascend. We’ll stop the Skeleton King. You’ll stop Paxoran.” He gestured with his head, referencing everything around them. “All of this, it won’t be for nothing.”

“No,” Zephyrus agreed, looking to the sky.

Laeden followed Zephyrus’s gaze, and even dared to hope that some of what he’d said would come true.


INTERLUDE III

Arkadia

Valencia

Arkadia buried her face in her hands, and she slumped her back against the wall of Arcamedes’s tower. The glow of Incinerae’s embers cast dancing shadows at her feet, but that was the only light the Goddess gave off. Every other word out of her mouth was “can’t,” “won’t,” or something equally as bleak.

“If we do nothing,” Arkadia said through her hand, “then Paxoran has already won.”

“There h-has to be a w-way to warn the Creator,” Incinerae said. “Instead of l-lo-looking to a mortal to save us, w-why not—”

Arkadia cast a glare that iced over Incinerae’s smoldering coals for eyes. “Because if we could speak to the Creator whenever we wanted, Klayvorine wouldn’t have needed me.”

She seethed, clenching her jaw enough to aggravate the injuries inflicted by Ferrocles and the wall he punched her into. “If the Creator could have stopped the traitor when Klayvorine discovered the sands of time had been tampered with, why did the Corners sacrifice themselves to imbue their power into the bracers and greaves? Why did the Giver and Taker of Palogia do the same to impart their divinity on the mortals?”

Incinerae’s short tongues of flaming hair grew to an inferno. “Look at the g-g-good it’s done!” Steam came from her ears. No longer did magma drip from the corners of her eyes, but at this point, Arkadia would have preferred somber, broken Incinerae to the adamantly defiant, nay-saying Incinerae.

“They sacrificed themselves for the mortals,” Arkadia said. “Not the Creator. Vykannis split his soul and bound himself to the mortal realm to impart the courage to fight back. You may mock their sacrifices, but what have you done while the pantheon crumbled?” She didn’t need to wait for an answer. “Nothing! And you may continue to do nothing, but I will not. Klayvorine wouldn’t have sent me to Perillian to replace the Vykane Blade with a fake and hide the Relics of Kataan for nothing. They will make the difference, but if—and only if—the one who bears them can ascend to the divine realm.”

Incinerae’s tendrils of flame retreated, as did her defiance.

“Please,” Arkadia said. “If I somehow manage to get a gemstone, from Ferrocles or Paxoran, and place it in the slot below the Celestial Falls…”

“The gates will open,” Incinerae said. “But if you c-can’t keep Paxoran and F-Ferrocles clear of the anchor room, they will kn-kn-know what you’ve done—they’ll take the gemstone and close the g-gates again.”

“Which means I’ll have to open the gate just as Vykanicus arrives at it,” Arkadia said, more to herself than Incinerae. She understood the Fire Goddess’s doubt; for any chance at success, she would need more than a few things to go her way.

“It’s im-impossible. Our only chance is to h-h-hide until Hameryn s-s-summons the Creator and hope the C-C-Creator defeats him.”

Arkadia released a slow and painful exhale, rubbing her sore ribs from where Ferrocles must have struck her. How is it that a Goddess can’t understand this? It is up to us.

She pushed herself away from the wall. “Fine, hide. But let me out.”

Incinerae’s ashen eyes relit to a blaze. “I c-c-can’t.”

Arkadia’s knuckles curled. “What do you mean, you can’t?”

“If they f-find you,” Incinerae said, lifting her fiery fingertips to her lips, “they’ll c-come here, looking for m-m-me.”
Heat rose to her cheeks. Tension spasmed along her spine, but Arkadia couldn’t find the words. Before she could joust at Incinerae’s cowardice, the grinding stone that accompanied the opening of the door silenced her.

Incinerae gasped. Arkadia held her breath and dipped into the shadowy recesses of the room, away from Incinerae’s light and that of the torches from the stairwell.

Arkadia slunk to the wall beside the opening stone door. Incinerae’s flames burned out until not even an ember remained. Not a sound came from inside Arcamedes’s chambers, but, accompanying the grinding stone, a choked, guttural gasp came from the doorway.

“The victors learn from their defeated enemies,” said a voice Arkadia didn’t recognize. Deep and gravelly, but certainly not Ferrocles’s.

The Harbinger…

“They repurpose their strengths,” the Harbinger said, “then apply them against the next foe. Win or lose, the strong survive.”

As the stone wall finished sliding open, the sound of grinding stone was replaced by the sputtering of a man drowning in his own blood.

“The strong, Ferrocles, have won again,” the Harbinger said.

Ferrocles fell into the open entryway beside her. Blood spouted from his mouth. His flesh wrinkled, his complexion grayed, and his bulk shriveled. What once was the God of War was now a pile of bones in oversized black leather armor.

Incinerae whimpered on the opposite side of the Arcamedes’s empty rooms, but Arkadia clapped her hand over her nose and mouth.

The Harbinger dragged Ferrocles’s remains from the entryway. The clatter of his studded armor clanking on the stone stairwell echoed into the chamber. Heavy footsteps entered. The Harbinger stooped, ducking the plume of his helm through the entryway.

Glowing gold armor emitted red light fractured by black forks of lightning. A sword, the color of Hameryn’s eyes, pierced the black of the room.

Arkadia closed her eyes, hoping against hope that he wouldn’t see her.

“Show yourself, Incinerae,” said the Harbinger. “Now your time has come.”

Incinerae’s whimpers ceased, but her fiery complexion returned. Her hair and eyes roared to life. Magma dripped from her eyes. Steam hissed from her ears. “You k-k-killed Mo-t-terra? Ferro-c-cles?”

“And Phaebia,” the Harbinger said, aiming the cursed sword at the Goddess of Fire as he strode deeper into the room. “Now I will strike you down, and take my place as God.”

Arkadia eyed the entryway a few strides away. Just a few steps… She didn’t dare move, not yet. She continued to hold her breath despite the burning in her lungs.

Incinerae’s palms glowed a molten orange. “You b-believe you’ve already w-won. You act like, as we s-s-speak, a Champion of the Gods is n-not on their way to s-stop you.”

That was her cue. Arkadia half-feared Incinerae would point at her to give herself an opportunity to flee, but the Fire Goddess was distracting the Harbinger, allowing her to escape.

The Harbinger didn’t acknowledge Incinerae’s words. He assumed a fighting posture—feet wide, hips low, massive blade held in both hands, its point aimed at Incinerae.

“Very well,” Incinerae said.

A ring of fire encircled her and the Harbinger, the flames rising high enough that Arkadia couldn’t see over them.

This is my chance.

As the Harbinger roared and Incinerae shouted, Arkadia darted for the entryway. Once in the staircase, she spotted what was left of Ferrocles’s limp body, bent at odd angles.

She approached the body, recalling how Iylea had told her that Ferrocles had taken the gemstone from the Whispering Wall. Ignoring the battle taking place inside, Arkadia patted Ferrocles down until she found a large lump in a pouch belted to his hip.

Tearing it open, Arkadia reached inside and pulled out the viridian, marquise-shaped gemstone.

Screams burst from Arcamedes’s chamber. But according to the Harbinger’s word, it was only her and Paxoran left in the castle.

I’m coming, Vykanicus. I’m coming.

Bounding two steps at a time, Arkadia descended the stairs.


PART IV


Chapter 36

Fear and Fire

Fenyx IV

Valencia

The Fire Goddess glared at him with fiendish eyes. Amidst the darkness of the room, her light blazed, begging to be doused by the Hate flowing through his veins. He sank into the combat stance Auron had taught him a lifetime ago, aiming Paxoran’s blade at Incinerae’s chest.

Auron would still be alive if these so-called Gods cared for anyone but themselves. Auron didn’t deserve to die a slave’s death. He deserved to be glorified, enshrined as a legend of the arena, immortalized for all time as a Champion. Instead he died absent a sword in his hand. Denied the cheers of the crowd. Far removed from the laurels of the arena.

“Very well,” Incinerae said.

A ring of hellfire enclosed around Fenyx. The last of the corrupt deities stood between him and the glory he deserved. The lashing tongues stretched toward the tower ceiling, but he was prepared. The Hate absolved him of fear. Sweat beaded beneath his helm, but he would not be paralyzed as he had in the tent in Klaytos or against Tursos in the Games of Stockhelm. He survived them, emerged victorious, but never received the glory he deserved.

“Your death, Goddess of Fire, begins my reign,” Fenyx said. “And my Hate burns hotter than your embers. Prepare to meet your end.”

The Goddess tilted her head, perplexed, but the Hate grew tired of idle talk.

Fenyx closed the distance and slashed Paxoran’s soul-forged sword in an ascending diagonal arc. A blade of pure fire caught his strike. She spun, a second sword forming in her other hand. She thrust for Fenyx’s face. She was fast, but he was faster.

He ducked and swung horizontally.

She lurched backwards. The tip of Paxoran’s blade carved a slice in the volcanic, obsidian-like carapace that covered her slender stomach.

A single tear of molten lava dripped from the wound before it hissed shut, cauterizing itself. She backed away, stepping into the ring of fire surrounding them. She paced, circling him, up to her shoulders in vicious tongues of licking conflagration.

Fenyx growled. He didn’t need to get close to the fire to feel the heat of it. Unlike his reconnaissance in her chambers, there would be no tepid flames here.

“You call me Goddess of F-Fire,” Incinerae said. “But I’m the G-Goddess of m-many things.”

Fenyx snorted. “You were. But no longer.”

He lunged for her, but she stepped beyond the wall of fire. Fenyx stopped short. She gazed at him from the other side.

“Love and aff-affection, passion and p-pleasure.” She shook her head at him. Her short tendrils of flaming hair elongated into an overflowing blaze that adorned her shoulders and covered her breasts. “You have d-drunk from my c-cup on several occasions.”

The black carapace burned away, revealing her flesh beneath.

Heat burned within Fenyx. Anger. Rage. “You tempt me, seductress? I have only ever loved one mistress, and her name is—”

“Glory,” Incinerae said, the stutter gone from her voice as she continued to pace around Fenyx. “You hide behind lies. You believe it keeps you safe. It does not.”

She allowed her twin fire blades to extinguish.

Fenyx stabbed at her, but she backed away. The fires impeding his path flared, forcing him back to the center of the flaming ring.

“I see the pain in you,” Incinerae said. “I feel it, Fenyx.”

Her smoldering gaze held him, a mischievous smile toying at the corner of her lip. The Burning, the Hate, wanted him to leap through the fires and plunge his blade through her until there was no magma left to bleed. The sweat beading down his back and the lump in his throat said otherwise.

“Pain—inflicted by you,” Fenyx spat. “And you shall serve penance.”

Incinerae’s laughter rang out, high, shrill, and forced. Her smoldering eyes glanced toward the doorway.

Fear.

He heard it in her laugh, saw it in her eyes. Beyond her composed words and her haughty act, fear ruled her. No longer whimpering as she had when he entered, she hid her fear behind a veil, but Fenyx saw through it.

“I admit,” Incinerae began, “we have failed you, but this…” She shook her head. “Your anger, your hatred, it is not at us—not the Gods… not truly. You believe we denied you glory. But glory is not your muse, Fenyx.”

Incinerae rounded the ring of fire, drawing nearer to the exit. Fenyx approached, feigning interest, pretending to listen. Nothing, not scorching fires or boiling oil, would save her. She would not step foot beyond this room—not alive.

“And what is my muse?” Fenyx asked, separated by an arm’s reach and a wall of fire.

“Love,” Incinerae said. “Love, and the loss of it.”

Fenyx scoffed. “I’ve never loved a woman.”

“I never said a woman.” Incinerae chortled.

Fenyx balked.

Incinerae strode closer toward the exit, her fingers dancing in the ring of fire.

“Auron,” Incinerae said. “He loved you like a son. He never cared if you were Champion. He wanted you to live. You believed becoming Champion would make people love you. Tell me, how much love did you receive as Champion?”

Her eyes flicked to the entryway.

Only a few more steps.

Fenyx strangled the hilt of his sword in his burned left hand.

“Glory will not nourish you, F-Fenyx,” Incinerae said, her stutter returning. “Love will. But I promise H-H-Hameryn will not l-love you. Nor will he glorify you.”

The tremble in her voice, the flicker in her smoldering eyes—more lies.

Fenyx took a deep breath, eyeing the flames that separated him from the lying Goddess.

“I know w-what you’ve b-been through,” Incinerae said. “To come so far, to sacrifice so m-much. But this is not what you want. It’s not too late. Let me go and—”

Fenyx threw the burned side of his body at the wall of fire. Heat wrapped him in a strangling embrace. Air became smoke in his lungs as the flaming tongues licked at his scarred flesh, but he emerged on the other side, standing between Incinerae and her escape.

She gasped, opened her mouth to say something, but Fenyx’s right hand cupped the side of her head. His flesh sizzled, but he slammed the side of her head into the wall. The burning coals in her eye sockets rolled, but Fenyx bounced her head off the stone again.

And again.

By the third time, she could barely stand. She stumbled backwards, but not out of reach of Fenyx’s blade. The red sword plunged into Incinerae’s belly. The fire in her eyes flickered out; the flames atop her head retreated, leaving only embers. From the wound in her belly, the obsidian tone of her skin ashened like the brittle, scarred logs at the bottom of a funeral pyre.

She tried to speak, but Fenyx had his fill of her words. He retracted the blade and kicked her in the chest. She fell to the ground. The ashen wound spread like a disease throughout her body as she attempted to crawl away. The ring of fire illuminating the room burned away. She might have hid herself in the darkness of the room if not for the trail of lava in her wake.

Taking care to avoid her molten blood, Fenyx kicked her onto her back and stood atop her. Without preamble, ceremony, or any flamboyance that could distract him from his purpose, he drove the blade into her heart. The blade drank her power. The Hate consumed her essence. And Fenyx’s task was done.


Chapter 37

Blasphemer

Danella VII

Salmantica

Sentinels in gray-and-blue uniforms flooded the tavern cellar, short swords drawn.

Daenus didn’t look. He grabbed Danella by her cloak and dragged her to the back exit, ignoring the orders to stop in the name of the king. Nearly at the door, it burst inward, despite the hinges swinging outward. The door splintered and fell before Daenus’s feet.

Danella’s heart hammered faster than the unceasing storms outside, and louder than the shouting Sentinels inside. We’re trapped.

More than fear, an anger swelled inside her. She couldn’t aim it at any one person or thing, but like a caged animal fighting against its bindings, her fury wanted to be unleashed.

As more Sentinels streamed in, Daenus raised his hands. Danella, Ispara, and Liario did the same, but those who heard her address did not. Even at sword point, many patrons spat on the Sentinels, cursed their names, or even shoved—not just the Sentinels, but each other.

I’ve started an uproar. But if she were to escape this, she’d need a riot. Otherwise, her hopes of uniting the city to aid the Valtarcians and stand against the incoming army were doomed before they started.

“Enough!” shouted a voice from the staircase. A tenuous quiet hung over the cellar as footsteps descended the stairs. In the red-and-black armor of a King’s Guard Knight, Aemos Horne emerged between the Sentinels standing at attention on either side of the escape.

Heat rose to her cheeks. The stitches on the side of her head tugged as she scowled at the smug boy she’d elevated. Aemos, son of Elrod, count, knight, and newest captain of the Sentinels, surveyed the cellar.

Not a moment later, Haedron Allos, Damascus’s squire turned King’s Guard Knight, darkened the broken doorway Danella had hoped would be their escape.

“Well, well, well,” Haedron said to Daenus. “So this is where you scurried off to?”

Daenus fixed the younger knight with a scathing glare. His lips remained tightly pursed.

“What terrible treasons are we plotting?” Aemos said, not yet aware of Danella and Daenus’s presence. “And under the roof of one of my establishments.” He tsked.

“No treason!” shouted someone from the amassed crowd. “Truth!”

Danella’s mind raced, searching for scenarios in which she didn’t leave this dingy cellar in irons, but she conceived none that didn’t involve her death. Even if every single person in attendance hid the truth of their purpose, denied that Danella had anything to do with Laeden’s escape from Sentigard, and withheld her other blasphemous declarations, Heclan Allos, Haedron’s uncle, and the Commander of the Vigiles had heard every word she said.

I’ll be nailed to a Six Arrowed Star. We all will.

Aemos strode onto the makeshift dais and raised his hands, summoning an uneasy quiet. Tension ruled the room, but Aemos spoke. “You know how this works. We don’t want bloodshed. We don’t wish to fight. But such gatherings are where rebellions are born, and now the king demands peace.”

Grumbles rippled throughout the cellar, stuffier now that the mouth-breathing Sentinels had sullied the air.

Aemos tapped his foot. His hand twitched on the pommel of his longsword. “You, good people, are not at fault for listening. It is the one standing up here we wish to speak to.”

The audience’s din grew. Danella swallowed. She gripped her wrist where the Sentinels would drive the iron spikes through her flesh and into the wood of the Six Arrowed Star.

Would Damascus allow it?

Nausea climbed her throat, burning as it clawed at her insides.

Damascus would do it himself…

“My father was a liar. A traitor. A mage. And now he’s the best kind of mage—a dead one.”

Danella shuddered as Haedron’s gold-flecked eyes locked on her. The anger in her heart magnified, consuming her fear. She would not cower before Aemos Horne, Haedron Allos, or anyone else.

“I’ve found the—” Before Haedron’s voice could carry, another spoke, too loud to ignore.

“I am the leader here,” a voice cried.

Danella sputtered. She exchanged a glance with Daenus and Ispara, but, dumbstruck, she could only watch.

From the audience, a man in a hooded cloak raised his hands. The crowd parted, allowing him to ascend the dais as a pair of Sentinels approached with manacles to subdue him. Unable to see past the Sentinels to determine who had volunteered for her punishment, Danella could only gasp at words.

Haedron blinked at her, but shared her inability to formulate a response.

Once the Sentinels shackled the leader of their discussion, Aemos ripped back the hood of his prisoner. Aemos took two steps back, nearly falling off of the dais. Gasps rippled throughout the cellar.

The man turned, looking in Danella’s direction with his deep-set eyes and stern jaw.

Heclan Allos.

Haedron’s jaw unhinged as he recognized his uncle. His lips babbled uselessly.

“Yes, I am Heclan Allos, Commander of the Vigiles, a devout Valencian, a keeper of the Facets, and a lifelong defender of Salmantica. If it is a crime for me to speak to the leaders of the communities struck hardest by the lack of food and water and guide them in how best to serve their people in the midst of crisis, then yes, Ser Aemos, I am guilty.”

Heclan held his manacled hands out for all to see. Outrage greeted his words and shackled wrists. The Sentinels nearest darted nervous glances between each other.

Haedron’s rubbery neck performed a similar double-take, glancing from Daenus and Danella to his uncle on the dais. His index finger lifted toward Daenus’s chest, but Danella stepped in front of him and closed the distance between her and Haedron.

“I needed to hear what the people were saying,” Danella said. “I made Daenus accompany me. Now I must return to Sentigard before your fruitless raid sparks a skirmish between our own people, you incompetent, worthless…” She shook her head and shoved past Haedron towards the door, not needing to fabricate her fury.

Two Sentinels blocked her path, but Haedron’s voice called from behind her. “Let them pass.”

Danella seethed through her mask as she slipped between them. Daenus, Ispara, and Liario followed close behind. They ascended the steps, and Ser Daenus took the lead. Beyond the Sentinels encircling the Chimeran, Vigiles approached in increasing numbers.

“We need to get you out of here,” Daenus said, voice low. “Heclan may have bailed us out, but word will spread. The Vigiles, the Sentinels—they’ll divide.”

“That’s what we wanted,” Liario hissed from behind, trying to keep up.

“There will be war within the walls and without,” Danella said, glancing over her shoulder as the Sentinels escorted the Revivalists out of the Chimeran Inn. “Tensions are high enough as it is. All it will take is one—”

“Let him go!”

Danella stopped in her tracks.

Aemos escorted Heclan Allos from the inn, his wrists still bound. Vigiles manning the streets jostled with the Sentinels forming a perimeter around the establishment.

“Disperse,” Aemos shouted. “Or more will accompany Lord Heclan to the dungeons.”

Shouts drowned out his command as outrage swarmed the slums. Revivalists, Vigiles, and Heclan himself protested. Sentinels rebuffed the influx of angry people mobbing Aemos.

A horn blew. The call seemed to echo off the buildings until Danella realized it wasn’t a single blare, but a chorus of horns. Vigiles in white flooded the street from every surrounding alley. Hard lines framed their faces; hands reached for their hilts—intent on violence.

Heclan would not have infiltrated the Revivalist gathering alone.

Chimera’s breath… this will become a bloodbath.

Sentinels in blue and gray, Vigiles in white—soon they would all drown in red.

Daenus took Danella by the arm. “We need to leave.”

Danella tore herself free. “We need to stop this!”

The shrill cry of steel scraping against sheaths ripped the night asunder. The drawing of steel replaced the trumpets. Lines separated once swords were drawn, but the stalemate would only last so long. Then it would be clamor. Chaos. Death.

Danella gripped her threadbare cloak in her moist palms. Her knuckles curled around the fabric the same way the Gods’ deaths had strangled her city.

“My queen!” Daenus seized her, firmer this time.

Danella wrenched free of his grasp and jutted her index finger under his nose. “This is not the time to run.”

Aemos held Heclan, his sword drawn. Haedron glanced around, the tip of his blade aimed at the ground as if unsure which direction to point it. Vigiles demanded their commander be liberated from the Sentinels’ unrighteous seizure, while the Sentinels shouted for the Vigiles to stand down.

Danella needed to do something. But what?

She surveyed her surroundings. Torches carried by the patrolling Vigiles and Sentinels were abandoned on the streets. The building on the corner, now a pile of rubble after the earthquakes, allowed a beneficial vantage, but her voice wouldn’t carry over the two sides’ shouting. Danella bent down and took up an abandoned torch.

“What are you doing?” Daenus asked.

She didn’t answer. Torch in hand, she set off for the pile of rubble that overlooked the street of armed men. She bounded across the dirt streets and climbed the loose stone of the collapsed building.

The heat of the torch licked at her wrist as she attempted to crawl to what would have been the top of the first story. Once she gained her footing, she lifted the torch. “People of Salmantica! Lower your swords!”

It began with a single outstretched finger, but soon others followed. Up and down the lines, Sentinel and Vigile took notice. She only hoped it would be enough to spare the bloodshed.

As the steel-wielding soldiers lowered their voices, the thunder rumbling overhead boomed to fill the silence. Lightning stretched across the sky, illuminating the people before her in bright white. The flickering light from the discarded torches danced around them. But neither the lightning nor the torches were the light her people needed.

“I am your queen,” Danella shouted. “Daughter of Damascus Drake, the first King of New Rheynia—Father of Valencia, and Captain of the Great Migration. In the name of the Six, I command you to lay down your arms, for you are not enemies.”

The meager distance that separated the men from tearing out each other’s hearts widened, but not enough to put her at ease. With weapons still drawn, death’s ever-present call loomed.

“The Facets of Perfection state that my father was the one, chosen by the Six, to lead the people from the Disasters of Rheynia,” Danella said.

Daenus’s curled fist and tight-lipped expression were joined by the slightest shake of his head. She could practically hear him pleading, “Please, my queen. Don’t do this.”

I must. I have to.

It was his lie after all. Now Danella had to own it. Laeden didn’t have time for her to speak to fifty people at a time and hope they would do the right thing. With an army marching on their walls, drastic measures were required.

“New Disasters have struck our home,” Danella continued. “And now the Six have chosen another voice to lead the people to peace and prosperity. That voice is mine.”

The lie came easier this time. The muttered gasps, the utterances of “blasphemy” or “seer” rang throughout the street, but for every moment they spent talking, it was one in which they weren’t painting the slums scarlet.

Danella raised the torch again, reclaiming the uneasy quiet. “The Sentinels have taken the honorable Lord Heclan Allos under false pretense. I am the one they want. I am the blasphemer. I am the seer. The mage. If you believe there is an enemy among us, it is me.”

A stabbing pain lanced through her stomach as Damascus’s eyes filled her thoughts.

“...the best kind of mage—a dead one.”

Danella swallowed the pain—Varros’s death, the loss of her son, the burden of regrets piled too high to untangle.

The gathered crowd—Revivalists, Sentinels, Vigiles, and people poking their heads from the windows of nearby buildings—broke out in more discord, but no one demanded she be nailed to a Six Arrowed Star.

“If you choose to believe that I am not a blasphemer—that the Six have chosen me as they chose my father before me—then I pray you will listen and listen well. Because, there are enemies coming for us.”

She held up an index finger. “Their names are hunger.” Her middle finger joined her index. “Thirst. Fear. And Death.” She counted off each finger until four were raised before her. “If we busy ourselves fighting each other, they will consume us. As we speak, an army marches from the east. Valtarcia has fallen. Salmantica will be next if we do not come together.”

Her fingers curled to a fist. “But if we unite—not just with each other—but with Valtarcia, as the Six are calling us to do, we will survive this Age of the End. Just as we found New Rheynia, a new kingdom, a new country, and a new future awaits us.”

Feet shuffled. Curled fists slackened.

“Sheathe your swords,” Danella said. “Leave tonight, search your hearts, and—”

The heat from the torch in her hand vanished. The sudden change in temperature startled her. Though the fire still burned, it emitted no warmth.

Incinerae…

Danella fumbled for words. Faltering, she couldn’t regain her place.

“You are under arrest!” Aemos shouted, relinquishing Heclan from his grasp.

The swords’ silence came to an abrupt end.

Shouts joined the clash of steel as battle broke out in the streets.

Danella lifted her hand to her mouth. The blood she tried to spare flowed, staining Vigile whites and Sentinel grays as carelessly as the Traitor God’s assault on Valencia.

“My queen!” Daenus shouted, standing beneath her, his arms out. “We have to go!”

Danella dropped the cold-burning torch to the rubble behind her. She jumped into Daenus’s arms, and the moment he placed her feet on the ground, they ran.

With Ispara ahead and Liario behind, Danella glanced over her shoulder at the fighting. Bodies fell; blood spilled. There was no peace, no unity even amongst Valencians.

“...We may be the only two people who can stop the flood of blood that’s coming,” Varros had said the last time they spoke.

He had tried to appease the Arcane Templar and the New Rheynian patricians. He failed. Now she tried to mend the rift she’d created between Valtarcia and Salmantica.

I will fail too.

Though her feet slapped against the dirt-packed streets and blood pumped through her veins, Danella felt as cold as the torch’s flame, and as numb and unfeeling as Damascus’s black heart.


Chapter 38

Freedom For All

Vykinallia VI

Valtarcian Isthmus

Footsteps squished, trudged, plodded, and dragged atop the slowly melting snow that once decorated the Silver Summits. The peaks, no longer visible beyond the thunderclouds, must have been bare in the aftermath of the earthquake—as bare as the conversations on their westbound journey were hollow.

Vykinallia stared at her wet boots, wishing the cold gnawing at her toes would numb her aching heart. Her shoulders sagged; the single prong remaining in her ear, and the noticeable quiet beside Cerik, taunted her.

If I consumed the souls when Threyna did… if I went with her instead…

So much could have been different. Perhaps the Skeleton King wouldn’t have escaped. Perhaps Jecht would still be alive. Threyna told her not to blame herself. Cerik’s lips said the same, but the pain in his eyes said otherwise.

The blood mages wanted the artifact. They came for me. They wanted to kill me.

They would have. Jecht saved her life. But now he was gone.

Watching his life fade before her eyes, and despite every ability at Vykinallia’s disposal, she could not heal him. There was cruel irony in that. If the blood mage had slashed through her innards, she could have healed herself.

She examined the scar in her leather cuirass and the seam in her flesh she’d restitched herself by devouring the blood and bone of the fallen after the battle.

“If he hadn’t tried to save me, he’d still be alive,” she had said to Threyna while consuming the souls of the bodies lining the isthmus.

“You don’t know that,” Threyna had said, pausing from her collection of souls. “If you’d been dealt a mortal wound, would you have had the presence of mind to focus and heal yourself through it? And what then? What hope would we have if you had fallen, they killed your friends anyway, and then took the blood artifact?”

Deep down, Vykinallia knew that Threyna was right, but something about the distance she kept—the guard she hid behind—nagged at her. It was a commander’s mindset; infantrymen were disposable. Losses were inevitable; no sense crying over them. The cold pragmatism of leadership was something she’d accepted as a lanista; gladiators died, investments faltered.

But Nallia Cassius died outside the stables of Arux’s ludus.

She had lost her father, her brother, and the closest thing she’d ever had to a friend in Odetta. Still, unlike those, Jecht’s death was her responsibility, and its burden accompanied her every step. Yet she was not the only one carrying a heavy heart.

Zephyrus and Laeden hobbled beside her, though Zephyrus had yet to speak. Not just to her, but to anyone. And aside from the occasional order, Laeden barely spoke either.

The wind’s bluster, the sea’s rhythmic crashing, and the sky’s unceasing rumble were the only voices raised along their journey, leaving Vykinallia with her thoughts. Her doubts. Fears.

“Freedom,” Jecht said with his last words. “For all.”

He didn’t say it to Cerik. He said it to me. Why me?

As they marched west on the prayer that Queen Danella, the woman whose life was built on slavery, would accept their freedpeople and refugees with the offer of sanctuary felt like the exact opposite way of fulfilling Jecht’s last words. For all they knew, they were walking into a trap. But choosing between two evils, Vykinallia agreed with Laeden; the Skeleton King would not underestimate them again, and when he returned from salvaging the poor souls trapped in Valtarcia, they would need every advantage to fend him off. Salmantica’s city walls were the best they could hope for.

“Freedom for all.”

The souls rattling around within the barracks beneath her Inner Pulvinus felt like a betrayal to Jecht. A betrayal to herself.

Threyna had explained that the Skeleton King derived his strength from the army of souls he’d united to his cause. The conjoined will, the shared belief in the One True God’s mission—that was his greatest weapon.

Was Jecht referring to New Rheynia’s slaves, or something much bigger?

The thought that Danella Drake—the leader of the Revivalists, a queen who waged war on her own people, a wife who plotted her husband’s assassination, and a mother who manipulated her son into genocide—would potentially aid them gave Vykinallia pause.

If she can change—truly change—could a soul in the Skeleton King’s army?

She turned to Threyna. “Is it possible to convince the souls in your Inner Dungeon to join you—to fight alongside you?”

Threyna inhaled sharply, her nostrils flaring. She pursed her lips then twisted them. “Yes, but no. Not enough of them to warrant the time it would take.”

“But it can be done,” Vykinallia said. “You’ve done it before?”

Threyna snorted. “That was different. I convinced souls who believed they were trapped for eternity that I could free them—to let them die true deaths and escape the curse of Rheynia. Half of them were never even on his side. But this…”

She shook her head. “This is different. This Skeleton King is different. These souls are different. No, you need to learn to conjure beyond sight so another can learn the blood magic.”

Zephyrus grunted on Vykinallia’s other side. He fixed Threyna with a glare.

“A volunteer,” Threyna corrected. “One we trust. Otherwise, we may just defeat one Skeleton King and give rise to another.”

Zephyrus, with his arm slung over Laeden’s shoulder, stopped as Laeden did.

Vykinallia and Threyna did the same, allowing others to pass between and around them.

“What?” Vykinallia asked.

“Are you okay?” Laeden asked Zephyrus.

Zephyrus nodded, taking his arm from over Laeden’s shoulder.

Laeden glanced from Vykinallia to Threyna, then back to the artifact clinging to her ear. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. When he opened them, he said, “I volunteer.”


Chapter 39

Volunteer

Laeden VII

Valtarcian Isthmus

Pairs of emerald, ice, and fiery brown eyes stared back at him. Vykinallia and Threyna glanced at one another, but Zephyrus remained fixed. The Guardian’s light flared as she flitted about Zephyrus’s shoulder.

“You said we’ll need a volunteer,” Laeden said. “Why not me?”

Zephyrus hissed through his clenched teeth. As if realizing the God of War’s influence still clung to him, he shook his head. “You can’t, Laeden. You’re the one who, once this is all over, can actually unite this country. If you become a mage…”

“You’ll lose whatever credibility you have with the patricians,” the Guardian said.

Laeden scoffed. “No one person is going to unite this country. Besides, that is a good problem for us to have. We can’t worry about who will lead tomorrow when the certainty of our survival hangs in the balance. We need another blood mage. We need someone we can trust. Someone who won’t become a new Skeleton King.”

Vykinallia rubbed her elbow. “There are dozens of warriors who may be willing. There’s only one of you.”

Laeden held his palms up. “But Vykinallia, how am I special? What makes me different from anyone else in this procession?”

“You may not want the responsibility,” Vykinallia said, “and you may not believe it is in your power, but it is. Zephyrus is right. One day, you could be King of New Rheynia. You could change the course of this country. You could free the slaves… forge a lasting peace. Iberion can’t do that. Kherus can’t do that.” She pointed her index finger at him, emphasizing each of her next words. “You can.”

Laeden bristled. Duty. She and every other pleb and patrician would use it as the manacles to bind him in a task doomed to fail. Has any one ruler ever forged a lasting peace? Why would I be any different?

Before he could formulate the argument, Threyna crossed her arms and bit the corner of her lower lip. He had been counting on Zephyrus and Vykinallia’s support because he already knew what Threyna was thinking; he was the last person she wanted to gain power. The dangers a king could create without the curse’s gifts were bad enough—pair that with the ability to single-handedly wipe out an army, and Threyna was right. The blood artifact in the wrong hands would only trade one Skeleton King for another.

But Laeden had no intention of ever being king.

Not of Valtarcia. Not of New Rheynia. Nowhere.

“Why?” Threyna asked. “Why you?” Her silver-blonde braid glinted with each lightning bolt that streaked across the sky. Her features were hard and angular where Iylea’s were soft, and Threyna reproachful where Iylea was warm and welcoming. She drummed her fingers on her exposed upper arm where the blood artifact’s prongs left its scars. Cold and cruel, she shrugged, waiting for a reply.

“Because the Skeleton King’s greatest weapon against us is us,” Laeden said.

Zephyrus hung his head. The Guardian, remaining silent, pulsed with nervous energy.

“He sent darklings into our camp,” Laeden said. “Positioned Allaron to manipulate us into doing exactly what the Skeleton King wanted. Is that right?”

Vykinallia inhaled, crossing her arms. Threyna bit her lower lip and raised her brow.

“Then, when we thought we had him nailed to the Star, the Skeleton King took control of Zephyrus. If you believe I have so much influence, then what do you think he believes?” Laeden jabbed his thumb east. “If the Skeleton King believes he can use me to position us in his favor, he will target me.”

“He’ll target you worse if you have the blood artifact,” Vykinallia said.

Laeden stifled a grin. His time in court politics, speaking in his father’s cryptic circular conversation, had prepared him to win an argument. Vykinallia made his point.

“Yes, but I’ll be able to defend against it,” Laeden said. “If I’m the next host, I make it more difficult for the Skeleton King to use me against you.”

Vykinallia opened her mouth to object, but closed it.

Staring at her shuffling boots, Threyna cleared her throat. “I only know one other person, not aligned with the Skeleton King, who willingly accepted the curse. Her sacrifice… it saved my life. It freed countless souls from eternal damnation, but once it was all over—at least we thought it was…” Threyna shook her head. “Either way, even if we defeat the Skeleton King—”

“When,” Laeden said.

Threyna stammered, but then her lip twitched—too quick to be considered a smile, but too distinct to be anything else. “Even when we defeat the Skeleton King, the curse will remain.”

Zephyrus stared at Vykinallia, but she refused to meet his gaze, electing instead to rub her elbow in sullen silence.

“The rest of your days,” Threyna said, “you’ll be a monster. A weapon. A curse forced to feed off the vitality of others.”

“Is that what you believe you are?” Laeden asked. “A monster?” He shook his head. “Is that what you think they believe?” He gestured to those walking by with the good fortune of not being corpses slamming against the cliffs in the surf below. “You’re a hero. A savior.”

The hard lines of Threyna’s face softened. Color rose to her cheeks, and she averted her eyes from Laeden’s, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Is that what you want to be?” the Guardian asked. “A hero?”

Laeden examined the orb floating over Zephyrus as he shifted his weight side to side.

What’s gotten into them?

When Zephyrus healed him, Laeden thought he had heard Iylea’s voice. He thought maybe she was still there, alive somehow within Zephyrus. A flight of fancy.

“She’s at peace,” the Guardian had said of Iylea.

Laeden shook his head, wishing he understood this mysterious Guardian sent by Zephyrus’s mother. There were a great many things he wished he understood—why his father waited so long to tell him the truth of what happened in the years before he returned from the dead. How his mother had been able to just give him up after Danella took him from her. And how Iylea could have ever found peace between a heaven and earth so intent on war.

Some mysteries would never be answered.

“I’ll never be a hero,” Laeden said. “But never again will I fail to act when I could have helped others in need.”

The Guardian’s light dimmed as she lowered behind Zephyrus’s shoulder, offering no rebuttal. Zephyrus’s lips remained pursed. Vykinallia’s elbow refused to speak, regardless of how fervently she rubbed it.

With her hands on her hips, Threyna nodded. “Fine.”


Chapter 40

Visitor

Iylea V

Valtarcian Isthmus

Iylea’s light flared the moment Laeden turned his back to her, walking side by side with Threyna and Vykinallia. Zephyrus lagged behind.

This is not the time for your sullen brooding.

“That’s it?” Iylea asked, low enough that only Zephyrus could hear. “Zephyrus, you can’t let him volunteer himself. He’s—”

“He’s what?” Zephyrus asked, more bite in his tone than usual. “You heard him. And he’s right—we need all the help we can get.”

“But…” Iylea searched for a reason, an excuse, but came up empty. He’s doing it because of me. That guilt weighed heavier than the thousand souls she’d broken in the Chain of Balance. Laeden blamed himself for what happened to her, and she’d lost her chance to say anything that might allow him to forgive himself when she claimed she was lost to him.

“She’s at peace,” she had lied.

She wasn’t at peace. Perhaps in that moment, but now she cursed herself for her martyrdom. And Laeden would do the same—cursing himself to make up for others he couldn’t protect.

She knew what became of Bherus, Threyna’s father. Even in death, his link bore the stain of the Skeleton King’s curse. She couldn’t let the same happen to Laeden.

“No, Zephyrus,” Iylea said, using his own argument to convince him to talk Laeden out of this. “You and Vykinallia are right; he is the ruler New Rheynia needs. If he’s cursed—”

“You’re only saying this because you love him,” Zephyrus hissed.

Iylea’s light flickered. Though she was only an orb of light in this realm and he could only see her form in the immaterial plane, she felt exposed.

“When you were in my Inner Calm, first in Valtarcia, then again trying to save Laeden, our thoughts mixed. Our memories,” Zephyrus said, his voice low, tone somber. “You love him. You love him enough to lie to him about you being here.”

Iylea flitted left and right like a trapped insect about to be clapped out of existence. “Are you going to tell him?”

Zephyrus shook his head. “Not my place. I understand why you did. I like to believe I would do the same in your situation. But if you want me to tell him to do something other than what he believes is right, I won’t—not based on a lie.”

Iylea would have chewed through her lip if she had one. But as much as she hated to admit it, Zephyrus was right. Laeden was right. She’d given up her right to a say. She wanted Laeden to live, and to do that, he needed to make his own choices.

“Besides,” Zephyrus said. “Perhaps then he’ll be safe from me.” The air fled his chest until his shoulders sagged.

“Not you,” Iylea said. “You did not do that to him. The Skeleton King did.”

Zephyrus scoffed loud enough to draw the attention of the freedpeople walking beside him. If Zephyrus noticed their side-eyed glances, he didn’t seem to care.

“I thought I had him,” Zephyrus said. “When I drove the Vykane Blade through him, I thought maybe it didn’t matter that the gates were closed. That if we killed the Skeleton King, perhaps we could deny Paxoran the power to take on the Creator.”

He shook his head.

Iylea knew how he felt. She too got a glimpse into his thoughts and feelings while their souls were entwined. His fear of leaving Vykinallia turned into relief that the gates were closed, then shame for feeling that way. It wasn’t fair, the expectations placed on him. But nothing in this life, or the next, was fair. Iylea knew that better than anyone.

“I thought I could help here,” Zephyrus said. “Now I only wish I could ascend to the divine realm, so then at least I wouldn’t…”

Though he trailed off, Iylea knew what he was thinking. She’d seen it herself in Zephyrus’s memories—Paxoran’s darkling-formed face, and the threat… the promise he made.

“You will watch your own hands strangle the life from Vykinallia’s eyes.”

Iylea hovered over Zephyrus’s shoulder, wishing she could offer greater comfort. “That won’t happen. I won’t let it.”

Zephyrus nodded.

Though she’d seen into his thoughts and memories before, she couldn’t tell if he took comfort in her words now. “There has to be a way to open the gates. Arkadia wouldn’t have sent me to you if there was no way of ascending. They were open before. They can be opened again.”

A sad smile touched Zephyrus’s lips as he stared at his feet trudging through the trampled snow. “Arkadia… I barely remember her. Even still, there are holes in my memories, gaps I may never be able to fill in.”

He inclined his gaze towards her, her light glowing upon his face. “What was she like?”

Iylea’s hue warmed at the thought of Arkadia, the woman who came to her in the Whispering Wall. She was everything I wish I could have been… courageous, selfless—faithful.

“She was… fierce, yet loving. Strong, even after being in Paxoran’s cells, watching her husband wither away. A mortal trapped in the divine realm, she never gave in. It’s no wonder the Corners of Kataan chose her.”

Zephyrus smiled, returning his gaze to the ground. “She seemed amazing… from what I remember, and when she came to me from Valencia.”

“She was,” Iylea said. “She never stopped fighting for you.”

Ferrocles’s fist smashed into Arkadia, shaking the walls of the Valencian castle.

Iylea’s aura darkened at the thought.

“She loved you,” Iylea said. “Even if you doubt yourself, she believed in you, Vykanicus. If you don’t believe for yourself, believe because she believed.”

Zephyrus’s head bobbed, his lips pursed. “Thank you, Iylea.”

The sound of her name on his lips made her shudder, but she took it for the compliment he intended it as—that she was human, and not some far-removed divine presence that cared not for the plight of mortals. As much as she wished she could be the Guardian, she was still Iylea. Still human. Still hurting.

Coming along beside him, Cerik placed his hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “A word?”

Zephyrus nodded at Iylea. She floated higher, giving the two men some space.

As she rose over the isthmus, the sound of rushing wind drowned out all other noises. This wind, not the sea breeze or the Silver Summits’ chill, was unlike anything in the mortal realm, but she’d heard it before—in the space between.

The isthmus’s features faded, and the world went black around her. She was in her body, albeit the bluish incorporeal form she adopted whenever she joined Zephyrus in the immaterial plane. She examined her hands before searching her surroundings.

Nothing. Emptiness. The void opened its arms to her.

Fear quickened within her, her cerulean light trembling.

“Iylea!” A voice reverberated through the void. The sound waves crashed into themselves with a hint of distortion. “Iylea, can you hear me? Please, for the ripping Corners, hear me.”

Out of the blackness, a purplish incandescent figure appeared.

Iylea’s light flared. Tears trickled from her incorporeal eyes.

“Arkadia! Is that you? You’re alive?”

A thousand more questions crashed down on her, but the desperation in Arkadia’s voice silenced them all. Their incorporeal forms came together in as close to an embrace as two specters could manage.

“Burn me, I’m glad to see you, but there’s little time,” Arkadia said, examining her. “The mirror of the Whispering Wall is shattered. I tried contacting Vykanicus, but… is he…”

“He’s fine!” Iylea said. “I was just with him.”

“Thank the Creator,” Arkadia said, her voice trembling. Her purple hair floated behind her as if she were underwater. “I thought…” She composed herself with a deep, shoulder-shrugging breath. “I’m just glad he’s safe. But if he doesn’t ascend, no one will be.”

“The gates are closed,” Iylea said. “Can they be opened from the mortal realm?”

Arkadia took a shaky breath. “I don’t believe so. But I have a plan. I will attempt to open them, but I can’t promise they will stay open long. If Paxoran or the Harbinger see me or the open gates, they’ll close them for good. We only have one more chance at this.”

Iylea hugged herself. Her light flickered at the mention of the Harbinger, the God-killer she helped Paxoran bring to the divine realm.

Moterra, Phaebia, Ferrocles—their blood is on me.

“Where are you?” Arkadia asked, placing a hand against her shoulder.

Though she couldn’t feel the touch, the gesture provided comfort.

“Heading west, for Salmantica. The Skeleton King’s horde has forced our retreat.”

Arkadia nodded, her lips pursing. “There is a gate in Salmantica. I’ll check in with you to see your progress, and when you’re close, I’ll open the gates.”

Iylea considered Salmantica’s skyline. “The Hylan, the Basilica’s bell tower, and Sentigard’s peak are all nearly the same height. Which one is it?”

The stone in Arkadia’s throat bobbed, and the pause on the other end of infinity robbed the light from Iylea’s soul.

She doesn’t know. It could be any of them.

She’d found the gate in Valtarcia, but it had taken time. Time which they no longer had the luxury of. With one last chance at Zephyrus’s ascension, the last thing they needed was to chase their tails looking for the tallest point only to find it wasn’t the gate. It was bad enough that they had to circumvent Salmantica’s city walls; it wasn’t clear if Valtarcian refugees would be welcomed in, let alone Zephyrus, the Celestic Prophet of the Return. Now they had to find the gate too.

“I’ll get him there,” Iylea said.

In the back of her mind, Paxoran’s promise returned to her. “You’ll be trapped—a disembodied soul barred from ever returning to Valencia.”

The thought made her back away from Arkadia’s floating form.

What will happen to me?

Even if Arkadia knew the answer, Iylea didn’t want to know it. Everyone had a part to play; Iylea’s was to get Zephyrus to the gate.

She forced a grin, but then it became genuine. “He’ll be so pleased to know you’re still alive. I know I am.”

Arkadia’s lips parted in a smile that failed to reach her eyes. “There isn’t much time left; as we speak, Incinerae is fighting for her life against the Harbinger. If she falls, Paxoran will have everything he needs to challenge the Creator.”

Iylea’s light trembled as she stifled an involuntary shiver despite the fact she couldn’t feel cold. Time was short. Stakes high. And if Paxoran succeeded, everything and everyone would be lost in his pursuit of vengeance.

Zephyrus will stop him. He must.

“Tell Vykanicus I will see him soon,” Arkadia said. “Be safe, Iylea.”

“You t—”

Before she could finish, the rushing wind returned. Arkadia’s purple glow and the void beyond fell away, returning Iylea to the isthmus where existential dread and the plight of all human suffering awaited her.
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Grieving

Zephyrus VIII

Valtarcian Isthmus

Cerik hefted his mace over his other shoulder as if it prevented him from saying the words he wished to speak. The pregnant pause between them stretched, reminding Zephyrus of the companionable silence they once shared over gruel and the clack of wooden weapons.

It might as well have been a lifetime ago. So much had happened; so much had changed. But those days were dead, and so too was Jecht.

Jecht, who defended Zephyrus in the recruits’ cell after Lenox and the guards took turns beating him beneath the nightly rains. Jecht, who joined him in his punishment on the Hill. Who believed in him when Zephyrus had yet to believe in himself.

From the first day he arrived at House Cassius, Jecht was there for him. And the one time Zephyrus could have returned the favor for his friend, he wasn’t there.

He wanted to believe it wasn’t his fault, that there was nothing he could have done. After all, it was Jecht who convinced him to tell clever lies—to forsake his pride, to become a gladiator and one day restore honor to the Judges. It was too late for the Judges now. Vykannis was dead. All the Gods were. And the lie remained.

Zephyrus still lived, and it was his fault.

“Live,” Patrus had said with his dying breath. “Live.”

That last wish now felt like a curse.

Just the other day, kneeling before the statues of the Judges in Tharseo’s Bastion, he had released the desire to understand if he had fulfilled his fate or defied it, and chose instead to believe that he was enough—that he could do what his mother and the Corners of Kataan tasked him with on the Creator’s behalf.

Foolishness. How can I hope to defeat a God when I can’t even defeat his servant?

Cerik let out a sulking heave, as mighty as the swelling sea and dark as the thunderous sky. “Freedom,” he said at long last.

Zephyrus grunted.

It was difficult to believe such a thing existed. Here they were, free men, but Zephyrus had never felt so chained—so helpless. Twice now, another had taken control over his body. It was one thing to be caged by slavers, whipped by guards, possessed by lanistas—but then, he had control over his thoughts, his words—his actions.

“Freedom for all,” Cerik said. “Those were Jecht’s last words.”

Zephyrus’s nose wrinkled, his brow furrowed.

He wasn’t there. If he had been, he could have healed Jecht. If he was there, Jecht might not have needed to jump in front of the blood mage’s poleaxe to save Vykinallia. If he’d been there, he could have made a difference.

But he wasn’t. Instead, he nearly murdered one of the few living men who proved that patricians could change. All because he wasn’t in control.

Twice now, he’d lost control, and twice it had cost him. First when he had returned to Valtarcia after being separated from the Guardian, as Iylea fought to reclaim control of his body from the darkling, the blood artifact cursed Vykinallia. If he had been there, perhaps he could have spared her the fate he’d seen in Iylea’s memories; Vykinallia’s soul would be forever cursed, in this life and the next.

So many “Ifs” rattled around Zephyrus’s mind, but none, not even Klayvorine’s greave, could turn back time that far. He wished Jecht would interject and say something snarky to break his foul mood, but that only made it worse.

“We’ve come so far,” Cerik said. “Look at us—an army, freedpeople, mages, Rheynians. But now we march to Salmantica, on the word of a Drake?”

Zephyrus frowned. He didn’t like it either, but what choice did they have? “We have to trust Laeden.” He shuddered at the mention of Laeden’s name. The Vykane Blade pierced through Laeden’s gut and exploded out his back. Laeden’s eyes widened, not understanding how or why Zephyrus would do such a thing to him.

What would have happened if Iylea hadn’t been able to stop me? I could have killed Jecht myself. Along with Cerik, Threyna, and Vykinallia.

He shook the haunting thoughts away, tracing the outline of Vykinallia’s amethyst ring stitched into the waist of his britches. “I don’t think Jecht was worried about the Salmantics. The Skeleton King’s enslavement is a far worse fate.”

Cerik hummed. A wide smile dimpled his cheeks. “Perhaps Jecht did not mean freedom for all under the Rheynians, but I don’t think he meant the Skeleton King either. And I don’t think he was speaking to Vykinallia.”

Zephyrus cocked his brow. “What do you mean?”

Cerik looked to the lightning-streaked sky. “He was staring up. I thought it only natural for a dying man. But I believe he was speaking to you, Zeph. ‘Freedom, for all.’ Think about it. Who is the worst slaver of them all?” He pointed to the black blanket of storm clouds and the heavens beyond. “From every king and queen to slave boy and girl, we’re all enslaved. But you will free us.”

Zephyrus shook his head and snorted. “How?”

Cerik smirked. “You still do not trust the Judges, though they have taken you this far.”

“The Judges are gone, Cerik,” Zephyrus said.

“But their wisdom lives on,” Cerik said. “The son of the Fallen will rise to prey upon the unworthy. Under cloaks and shadows he hides to bring light to those hoping. When the rivers and streams run dry, he will summon the unworldly to sever the chains that bind the realm to the holy.”

Zephyrus examined the scars on his palms he’d received during the blood ritual at Tharseo’s Bastion. When everyone else’s blood remained thick after the tea’s contents, his had flowed, filling the tray until the scales were balanced.

Cerik raised his eyebrow expectantly. “What part of your prophecy has not come true, son of Invinius Auros, leader of the Fallen? Do you not conjure shadows and bend light? Are the nightly rains filling the riverbeds?” He pointed to the bracers and greaves on Zephyrus’s wrists and shins. “And burn me if those are not the unworldly.”

Zephyrus bit his lip, unable to argue.

Cerik glanced at the sky again. “How, you ask? All that is left is to sever the chains. I don’t know when, or how, or what it will look like, but I believe. You will bring us freedom. Freedom for all people. For all time.”

Zephyrus didn’t want to believe. He didn’t want to trust. He wanted to wallow in his doubts because that’s what he deserved. That’s what was comfortable. But he couldn’t.

As they always had, Jecht and Cerik remained by him, and between Cerik’s discernment and Jecht’s last words, Zephyrus couldn’t give up now. Suddenly, the levies of his fury broke, and the losses he’d been unable to grieve began to pour down like the nightly rains. With tears welling in his eyes, Zephyrus patted Cerik’s shoulder.

“Gratitude,” Zephyrus said. He took a deep breath, realizing that he and Cerik had drifted toward the back of their procession. “Go on. I’ll catch up. I just need a moment.”

Cerik returned the gesture, slapping Zephyrus’s shoulder with a gentleness only those closest to him had learned to expect from the bruiser. Without another word, Zephyrus broke from the party, retreating off to the side of the procession to be alone.

Kneeling down in the snow, Zephyrus slowed time, bent light to conceal himself, and sound to block out the world around him. Since losing his memories, receiving his prophecy, and watching Threyna and Patrus die, he hadn’t the time to grieve. Since being saved by Vykannis, freed by Vykinallia, and visited by his mother on the rotunda, he hadn’t the time to celebrate.

He’d been numb. Dutiful. Driven by fate, but simultaneously drowned by it.

The loss of control in the wake of the Skeleton King’s assault mixed with every other unprocessed loss he’d known.

The first tear came slowly, trickling from the corner of his eye to roll down his cheek. The second fell from his other eye, losing itself in his beard. But after that, they came more readily, chasing each other down his cheeks.

His shoulders heaved and ribs contracted as sobs, slow at first, but then with more fervor, racked his body. His fingers curled to fists, hammering into the snow-sodden ground. Cries became screams. Screams reverted back to sobs. And his sobs softened to whimpers.

But as he wept, a gratitude filled him.

I am not alone.

The slow-moving procession marching westward was evidence of that. And that was something Paxoran could never understand. Not truly. Not after centuries of lies and deceit, fixated on vengeance. A way would open. A path to ascendence would reveal itself, and when it did, Zephyrus would defeat Paxoran.

“Freedom, Jecht,” Zephyrus said. “For all.”

Zephyrus released his manipulation magic, allowing light and sound to reach him once again. Time returned to its typical flow. As the procession continued west, Iylea’s light, brighter than he’d ever seen before, zipped left and right across the isthmus as if looking for something.

“Zephyrus!” she shouted once he reappeared. “Chimera’s breath, you scared the—”

“What is it?” Zephyrus asked.

Iylea’s light pulsed. “Your mother… she’s alive!”

Zephyrus’s voice faltered. His lips stammered, unable to form sound. Hope blossomed in his chest and rippled throughout his body.

“There’s more,” Iylea said. “She’s going to open the gates.”


Chapter 42

Bloody Lessons

Threyna V

Valtarcian Isthmus

The cold steel raced across Threyna’s palm where the Seers of Tharseo’s Bastion had once taken her blood sacrifice. The scar reopened, leaving a stinging slit in its wake. She clenched her fingers in a fist to the wound’s protests, shunting the blood to escape beneath her pinky finger. The crimson blood fell in a steady, rhythmic plop from her fist to the snow, staining it with death.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

“Try again,” Threyna said to Vykinallia as they stood apart from the resting procession.

Vykinallia’s jaw clenched. Her dark brows pinched atop the sash covering her eyes.

“Visualize,” Threyna said, as much to Laeden listening as to Vykinallia practicing. “All that you imagine is possible from your Inner Pulvinus, but you can’t become reliant on sight, or any of your natural-born senses.”

Vykinallia’s nose wrinkled; her lips contorted.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

“Sense what is already there,” Threyna said. “You don’t need to create it. Use your environment. Time will come to conjure, but first, you must shape.”

The pool of blood melting through the soft snow grew, but nothing gave rise from it at Vykinallia’s command.

Laeden rubbed the scruff of his brown beard before running his fingers through his short hair, seemingly as invested in Vykinallia’s lesson as she was.

He continued to surprise her. From the moment she’d met him, he had not been what she expected. When he volunteered to take the artifact’s curse after Vykinallia released the final prong, she’d been suspicious—untrusting even. She knew all too well what such a power could do in the wrong hands. First her grandfather, now her uncle served as prime examples of the potential havoc wrought. As desperate as they were to have a fighting chance, it was not a curse all could bear, nor a power all should wield.

Laeden’s earnestness, however, struck her. He didn’t value having power over others, but the power to help others. A king who didn’t want to be king? Perhaps that was the best kind.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

“I can’t do it,” Vykinallia said, ripping the sash from her eyes. Flustered and cursing herself, she kicked the snow. “Ugh! We don’t have time for me to fail.”

“You’re not failing,” Laeden said, gesturing toward Threyna. “It just takes practice, right?” He nodded encouragingly.

Threyna tapped her lip with her index finger. “Conjure something with sight. Anything, just something important to you.”

Vykinallia held out her hand. A ring, forged of blood, encircled her finger. The shape and style Threyna recognized as the amethyst ring Zephyrus carried around with him.

A pang of jealousy stabbed at her. She placed her hands on her hips and swallowed her envy. She spoke with a tighter voice than she intended. “Just close your eyes and do it again.”

Vykinallia attempted, but met the same result.

Threyna hummed. The smug satisfaction that she was still better than Vykinallia at something faded quickly. Every moment Vykinallia struggled was another lost for Laeden to learn to harness the blood magic before the Skeleton King returned in force.

Staring at the blood on the snow, Threyna commanded it to vaporize. The blood sublimated to a mist. She drew in breath, and the wound on her palm stitched itself shut. The skin was weak, brittle, but enough to stem the red tide.

“Look out at the ocean,” Threyna said.

Vykinallia’s brows rose, wrinkling her forehead, but did as instructed.

“What do you see?” Threyna asked, turning her back to Vykinallia to take in the view from the Salmantic cliffside.

Laeden and Vykinallia came beside her.

“An army of waves,” Vykinallia said, “wielding white-capped spears.”

“What else?” Threyna said.

“An assault—on the cliffs, the skyline, and anything foolish enough to stand in its way.”

Threyna nodded. “Now look at Laeden.”

Vykinallia and Laeden turned to examine one another.

“Describe him,” Threyna said. “Every detail.”

Vykinallia inspected Laeden, but guffawed uncomfortably. When Threyna didn’t acknowledge the gesture, Vykinallia cleared her throat. “Brown of hair, fair of skin. Thinner and paler than he should be.”

Laeden winced, but allowed her to continue.

“Shadows cling beneath his eyes. Lines of stress frame the corners. His beard is thicker than normal, with silver strands strewn throughout. His jerkin is too big for him.”

While Vykinallia rifled through her observations, Threyna found herself lost in her own.

Vykinallia didn’t see the way his brow hugged the contour of his eye like a bent bow, or how its darkness brought out the faint ring of blue that encompassed the depth of his brown irises. She looked past the blushed hue of his cheeks beneath his beard to take in the shape of his cheekbones that fed into his firm jawline. It was as if Vykinallia didn’t notice the way his ears hugged tight to the side of his head, and the lobe was just large enough to pinch between a thumb and forefinger. The gentle rhythm to the bob of the stone of his throat. The cords of muscle that rippled just beneath the surface of his skin.

Threyna cleared her throat, averting her gaze from Laeden. “Now return your sash. Describe the ocean.”

Vykinallia repeated the exercise, describing the sea, absent sight. Then Laeden.

“Find the available blood,” Threyna said, pointing to the stained snow. “Visualize your ring with the same level of detail you just described Laeden and the sea. Command it. Shape it to your will.”

The blood on the snow converged, congealing into a mass. Vykinallia let out an exasperated breath.

“Focus,” Threyna said. “Envision the details.”

The ring formed, collecting all the remaining blood on the ground.

Laeden took Threyna by the elbow and whispered in her ear, “You did it.”

His warm breath tickled her ear, and the sentiment eradicated her former jealousy. Biting back a smile, Threyna turned to Vykinallia. “Call it to you. Picture it sliding onto your finger.”

The formed ring, identical in shape to the one in Zephyrus’s possession, drifted towards Vykinallia’s outstretched hand. Absent sight, the ring slid onto her finger.

“I did it,” Vykinallia said, lifting the sash from her eyes. A smile spread, rounding her cheeks as she examined the ring on her finger.

A familiar click resounded from the crawler wrapping around Vykinallia’s ear. The blood artifact’s double scorpion-like tails retracted—one curling around the helix of her ear, while the other slipped through the hole it had created in her lobe.

“This is it,” Threyna said. She took Laeden’s hand and brought him toward the artifact as its red-and-black shape dematerialized into a slithering liquid.

“This will hurt,” Threyna said to Laeden.

He set his jaw, but nodded.

The red-and-black liquid slithered down the side of Vykinallia’s neck and onto Laeden and Threyna’s conjoined hands, snaking up their forearms.

The moment she slipped her hand free, the artifact took shape, splaying itself to cover Laeden’s hand and forearm like a scaled glove. As if it didn’t need to search for a better place to attach to Laeden, it clamped down on him. His hands, empty and gloved, clenched into fists. Jaw tight and breathing through his teeth, Laeden growled as black veins erupted up his arm, under his jerkin, and out his collar to coil around his neck. Corrupted vines slithered through his cheek and pulsed in his forehead.

Through short, sharp breaths, Laeden met Threyna’s eyes. The whites were now strangled by black forks of lightning that encroached on the blue ring around his irises.

She held his gaze, finding her own heartbeat thudding in time with his.

The rot receded from his eyes, drained from his face, and retreated to the black-and-red gauntlet on his left hand.

He examined the interlocking red-and-black scales of the artifact. “Teach me.” He flexed his armored fingers. “And together, we will defeat the Skeleton King.”

After a lifetime of trying and succeeding once, only to have him return worse than before, Threyna had suffered optimism in short supply. She’d placed her faith in herself and failed. Placed her faith in the Treasures of Stockhelm and failed. Attached her hope to Zephyrus and, even then, failed. But now, standing beside Vykinallia and Laeden, a fire in her dared to dream.

She nodded. “Together. We will.”


Chapter 43

For the Realm

Danella VIII

Salmantica

Lightning struck over Six Spear Arena casting eerie shadows across the sands. Danella leaned against the bars of the gates that led to the arena, staring at the crackling sky. She should have been sleeping. Daenus, Liario, and Ispara were. But she felt trapped in the barracks beneath the arena—unable to think. Despite her fatigue, sleep would not come until she’d made sense of the evening’s events.

After the brawl broke out between the Sentinels and Vigiles, they took refuge here in the hopes that no one would think to come looking. When the time came, it would also serve as a safe haven to bring the Valtarcian refugees to. With enough space to not only house people, but hide them, the arena was also conveniently located near Sentigard and the storehouses they would have to pilfer from in order to feed them.

The challenge with the location was how far it was from the city walls. They would either have to slip through most of the city undetected, or trickle in two and three people at a time. If that wasn’t troublesome enough, there still remained the biggest hurdle of getting people past the gates. Getting Laeden out of the city was one thing, but the gap in the wall Ser Darrow had forged to flank the Valtarcians and capture Hallon Helixus was a one-way path.

Danella gripped the bars of the gate that once separated gladiators from the bloodstained sands. A tickle in the back of her throat she couldn’t clear. A chill down her spine she couldn’t shake. Like standing at the ledge of the Basilica’s bell tower and staring at the fall below, her stomach clenched with the fear of a sudden drop.

Is this what the gladiators experienced—on the precipice of death, knowing that one ill-fated decision could be their last?

When Aemos Horne and Haedron Allos stormed the Chimeran Inn, she thought she was finished. She would have been if not for Heclan Allos. If they had been left to leave of their own volition, perhaps a deal might have been struck.

However, even if Heclan agreed to smuggle the refugees into the city, it didn’t mean the rest of the Vigiles would. One traitor and they’d be undone. One Hecht—one wolf posing as a sheep amidst the flock—and she’d be nailed to the Six Arrowed Star.

The thunderous sky bellowed with ominous intent. As lightning cracked across the sky, a spike of sharp pain lanced through her wrist as if the first nail had been driven home. Danella gripped her wrist.

To make matters worse, a traitorous Vigile was the least of her problems. Under current orders, every guard post was stationed with Sentinels and Vigiles. Having allies amongst the Vigiles alone wouldn’t be enough. Even if she could trust a pair of Vigiles, it mattered not if the Sentinels were loyal to Aemos.

The expression on Haedron’s face when he saw his uncle Heclan reveal himself as the organizer gave her hope. Perhaps Haedron wouldn’t be the only one with second guesses as to Aemos and Damascus’s orders.

Danella needed allies, and she would gain none hiding here. She needed to get back out there. Ispara’s and Liario’s connections to the Revivalists could only take their cause so far; it was her voice the people needed to hear, especially now that fire had lost its warmth. Though the conflict between the Vigiles and the Sentinels centered more around Heclan being taken prisoner, the fact that he took the fall for her meant something. Her speech of full lies and half-truths carried enough weight to inspire questions. The more people who questioned Damascus, and the more chaos she created within the city, the easier it would be to smuggle the Valtarcians in.

Chaos alone isn’t enough.

The gears of her mind began to turn. Perhaps it was only the optimism and sense of comfort that came with having a plan, but the sky seemed to lighten beyond the storm clouds.
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“This is madness,” Daenus said after Danella told them of her plans. The permanent half-snarl left in the absence of his burned-off lip twitched.

Ispara shrugged, leaning against the door frame of the barracks. “I think it’s a good plan.”

Daenus pointedly ignored the girl from the slums. Liario smoothed his wispy gray brows only for them to bristle back up like a bird’s tailfeathers. Though his thin lips remained a tight line, his lack of support to Danella’s plan said enough.

“No,” Daenus said, shaking his lumbering head. “Not doing it.” He paced wall to wall within the narrow hall that led to the arena gates. Three strides left. Three strides right.

Danella crossed her arms. If I were still queen and you my Guard Knight, would you dream of such defiance? It didn’t matter. She was no longer queen. The excuse of her coming to the slums to hear what the plebeians were saying behind closed doors wouldn’t work again if they were caught, not after her speech atop the rubble.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Daenus said, stopping and crossing his own arms. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked. More, even. But this? This is madness.”

“Which part?” Danella asked.

Daenus scoffed. “Which part? All of it!” He gestured with his chin to Ispara. “Her returning to the slums—madness.” He jabbed his thumb at Liario. “Him stealing from the House of the Faceless… Madness! And you? Preaching in the Temple District—lunacy. But the worst part is that you want to send me away.” Daenus crossed his arms and shook his head. “Not an option.”

“I’m not sending you away,” Danella said. “I’m sending you to Atonus Allos. You are the best swordsman he’s seen since the Reaper of Marstead. If Ser Darrow were here, I’d send him, but he’s not.” Danella strode up to Daenus and placed her hand on his crossed arm. “Atonus may listen to you, and with the aid of the Lion’s Academy, we could take the city.”

“Take the city?” Daenus guffawed, retreating from her. “I agreed to aid Valtarcia. Not usurp the throne.”

The stern stoic mask typically worn by the King’s Guard Knight melted away like his scarred face, showing his true character beneath. He wasn’t just a brooding shadow of obedience and duty as she had once believed, but a person capable of the full array of emotions.

“What throne doesn’t care for its people?” Danella closed the distance again. “It is a king’s duty to protect and defend his people. If he fails to do so, who will?”

Varros knew she was trying to kill him. He knew mages were coming for him. Yet he did not run; he remained, for if he ran, the country and its people would fall to ruin. He tried to stop the bloodshed peacefully—not through conquest as she and the mages of his order had desired.

“If we convince Atonus,” Danella continued. “If the Lions join us, who will oppose? No more blood need be spilled. We can welcome the Valtarcians in and mount a defense against this Rheynian army from the east.”

The glossy flesh where Daenus’s eyebrow should have been lifted. “And when this is all over, what then? Who will rule after you take the power of the throne out from under the king? You may believe this can be bloodless, but it won’t be. Even if we defeat this army, what comes next is either you or your son on a Six Arrowed Star.”

“Your son…”

Daenus’s choice of words struck her. As his stern, stoic mask fell, so too did her queenly one. He was speaking to her not as a servant of Salmantica, but as a friend. But that wasn’t the only reason the phrase resonated within her. She realized that Damascus no longer felt like her son. Her son—the sweet boy and gallant prince he was—died. Somewhere between his coronation and when he murdered Varros, he died, and the monster holed up in Sentigard was born.

The son I know may yet still live within him.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Danella said. “All I know is that I need you to convince Atonus Allos that claiming martial law and command over the Vigiles and Sentinels will allow us time to fight back against the true enemy.”

Daenus’s eyes narrowed. “And should I fail?”

Danella swallowed. “He won’t harm you.”

“He’ll jail me,” Daenus said. “You’ll be alone. Defended by gutter girls and old men.”

Ispara grumbled something under her breath. Liario cowered.

“I won’t ask you to do it for me,” Danella said. “Do it for the realm.”


Chapter 44

Return to the Rotunda

Laeden VIII

Valtarcian Isthmus

Ignoring the grumbling of his stomach, the ache in his feet, and the effects of whatever the blood artifact was doing to him, Laeden attempted to follow Threyna’s instructions.

While the rest of their group paused from their march, there was no time for Laeden to waste. Along the cliffs, staring out at the swells birthed in Aquarius’s demise, Laeden focused on the details, losing himself in the visualization technique that helped Vykinallia unlock the last prong. He narrowed his brow and set his jaw, taking in the sea and its breeze.

“You’re trying too hard,” Threyna said. She pressed his shoulders down, forcing them away from his ears. “You’re straining. You must relax.”

Laeden scoffed. “I’m not familiar with the concept.”

Threyna guffawed. “Clearly.” She took a deep breath.

Laeden mirrored the breath, following the rhythm of her tide.

“No,” Threyna said. “You’re breathing up here.” She pressed his shoulders down again. “I want you to breathe here.” She slid her hand down his back and around to his stomach.

Laeden recoiled. More because of where Zephyrus had stabbed him than Threyna’s touch, but based on the wrinkle her nose made in response, he assumed she believed the latter.

“Apologies,” Laeden said. “Wasn’t too long ago the Vykane Blade went through there.”

“Exactly why you need to breathe into it,” Threyna said. “He may have healed you, but that doesn’t mean the scars don’t remain.”

Laeden hummed. There was wisdom in that, a wisdom he had not expected from her. Nodding, he relaxed the muscles of his jaw. He blew out his cheeks to ease the tension in his face. With slow, deep breaths in time with Threyna’s, he worked the air into his stomach. The injured tissue protested the expansion his lungs imposed, but with time, it released.

“There you go,” Threyna said. “Now close your eyes. Try to locate your seat of power. For me it is a throne, for Vykinallia, the pulvinus.”

Threyna continued to speak, but Laeden felt himself leave the isthmus and teleport to a familiar place. The Aquarian river babbled through Salmantica’s streets and terminated in the moat surrounding Sentigard. The wheels of the drawbridge cranked to bring the way up and deny the castle’s access. A shadow loomed in the wake of a Six Arrowed Star. Laeden held a sword and shield in hand, but he had no wish to wield them.

I’m on the rotunda. My trial by steel.

“Where are you?” Threyna asked.

Laeden shook his head. How can my seat of power be where I lost everything?

The blinding sun. The ache in his back. The atrophy that accompanied his time spent in Sentigard’s dungeons. How his family, friends, and allies rallied the gathered crowd against him. Zephyrus’s cold, vengeful stare as he was announced as Laeden’s opponent.

“You must be humble in your sentencing,” Iylea had said.

“Laeden?” Threyna asked. “What do you see?”

“I see the rotunda,” Laeden said. “My trial.”

Threyna contorted her lip and bit it. “Not the seat of power I was expecting.”

Laeden considered it. Where else if not here?

Upon the streets of Valtarcia where he wasn’t accepted by the patricians or the plebs? Swept up into Salmantic court, where he was ridiculed with forced matches of patricians’ third or fourth daughters? In Sentigard’s war room where every decision he made led him, Markus, and the rest of the Sentinels down a path they couldn’t return from?

“It makes perfect sense,” Laeden said, taking in the surroundings of his Inner Trial. “Here is where I finally took a stand. For years, I thought myself a rebel. Content to be on the outside of the in-crowd, I believed by not conforming to them I was taking a stand, but I was only standing by; while patricians reaped what the plebs had sown, while people suffered in slavery—I did nothing.”

He let the dulled blade clatter to the rotunda’s stone floor and dropped to his knees.

“It wasn’t until I knelt that I knew where I stood,” Laeden said to Threyna.

He bowed his head before the temple priests who sat in judgement, the citizens who came to witness his sentencing, and Zephyrus’s wrath who would see it delivered. Remembering Vykinallia’s description of how she changed her Inner Pulvinus not to be an arena of slaves, but a united army, Laeden imagined what would have happened if he had convinced Damascus and Danella of their wrongdoings. The lives that could have been spared made his head spin, but here in his Inner Trial, he was in control.

He closed his eyes and held his hands out before him. In the distance, Threyna gasped, but Laeden remained focused. Kneeling upon the rotunda, he held Iylea’s head in his hands, as he had in the throne room after Aemos’s blade cleaved through her neck—his greatest failure, his biggest regret.

I’m sorry, Iylea.

Laeden opened his eyes. The wind atop the isthmus whipped against his cheeks. A tear escaped the corner of his eye, only half due to the salty spray of the sea air. He stared at the ocean’s crashing waves in the distance, too afraid to look at what he held in his hands, what he had created from memory.

He lowered his gaze, and dropped to his knees upon the snowy cliffs as he had upon the rotunda. Before him, Iylea’s heart-shaped face stared back at him. Conjured by blood, he couldn’t capture her beauty, but it was her.

Stifling a trembling breath, he bowed his forehead to hers. “I hope you are at peace.”

Heat rose to his ears, and tension balled in his chest. He closed his mind to the scene of his Inner Trial and let Iylea’s blood-conjured face crumble. Ashes slipped through his gauntleted fingers, and for the third time in Laeden’s life, Iylea was lost to him.

A whimpering sob tore free from his lips. His fists curled around the cinders, but they didn’t stop his ribs from rattling. He buried his face into his clenched knuckles.

A gentle hand, hesitant at first, but then more confidently, rubbed small circles along his back. If not for Threyna’s touch, perhaps he would have seized control of himself, muffled his sobs, and returned to his training. But her touch, intended or otherwise, welcomed him—allowed him to let fall the tears he’d not yet released.

Standing over his father and Markus after the Guardian told him that Iylea too was at peace, he had thought he’d loosed all the tears a man could cry. Yet here he was again, grieving all those he could not save. Again.

One click followed another as two prongs released from Laeden’s forearm. He wiped his eyes to examine the gauntlet.

Threyna knelt in the snow beside him, her arm around his back. “How did you do that—and on your first time?”

Laeden shrugged, shoving himself to his feet. “I don’t know. I have a good teacher.” He grinned as if to project a little levity after his emotional outburst. He should have felt shame. He barely knew Threyna. As much as he had been through, he couldn’t imagine her journey here had been easy, yet here he was crying before her. But instead of shame, he felt strangely comfortable.

Threyna scoffed as the two wiped snow from their britches.

“I did what you said,” Laeden said. “Plus what you taught Vykinallia earlier and it just… I don’t know… happened?”

Threyna nodded, but said nothing. Her warm back-rubbing kindness from moments ago felt like a distant memory.

“Your seat of power,” Laeden said, filling her silence. “You said it is a throne room.”

“Yes.”

When she didn’t offer anything further, he pressed. “Why—do you wish to rule?”

Threyna scoffed. “Gory ghosts, no.”

“Why is it your seat of power then?” Laeden asked.

Threyna tossed her silver-blonde braid over her shoulder. “Once I learned the Skeleton King was my grandfather, I thought if I took the throne from him, Rheynia would be a better place. I never wanted to be queen, just for him not to be king—for all the good that’s done.”

Laeden frowned. “Is it possible that a new seat of power would serve you better?”

She stared off the cliffs as if lost in a dream, but the consternation on her face made it seem more like a nightmare. Not wanting to lose her, he changed the subject.

“How did you learn the blood magic?”

Threyna grunted, kicking at the mound of snow left in the wake of their kneeling. “I didn’t choose it. I can tell you that much. I didn’t exactly have a teacher either.”

When she stopped, Laeden made a rolling gesture with his hand to encourage her.

Huffing, she placed her hands on her hips. “My father gave it to me. Before he died—sort of. He never meant to give it to me. He wanted it for himself, but it doesn’t reattach to a host it already had.” She shrugged. “Only he and my grandfather had it before me. And I wasn’t exactly going to ask him for help.”

“That sounds lonely,” Laeden said. “Having to learn by yourself. I imagine that must have been difficult, without your father.”

If Threyna had a shell, it might as well have sealed shut. Considering his own strained relationship with his father, he could understand why she might not be forthcoming about it.

Maybe if I share first.

“I too had a… challenging relationship with my father,” Laeden said. “I thought he died when I was young. My mother raised me, but when he returned from the dead, he was forced to annul his marriage to my mother and marry the Princess of Salmantica—sealing the treaty with matrimony. Forging a new peace.”

Threyna, hands still on her hips, smoothed the snow with her foot.

“Then I was ripped from my mother’s arms and sent off to Salmantica to be a ‘proper prince.’ You can imagine what that did to our family.”

Threyna kicked the snow. “At least you still had your father. I was just a girl when he was taken by the Skeleton King. Just a girl when my mother and sister left without me.”

“You were alone?” Laeden asked.

“If you call the Underground’s barracks alone, sure,” Threyna said. “But, sometimes being surrounded by others only made me feel more alone… you know?”

Laeden did. He felt the losses of Iylea, Markus, and his father more keenly in their marching army than he did in the hidden depths of Sentigard’s dungeons. “Yeah, I do. Where are your mother and sister now?” He grimaced the moment the words left his mouth.

A wave of long-buried memories rippled across Threyna’s angular features.

“Apologies,” Laeden said, “I shouldn’t ha—”

“My sister, Laela…” Threyna said, shaking her head. “She may still be out there. Somewhere. I don’t know.” She kicked a pile of snow over the ledge of the cliffs. “After we killed the Skeleton King and fled Rheynia, Laela wanted to find a cure.” She held up her blackened hand. “While I did the only thing I knew how to do—I joined an army looking to wage war. I would have too, if my uncle didn’t pick up where my grandfather left off.”

Laeden bit his lip. “There’s still hope. One day, you and your sister may reunite.”

Threyna sucked her teeth. “As long as it’s not under the One True God.”

“It won’t be,” Laeden said. “We will defeat him.”

The quickness of his reply drew a dagger-like glance from her.

A sudden pressure in his mind drew him back to his Inner Trial. Around the gathered crowd, a white fog settled, as if daring to push through the Ridge Knights’ perimeter.

“Is that you?” Laeden asked.

Threyna stammered. “Sorry. Bad habit to see if someone is lying. I shouldn’t ha—”

“No,” Laeden said, reaching out and touching her forearm. “It’s okay.”

She met his eyes with a stern stoicism as if attempting to discern if he were telling the truth even in this regard.

Within his Inner Trial, he commanded the Ridge Knights to stand down. After a moment, the mist approached slowly—guarded, as if readying to retreat at any moment. The white mist drew near, slipping through the crowd until it encompassed him.

“I have nothing to hide,” Laeden said.

Threyna licked her lips, then swallowed, before closing her eyes.

In his Inner Trial, her mist wrapped around him. He sensed a rhythm to her, like a pulse—a heartbeat. Short and sharp, the pulse quickened as it neared. He breathed the mist in, and the rhythm meshed with his own, filling in each other’s off-beats to create a steady melody.

“Do you believe me now?” Laeden asked.

Threyna opened her eyes and placed her hand on his. “Yes.”


Chapter 45

Strength In Doubt

Zephyrus IX

Valtarcian Isthmus

Zephyrus and a few other elemental mages capable of conjuring forth water magic filled old skins, horns, and anything that would serve as a container for water. The dehydrated group drank greedily, but the reflexive balancing of the scales dispelled the cold seeping into his bones.

Passing a water-filled wineskin back to Iberion, Zephyrus met the former Auros sword master’s remaining eye.

“Gratitude, Vykanicus,” Iberion said, accepting the skin.

Zephyrus bowed his head, his given name still strange to hear on others’ lips.

Iberion stepped out of the way to allow Zephyrus to fill a former gladiator’s waterskin. “Curious,” Iberion said. “You here, your mother still aiding us from there.” He pointed to the sky. “Remarkable. Fallen and Templar, liberated slaves and former masters—all following you.”

Zephyrus snorted, handing the filled skin back to the freedman. “They’re not following me. I’m not leading.”

Iberion grunted as a Sentinel passed Zephyrus a flask to fill. “Who leads then?”

Zephyrus shrugged; the heat given off by his water production caused a bead of sweat to dampen his brow. “Laeden, Vykinallia, you, Kaelus—half a dozen others. Not me.” He passed the flask back to the Sentinel and took an empty horn from a Valtarcian refugee.

The brow above Iberion’s eyepatch rose. “A prince who used you. A lanista who owned you. A follower of a cause birthed before you could hold a sword. And another slave owner; that’s who you believe leads us? Whose example do they follow?”

Zephyrus wiped his brow with his shoulder, ignoring the anger he knew came from the God of War’s death. It shouldn’t have made him uncomfortable, but it did—the notion that he deserved credit for what Laeden, Vykinallia, Iberion, or Kaelus ever did.

“It bothers you,” Iberion said. “It shouldn’t. We all need guidance. The torch you lit is now followed. Believed in.”

Vykinallia was next in line, holding out a skin. The holes in her blackened ear where the blood artifact had pierced her gaped open. As if she could sense him staring at it, she tossed her hair over her shoulder, obscuring it.

“Is it so bad?” she asked.

Zephyrus grimaced. “No. Apologies, I—”

“I’m teasing,” Vykinallia said, a sad smile on her lips.

Zephyrus sighed, taking the skin and filling it.

Ignoring the exchange, Iberion continued. “You know, when your mother left us, after she sent you and Patrus on a mission of your own, we all questioned what you were capable of—whether you were worth waiting for.”

Zephyrus paused from filling Vykinallia’s skin.

“You weren’t special with a sword,” Iberion said. “You had no knowledge of the forge. You were just a boy who we placed all our hope in on the off-chance that your mother was right—that you would be Tharseo come again to free us from the Rheynians.”

He glanced to the sky as if looking toward Zephyrus’s mother. “Over the years, I’ve had my doubts. Even upon our reunion, I hadn’t wanted to speak. But I have observed. I see you now. And all doubts...” He waved his hand out at the ocean as if his last words were lost to the wind.

Zephyrus opened his mouth to speak, but Iberion silenced him with a raised finger.

“Our doubt—mine, Lenara’s, Sett and Dankar’s, Unari’s, everyone’s—it made us strong. We prepared while Patrus watched over you. We planned whether you returned from the Arcane Templar or not. Whether Patrus taught you to overcome your pride or not.”

Zephyrus winced, recalling his memories of opposing Patrus’s wisdom.

Iberion put his hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “Doubt makes us strong. But you fear yours. It is time for you to embrace your doubts, Vykanicus Auros. They are where your greatest strength lies.”

Zephyrus worked his dry mouth, searching for words, but Iberion’s hand fell away. He turned his back and left.

Vykinallia placed her hand over Zephyrus’s holding her half-filled skin. “Are you okay?” Her emerald eyes examined him. Her gentle touch, soft and cool against his overheating flesh, invited his answer, but Zephyrus had none.

He grunted. Ever since he relayed to the others that his mother would try to reopen the gates, he feared this exact conversation. He knew where it began. He knew where it ended. Again, she would try to convince him that she should ascend the divine realm with him. She’d use her blood magic—her curse—as a means of justifying her rationale, but it was the very reason why she couldn’t ascend, even if he wanted her to.

“Can we talk?” Vykinallia asked.

Zephyrus nodded. Excusing himself from the line of mages filling water, he joined Vykinallia. They walked ahead of the camp on their snow-sodden westbound journey.

“I’m happy to hear your mother is still alive,” Vykinallia said. “The fact that she can still help us…” She shook her head. “All is not lost.”

Zephyrus allowed himself a brief smile.

“I’ve been thinking,” Vykinallia continued. “I—”

“Before you—” Zephyrus took a deep breath. “Apologies, I just…” He kicked a clump of snow, searching for the words.

He loved that she wanted to come with him, to fight alongside him. At first he questioned whether he would have been capable of doing what needed to be done. If he had to choose between saving Vykinallia or defeating Paxoran, he would save her. Every time. Regardless how many hypothetical situations he placed himself in, he couldn’t fathom letting her suffer, even at his own expense. Paxoran had been a part of him before Vykannis freed him. Then, he’d entered his soul again, twice more. Paxoran knew everything Zephyrus knew about himself. He couldn’t allow Paxoran to use his love for Vykinallia against him.

“What is it?” Vykinallia asked.

Zephyrus swallowed, recalling what Paxoran was capable of. “After I escaped Salmantica, I returned to House Auros. Lenox came for me. Trapped, I tried to climb down, but fatigued as I was, I fell.”

Vykinallia nodded along, listening intently with a patience he didn’t feel he deserved after interrupting her.

“Threyna saved me,” Zephyrus said.

Vykinallia’s eye twitched, and a flicker of too many emotions to guess at crossed her face.

“Paxoran wanted her to consume me,” Zephyrus continued. “When she refused, he somehow took control over the rot in her veins. If I didn’t heal her, he would have killed her. I nearly killed myself in the process.”

He stopped walking and turned to face her. Taking both of her hands in his, staring into her eyes, he hoped she would hear him, understand him. “I know you want to ascend to the divine realm, but you can’t. I know you’re afraid that I won’t come back. But I will.”

He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “And when I do, when it’s over—Paxoran, the Skeleton King, all of it—we can start anew. Have our own life, absent the blood and battle, the swords and magic.” He released her hand to push a lock of hair past her blackened ear. His finger traced the curve of her cheek and followed the contour of her jaw. “We can finally live. Maybe, I don’t know… start a family.”

Vykinallia’s lips pursed to hide a smile. Her eyebrow cocked.

Heat rose to Zephyrus’s cheeks. “What?”

“Can you imagine what kind of trouble our child would get into?” Vykinallia blinked away the water welling in her lashes.

Zephyrus chuckled.

“Where?” Vykinallia asked. “Where shall we begin this new life?”

Zephyrus shrugged. “Stockhelm, Stoneside—I don’t care.” He lifted her chin with his knuckle. “As long as I am with you. Forever with you. I don’t care where we are.”

Vykinallia placed her free hand on Zephyrus’s chest and closed her eyes. Heart fluttering, he leaned down until his lips hovered before hers. Her lips parted, inviting him closer. The warmth of her breath beat back the chill of the wind. She squeezed his fingers and pulled, ever so slightly.

He closed the remaining distance and pressed his lips to hers.

The hum in the back of her throat reminded him of the night they shared in the Champion’s cell of House Cassius. His finger under her chin slid along her jaw and under her ear toward the back of her neck. Her hand slid up his chest and behind his head, tangling in his hair.

With a gentle tug, she pulled him back to gaze into his eyes. A grin split her lips, revealing teeth. “Is this your way of not letting me say my part?”

Zephyrus stammered, holding his hands up defensively.

“I was going to say…” Vykinallia exhaled through her nostrils. “I can’t go with you.”

Zephyrus chortled. “You’re serious?”

“Jecht said freedom for all,” Vykinallia said, beginning to walk again.

Zephyrus’s grin faded. He followed her lead and fell in step beside her.

“The Skeleton King is trapping and using souls. Only Threyna and I, and maybe soon Laeden, can free them.”

“I had similar thoughts,” Zephyrus said, “but toward Paxoran. How can any of us be free if our world is bound to a corruption like him?”

Vykinallia hummed. “Who would have thought Jecht could have been so profound?”

They shared a brief chuckle before the heaviness of the past, present, and future suppressed it. Hand in hand, they continued to walk ahead of the stopped procession.

“We both have our trials ahead of us,” Vykinallia said. “But promise me one thing.” She fixed him with a level gaze, stopping their gait. “I will escort you to the gate once it is opened, so you can save your strength for the divine realm.” She held up her index finger. “And I’m not taking no for an answer.”


Chapter 46

Broken

Danella IX

Salmantica

Danella’s knees shook. The ground didn’t quake as it had the last time she returned to the Temple District, but it might as well have. A heaviness rested on her shoulders, making it difficult to breathe as she climbed the makeshift dais of empty, overturned crates to address the people on the debris-filled streets. Some workers, hauling fallen stone from the piles of crumbled buildings, inclined their dirty faces. Others, too focused on their tasks, would see her soon enough. Taking the same position as the seer she’d heard on her journey to submit herself to the House of the Faceless, she hoped others would listen as she had.

The absence of the Gods paled in comparison to the emptiness beside her. While Daenus, Ispara, and Liario saw to their purposes in her plan, she would have to do this alone.

She swallowed with difficulty as more and more people noticed her atop the dais. Hood raised, Danella traced her fingers through the section of shaved hair over the scar above her ear.

This is my chance to make things right.

The weight atop her chest did not relent, but she removed her hood and spoke loud enough to summon every Sentinel and Vigile in Salmantica.

“Good people of Salmantica,” Danella cried, holding her hands up. “I am Danella Drake, daughter of Damascus Drake, wife to Varros Helixus, and mother of King Damascus.”

The people along the streets, no longer captivated by their labor, gathered around—murmurs on every tongue. A pair of Vigiles at the end of the street approached but made no move to stop her. The weight on her shoulders did not lessen, but the energy within her chest blossomed.

For Varros. For Laeden. For peace and prosperity.

“I come to you, not as queen, not as queen mother, but as a broken woman with a confession and a cry for help.”

The gathering grew, Sentinels and Vigiles nearing along the outskirts.

Unable to dally, she pressed through the confession that burdened her soul. “The Revivalists who plagued our lands—I led them. I believed, in service to the Gods, that my husband, King Varros, endangered all we hold dear. But I was wrong.”

Ignoring the gasps and the dropped jaws, Danella persevered. “My long-held belief that the Gods would punish our Celestic tolerance drove me to great lengths, but this—” She pointed to the thundering skies. “This is not our punishment.”

The Faceless within the gathered crowd, the masked servants of the Gods, would not take kindly to what she was about to say, but it needed to be said—even if it wasn’t entirely true.

“It grieves me to say, but the Gods have fallen!”

Hands raised to gaping mouths or to the Six Arrowed Star pendants around the necks of those gathered, but that part was true.

“The treacherous tides are a sign of Aquarius’s death. The quakes that ravaged our city—evidence of Moterra’s. Absent the nightly rains, yet beset by thunder and lightning, Phaebia no longer stewards us. Just yesternight, our Vigiles and Sentinels brawled in the streets. Why you ask? Look no further than the absence of Hameryn’s harmony.”

“Blasphemy!”

“Heresy!”

The weight atop Danella’s chest crushed down on her, but she would not fail.

“You do not believe me, but Incinerae has come to me,” Danella said. “Blasphemous you call it, but so too did the Faytes and Kaines when my father spoke of Neutreen’s death in Rheynia. In the absence of my father, Incinerae, in her desperation, chose me.”

Though this silenced the loudest of her hecklers, she could not rest. More Sentinels, Vigiles, and Faceless began weaving through the crowd, but in support or opposition, she couldn’t be sure.

“Incinerae has whispered in my ear of Ferrocles’s treachery; he murders the other Gods to secure power for himself. Before her flame burned out, she told me only together would we survive the Age of the End.”

In the distance, a host of armed guards in Lion’s Academy black leather armor approached. Her heart hammered against the anvil resting on her chest, but she pressed on.

“We have made war amongst ourselves, but now we must come together. And soon. An army from the east—a horde of death—has already taken Valtarcia. Salmantica will be next if we do not unite. Valencians, Celestics, patricians, plebs, knights and mages—we must all join forces if we are to survive Ferrocles’s wrath.”

Outrage. Fear. Denial.

The people were ignorant to the invasion Damascus refused to believe, but how long before they believed? Soon the refugees would be at their gates, an army at their backs. The Valtarcians would perish if Danella failed, and with them, their own hopes of survival.

A group of Faceless wove through the crowd, shoving their way toward her. Their black masks, void of expression, sent a chill down her spine. A pair of Sentinels attempted to stop them, but they were quickly overrun.

Danella’s chest tightened. Her throat constricted. The weight on her shoulders threatened to sink her through the stacked crates she stood upon. I must convince them.

More Sentinels. More Vigiles. More Faceless.

“Good people, if we do not unite, we will—”

Scanning the crowd, she saw it too late. Off to the side of the gathering, standing on a pile of rubble from a collapsed column, a slender figure beneath a black cloak and mask raised a small crossbow, its bolt aimed directly at her.

Danella’s eyes widened. Her jaw unhinged.

The thrum, short and sharp, punched her in the chest, driving the air from her lungs. The force of the impact sent her reeling. The stacked crates fumbled beneath her feet. Her arms reached, grasping for something—anything.

The crackling sky bore down on her, and the empty space between her and the ground yawned open. She crashed to the dirt floor, slamming the back of her head into the ground.

Her head spun. Her ribs ached. Shouts thundered all around her as fighting broke out. Unable to breathe, unable to focus, she reached for the bolt lodged in her chest, but there were too many to grab in her dancing vision. When she closed her fingers, they came up empty. Gasping for breath, her periphery faded. Sounds muffled. The weight on her chest pressed her into the ground, through it, into the abyssal void of unconsciousness.


Chapter 47

Champion of the Nine

Laeden IX & Zephyrus X

Valtarcian Isthmus

Laeden held Threyna’s gaze, their hands still connected, their souls still entwined. Hearing the crunch of snow underfoot behind him, Laeden pulled his hand away and whipped around.

Kherus and Aurellia approached, Aponius not far behind.

Threyna retreated from Laeden, body and soul alike.

“Apologies,” Kherus said. “But we are ready to leave at your command.”

Laeden cleared his throat, daring a glance at Threyna, but she didn’t meet his eyes. “At once, then.”

The procession trudged through the snow in only moderately restored spirits. Though food was in short supply amidst the failing crops and the state in which their makeshift army came together, the mages filled their water supplies, which was more than the rest of New Rheynia could say.

As they marched towards Salmantica, he wondered what state they’d find the city in. He hoped Danella convinced Damascus, or at least the people, to aid them. It was a long shot, but even if they did get beyond the perceived safety of the city walls, that still left the issue of food, supplies, and the ability to defeat the Skeleton King when he inevitably came for them.

Laeden examined the rotten veins slithering up his arm from the black-and-red gauntlet. The two remaining prongs bit into the outer portion of his forearm in a line from his elbow to his wrist. The ones at either end were the first to release. When he mastered the two remaining tenets of the blood magic, the scars left by the prongs would join the mage-healed flesh on the underbelly of his forearm where Aponius had sliced his Falcon of Faire tattoo to convince Damascus of Laeden’s death.

A small price to pay for a chance at victory.

Just as his pound of flesh had saved them from Damascus’s army, so too would his blood magic aid them in the impending battle with the Skeleton King.

After a time, the isthmus wall appeared on the horizon, broken and dilapidated as it was. Following in the footsteps of the refugees Laeden sent ahead of their last encounter with the Skeleton King’s horde, they would arrive within the day.

If all goes as planned.

Laeden’s gauntleted hand swung at his side as he walked in stride with Kherus, Aurellia, and Aponius. Though they each eyed it, none broached the subject. After sharing updates of what transpired after they separated at the Bay of Bastards, the hushed silence reserved for preoccupied minds took hold.

Aurellia broke the seal. “What will happen once we arrive in Salmantica?”

It was the question Laeden imagined everyone marching westward had thought at least once. If not for the cursed artifact attached to his arm, it was the only other thing on his mind.

“I don’t know,” Laeden said, more honest than a king should be. “I have no idea what fate awaits us, but I know our end if we continue to waste away in the elements while the Skeleton King grows stronger on the blood of our kin.”

“What if the queen betrays us?” Aponius asked, his freckled face blushing.

Laeden wasn’t sure if the wind or the question caused the reddening of his cheeks. After all, Laeden was only alive because Aponius betrayed the queen first. He couldn’t imagine his would-be assassin would be keen on returning to the woman he defied.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I wish I had another answer. But absent the aid of the Fallen, the ships to go elsewhere, or the numbers to withstand another head-on assault, this is our last hope.”

“You have a backup plan, though,” Kherus said. “Right?”

Perhaps Kherus hoped for a similar gambit to when Laeden set House Arux’s walls on fire to delay their deception of sending the bulk of the freedpeople and the Fallen south, while Kherus, the Ridge Knights, and Ulysius’s former gladiators fled by boat.

This time, Laeden had no such machinations. He’d positioned his tiles. Now was time to throw the dice and hope for the best.

“No,” Laeden said. “I have hope that we will come together and outlast this evil. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

“We all have a part to play in the Age of the End,” Aurellia said, using a discarded reaping spear as a walking stick. Her eyes fixed on Zephyrus walking ahead of them.

The Wielder.

“What do the Celestics believe about the Age of the End?” Aponius asked, wincing, as if afraid of the answer.

Aurellia shrugged. “I don’t know. I was born a slave. Speaking of such was… dangerous. I only know what I’ve heard. Some believed it would be the end of our enslavement. Others, the end of the world.” Inclining her head to the sky, she said, “I suppose both were right.”

A cough behind them redirected their attention.

Kaelus and his wife, Urcilia, strode side by side.

“We may know something about that,” Kaelus said, glancing at his wife. “After the treaty—when the decrees came down to enslave the Celestic people and burn their texts and idols… I kept one. An old one, from before the Great Migration—The Ghost of Divinity.”

Zephyrus, walking ahead beside Vykinallia with the Guardian floating over them, glanced over his shoulder, but kept walking.

“Earl Kaelus,” Kherus exclaimed, his tone teasing.

Urcilia blushed. “It felt wrong. It was wrong. Not to keep it, but to burn it. How could we destroy history? It was blasphemous—perhaps not to the Six, but certainly to the Judges.”

“What did you do with it?” Aurellia asked.

Kaelus stroked his brown-and-gray beard. “It was written in the old tongue of Stockhelm. But I had one woman translate it to me, as best she could. I transcribed it. Cover to cover.”

Others walking nearby leaned in to listen, Threyna included. He could still feel her rhythm despite whatever distance she attempted to put between them now.

“I thought the old tongue lost,” Iberion said, glancing at Unari, just behind Kaelus and Urcilia. “I only knew one who claimed to know it.”

“What did it say?” Vykinallia asked Kaelus.

Urcilia grinned. “Oddly enough, it was similar to the Facets of Perfection—without the Six’s jealousy of other Gods.” She shrugged. “Be gentle, charitable, kind. Remain humble, diligent, and open to the world’s wisdom. Pursue life with courage, live fully, and find the balance in all things.”

“Not far off from the Facets at all,” Kherus said. “Different words, but same sentiment.”

Laeden considered that. The Facets of Perfection were supposedly written by Damascus Drake before the Great Migration, and these sacred Celestic texts predated the Rheynian arrival.

Yet even still, they preach similar principles. If only both sides took the time to honor their similarities instead of fighting over their differences, perhaps things would be different.

Part of him wished they had, but another deeper portion denied the possibility. This was cosmic—far greater than humanity’s faults. Gods murdered and betrayed one another to instill their vision of the world as opposed to another’s. Even if they defeated the Skeleton King, reunited Valtarcia and Salmantica, made peace between the Valencians and the Celestics, and assuaged the Fallen from seeking retribution against New Rheynia, how long before a new problem arose?

Are we just prone to seek division and wage violence? Where in the Facets or these Celestic texts did it suggest war as a solution?

“What did it say of Tharseo born-again?” Unari asked, her tone riddled with skepticism. “Did this text speak of that?”

Kaelus nodded. “Yes, of course—the Champion of the Nine. The Champion would demonstrate three aspects of Orsius’s wisdom, three of Aeryss’s affection, and three of Vykannis’s courage before once again leading Perillian to freedom. Not just in this world, but to the Celestial Falls.” He contorted his brow. “Urcilia, do you remember the aspects?”

Urcilia tousled her hair with one hand while counting on her other. “The Provider. The Redeemer. And the Savior.”

“Those are Aeryss’s,” Kaelus explained. “Then the Avenger. The Martyr. And the Bane for Vykannis.”

Urcilia grimaced. “I’m forgetting one. The Unifier. The Warden.” She held up eight fingers, staring at them as if to divine the answer.

Zephyrus looked over his shoulder again, his mouth agape.

Zephyrus

His feet continued forward, but his thoughts were in the past. He didn’t know how. He didn’t know why. But Zephyrus knew Kaelus’s translation was wrong. Not ‘The Ghost of Divinity,’ but ‘The Spirit of Divinity.’ Not ‘aspects’ of the Nine, but ‘acts’ the Champion would fulfill.

He also knew the last act of Tharseo born-again. He attempted to open his mouth to share, but a stone formed in his throat as memories flooded back.

“When will she come back?” Zephyrus had asked Patrus as he lay on his side, staring at the wall of the hide tent with his back to the fire.

“I don’t know,” Patrus said.

Zephyrus rolled over to face him. Tendrils of smoke rose from the fire in the center of the tent and wafted to the opening at the top. Zephyrus stared through the licking tongues at a much younger Patrus. While Zephyrus was just a boy, Patrus was still a seasoned warrior, with more scars than wrinkles, and more wisdom than gray hairs.

“I don’t want to be here anymore,” young Zephyrus said. “I want to go home.”

“I know, Vy,” Patrus said. “Judges preserve me, I know. But you must be strong fer your mother. You practice your lessons, you learn the healing magic, and we check an Act off the list.”

Zephyrus grimaced, pulling his pelt under his chin. “But it hurts.”

Patrus smiled. “I know it does, lad. Embrace it. Let it bring ya closer to those who suffered before. I know it ain’t fair, but life is more than wishes and wants. And if yer mother is right—if she ain’t the Champion of the Nine—then it might be you.”

Zephyrus stared into the fire, wishing he had taken the leatherbound book written in the old tongue of Stockhelm when they’d left Stoneside. While he and Patrus fled to Klaytos to join the rest of the Fallen, the Spirit of Divinity remained in the hidden compartment behind the cornerstone over the hearth.

“What if I’m not the Champion either?” Zephyrus asked, sitting upright. “What if we’re wandering the world for me to complete the Nine Acts for nothing?”

“Nothing we do is for nothing,” Patrus said.

Zephyrus pulled the pelt tighter around himself. “How can anyone complete the Nine Acts in one lifetime?” He shook his head. “What if we made a mistake? We should have taken the Spirit with us.”

Patrus grinned. “Do ya needa hold the words of the Rebel’s Rhyme to sing it?”

Zephyrus cowed. “No.”

“No, indeed,” Patrus said. “We don’t need paper and leather when we keep it here.” He pointed his index finger to his breast, the “A” of House Auros branded into his forearm. “And here.” He raised his finger to his temple. “Do you remember the Acts of the Champion?”

Zephyrus nodded. “Unify the divided. Save the broken. Be the bane of those who would do harm. Avenge those unable to fight for themselves. Ward the needy. Redeem the misguided. Provide for the future. And deny death.”

Patrus nodded. “You’re forgetting one.”

Zephyrus swallowed the stone in his throat, staring through the snow-covered ground along the isthmus to whatever depths lay beyond. Vykinallia put her hand on his arm, but his thoughts were with Patrus. Patrus, his ever-faithful companion, the man who chided his pridefulness, who believed in him when memories failed them both—who died telling him to live.

“What’s wrong?” Vykinallia asked.

Tears welled in his eyes. The pit in his stomach turned like the swelling surf below the cliffs. But amidst his swirling emotions, his memories flooded back to him.

“Shepherd the lost,” he whispered.

Vykinallia startled, then squinted at him. “How do you know?”

“Ah,” Kaelus said, snapping his fingers as the revelation came to him. “The Shepherd.”

Vykinallia glanced over her shoulder, from Kaelus back to Zephyrus. “You remember.”

He remembered everything.

His time at Stoneside. The day his father left the Fallen to fulfill a higher calling. How his mother had led the Fallen in his absence. When she’d left him to aid his father. Saying goodbye to the rest of the Fallen in Klaytos as Patrus took him to a village where he could learn the healing magic. The day the village was set upon by slavers. How Vellarix and the Arcane Templar came to their aid and saved them. His lessons under the Elders’ watchful eyes. The anger, the abandonment, the purpose placed on him.

The Champion of the Nine.

He considered his life, trying to reason if he had completed any of the Nine Acts. They were so vague—too vague. They could apply to any one for any number of reasons.

What qualifies as providing for the future? What act would be enough to sate fate’s fickle mind? And how did this coincide with the Return and the Age of the End?

Then it struck him.

Cold raced from his fingertips to his chest as if he had cast an inferno without balancing the scales. His fate foretold by the seers never fully fit the prophecies of the Return. He wasn’t the Wielder, the Harbinger, or the Herald—not completely.

Paxoran commanded the Seers to attack me when I returned to Tharseo’s Bastion. Were they servants of Paxoran the whole time? Have we been following the wrong prophecies?

Paxoran needed a Wielder to collect the Treasures, a Harbinger to slay the Gods, and a Herald—someone like Iylea to make the divine realm accessible for a mortal to ascend.

Did Paxoran make up the prophecies for his own means… to distract anyone from completing the Nine Acts?

Still, something was different. Iberion had told him to embrace his doubt, but this was everything he’d spent his life preparing for, everything he’d longed to remember.

Was it all based on a lie?

Zephyrus blinked the tears from his eyes recalling the memory of him and Patrus in the tent in Klaytos.

“What if we made a mistake?” he had asked.

Kaelus called them Nine Aspects of the Champion, and referred to the roles as nouns.

Not acts. People. Not one Champion, but nine.

Vykinallia put her hand on his arm. “Zephyrus?”

As the conversation unfolded and murmurs spread throughout the procession, all eyes found their way to him. The words “Champion of the Nine” were on everyone’s lips.

Zephyrus stopped, and everyone came to a halt. He looked into the eyes of those surrounding him, viewing him like a God, but all around, all he saw were Champions.

Iylea, the Guardian, who had saved his life a handful of times. Laeden, who had cast off everything he’d ever known to free the slaves. Threyna, who had taken the burdens of the world on herself to defeat the Skeleton King. And Vykinallia… she was everything the future needed—a woman who saw past differences, who brought people together. The people before him—Helms and Rheynians. Celestics and Valencians. Freedpeople and lanistas—they were the Champions of the Nine.

“You’re wrong,” Zephyrus said, stilling the gathered crowd to silence. “You think it’s me, but you’re wrong.”

Disgruntled whispers broke out around him, but Zephyrus continued. “I long thought it was me. I trained to become enough to fulfill the fate I believed was placed before me. I spent my life trying to embody and achieve what I thought was the Nine Acts, but I’ve fallen short. As have all of you.”

Eyes fell. Lips pursed. Heads hung.

“You see,” Zephyrus said. “There is no Champion of the Nine—no Nine Acts. Nine Aspects. Not one Tharseo born-again, but Nine Aspects of him. There are Nine Champions. Not one.”

He pointed at Laeden. “A Warden who would shield those unable to defend themselves.” To Threyna. “An Avenger who would not rest until the blight on our world was struck down.” He inclined his head to Iylea’s orb of light. “A savior, who delivers hope from Valencia.”

He met Vykinallia’s emerald eyes. She who, even when he was a slave, brought him a healer to return his memories. She who, as a slave owner, witnessed his magic and kept his confidence. She, who freed him before he could free himself.

A stone reformed in Zephyrus’s throat. Patrus, you were my shepherd.

Setting his jaw, he raised his voice. “You are the Champions of the Nine. We are all Champions of the Nine!”

Iberion stepped forward, unsheathing his sword. Pointing it to the sky, he shouted, “I am Champion of the Nine.”

Cerik came up beside him, mace extended. “I am Champion of the Nine.”

“I am Champion of the Nine!” Aurellia cried.

“I am Champion of the Nine!” Laeden said, his cursed gauntlet raised.

As others took up the cry, Vykinallia only held his gaze, beaming at him. Reflected in her eyes, he saw himself clearly, perhaps for the first time. Imperfect, fallible, and never enough. But for the first time in his life, that was all he needed to be.

Vykinallia punched the sky. Champion of the Nine repeated, spreading throughout their force, loud enough to rival the thunder’s rumble, the ocean’s wrath, and the wind’s whip. Surrounded by such passion, such unity, Zephyrus began to believe.

We will defeat the Skeleton King. We’ll stop Paxoran. And we’ll do it together.


INTERLUDE IV

Cleotra

Stockhelm

Only days had passed, but the liberation of her house from Brusos and Cerberynn’s conniving claws might as well have been centuries ago. If she measured time in the passing of Gods, by her estimate four more had perished at the Harbinger’s hand. Moterra’s death quaked the foundation of the world. Phaebia’s blotted out the sun and shattered the sky with lightning. Ferrocles’s had set them all at each other’s throats. Now, even the fires in the hearths burned cold.

“Milady,” said Nortus as he approached her in the bloody atrium still stained with the gore of Brusos’s men.

Beside him, Gensus, the wounded Ridge Knight who stayed behind despite his desire to travel with King Laeden, placed his hand atop hers. “We don’t need this.” Gensus lowered the dagger clutched in her hands. “We just need to talk to them.”

Cleotra lowered the blade reluctantly, but her grip remained firm on the dagger she’d plunged into Cerberynn’s back. Cerberynn’s blood still stained the beds of Cleotra’s fingernails. She convinced herself water was too precious to waste, though, even if it wasn’t in such short supply, she might have elected not to scrub the blood clean.

It was a trophy of vengeance. She killed Cerberynn the same way Brusos murdered her husband. Then used the same dagger to save Vykinallia from Brusos’s guards.

It was perhaps the first act of courage she’d done in her entire life. It made her wonder where her fierce daughter came from. Abducted by the queen’s men and delivered to the Uprising as a prisoner, she fought for her life and became a leader of the Fallen.

Yet she couldn’t convince them to listen. Perhaps I can now.

Nortus glanced to the tablinum door, raised voices erupting on the other side. “Sure now is the best time?”

Cleotra snorted. She’d spent too much of her life not speaking up. When her husband wouldn’t relent in pressuring their only son to take a wife he never wanted for the sake of his legacy, she never spoke up. Even after her boy left home, vowing never to return, she had not found her voice. Then when Lentulis’s politics morphed from practical to hateful, she’d remained silent. She allowed her husband to berate her, tell her she was wrong, hit her, and sell off their only daughter just so he could rise high enough to buoy his fractured ego. All because she couldn’t find the best time to broach the subjects. She would wait no longer.

“Best time or not, we’re four dead Gods too late as it is,” Cleotra said.

Gensus leaned closer, wearing the black leather armor of the Lion’s Academy her son, Markus, was once the Apprentice Master at Arms at. She stared at the lion emblazoned on his cuirass, but that only made Cleotra choke the hilt of her dagger more firmly.

“Whether they agree or not,” Gensus said, “we don’t need to stay.”

Nortus nodded. The big burly guard who had served House Cassius was her only saving grace during Brusos’s occupation of her home. Now he would leave it with her.

Cleotra glanced from Nortus’s beady eyes to Gensus’s heavily lidded ones. The former Ridge Knight was of an age with Markus, but the bristles of his mustache overgrew his upper lip, and the scruff of his unkempt brown beard nearly rivaled Nortus’s. Though it hid most of his face, he spoke with nothing to hide.

He had told her the truth of his time fighting alongside Markus in his last days—the good and the bad. She blamed herself for the conflict in Markus’s heart. His hesitation to trust the Celestics, his distrust of mages—it was her fault. She would have held Lentulis accountable too, but there was no point blaming the dead.

“What if they won’t let us leave?” Cleotra asked the two bearded men.

Nortus grunted, looking to Gensus.

Gensus exhaled through his nostrils. “They will.”

She wished she shared his optimism. Perhaps that was why she held the dagger. It gave her the strength that wine hadn’t over these past months. Neither her childish tantrums pouring herself into bed nor her trysts with Fenyx could shake her from her guilt that she had let her children grow in such a hateful place. But after witnessing Vykinallia’s courage in the face of real adversity, she could not—would not—sit idly by, pitying herself any longer.

Cleotra forced a shaky breath, but nodded. “How many will come with us?”

Gensus shrugged. “Enough to field a ship across these waters. But if we can convince them…” Gensus shrugged. “Perhaps all of us together could make a difference.”

“Even if we can’t,” Cleotra said, “we have to try.”

She led them to the door of what was once her husband’s tablinum. She didn’t need to put her ear to the door to listen to the voices beyond.

“We wait,” Sinion said. “That was the plan. We let the Valtarcians, the Salmantics, and the Skeleton King slaughter one another. Then we attack whichever weakened foe is left.”

Teluvar sucked his teeth. “The plan wasn’t for Auros’s Fallen to abandon us.”

Cleotra’s teeth ground as her knuckles crushed the dagger’s hilt in her grip. They didn’t abandon us. We abandoned them. She forced herself to breath, sheathing the dagger at the belt around her shift.

“We have plenty of fighters,” Sinion said. “Your pit fighters, my gladiators—they will follow us. We don’t need Auros’s brood.”

“We have fighters,” Lenara agreed, “but not generals.”

Sinion stammered, clearly outraged at the insinuation.

“Hear reason,” Teluvar said, quieting the lanista. “We already lost the Arcane Templar and the Warlocks of Sage to this Skeleton King. For all we know, the Prophet of the Return, the pseudo-king, and the Cassius whelp are dead too.”

Cleotra’s blood boiled. She inhaled sharply, but before she could force her way through the tablinum door, Gensus held her back, lifting a patient finger.

She seethed. How dare he speak of my daughter. Hissing through her teeth, she waited for Lenara to defend her own son. It shouldn’t have surprised her that no such defense came. The woman hadn’t come to her son’s defense in two decades. Why would she start now?

Teluvar continued. “We should flee east. Search for a new home beyond the Skeleton King’s reach.”

“Flee?” Sinion spat. “You Rheynian cowards, always so quick to run. No. We have waited, we have endured, and we will take back our homeland. All of it.”

Cleotra had heard enough. She shoved the door open, blood still boiling. She eyed their supposed leaders with a disgust that rivaled her disdain for herself. Lenara’s hawkish stare found her first from behind Lentulis’s desk. Teluvar leaned against the back wall of the tablinum, arms crossed. Sinion placed his hands on his hips as if to make his tremendous bulk more imposing.

“You are the cowards,” Cleotra said. “All of you. Your plans.”

Gensus cleared his throat, but that would not make her bite back her ire or stifle the fire burned in her veins. Kindled by the death of her husband, the loss of her son, and the fact that her daughter was out there—fighting for the future of their very world—she would do her part. She would not be rendered helpless. Not while Sinion, Teluvar, and Lenara debated between running the other way and showing up when the fighting was done.

“There is a difference between cowardice and patience,” Lenara said. “But patience—”

“Don’t counsel me on patience,” Cleotra snapped, Ferrocles’s wrath present in her coiled fist. “I sat on the pulvinus and watched. I lost myself. Hated myself. But I accepted that this was just the way of the world now.” She shook her head. “Blind. Stupid. But as terrible as I have been, you… you are worse.”

She stabbed her finger at Sinion. “You sat beside me, biding your time, planning on doing something, but never actually doing anything. Then when the moment finally comes to act, your pride of sticking to your ‘plan’ prevents you.”

Before Sinion could reply, she wagged her finger and shook her head. “Tell me, Sinion. Did you prepare for the drought? How about the fires? Certainly not the earthquake, the blackened skies—none of it.” She scoffed. “Plans.”

The word tasted like a curse on her tongue.

Turning her attention from Sinion to Teluvar, she glowered. “And you… you wish to run—to go east? How many will you abandon to their deaths so you can save yourself?”

Teluvar sniffed. His upper lip curled as if he’d smelled something foul, but he dropped his gaze, unable to look at her—unable to formulate a response she wouldn’t lay into.

Lastly, she turned to Lenara.

The older woman held up her hand. “This may be your house, Cleotra Cassius, but take caution with your next words.”

Cleotra snorted. “Caution.” She glanced between Nortus and Gensus on either side of her. “The time for caution has passed. The Age of the End has come. And I will be damned if I spend it here, hoping for others to do what I will not. I’m leaving. I’m taking as many boats as I need to ferry those who would rather fight than wait for the world to end.”

Lenara held her gaze, but said nothing, rubbing her thumb and forefinger together. Stone. Cold. Too afraid to do the wrong thing so content to do nothing at all, Lenara only stared.

“Regardless of which Gods are still alive to listen,” Cleotra said, “you can tip the burning scales and swear by the Six all you want, but I’m leaving. With or without you. I’m going to aid our children. And believe me when I say, if after we win you dare show your faces…” She shook her head, fingers twitching near the dagger’s hilt in her belt. “It will not go according to your plans.”


PART V


Chapter 48

Nearly Done

Fenyx V

Valencia

Fenyx tossed Incinerae’s charred and ashen corpse on the pile of other defeated Gods in the Hall of Mirrors. Cooled molten lava hardened beneath every orifice of the Fire Goddess’s face. Her empty eye sockets stared into oblivion. Her open mouth gaped as if locked in an eternal scream.

Dead.

He lifted Ferrocles’s skeletal remains by the belt about his leather armor and flung his clattering bones atop Incinerae’s. Paxoran’s task was complete. Beneath Ferrocles and Incinerae, Moterra’s sap-stained and fungus-riddled stumps formed the base layer. Phaebia’s stony remains rested atop her divine sister, the polar opposite of the electricity she emitted in life. What remained of her sculpture after he had dragged her down the tower stairs reminded him of the sculpted busts on display in Cassius’s atrium—the greatest Champions of his house.

Long he hoped he would one day be immortalized in the villa. But now he would be enshrined in a far higher hall.

Everything he desired at House Cassius was as ephemeral as the nightly rains, but now, standing before the dead Gods who had withheld his glory in the mortal realm, he would receive the laurels a hundredfold.

Paxoran strode into the Hall of Mirrors, his frail features hidden beneath his billowing black cloak. “Well done, Fenyx. I knew you would find her. No one can hide forever.” He examined the slit through the back of Ferrocles’s armor. “And Ferrocles provided little trouble.”

Fenyx grunted. “He warned me that if you should ever command his death, together, we should kill you, Paxoran.”

“Did he now?” Paxoran hummed, inclining his gaze from the pile of dead Gods. Tsking, he returned to inspect Incinerae’s ashen corpse. “Such a prideful beast. Tell me, why did you choose me over him?”

He didn’t even bother to look at Fenyx standing behind him, sword sheathed at his ornate belt. As if he hadn’t a concern in all the reaches of the realms that Fenyx would turn against him. The God of Peace elected instead to observe Fenyx’s handiwork.

Fenyx straightened, accidentally finding his reflection in the mirrors. No longer withered, poxed, and scarred—a soot-stained skeleton in gold-and-crimson armor remained.

Fenyx averted his gaze. “While he denied me in the mortal realm, you chose me.”

“Ah.” Paxoran nodded. “Loyalty. Honor. Qualities Auron instilled in all his Champions.”

Fenyx winced at Auron’s name. Incinerae’s words lanced at him.

“He never cared if you were Champion,” Incinerae had said. “He wanted you to live.”

Fenyx shook the thought away, and cleared his throat. “Once we found her, and I no longer needed Ferrocles’s assistance, I put an end to him.”

Paxoran’s gaunt face met Fenyx’s. “And where did you find her?”
“The tower of her lover.”

Paxoran’s bone-white complexion paled. He gripped the belt securing Fenyx’s pauldron to his shoulder. “Arcamedes’s tower? Did you see anyone—a woman?”

The sudden urgency in his skeletal expression startled Fenyx. He shook his head. “No. Only Incinerae.”

Paxoran released Fenyx and snarled. He returned to the bodies and scoured Ferrocles’s remains, muttering to himself.

“Creator’s curses!” Paxoran shouted. “It’s gone.” He shook his head and pointed a skeletal finger into Fenyx’s chest. “Our job is nearly done, but there are still those who would seek to stop us from getting that which we deserve. I will summon the Creator, but you must guard the Celestial Falls. And do. Not. Move.” His index finger emphasized each of his last words. “There is a woman. You see her, you kill her.”

Fenyx nodded. “Then I will become God of Death?”

“Once the Creator answers for their crimes against the realms,” Paxoran said. “Yes.”


Chapter 49

Plans, Schemes, Blades

Danella X

Salmantica

Pressure jammed down on her ribs. Pain lanced into her sternum, and heat radiated throughout her entire body. She gasped for breath, but that was more painful than the hand on her chest.

“Hold still,” said a white-cloaked man, his face hidden by the hood of his cloak. With one hand on her shoulder, and the other wrapped around the crossbow bolt lodged in her chest, he heaved. The bolt tore free from the ring mail beneath her cloak.

Danella’s head lolled to the side, her vision obscured by a pulsing black ring encroaching around her.

The white-cloaked figure adjusted her chin and leaned over her. Gray eyes stared into hers, but she didn’t recognize their owner.

“You’ve got a concussion,” the Vigile said. “Likely a cracked rib.”

Danella wheezed out a hoarse breath. A sharp, stabbing sensation raced from where the bolt struck her, wrapping around her back and into her spine. Her throat felt raw as air flooded into her lungs, but each subsequent breath came with greater ease and less pain.

She eyed the Vigile. Sandy hair clung to his forehead. His brows, darker than his hair, perched atop gray eyes. With a strong jaw and a cleft in his chin deep enough to have been carved by a sword, he would have been handsome if not for his crooked nose.

Danella tried to sit up, but yelped and slunk back.

The Vigile winced, shushing her. He glanced over his shoulder as if to make certain no one heard her outburst. When no one burst through the door behind him, he turned back to her. “You need to take it easy. You’ve got half the city looking for you.”

Danella glanced around the room. She was back in the cellar of the Chimeran Inn. Though it didn’t appear as it had, she recognized the unfinished ceiling rafters. The cellar stores had been ransacked—cupboards flung open, shelves overturned. Her makeshift dais was dismantled to keep her and people like her silent, but it wouldn’t.

They tried to kill me.

She’d had a target on her back her entire life. Her father died, but not before leaving her with his enemies. Her brother fell at the hands of one such enemy in the Hechts, though Varros had been the one chosen by his order of mages to carry out the deed. All her life she’d known people would wish her dead—for who she was, for what she would inherit. But never before had any attempt been made on her life. The Faceless, no less… The order of men and women who had dedicated their lives to the Six, tried to assassinate her.

They tried to kill me… as I tried to kill Varros.

She tasted bile in her throat. Whether nauseous because of her reaggravated concussion, or because of the horrible parallel between the assassin she set on Varros and the Faceless’s attempt on her, she didn’t try to reason.

The back of her head ached where it met the stone behind her. Her fingers reached past the shorn side of her head and the copper wire sewing her scalp shut to the back of her skull. The flesh, tender and sensitive, wasn’t as painful as her ribs.

“Who?” Danella asked.

“Who’s looking for you?” the Vigile asked. “Everyone!”

“No,” Danella said, through heavily lidded eyes. “Who are you?”

The Vigile chortled. “Me? I’m no one.”

“You saved me,” Danella said. “Who are you?”

“Varros,” he said.

Danella blinked, not believing her ears. “What?”

“Borrus,” he said again, raising a dark brow.

Danella balked. Get a grip on yourself. She lifted her hand to her face to hide the blush climbing her cheeks, but somewhere along the way, her hand got lost.

“If you wait here, my queen, I will get help,” Borrus said.

“Why did you help me?” Danella asked.

Borrus shrugged, brushing his hair from his sweat-soaked brow with the back of his hand. “You’re just trying to help people. Seemed like you needed some help yourself.”

Danella’s eyelids drooped, her eyelashes invading her view of Varros’s face. His nose was wrong, his hair too dark, and his eyes lacked the twinkle found in her husband’s gaze, but still, she saw Varros.

“Thank you, Varros,” she said, closing her eyes.

“Wait here,” Varros said, his voice faraway and fading. “I’ll be back with help.”

The cellar of Elrod Horne’s inn morphed. The walls became pillars of fire, blazes that burned against the starry night sky. The overturned shelves and empty crates were replaced by bodies. Men in Lion’s Academy blacks, men and women in mismatched clothing bearing a dozen different colors and sigils. The clash of steel rose all around her.

Danella pressed herself to her feet, the ground unsteady beneath her. Heart galloping, she scoured the battlefield, searching for an ally. Daenus, Liario, Ispara—anyone.

In the distance, Laeden, dressed in Helixus blue, slashed his longsword at a man with his back towards her. Stumbling, she lifted her skirts and ran towards Laeden, waving her arm to get his attention.

Blood dripped down his arm. His blue surcoat leaked from half a dozen other wounds, but he attacked with reckless abandon. Bodies lay all around him; their arms and legs were bent at odd angles. Other corpses weren’t so fortunate with blood pooling around their severed stumps.

This is a nightmare.

Danella attempted to force herself awake, but the vision remained.

Laeden disarmed his foe and stabbed him through the shoulder. His opponent wheeled, clutching his wounded arm, but in his motion, he faced Danella. Golden eyes stared back at her.

She gasped, extending her arm towards her son.

Blood dripped from Damascus’s lip. A gash in his britches revealed a slash across his thigh. A series of slits ruined his doublet. Yet the blank expression in his eyes froze her.

Laeden seized Damascus by the collar, wrenching him around. He reared back, readying the killing blow.

Danella tried to scream, but no words came. No sound passed her lips.

“Stop!” shouted a voice behind her.

Danella spun. She tripped on her unsteady feet as a man rushed past her. Clad in a black cloak, arms outstretched, he inserted himself between Laeden and Damascus.

“Stop!” he shouted. “You are brothers.” He glanced back and forth between them. The black cloak faded, replaced by a blue-and-white cape—the Drake chimera on one half, the Helixus winged horse on the other. The crown sat atop his graying blond waves as it had when he was once king.

Danella fell to her knees. Varros!

Something heavy weighed down her clasped hands. Forming before her eyes, a sword’s hilt took shape, followed by the blade. Engraved in the hilt was the red chimera of House Drake.

Damascus’s sword. She flipped it over. The blue winged horse of Helixus should have been there, but it was scratched away.

Danella’s heart sank as she realized what was happening. Tears welled in her eyes before she gained her feet. Running toward the three of them, she attempted to scream, to warn Varros, but no sound came forth.

“Please,” Varros said. “You are my sons. What peace can exist in a realm if it cannot be held between brothers?”

Danella’s heart hammered against her ribs, but her feet moved in slow motion. She counted each arduous step ahead of her. I’m not going to make it…

Laeden lowered his sword. But Damascus’s fist closed around something. Barely visible in the dim light, she might have missed it if not for the flickering glow of fire that caught the obsidian dagger’s edge.

Danella charged, only a few paces away from Damascus’s back. “Damascus, no!”

If he heard, if anyone heard—if she even spoke—no one responded.

“End this,” Varros said. “Let peace reign.”

Damascus reared back his closed fist and the hateful dagger it held.

“No!” Danella screamed at Damascus’s back.

She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what she could do, but she couldn’t lose Varros. Not again.

She lunged. The point of Damascus’s long sword extended out before her, reaching for Damascus’s back.

Danella’s eyes snapped open as she bolted upright. Grimacing, she clutched her ribs.

Just a dream. It was only a dream.

The damp sweat trickled down her forehead. Wiping it with the back of her hand, she stared into the blackness around her. Aside from a dancing candle in a lantern a few paces away, it was too dark to see, but she recognized the cellar floor of the Chimeran Inn.

Her breathing, short and shallow, slowed. Her racing heartbeat steadied.

Borrus hasn’t returned.

Footsteps jostled the floorboards overhead. Too many to be Borrus alone. Too hurried to be coming to her aid.

Her breath choked off, and her barely slowed pulse spurred into rapid thuds that beat against her aching ribs. Before she could shove herself to her feet, the door swung open. Momentarily blinded by the orange glare of a held lantern, Danella squinted past the light to the man that held it.

Heclan Allos.

A handful of other Vigiles entered behind him. Their faces long, expressions grim beneath their white hoods.

Heclan approached, setting the torch down to kneel at her feet. “My queen, I am glad to see you well.”

Well was an overstatement, but she understood his meaning and appreciated the sentiment. “Thanks to your man, Borrus,” Danella said. “And some careful planning on behalf of Daenus.” She opened her cloak to reveal the damaged ring mail beneath.

“Thank the Six—” Heclan winced. “Or…” His dark brows lowered, then raised, wrinkling his forehead at a complete loss for words. “It doesn’t matter. We need your help.”
“What is it?” Danella asked.

“A host at the gates,” Heclan said. “Valtarcian refugees. Hundreds. I am with you, my queen, and I have men who will lend aid, but…” He shook his head. “How are we going to smuggle them past the gates and through the city? And where are we going to put them?”

Danella traced the shorn edge of her hair, careful to avoid the copper thread stitching her flesh together. A slanted grin tugged at the corner of her lip.

“I have a plan.”


Chapter 50

Goodbyes

Threyna VI

Salmantic Isthmus

As the city walls of Salmantica came into view, so too did the end of the road. Whether Laeden’s arrangement with the Salmantic Queen worked or not, whether they squared off with the Skeleton King on this side of the wall or that—either way, there was no more running. This would be their last stand.

The parts of Threyna’s feet she could still feel ached. Tired of running. Tired of surviving. Yet she didn’t know what living could look like, should they see a new dawn.

After enduring Rheynia’s curse, she and her sister, Laela, had discussed the future—join the Warlocks of Sage in another war, or continue running, this time in search of a cure for their blood magic. As they always had, they chose different paths. While she plotted with Tyrus and Erowen to claim the Treasures of Stockhelm from the Arcane Templar, Laela sailed north. Whether to escape Threyna, a lifetime of war, or maybe because she actually believed in the blood artifact’s opposite that Tyrus had told them about, she left Threyna.

Again.

To that end, Threyna seldom considered her future. Zephyrus had made her believe… once. Only days ago. But his rejection had reminded her that such prospects were not for her.

Vykinallia and Zephyrus walked ahead of her, hand in hand.

I suppose it wasn’t the curse then. But me.

Zephyrus and Vykinallia prepared to go to the highest point of Salmantica and wait for the Guardian’s ally in Valencia to reopen the gates; they would soon be separating. Vykinallia would lead him to the gate, and then he’d be gone. Lost to both her and Vykinallia. Yet the ache in her heart was less for her, and more for Vykinallia. She knew all too well what it was like to say goodbye, never knowing if a reunion was possible.

Perhaps it was Zephyrus’s clear rejection. Maybe it was seeing Vykinallia and Zephyrus together, or the conversation she’d had with Vykinallia in regards to him.

“I love Zephyrus,” Vykinallia had said, “not for what he can do for me, but what he will do for others. Can you say the same?”

She couldn’t.

Through Zephyrus she found hope, a belief that she deserved a future after a lifetime of denying the possibility. She loved him for that. But did she ever love him? No. Not really. But, walking amidst the crowd on the way to Salmantica’s city walls, she didn’t feel alone.

Something Laeden had said after tapping into his Inner Trial awakened a long-dormant piece of her. Innocuous as his words were, he made her realize how stuck in the past she was.

“Is it possible that a new seat of power would serve you better?”

The throne she sat on, the seat of power she made for herself, was a throne she never wanted. Since before she had wants, she only longed for the Skeleton King and the Order to meet their end. The throne was a representation of the end to her means, but it wasn’t one she valued.

She considered what her seat of power could be.

Walking along the isthmus overlooking the crags and the sea below, she recalled her dream of Zephyrus. They sat atop cliffs overlooking the water, the rising sun cresting the horizon. So vividly could she picture the shimmering sea, reflecting the sun’s golden ascent. She could feel the gentle breeze and the salty spray of the ocean. Gulls chirped, heralding the morning’s light and gift of warmth.

“As long as each day brings a new dawn, I will always love you,” Zephyrus had said.

But those words were reserved for Vykinallia. Not for her.

Yet, as she turned in her mind’s eye, Zephyrus was not on the cliffs beside her. No one was, but still, she didn’t feel alone. She felt peace. Patience. Hope.

“Are you okay?” Laeden came up beside her, summoning her from her reverie. His black-and-red gauntlet swung at his side; black rot tinged the flesh above its cuff.

“I’m fine,” Threyna said. “Just thinking.”

Laeden grunted, staring at Salmantica’s city walls. “It’s a dangerous habit I too find myself afflicted with.”

Threyna snorted, allowing herself a chuckle.

“What about?” Laeden asked, their footsteps falling in rhythm.

“The future,” Threyna said. “When we defeat the Skeleton King.”

Laeden ran his fingers through his hair, looking to the sky. “I like to imagine the world will look very different. Skeleton King gone. Paxoran defeated. Perhaps the realm—the world—can recover.”

Threyna hoped it would. Too much of her life was spent underground or beneath the gray clouds of Rheynia. She did not want to leave this world under black skies cracked by lightning. She wanted to see the sun again, feel its warmth upon her skin.

“What will you do,” Laeden asked, “when the realm is restored?”

Threyna shrugged. “I’ve never given it much thought, to be honest. But I like to think I deserve the chance to consider it—as dangerous a habit as that might be.”

Laeden grinned.

“How about you?” Threyna asked. “If—”

“When!” Laeden corrected.

Threyna fixed him with a playful glare. “When all goes to plan, you could be king.”

Laeden rolled his eyes. “If all goes as planned?”

Threyna cocked her brow. “You really don’t wish to be king, eh?”

Laeden puffed out his lower lip and shook his head. Leaning in, his eyes darting left and right conspiratorially, he whispered, “I struggle to imagine a worse fate… and I was stabbed through the stomach last night.”

Threyna scoffed. “There are far worse fates, I assure you. Why, though? Why not you?”

“Tell me,” Laeden said. “Have you ever met a king or queen you liked?”

Threyna found herself grinning. “Can’t say I have.”

An announcing cough invaded their conversation. Kherus came alongside Laeden, clearing his throat. “King Laeden, a word.”

Laeden nodded.

Kherus’s eyes flicked to Threyna, then back to Laeden. When Laeden made no move to make this word a private one, Kherus continued. “Scouts have returned. The refugees sent ahead have not been admitted to the gates. The guards turned them away.”

Laeden stroked his beard. “Have the guards made any threats, shown signs of aggression?”

Kherus shook his head. “No, but not exactly a welcoming party either.” Glancing at the widening isthmus and the city walls ahead, he said what they were all thinking. “We’ll be there soon. If they don’t let us in… what do we do?”

“Then we’ll defend their gates,” Laeden said. “Damascus can deny aid against an army he doesn’t believe in. But when fighting breaks out along his walls, he may yet change his mind. We’ll set up defenses, and prepare for battle.”

The calm in his voice did not reflect the rhythm in his chest. Kherus saluted, his heartbeat slowing to a steady pulse. Laeden’s stoic expression might not have alleviated his own doubts, but it had for Kherus.

As Kherus walked ahead to distribute Laeden’s orders, Laeden and Threyna fell into a preoccupied silence. She’d grown accustomed to not relying on anyone, not hoping for anything. The queen’s inability to come to their aid didn’t strike her, but Laeden’s rhythm rattled with disappointment.

As the city walls grew nearer, the silence spread over the rest of their procession. By the time they arrived at the poor excuse for a camp set up outside the gates, reality had set in for most. There would be no aid. No protection behind the walls. Just a final fight against a foe who had grown stronger off the blood, bone, and souls of their loved ones.

Their arrival, however, marked the end of their journey with Zephyrus and Vykinallia. While they would seek the gate, everyone else would prepare defenses. The shared hope was that if Zephyrus defeated Paxoran, the Skeleton King’s power would weaken. Which meant they didn’t need to defeat the Skeleton King, but outlast him long enough for Zephyrus to slay the Traitor God in Valencia.

If he can defeat him.

The thought soured the back of her throat. She swallowed her doubts as Zephyrus and Vykinallia said their goodbyes to others. To Iberion, Unari, and Cerik. To Laeden, Aurellia, and Kherus. Many came to see him off, to wish him luck, perhaps not realizing that they would need it themselves. Despite his Champion of the Nine speech, they still saw him as their hero. Their Wielder. Tharseo born-again.

“I’m not convinced the Wielder is a person anymore,” Zephyrus had said outside Tharseo’s Bastion. “Perhaps the Wielder is a cause. An idea. And as long as we’re together, and the three Treasures are united, we can do anything.”

Threyna winced at the memory.

Together. But never together.

Threyna glanced at the Aeryean Armor about her torso and the Orsion Cloak over her shoulders. She thought she needed them to defeat the Skeleton King. Then she thought she needed Zephyrus to do so.

But this was never about the Skeleton King, Threyna realized. This has always been about Paxoran’s revenge.

Her hand traced the Orsion Cloak’s clasp about her neck. Though her mind was hesitant, her fingers undid the latch. She pulled the cloak over her shoulder, and folded it.

The wind’s chill bit deeper. The cold seeped into her bones. A sudden fatigue fell upon her shoulders. She’d grown so accustomed to its benefits, she hadn’t considered what everyone else was enduring. Again, her mind questioned if this was really what she wanted to do, but her feet made their way through the crowd between her and Zephyrus. Weaving between people, she thought of what to say to Zephyrus, but by the time she got to him, she’d come up with nothing.

“I’ll sever the chain as soon as I can,” Zephyrus said to Laeden. “If my hunch is right, I won’t need to kill Paxoran to separate the Skeleton King from his power.”

Laeden patted Zephyrus on the shoulder. “We’ll hold out as long as we can. You take care. Come back to us.”

Zephyrus nodded, but his eyes drifted to Threyna. His fiery browns darted from her to the cloak in her hands, then back. She opened her mouth to speak, but when words failed her, she extended the cloak towards him.

Zephyrus examined the cloak as he had the blood artifact. Shaking his head, he held out his hand and pressed the folded cloak back towards her.

Threyna groaned, shoving it away. “Just take it. You were meant to have it.”
Zephyrus didn’t accept the cloak. “I think it’s where it belongs.”

“Then they won’t be together,” Threyna said, pointing at the hilt of the Vykane Blade at Zephyrus’s belt. “The blade, the cloak, and the armor—you should have all three when you face Paxoran.”

Laeden and Vykinallia glanced back and forth between Threyna and Zephyrus.

Zephyrus frowned. “I don’t believe in the Prophets of the Return.”

Vykinallia balked. Laeden’s head whipped back and forth, as if looking to see if anyone overheard.

Threyna narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“The Champion of the Nine, practically lost to time,” Zephyrus said. “The Prophets of the Return, on the tip of every Celestic and Valencian tongue. The Warlocks of Sage and the Arcane Templar, at each other’s throats. All of New Rheynia at war, and who is behind all of it?”

“Paxoran,” Vykinallia said.

Laeden blinked. “What does Paxoran have to do with the Prophets of the Return?”

“I think he made them up,” Zephyrus said.

Threyna bit her lip. The Seers of Celestia attacked Zephyrus at Tharseo’s Bastion. “It was all a ploy… to distract us.”

Zephyrus pursed his lips. “Yes, in part. I think he wanted the Wielder to claim the Treasures for him—to be his Harbinger and kill the other Gods.” He glanced at the Guardian hovering over his shoulder. “He found another way to arm his Harbinger.”

Sighing, he met Threyna’s eyes. “My point is, I want you to have it—the cloak and the armor. If I…” His brow wrinkled, his eyes drooped. “If I can’t…”

Vykinallia placed her hand on his arm. “You will.”

Zephyrus took a deep breath, dropping his chin towards Vykinallia. “But if I don’t.” He returned his gaze to Threyna, a forlorn distance in his eyes. “I want you to have a chance. And the Treasures could be just the thing to tip the scales in your favor.”

He gently shoved the cloak back towards her.

“And don’t say that we’re not together,” Zephyrus said. “That we’re not united. We may be separated by realms—but ideologically, we’re all united.”

Threyna lowered the cloak. She wrapped her arms around Zephyrus’s neck, pulling him into an embrace. “Then you had better come back.”

Zephyrus’s arms encircled her. “I will.”

In Zephyrus’s embrace, she met Vykinallia’s eyes. She released Zephyrus and pulled Vykinallia toward her.

“I’m not ascending,” Vykinallia said.

“No,” Threyna said, “but you’d better come back too.”

A shout from beyond the gate ended their embrace prematurely. The city gates swung open, and an army of white-cloaked Vigiles, armed with swords, shields, or crossbows, marched out. Dozens. Scores. Maybe even as many as a hundred poured from the gates. Dozens of figures clad in black masks and cloaks followed behind.

Laeden and Zephyrus moved at once to intercept the Vigiles and separate their people from the approaching army of city watchmen, Vykinallia and Threyna at their heels. While they drew swords, Threyna tapped into her Inner Throne.

A leader at the front of the Vigiles removed his hood. Deep-set, dark green eyes stared beneath short salt-and-pepper hair. He held up his hand. “I am Heclan Allos, Commander of the Vigiles of Salmantica. We intend no harm. Lower your arms.”

No one lowered their weapons.

A black-clad, masked figure, tall and slender, came alongside the Commander. They removed their mask. Billowing black hair fell from the hood’s shadows to hang past a woman’s shoulders. Golden eyes locked on Laeden.

Laeden stammered, beside Threyna. “Danella?”
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Laeden pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger as Vigiles inspected the refugees, collecting their weapons. The Faceless, or at least those posing as Faceless, distributed wicker baskets filled with black robes.

“It’s the best we can do,” Danella said, her gold eyes peering out from her black mask. “There is fighting in the streets. Sentinels and Vigiles are divided, but not all Vigiles can be trusted, and I don’t know how many Sentinels will defy Damascus. We’re fortunate that the Sentinels agreed to allow the Faceless to distribute blankets and bedrolls.”

He shook his head. “You have no idea what they’ve been through to make it this far. They don’t deserve to be treated as prisoners.”

“They’re not prisoners,” Danella said.

Laeden gritted his teeth, but he’d already given the order. Whether people liked it or not— whether they trusted Danella or not—the choice was obey and hope it wasn’t a trap, or face the Skeleton King’s horde. Again.

He eyed the tent set up for Heclan Allos. Vigiles escorted the Valtarcian refugees in and out. To the watchers on the wall, or any prying eyes that might report back to Damascus, Heclan’s interrogations were to determine who was allowed to enter the gates. Then, the Sentinels would search those admitted and grant approval prior to entering the city.

While most Rheynian women and children would be admitted without so much as a second glance, getting the freedpeople or fighting-age men into the city required more finesse. Behind the tent’s cover, Revivalists disguised as Vigiles traded clothes with the Valtarcian refugees, and those hidden behind Faceless masks traded clothes with freedpeople who otherwise would have no way of entering the city.

“It will work,” Danella said. “The extra men should help you hold back the army should they arrive before Daenus can convince Atonus to take control of the city with the Lion’s Academy. If all goes well, we’ll have the gates opened before the Skeleton King arrives.”

Laeden nodded as the disguised Revivalists escorted another small group of refugees into the tent. “I hope so.”

Danella’s eyes lingered on Callonus, the former Sentinel, as he limped towards the tent.

She leaned closer to Laeden. “What happened on the isthmus?”

Laeden’s focus drifted; his eyes glossed over. His hand subconsciously reached for his stomach where Zephyrus had stabbed him under the Skeleton King’s control. “Nightmares came to life.”

An audible gulp came from beneath Danella’s mask. Its smooth black facial features turned to the dark stone of the city walls. “Without defenses, what chance do you have?”

Laeden inhaled sharply and released his breath slowly. “We can win.”

As long as the Skeleton King’s feasting upon the Valtarcians left in the city doesn’t bolster him beyond our abilities.

For those who couldn’t sense his heartbeat and read his thoughts, Laeden decided it better to leave that last part unsaid.

“We’ll need things to go right for us,” Laeden continued. “But we can win. Odds are better if we have the Lions and city walls to fall back to. But we just need to hold out long enough for Zephyrus to defeat the Traitor God. If we’re right, and the Skeleton King’s power is sourced from him, he will be weakened, allowing us to finish the Skeleton King and his legions.”

Zephyrus stood with Vykinallia, both clad in Vigile whites. Danella closed her fidgeting fingers to fists before releasing them.

“If you’re planning to double-cross us, I would reconsider,” Laeden said.

“No.” Danella’s answer came short and sharp, leaving no room for question. “I know which side I am on.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t blame either of them if they sought vengeance. If they knew the things I’ve done—”

“They do,” Laeden said. Danella winced at his bluntness, but she needed to understand what they were willing to do to survive. “They’ve put aside the past to look to the future. Our best chances hinge on the hopes that others are capable of doing the same.”

He meant Damascus.

He wished he could say that if his brother took up a sword beside him and aided in bringing the Skeleton King’s conquest to an end that all would be forgiven. That the nightly rains would be forgotten with a new dawn to look forward to.

Danella had tried to assassinate his father, but Damascus delivered the killing blow.

Could I forgive as Zephyrus and Vykinallia have?

“May we all have redemption, then.” Danella bowed. “If the gate is at the highest point of Salmantica, the Royal Basilica’s tower is the most likely location. Heclan, a full cohort of Vigiles, and I will escort Zephyrus and… Vykinallia.”

Laeden nodded. It was a better plan than they could have hoped for. Disguised as Vigiles, they could move, nearly unimpeded, through the city. That fact gave Laeden pause that perhaps Vykinallia accompanying Zephyrus wasn’t the most prudent use of her abilities.

“What if she betrays us?” Vykinallia had asked after Laeden explained to them Danella’s plan. “What if the Sentinels descend upon them and Zephyrus is forced to use his magic?” She shook her head, arms crossed. “This plan only works if Zephyrus can defeat Paxoran. He can’t do that if he’s wasting his resources getting to the gate.”

She wasn’t wrong, and though the isthmus lay in darkness, the Order would soon arrive. Perhaps Vykinallia could go and come back before the Skeleton King arrived, but they had no idea how long it would take him to consume the tens of thousands of souls in the city.

They could arrive within the hour, flying on conjured wings. Or it could be a day, or a week. Rationalizations aside, Laeden hadn’t been able to convince Vykinallia to remain with them on the front.

Heclan Allos left his tent. “Cohort Prefectus, form rank!”

Zephyrus and Vykinallia took place in formation with the rest of the Commander’s true Vigiles. Every other white-robed Vigile was a Valtarcian refugee. As they formed messy lines, their lack of training showed.

They just have to fool the Sentinel gate guards.

While the Revivalists took up arms along with the rest of their vanguard in defense of the city, those who would not be fighting mobbed the gate—hundreds of women and children. The freedpeople and Celestics who would have drawn the gate guards’ attention were concealed behind the Faceless’s masks.

Danella took a deep breath. “I must be going. Take care, Laeden.” She took his hands as any humble Faceless might have done in prayer. “May we both live to see another day.”

As she turned to leave, Laeden didn’t let go. “Danella…” His jaw hardened. His tongue felt thick in his mouth. He took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

Perhaps, beneath her mask, she smiled. Her eyes certainly did.

“Better late than never,” she said. “I hope it is enough… for me. For you. For Varros.”

The grinding chain wound to raise the gate. Sentinels in gray and blue accompanied Aemos Horne and Haedron Allos in the red-and-black armor of the King’s Guard Knights.

Laeden let her hand slip away. With a nod, she turned her back, blending into the rest of the Faceless that escorted the women and children through the city gates. He searched for Zephyrus and Vykinallia in their Vigile whites, but took heart that his inability to spot them was a positive omen.

The refugees—freedpeople, plebs, and patricians alike—funneled into the gate. Once the last of them were through, the gate closed again, and the great wooden doors beyond the iron bars sealed shut.

Those left in their absence, the Revivalists and the Vigiles supplied by Danella and Heclan Allos, were better suited to the coming battle, but they were still men. Not mages. Not armed with the gifts of the Gods. Just people.

Kherus, Iberion, and a Vigile Danella introduced as Borrus prepared the defenses as best they could. Absent supplies, towers to defend from, or walls to take cover behind, they would have to make do with formations and tactics.

Laeden ran his hand through his hair and placed his gauntlet at his hip. Staring out to the curve of the isthmus cliffs in the distance, he scoured the horizon for any sign of the Skeleton King’s horde. As bolts of lightning forked and thunder rumbled off the Silver Summits, the narrow pass became illuminated in momentary light.

A single torch came into view.

Laeden’s mouth dried. Stepping closer, he squinted and tapped into his Inner Trial. He didn’t know the Skeleton King’s rhythm, but he didn’t need to recognize it to sense the waves of power radiating from the single heartbeat.

His own pulse fluttered. No, not yet. It’s too soon.

Not wanting to imagine why the Skeleton King would come alone, Laeden attuned to Threyna’s rhythm. Sifting through their gathered force for Threyna, he found her and immediately wove through the crowd to find her at the far east portion of their camp. Her rhythm, sharp as a blade and equally as forgiving, joined the narrow pinch of her brow as she too stared into the distance at the approaching figure.

“Is it him?” Laeden asked.

Threyna stammered. “I’m not sure. It’s just one. The rhythm is familiar, but it’s distorted somehow.” She turned to Laeden, an unasked question on her lips. “The rhythm is nearly the opposite of yours, but not quite.”

Laeden shook his head. “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

“Me either,” Threyna said. Returning her focus to the approaching torch, black veins snaked down her forearm. She shook her head in bewilderment. “No. It can’t be.” She pointed at Laeden’s gauntlet. “It’s not the opposite of your rhythm, but the opposite of the blood artifact.”

Her blue eyes went wide. Her jaw unhinged.

Laeden flexed his gauntleted fingers. “What—what is it?”

She met his gaze, mouth still agape. Redirecting her attention back to the encroaching torch, she swallowed. “It’s my sister. It’s Laela.”
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Easy,” Zephyrus whispered, as Vykinallia’s fist balled at her side within the white sleeves of her Vigile cloak. She glared daggers at the scarred face of Aemos Horne—her brother’s murderer—but they couldn’t afford to be sighted here.

Even Iylea, hidden within Zephyrus’s Inner Calm to conceal her light, bristled with indignation. With their thoughts, feelings, and memories interconnected, he couldn’t blame her for despising the man who sent her head rolling to the floor and her soul to the afterlife.

Aemos watched intently as Sentinels inspected the refugee women and children. His drawn sword served as a warning for all who entered the gates, or perhaps a dare.

The Sentinels made short work of their inspections, frisking the refugees for weapons. Children, the infirm, and the elderly were hurried along, but the liberties some of the Sentinels took with the women were beyond due diligence.

Zephyrus’s finger twitched, recalling when the Sentinels had invaded the Cassius barracks in search of Celestic idols. When one attempted to inspect his sublingaria, it was Vykinallia’s brother, Markus, who stopped it.

This time, it was Heclan Allos.

“Is that necessary?” the Commander of the Vigiles asked as a Sentinel groped a young woman. He directed the question not at Aemos, but at the other King’s Guard Knight present.

While the knight bowed his head, Aemos stepped in front of him, twirling his sword. “Why yes, of course. There is no telling what mischief the traitor pseudo-prince is capable of. These were the terms you agreed to, Heclan. You interview outside the gate. We search inside.”

Vykinallia’s teeth ground as if mirroring his own anger.

Zephyrus attempted to gain her attention with a shake of his hand at his side, but she took no notice with her hood pulled so low.

“It’s always been like this,” Iylea said within his mind. “Slave or handmaiden, pleb or patrician, King or God—the strong prey upon the weak.”

Zephyrus breathed through his teeth. “That’s why we must sever the chain.”

Aemos strode over to the Valtarcian woman, waving the Sentinel out of the way to examine her himself. “What if she were more than just another mouth to feed, Heclan? What if she attempted to smuggle a knife between her breasts?” Wedging his gauntlet between his opposite hip and elbow, he pulled his hand free.

“You tell me,” he said to the woman. “You can enter the great city of Salmantica if you submit to be searched. If not…” He jutted his chin toward the gate.

The woman’s lips trembled beneath dirt-smudged cheeks. “Please, my children.” She extended her arms to the children already cleared to enter the city.

Aemos’s scarred face split into a twisted grin. “The choice is yours, my lady.”

Vykinallia let out an audible growl.

Keeping his arm at his side, Zephyrus didn’t bother to balance the scales. Using his force magic, he created a gentle pressure along the backs of Vykinallia’s knuckles. The resultant weakness barely registered for an effort so slight, but it didn’t stop Vykinallia from snapping her sharpened gaze toward him.

“Stop it,” she hissed between her teeth.

“He will get his,” Zephyrus said out of the side of his mouth. “But not now.”

Vykinallia seethed as the refugee woman rounded her shoulders and submitted to Aemos’s inspection. She winced as Aemos lauded over her.

Heclan’s face reddened, and his nostrils flared, but no one stopped Aemos.

“I hope you’re right,” Iylea said.

“About?” Zephyrus channeled.

“That he’ll get what he deserves,” Iylea said. “Righteousness, justice, equality—they don’t exist in either realm.”

Other Sentinels shoved refugees along, but Aemos took his time.

“Aemos,” said the other King’s Guard Knight. “Ser.”

“Fine,” Aemos said. “Move along.”

Much of the search continued in the same fashion. While some did their work respectfully, others took advantage of their position. Every instance of abuse, each moment those without power trembled before those who did, Zephyrus took a personal account.

Heat burned against the back of his neck. He found his own teeth clamped together, his breathing tight. He’d felt the same outrage when he was enslaved, watching men die in the arena for others’ entertainment.

“No one is free,” Zephyrus said to Iylea. “Not while Paxoran lives.”

“No,” Iylea agreed.

The crowd of refugees dwindled, but Zephyrus’s resolve only grew.

Vigiles and Faceless accompanied the Sentinels as they escorted groups of people toward Six Spear Arena to be housed in the barracks beneath. With the crowd thinning, Heclan approached Aemos.

“If you have taken up enough of my time,” Heclan said, “please allow me and my men to resume our duty—keeping this city safe.”

“Safe?” Aemos laughed. “That’s what you call what you do?” He seized the older man by the clasp of his white cloak and hissed, “If one of these refugees isn’t who they say they are, if I find that you are involved in some ruse—” Aemos tsked. “We’ll put your head on the pike beside theirs. Isn’t that right, Haedron?”

The other Knight, Haedron, frowned, his cheeks deflating. “Yes, Ser Aemos.”

Aemos snickered. “Don’t make your nephew have to kill you.” He shoved Heclan away.

“You’re right,” Zephyrus said to Iylea. “Even amidst the King’s Guard Knights, there are divisions. Truly, no one, at any status, is immune to the predation of the powerful. No one safe. No one protected.”

Within his Inner Calm, Iylea floated up beside him, her blue cerulean light illuminating the windowsill that overlooked the isthmus’s cliffs. “That is why Paxoran must die.”

Even then, what would rise from Paxoran’s ashes? Would a new God be sent by the Creator? Would the divine realm remain empty while mortals fended for themselves?

Heclan straightened his cloak, glaring at his nephew Haedron. “Once, in the days of Ser Darrow, the King’s Guard Knights were second to none—honorable, courageous symbols of what it meant to protect and serve. Now you are just bullies with swords.”

He spat on the ground. “Cohort Prefectus!”

Heclan led a dozen, Zephyrus and Vykinallia included, into the city, a small accompaniment of Faceless in their wake. Keeping their heads low, Zephyrus and Vykinallia bypassed the Sentinels unmolested.

The dark stone of the city appeared darker absent the sun’s light. The lightning above the rooftops did little to illuminate the narrow alleys they kept to. Dust, dirt, and debris from the earthquakes were shoved aside, but ashes remained within the cracks of the cobbled streets. Worst of all, bodies—starved, sick, or beaten to death—littered the streets.

Nausea climbed Zephyrus’s throat as their party strode past a body slumped against the wall. The Six Arrowed Star carved into his forehead didn’t kill him. Neither did the “SYMPATHIZER” crudely burned into his flesh. The gash at his throat ended his life.

Did they bleed him before or after they carved his flesh and branded him? Even those who wish to help are tortured. How can anyone hope to make a change in this world?

As the alleys opened to proper streets and the Aquarian river came into view, so too did the remains of burned Celestic artifacts. As if stripping away freedom and safety weren’t enough, so too did the king’s decrees deny the Celestic people a history, a culture—a hope. Eventually enslavement would become genocide—all in service to a false ideal and a murderous God who didn’t concern himself with the mortal realm.

Sentinels ushered citizens inside their homes, declaring a curfew while the traitors were escorted to the arena. Jackals in yellow and black scoured the streets searching for escaped slaves. And Vigiles attempted to manage the disrepair of the city.

Once they reached the Aquarian and were safely away from the prying eyes and ears, a Faceless approached Zephyrus’s side.

“I am Danella,” she said, her gold eyes peering through the holes in her mask.

Iylea’s painful past flared, pressing into the back of Zephyrus’s mind. For all her wisdom, for as many lives as she had lived, she was still human.

“We will lead you through the city,” Danella said, “toward Sentigard and the Basilica’s bell tower. If this gate opens—”

“When.” Zephyrus’s tone left no room for question and hid none of his distaste for her. He had suffered enough at the hands of this woman. Laeden had. Vykinallia had. Iylea had. He wouldn’t suffer her doubts now.

“When the gate opens,” Danella corrected, “that’s where it will be—the highest point in Salmantica.”

Zephyrus grunted.

Vykinallia glared from beneath her cloak in Danella’s direction.

“I know you don’t trust me,” Danella said, dropping her gaze to the cobbled streets. “You shouldn’t. I have sinned.” She raised her hands to the blackened sky. “This. This Age of the End. This is what I sought to prevent. Yet it would seem that I only expedited the Disasters.” She sighed. “I cannot atone for what I’ve done, but if this is the one thing I do right, I hope it may aid the living against the army of the dead.”

Vykinallia scowled, but Zephyrus found his jaw slackening.

“You can’t trust her,” Iylea said.

“I couldn’t trust Vykinallia or Laeden either,” Zephyrus channeled back. “If she admits she was wrong and attempts to do something to redeem herself—to save others—isn’t that all we could ever ask of a person?”

Iylea stewed, her cerulean aura flaring within his Inner Calm, but Zephyrus ignored her.

Allowing the back of his hand to brush Vykinallia’s knuckles at her side, Zephyrus nodded at Danella.

“Gratitude,” Zephyrus said, earnestly. “Without you, hundreds of people would still be stranded outside the walls. We would be forced to sneak in or fight our way toward the tower.”

Danella’s black mask revealed no expression, but the sniffling sound that came from beneath it spoke volumes.

Zephyrus placed his other hand on Danella’s arm. “We all have a part to play. Isn’t that right, Vykinallia?”

Within his Inner Calm, Iylea bristled.

Vykinallia’s glare softened. “I’ll offer my gratitude once we’re at the gate.”

The Vigile Commander dropped to the back of their party. Continuing to stare straight ahead at the rotunda where Zephyrus and Laeden once squared off what felt like a lifetime ago, Heclan spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Once we are over the drawbridge, the cohort will follow me into Sentigard. While I address the king, you lead them to the Basilica. Do not leave until I return. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Danella said.

Zephyrus and Vykinallia exchanged a glance before returning their gaze to the black stone castle and the matching tower that rose to the mountaintops behind it.

A horn trumpeted through the streets, its call long and dreadful. Three shorter, sharper bursts followed.

“What does that mean?” Zephyrus asked as the horn repeated the pattern.

Color drained from Heclan’s face. “An army approaches.”

Vykinallia’s eyes widened. “We have to hur—” She cut off, wheeling around.

Atop a charging black warhorse, a King’s Guard Knight pointed toward them. The galloping hooves hammered the stone the way thunder rumbled along the mountain range.

“Heclan!” Aemos drew his sword, half a dozen mounted Sentinels at his back.

Heclan stood his ground. “Cohort Prefectus!”

The Vigiles took position, forming a triangular defense before Danella, Zephyrus, and Vykinallia.

“Go!” Heclan said to Danella. “We’ll hol—”

As he turned back to the charging Sentinels, another half dozen emerged onto the street beside the Aquarian. Then, on foot, an even larger unit.

“Retreat!” Heclan cried.


Chapter 53

The Opposite

Threyna VII

Salmantica

Threyna’s heart thundered against her chest as her sprint towards the isthmus came to a panting end. Hands on her knees, Threyna stared at the lone flame whipping in the wind’s gale. Lightning struck, illuminating the torch-bearer. The crackling sky glinted off of Laela’s raven-colored hair. A blue-and-white belt cast a pulsing aura about her waist.

Threyna heaved deep breaths, not believing her eyes. “Laela?”

Her words didn’t carry. Not over the crashing waves, the thrashing wind, or Laeden’s shouts from behind. Laeden stopped a few paces back. His black-and-red gauntlet cast a similar rhythmic glow. Threyna stayed him with a hand, unable to take her eyes from her older half-sister.

“Threyna?” Laela crept forward.

Gooseflesh pimpled the back of Threyna’s neck as memories from Rheynia invaded her thoughts. I won’t fall for another of the Skeleton King’s tricks. She repositioned her feet, turning her hips and shoulders to present a smaller target. After three deep breaths, she replied.

“Laela.”

Laela dropped her torch to the ground and held up her palm. The stump of her other arm rose as well. “Threyna, it’s me. Just me.”

Threyna sank deeper into her Inner Throne, though the throne room she envisioned within her mind felt more and more wrong by the moment. The corruption spread up her arm to her neck, but still, she could not enter Laela’s seat of power.

She felt the rhythms of tens of thousands of souls marching in the distance, but she couldn’t feel the rhythm of her sister standing before her.

“I haven’t seen you in nearly two years,” Threyna said. “Now you precede the Skeleton King’s horde. If you have nothing to hide, let me in. Prove it.”

Laela took two strides forward.

Threyna retreated an equal distance.

Laela held out her hand. “I know about the Skeleton King. I’m not stopping you. Go ahead; search me.”

“I can’t.” Threyna glowered.

Laela’s dark brow rose. “Interesting.” She examined the glowing belt about her waist.

As Laela struggled to unbuckle the glowing artifact, Threyna backpedaled. She didn’t know what it was capable of. It could deny her from her Inner Throne. It could dampen her power. For all she knew, it could latch onto her the same way the blood artifact had.

“Stop it,” Threyna said. “What is that?”

Laela paused from fidgeting with the belt. “Threyna, I found it—the opposite. It led me to you.”

“What are you talking about?” Threyna asked.

Laela nodded in Laeden’s direction. “I suppose it actually led me to you.”

Laeden glanced down at the gauntlet, then back to Threyna. Not trusting Laela, Threyna returned her focus to her sister and whatever darkling hid behind the belt’s magical defenses.

“Set it down,” Threyna said, jabbing her index finger at the flickering torch at Laela’s feet. “Then back away and let me search you.”

Laela fumbled with the buckle, but eventually lowered it down to the ground. The belt didn’t dematerialize. Didn’t coil and slither like a liquid snake in search of its next host. The mere fact that Laela could remove it from herself differentiated it from the blood artifact.

The moment the belt was out of her hand, Laela’s seat of power opened up to her. Threyna didn’t waste time. She inspected Laela for darklings, but found none. Her rhythm, undisturbed by the belt, sounded with the steady tenor she remembered.

Threyna released her grasp on her Inner Throne. In a few short strides, the two came together, wrapping their arms around each other.

“Gory ghosts,” Laela said. “What happened to you?” She pressed Threyna far enough away to look at her.

A thousand answers came to Threyna’s mind, but each dissolved to ash before they could reach her lips. So much had happened. So much had gone wrong. Reflected in the pale green eyes Laela inherited from their mother, Threyna saw the second scar across her throat.

Swallowing, Threyna backed away. “I could ask the same of you.”

Laela’s eyes flicked to Laeden behind her.

Threyna cleared her throat. “Laeden, my sister Laela. Laela, this is… Laeden.” She pointedly left out king, and that Laeden was a Helixus. Now was not the time for old prejudices.

Laeden approached with a bow. “I’m happy to see you both reunited.”

He gave Threyna a knowing grin, drawing a flush to her cheeks. He was right when he said we’d be reunited. What else could he be right about?

Laela returned the gesture. “Happy to see my sister hasn’t consumed your soul.”

Threyna stammered in disbelief. “Blood and bone, Laela.”

Laela shrugged, retreating to reclaim her belt. “Wasn’t that your plan—wage war on New Rheynia and reclaim Stockhelm for the Warlocks of Sage? What happened to Tyrus anyway?”

Laeden eyes widened, his jaw fell slack.

The heat in Threyna’s cheeks fell away as quickly as it had come on. She shook her head. “A lot has changed. I hope one day I have time to explain, but we should head back to camp. We haven’t much time.”

“A lot indeed,” Laeden said.

Laela awkwardly pinned the belt to her side with her wrist and wrestled the buckle into place. Threyna went to aid her, but Laela cut her off.

“I got it.” Cinching it tight, Laela continued. “Anyway, I found it. Just as Tyrus described—the opposite—on an island to the north, covered in ice and snow.” She picked up her torch from the snowy ground along the isthmus.

As Laela bent down to retrieve her torch, the white glow of hundreds of arcanatek reaping spears ignited along the horizon.

The Skeleton King.

“He’s coming,” Threyna said. “Let’s go.”

Laela glanced over her shoulder as she fell into step beside Threyna and Laeden. “I hope this—” She adjusted the belt. “—can make the difference.”

Threyna shook her head. “We don’t need a cure, Laela.”

Laela grinned. “It’s not a cure.”

She held her stump before Threyna and conjured a bloody hand to the end of her wrist.

Threyna shrugged. “So?”

Laela cocked her eyebrow, holding it before Threyna and Laeden. “See anything?”

Threyna glared at her sister. The momentary relief of their reunion already dissolved into an older, more familiar dynamic. “I don’t see anything!”

Laeden gasped. “That’s the point.” He pointed to Laela’s wrist. “No rot, Threyna.”

Threyna grabbed Laela’s wrist, inspecting it closer. Laeden was right.

No rot.

“What else can it do?” Threyna asked.


Chapter 54

The Escort

Vykinallia VII

Salmantica

The Cohort Prefectus of the Vigiles abandoned their spearhead formation to run.

They’ll never make it.

Elevated atop her Inner Pulvinus, Vykinallia felt the beat of each of the horses’ thundering heartbeats. The hard clack of their iron shoes struck the stone streets like a smith’s hammer to his anvil. The raised voices of the charging Sentinels drowned out the Vigiles’ blaring horns of warning. Zephyrus called to her, urging her to run as well.

She didn’t.

Despite the surrounding noise, each was a whisper compared to the corrupted blood pumping in her ears. Her feet remained planted. Her hands drew back the hood of her Vigile cloak, exposing the ear corrupted by the blood artifact. Yet it was times like these where Vykinallia accepted the artifact’s curse.

Too long had she cowed beneath her father, beneath Damascus, beneath the Sinions and Aemoses of the world who thought themselves above her because they were men and she was a woman. She thought Auron’s lessons would earn their respect; they hadn’t. She believed success as a lanista would have proved her worthy of her position; it wouldn’t have. No mantle she could reach wouldn’t have someone lauding over her.

She was tired of running.

Grounding her feet, she secured herself to the stone walk beside the Aquarian, and the lush carpets atop her Inner Pulvinus. Within, everyone obeyed. Not because they feared her, but because they loved her. Not for her power, but her compassion. Because the army within her arena—plebs, patricians, freedpeople, and mages all knew the truth:

She would fight for them.

“Vykinallia!” Zephyrus grabbed her wrist.

She shook him off. “Go. I’ll catch up.”

Defiance burned in his eyes. The same defiance that incited a rebellion, began a revolution, and would likely save the world. She loved him for his defiance, but not now. As if reading her thoughts, he released her wrist and nodded.

His hand slipped away from her, and the world felt suddenly colder absent his touch, but it awoke something in her more primal. Zephyrus asked her to run out of love, but he let her stay out of trust. And in that trust, her blood magic burned with vengeance for her brother’s murderer.

Aemos’s armored horse charged, drawing closer with each of Vykinallia’s slow and steady breaths. He would ride her down in mere moments, but she would not run. She waited. She wanted him to get close enough to see her face and know it was she who defeated him again.

The shame that followed him after she had beaten him in a duel, the lessons he took with Targarus’s Doctore, the disdain he held for Markus—all fueled the hateful man he’d become.

Vykinallia closed her eyes, visualizing not her vengeance, but their victory over the entitled patricians. The shouting men grew louder. Their horses’ hoofbeats drew nearer.

She conjured a bloody thread to the adjacent building and stretched it across the Aquarian to the buildings on the other side. The bloodborne wings of a Helixus steed sprouted from her back, and with two powerful flaps, she flew into the air.

Aemos’s eyes locked on hers. His jaw unhinged at the sight of her blood magic, but his shock was short-lived only to be replaced by a much more painful surprise.

The thin clothesline she conjured across the Aquarian snagged the mounted Knights and Sentinels across the chests. One by one, horses charged forward absent their riders as armor clanged to the cobbled streets in a messy tumble of dust and limb. The horses stampeded beneath Vykinallia’s feet as she remained suspended above the Aquarian on conjured wings.

She didn’t wait to admire her handiwork. Pumping her great wings, she spun and flew towards Zephyrus and the Cohort Prefectus as they made their way to the rotunda.

But as they approached, the Sentinels on the other side raised the drawbridge, denying their path over the moat. She’d bought them time by dismounting the cavalry, but they’d be trapped on the rotunda and surrounded in moments if they couldn’t cross the moat.

Though Zephyrus could teleport if he needed to, the rest of the Vigiles and the Faceless who had risked all to help them would be doomed.

Vykinallia grounded herself within her Inner Pulvinus as she flapped her wings to catch up with the Cohort Prefectus. Lightning struck overhead. Her winged form cast a shadow that gained on the white-cloaked Vigiles and the black-robed Faceless as they entered the rotunda.

The raised drawbridge caused them to slow. Heclan’s head turned, searching for another avenue of escape, but there was nowhere to run, not while the gate waited.

With three powerful strokes, Vykinallia overtook her party. Sailing over the moat, she constructed a blood-borne bridge plank by plank, across the water.

While some gawked at her as she flew overhead, Zephyrus waved them onto the bloody bridge. Despite the spreading rot that slithered across her cheek and down her jaw and neck, Vykinallia conjured a hooked staff.

The Sentinels manning the drawbridge ran from their station to cut off the Vigiles’ approach over the false bridge, but Vykinallia descended on them. She spun the staff and hooked the leading Sentinel behind the head. Dragging him towards her, she unhooked the staff and slammed it into his ribs. Thrown off-balance, the Sentinel screamed as he fell into the moat. Two more approached, but she landed between them. With the haft of her staff, she shoved one Sentinel into Sentigard’s outer wall. Then with a flap of her wings, she sent the other tumbling into the moat’s dark waters. Spinning the staff around, she looped the hook around the remaining Sentinel’s ankle and yanked him from his feet.

He shoved himself up, sword aimed at her, but Vykinallia swatted it aside, casting it into the moat. Breathing heavy, he held his hands up defensively.

She wanted to crack him across the skull. Though he took up arms against her, he wasn’t her enemy. No one in Salmantica was… at least they didn’t have to be. With the Skeleton King’s horde at their gates, they needed every sword they could muster.

“I’m not your enemy,” Vykinallia said. She hooked the staff around his waist, and tossed him into the moat to join his brethren.

As the last of the Faceless made it across the moat, Vykinallia allowed her blood bridge to fall to ash so no one else could follow. But there were more men within Sentigard. Aemos would return. And Zephyrus needed to get to the gate.

Thunder roared. Lightning struck. Horns trumpeted both near and far, and the clash of steel rang on this side of the city walls and that. The scent of coppery blood filled the atmosphere, but heartbeats, dozens of them, charged into the atrium beyond the great wooden doors of Sentigard.

Vykinallia inhaled sharply to warn the Vigiles, but too late.

The front doors swung open, and dozens of black-clad soldiers charged out, each with the lion of Atonus Allos emblazoned on the front of their leather armor. The Cohort Prefectus was cut off and outnumbered.

Chimera’s breath.

“Kill the traitors,” a Lion shouted.

Vigile met Lion. Steel clanged. And above all else, time wasted.

A Lion’s sword buried into one of Heclan’s men. Blood blossomed through his Vigile whites, and his scream filled the air.

Zephyrus came to his aid. Conserving his magic by fighting with borrowed Vigile steel, he deflected a thrust and bashed away a shield, allowing Heclan to thrust forward, felling a Lion. Danella cast off her mask and cried for the fighting to stop, but the words fell on deaf ears as blood stained the path that followed the moat’s contour.

Pumping her wings, Vykinallia flew towards Zephyrus and the others.

Beside the fallen Lion, another shouted in her direction. “Mage!”

Black rot traveled down her arm and throbbed in her ear, but she drew in breath, calling upon the souls of the fallen Vigile and Lion. Their essences flowed into her, abating the rot. She needed more, but there wasn’t time, not with a host of Lions standing in the way of Zephyrus and the gate. The longer they remained, the chances of getting Zephyrus to the gate diminished.

As more blood spilled to the ground, Vykinallia tapped into her Inner Pulvinus. Drawing upon the fallen blood, she gave it shape. Shackles and chains rose from the blood. Like a slithering serpent coiling around the Lions’ ankles, Vykinallia’s shackles latched on. Once all were engaged in her bloody chains, she yanked.

The Lion nearest the moat fell from sight first. In series, one dragged the next, then the next as they were all thrown over the edge to splash into the water.

“Run!” Vykinallia shouted once the way was clear.

“To the Basilica,” Danella cried.

Again, Zephyrus led the way, following Danella’s outstretched finger.

More Lions charged from the front doors. Some gave chase, while others lowered the drawbridge for Aemos and his men to follow.

Vykinallia kept her wings but allowed her other conjurations to fall to ash. Her rot stretched down her arm to blacken her hand. The corruption pumped in her veins. Three dead Lions and two dead Vigiles lay at her feet. She drew in breath to consume the souls of the three she hadn’t taken to abate the rot, but the encroaching footsteps, the screech of steel scraping against scabbards, distracted her.

Come on!

The souls did not come to her.

Then she was back upon the isthmus. Jecht stepped in front of her again. The blood mage carved a gory crescent across his gut. His pale, scarred face blanched as entrails slipped between his fingers.

No. Not again!

Vykinallia tried to slow her breathing, but it only sped up. Thoughts raced. The uncertainty surrounding the gate. The questions pertaining to the Champion of the Nine and the prophecies. The doubts relating to the Skeleton King and the souls he trapped within his Inner Dungeon.

She choked on a knot in her throat. Will I ever see Zephyrus again?

The souls did not abide by her commands.

As the men approached, steel in hand, Vykinallia turned, abandoning the vitality she needed, and flew after the others. Cursing herself for her lack of focus, she rounded Sentigard.

The Royal Basilica towered in the distance. Zephyrus led the way, Heclan, his Vigiles, and a handful of Faceless in his wake. Vykinallia quickened her pace. As she rounded the backside of Sentigard, she ignored the furious heartbeats that raged at her back. The back exit of Sentigard opened, and anger incarnate spilled out.

Glancing over her shoulder, three King’s Guard Knights, a dozen Drake household guards, and a score of Sentinels exited. Behind them, in red-and-black plate, Damascus emerged atop a white stallion dressed in matching ornaments.

Air heaved from Vykinallia’s chest. I can take them. But first she needed to make sure Zephyrus ascended. Flapping her wings, she charged towards the Basilica. The Vigiles had already reached the front doors. Once inside, they could defend it, hold Damascus and his troops back until the gate opened and Zephyrus ascended.

The black spires of the Basilica rose above the mountain peaks they were built from. The Six Arrowed Star of Valencia towered above all—the king, the kingdom, the people the Gods failed to protect.

Corruption through her veins, Vykinallia abandoned her wings and dropped into a jog as she neared the open doors. Vigiles waved her in, but her eyes locked on Zephyrus waiting in the atrium. As she passed the threshold, the Vigiles closed and barred the doors behind her.

Zephyrus, breathing heavily through his nostrils, held out his hand for her.

Dressed in white, he stood stark against the dark stone behind him. The black-and-red tapestries of the Drake Chimera brought out the fire in his hair and beard. Above him, the Six Gods of Valencia towered, their likeness carved in stone, yet he eclipsed them all.

Vykinallia strode forward and took his outstretched hand, but something was in it.

“It’s time,” Zephyrus said. “My mother just told Iyl—the Guardian—that she’s going to open the gate. Any moment now.”

“Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said through labored breath. “You come back to me.”

He cupped her cheek in his other hand, his thumb brushing gently over her lips, his index finger tracing the curve of her jaw. “I will.” He rested his forehead on hers. He retracted his hand from hers, her amethyst ring clutched between his thumb and forefinger. “I will return this to you. We’ll marry. Start a family. Just believe. Even if… even if things get bad. Don’t give up.”

Vykinallia’s spiked adrenaline only intensified her emotion. As a tear spilled from the corner of Zephyrus’s eye, she broke. Her body’s demands for breath were denied as a tremble rippled down her ribs in withheld sobs.

“I won’t, Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said. “I knew… I always knew. I dreamed of a Champion for House Cassius. A man of honor. A warrior who valued life more than the taking of it. I knew you’d come one day and change everything.” She shook her head. “I just didn’t know what everything meant.”

She reached her hand around the back of his neck and pulled his lips to hers. Her eyes squeezed shut. Tight enough to block out the flickering torch light and the doubt written on the faces all around them, but not enough to hold back her tears.

Their lips separated.

“You,” Vykinallia said. “You are my Champion. You are our Champion.”

Brushing her hair behind her mangled ear, he kissed her then. Soft enough to treasure, hard enough to make it last a lifetime if it needed to. Vykinallia felt her stomach flutter as their lips parted again.

“I have to go,” Zephyrus said, glancing at the tower stairs at the back of the atrium. “The gate is open.”

Boom!

A battering ram slammed into the double doors of the Basilica, rattling the sconces on the walls and shaking dust from the top of the carved statues of the Gods.

“I love you,” Vykinallia said.

Zephyrus’s hand fell away from her cheek. He clenched her amethyst ring in his fist as he backed away.

Boom!

The water in the corners of his burning embers melted her.

Boom!

As Zephyrus retreated toward the tower stairs, Vykinallia felt as if her world were falling apart around her. Each jolt of the ram to the front doors might as well have collided with her heart.

“I love you, Vykinallia,” Zephyrus said.

Her heart broke at the sound of her name—her true name. It never sounded so sweet as it did on his lips. She watched him as he turned and ran for the tower stairs. Toward the gate, the divine realm, and his destiny.

Boom!

The battering ram rocked the hinges and splintered wood from the door behind her. Zephyrus disappeared into the spiral stairway, leaving Vykinallia suddenly numb.

Her love. Her future. Her hope for everything good in the world walked out of her life, potentially for good. Leaving her with the past.

Vykinallia faced the splintering door, her blackened fist coiling with the first emotion she knew how to feel. Rage.

Boom!

The Vigiles backed away as the ram beat at the cracking door and her last nerve. Heat burned her cheeks. Her lashes blinked away tears yet to fall. Tension radiated throughout her entire body, joining the rot corrupting her veins.

“I am Champion of the Nine,” she said to herself.

Boom!

She closed her eyes, grounding herself on her Inner Pulvinus, but as she pictured it, her feet did not rest upon the plush carpets of the elevated balcony. Sand squished between her toes. She didn’t have a crowd, or an army of gladiators before her. She was the only one.

That is enough. I am enough.

Vykinallia opened her eyes.

Boom! The doors crashed in.


Chapter 55

Oblivion

Iylea VI

Salmantica

The spiral staircase shook beneath Zephyrus’s feet as the battering ram struck the front doors. With each skipped step, Iylea felt like she was back in the Celestial Halls of Valencia, stealing away from Ferrocles to make it to the anchor room and the chain to the mortal realm.

But she couldn’t go back. She could feel it now. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t. As Zephyrus neared the gate to the divine realm, the ward against her soul grew stronger, like a headwind denying her progress.

For all his lies, Hameryn had told her one truth. “If you return to the mortal realm, your soul will be trapped, barred from ever returning to Valencia.”

When she’d jumped through the hole in the anchor room floor, she was the only one who could help Zephyrus claim the Relics of Kataan and give humanity a fighting chance. But now, her soul was bound to Zephyrus’s. Whenever he was too far away, she lost herself. All memory, vision, focus fled her as if she was never supposed to have command over them in the first place. And when he teleported out of Valtarcia and left her behind, her soul nearly consumed itself. This time would be no different, except even if Zephyrus defeated Paxoran and made it back to the mortal realm, it would be too late for her.

Joined with Zephyrus, his emotions swirled around her. Fear of leaving Vykinallia. Concern with what would await him in the divine realm. Dread over what would transpire should he fail. Each distracted him enough that he didn’t sense the existential terror that attacked Iylea.

As Zephyrus approached the top of the tower, his mind began to quiet. He dismissed his fear for Vykinallia, trusting in her abilities and focusing on his task. But amidst his focus and Iylea’s disquiet, he realized her turmoil.

Iylea exited Zephyrus’s Inner Calm as he crested the stairs to arrive at the tower room. Her light illuminated the dark stone chamber, but the shadows of doubt clung to them both.

Zephyrus stared at her. Her light bathed his white Vigile attire in a golden aura.

“When I teleported away, I felt something in me break,” Zephyrus said. “The bond. Maybe you’re no longer bound to me, but to this realm. Maybe you don’t need me anymore.”

Iylea’s light flickered. To wander aimlessly, absent memories or purpose. “I don’t know, Zephyrus. But there isn’t time. The window. Step through and jump. That is the gate.”

Zephyrus jutted his chin and raised an eyebrow. “Burn me… of course it is.” His jaw tensed. “I’ll come back, Iylea. I’ll—”

“Our minds were joined,” Iylea said, resigned. “We both know you will try.”

Zephyrus’s lips furled. “A tether. You just need a tether.”

“There isn’t time,” Iylea snapped. “Somehow, Arkadia opened the gate and gave the mortal realm a chance. Do not waste it on my account.”

He was making it harder than it needed to be. She’d lived more lives than any mortal deserved. And yet I never truly lived one at all, did I? Her light pulsed as she shook the thought away. “You can’t save everyone, Zephyrus,” Iylea said. “Now go, or you will save no one and Paxoran will win.”

Zephyrus turned from her and climbed into the windowsill. The tower shook as the battering ram crashed into the door below. Zephyrus glanced down before looking back at her. “If I’m right, if your soul doesn’t consume itself, find Laeden. He will be your tether… if you let him.”

Before she could chastise him, Zephyrus leapt from the window.

Iylea floated out over the precipice of the window. Zephyrus plummeted, his white cloak billowing behind him. Lightning cracked the sky, temporarily blinding her, but once the bright glare faded, Zephyrus was gone.

Iylea braced for the pain. She waited for her luminescent soul to consume itself like it had back in Valtarcia, but moments passed. The pain never came. Rather, a void enveloped her. Like numbness atop an old scar that she knew she should be able to feel, she sensed nothing.

Perhaps Zephyrus was right. The bond was broken. She stared down at the ground so far away. A host of soldiers roared as the door they slammed their battering ram into fell. The black-clad shapes charged inside, followed by gray and blue, then finally red and black.

Suddenly disoriented, Iylea twirled. Where am I? What am I doing up here?

She didn’t want to be here if they were looking for her. She floated into the thunderclouds, but she couldn’t help but feel like there was something she was supposed to be doing.

Find something? Find… someone?


Chapter 56

For Something More

Laeden XI

Salmantica

The legionaries approached, backlit by arcanatek lanterns and glowing white spears. Clad in black uniforms cut with green trim, they blended with the shadows cast by their light and the forking lightning overhead.

Laeden’s stomach lurched like the tossing waves breaking against the shoreline below. He clenched his gauntleted fist and wiped the moisture of his other palm on the mismatched armor plucked from the remnants of their battle on the isthmus. In Lion’s leather armor under a Sentinel’s surcoat and belted at the waist with a sword from Kaelus’s armory, Laeden felt like an imposter. He could have been clad head to toe in the blood artifact’s red-and-black mail, and it still wouldn’t have been enough.

Staring out at the isthmus and the approaching army, he couldn’t believe how many soldiers were in the Order’s legions. Despite the losses they’d dealt to the Skeleton King’s horde, a greater force marched on them now.

Laeden swallowed. This time they wouldn’t have the element of a surprise flank. They wouldn’t have Zephyrus to assail the Skeleton King, or Vykinallia to fight off his blood mages.

Looking over his shoulder to the unmanned walls and watchtowers behind him, he doubted any aid would come from Salmantica either.

The trumpeting horns signaling the Skeleton King’s encroachment did nothing to sway Damascus, Atonus, or Aemos Horne. Bolstered by Vigiles and Revivalists, their numbers were still paltry compared to the army from the east.

The radiant artifact Laela had worn as a belt took the shape of an arm bangle on Threyna. Fastened over the scars left by the blood artifact’s prongs, the blue aura it emitted made her eyes glow. The light caught the silver swirls in the Orsion Cloak, making the floral design in the fabric seem to dance in the artifact’s rhythmic pulse.

Beside her, Laeden’s gauntlet throbbed in time. He hoped the artifact Laela retrieved from Azorath, a land he had never heard of, would make the difference, but looking at the sheer numbers of the impending battle, doubt slipped into his Inner Trial.

“We just have to hold out,” Threyna said. “Zephyrus will sever the tether between Paxoran and the Skeleton King. He’ll defeat Paxoran.” She glared at the approaching legions. “And we’ll kill the Skeleton King.”

Laeden nodded, licking his dry lips. Their plan was for him and Laela to take the offensive, while Threyna focused on defensive measures. He continued to scan the skies searching for the winged monsters, but none were visible, which only made Laeden’s bouncing knee increase its tempo.

He immersed himself deeper into his Inner Trial. Though the rot spread up his forearm from where the prongs of the gauntlet anchored into his flesh, he could not sense the blood mages anywhere.

Perhaps they’re marching with the infantry, saving their strength.

Yet something in the air felt wrong. Beyond the curses brought down by dead Gods, something else stirred. Intangible. Prowling. Ominous.

“Something feels wrong,” Laeden said.

“It’s Belrich,” Threyna said. “He always has a trick.”

Laela frowned on the opposite side of Threyna. “He doesn’t need a trick. If what you said is true and he has hundreds of blood mages, thousands of legionaries, and enough souls entombed in his Inner Dungeon to populate a city, why would he need a trick?”

Threyna scowled. “Because he doesn’t think like the First Sword of the Wraith. He’s ghosting Belrich. He won’t settle for victory—he’ll make sport of us if we let him.” She returned her attention to Laeden. “What’re you thinking?”

Laeden eyed the sky. “I don’t sense the blood mages. I can’t tell if they’re hiding amongst the legionaries or not here at all.”

Threyna tossed her silver-blonde braid from one shoulder to the other. Though the artifact prevented the spread of rot coursing through Threyna’s veins, Laeden could tell by the set of her jaw that she was tapping into her Inner Throne.

Growling, Threyna released her focus. “I can’t feel them either.”

Laeden huffed. “We stick to the plan—outlast and hope Zephyrus can give us our opportunity. Remain vigilant and be prepared to adapt once the Skeleton King reveals whatever trickery he’s planning.”

Threyna nodded. Laela drew her sword.

Laeden looked down the lines of their front as others gripped their weapons. Their last stand. Others were glancing at him, waiting for him to rile the warriors with a speech for the songs. He took a deep breath and broke from the front lines to stride the length of their formation. Words came and went, fleeting thoughts absent the weight such a moment required.

Father would have known what to say.

Something that would appease the fears of those ill-equipped to stand against such a foe. Something that would inspire them not to fight for themselves. Not something so trite as duty or honor—something that mattered.

In that moment, Laeden found he didn’t truly know what mattered.

His whole life, he’d had it backwards. He thought family mattered. He thought justice and righteousness mattered. They were just ideals, constructs—things as fickle as the tides and unpredictable as the winds. Family changed. His father died in the war only to return, just so he could die in the mud at Laeden’s feet. He was torn from his mother’s arms, finally reunited with her, only for her to forsake him again. No, blood is not a strong enough bond.

Yet his found family—people like Aelon and Markus—were precarious at best. Aelon betrayed him for his own elevation, despite agreeing with Laeden. And Markus stood by Laeden even when he didn’t agree with his actions, until his death. There were too many others no longer with them. Whether they had fallen in battle or left for the divine realm, too many people had lost too many people to fight for them.

Found family, brothers in arms—neither will do.

Honor, justice, righteousness, duty—all were lies. Justifications for people to do what they wanted, when they wanted.

No. We have to fight for something more.

Laeden turned to face the crowd of men and women. Freedpeople joined Ridge Knights. Rebels joined refugees. Valtarcians joined a mix of Salmantica’s Revivalists, Vigiles, and Sentinels. Groups once divided, once at war, now stood shoulder to shoulder. Revivalists disguised as Faceless traded clothes with Celestic men and women unable to fight. Sentinels who disagreed with Aemos’s orders abandoned their posts, forsook their honor, and traded life inside the walls to stand alongside strangers outside of it. Vigiles, sworn to defend the people of the city, lined up outside the city walls to fight for something greater.

What is it all for?

The Order’s marching drew nearer, drowning out the thunder’s clap, the sea’s spray, and the howling winds, but Laeden ignored them. He strode back down the line.

“This will not be a story told to children,” Laeden began, voice booming to overcome the surrounding noise. He met every eye who held his own.

“This will not be a song sung in a tavern, nor a prayer uttered on holy days.” Keeping his gaze on the men and women about to die for the hope of humanity, Laeden aimed his gauntleted finger at the Skeleton King’s horde.

“This army does not come to forge tales for their children or songs for the bards,” Laeden continued. “They come not to win lands or titles. Not for king or country, honor or plunder. They come for one reason, and one reason only—death.

“They don’t want our cities. They don’t want our gold. They don’t want to make slaves of our people. They wish to end us—to take our souls and deliver them to their One True God.”

Laeden pointed over Salmantica’s city walls toward Sentigard. “Our own king has stood by while we have suffered and lost.”

Laeden’s fist clenched at his side. If only that was all Damascus had done. Damascus’s obsidian dagger punching into their father’s gut supplanted his line of thought. What he wouldn’t give to have his father to follow, to have Markus beside him… to be with Iylea one moment longer.

He shook his head. “I will not ask you to fight for the dead.”

Cerik hung his head, undoubtedly thinking of Jecht. Callonus sniffled, his thoughts likely remembering his time spent fighting alongside Allaron. Aurellia bowed her head, her lips moving in silent prayer as if any God would hear her sentiments for Joru.

Laeden swallowed his own losses and pushed past. “While we fled Valtarcia, unable to save our loved ones, while we threw our dead to the ocean’s wrath to prevent the Skeleton King from defiling their corpses to use against us, our king—our people—abandoned us. I will not ask you to fight for them either.”

The Order’s commands, close enough to overcome the elements’ cataclysmic symphony, prodded his speech’s end.

“Who, then?” Threyna asked, stepping from the ranks. “Who do we fight for?”

Laeden met her gaze. Her angled features sharpened to a point. The cut of her jaw betrayed the softness of her cheek, and the sternness of her brow—hard as steel—could do nothing to conceal the yearning of her soul.

Then it struck Laeden.

It was a simple concept. Not a person to disappoint or an ideal to fall short of, but the very reason why each of them—regardless of heritage, socioeconomic status, creed, or any other label of division they’d endured—stood side by side. Ready to fight. Ready to die. To preserve the one thing worth living for.

Hope.

Everything clicked. It was the one thing Iylea wanted—a seer living in New Rheynia. Hope for a future. Hope to live freely. Hope to be.

He had failed her. Everyone had. But he saw it in Threyna’s eyes now. The two women could not have been more different, yet deep down, their desires were exactly the same. As Laeden gazed down the line to Iberion and Unari, to Kherus and Aponius, to Kaelus and Urcilia, he realized it wasn’t just the unifying link between Threyna and Iylea—it was what bound them all together.

Laeden nodded at Threyna. “Not who do we fight for, but what. Not what we are, but what we could be. Not for today, but for tomorrow and the possibility that each day will bring a new dawn.”

Threyna’s cheeks reddened.

“We fight for hope,” Laeden said. “It is what brought us together. It is what will carry us through. We fight for hope!”

Shouts echoed his own, some crying, “For hope!” while others repeated the chant, “I am Champion of the Nine.” The rest simply bellowed their most animalistic war cries.

Laeden drew his sword as the whir of arcanatek blasters spun in the shortening distance. The scrape of steel leaving scabbards drowned out the warbles. From his Inner Trial, the thrum of hundreds of hearts beating in time with one another rallied around him.

“I’ll absorb the first wave,” Threyna said, coming alongside him, gesturing to the Legionaries approaching the arcanatek’s firing range. “Then we charge.”

Laeden nodded. “On my mark, we charge. Ready!”

The arcanatek blasters neared crescendo.

“For hope,” Threyna said, preparing her blood magic defense.

“For hope.”

The screeching arcanatek erupted.


Chapter 57

True Brother

Zephyrus XII

Valencia

The King’s Guard Knights and his company grew larger as Zephyrus tore through the open air. His stomach lurched as wind lashed at his face. Strands of hair ripped free from his messy bun to flap behind him along with his white Vigile cloak.

Zephyrus gritted his teeth as the ground approached.

What if we were wrong? What if this wasn’t the gate?

Part of him wanted to teleport out of the free fall. To abandon the madness of ascending to divinity so he could fight the evil here in the mortal realm. They were surrounded by it—Damascus’s hateful reign and the Skeleton King’s abominable one.

Zephyrus’s skin burned as the ground rushed to meet him. His gut screamed, begging him to escape his free fall. He closed his eyes, resolved to see his part through.

Breathing through his teeth, he endured the slashing air, the burning of his cheeks, and the pressure on his ribs. He fell for too long. The ground never came.

Zephyrus opened his eyes to find nothing but the same blackness he saw from behind his closed lids. Though the ground he fell toward and the Basilica’s tower he plummeted from were gone, the falling remained. Faster and faster, he flew into the depths of existence.

Pain seared against each of his senses. Utter darkness encompassed him. Like a thousand whips were striking at him, lightning forked across every bit of his flesh. He couldn’t tell if his clothes had been stripped away because all he felt was fire consuming him. The thrashing wind drowned out his screams.

White flashed across his vision, too bright to behold. Like diving into still water, Zephyrus breached a threshold. The torrent of wind thickened to a current of water streaming past him as he continued to fall. The white flashes overcame the black silence of sight and overwhelmed him, but now instead of it feeling like his flesh was being stripped away, it was as if he were being sewn back together.

Pain ceased. The rush of water faded, and light engulfed the darkness.

“Vykanicus!”

His balance swayed, vision swam. Muffled sound filled his ears as he took in his surroundings. Before him, a glowing chain of links passed from a crank through a hole in the floor.

Sever the chain...

The sound of labored breathing wheezed behind him. Zephyrus turned, drawing the hilt of the Vykane Blade from the belted folds in his Vigile cloak. Once in hand, the blade extended from the hilt, casting radiant light. Spinning, he leveled the white gleaming edge at the source of the noise.

Zephyrus balked, not understanding what he saw before him.

A woman in a tattered shawl stumbled towards him, blood bubbling from her lips. She clutched a wound in her stomach that further soiled her threadbare shift. Her red hair hung in a tangled mess. Tears fell from her blue eyes as they struggled to hold him in focus.

“Vykanicus…”

“Mother!” Zephyrus caught her as she fell into his arms. Spinning to catch her while directing the Vykane Blade aside, he lowered her to the tiled stone floor. The wound at her back leaked with equal disregard for life as the one through her stomach. Blood gushed from her wounds to stain his cloak.

Panic flooded Zephyrus’s mind. He released the Vykane Blade. As the glowing sword retracted absent his touch, so too did the color from her face. She blanched. The color of her lips faded until all that remained was the red of her hair, the blue of her eyes, and the dark blood spilling from her mouth.

She reached a weak and trembling hand for his face. “Vykanicus…”

“Hang on!”

Zephyrus tapped into Klayvorine’s time greave to stem the flow of blood escaping his mother’s body. Balancing the scales, he prepared for the pain. His hand hovered over her stomach as he poured the essence of life into her. Pain lanced through his stomach as if something cold and consuming pierced through him.

Grunting through the pain, he said, “It’s okay. It’ll be okay. I’m here, Mother.”

“No…” Her eyes, unfocused and cloudy, searched for something past him.

Moving slowly, a shadow loomed over him from behind. Zephyrus spun. With no time to reclaim the Vykane Blade or balance the scales, Zephyrus hurled his force magic in the direction of the looming shadow.

Without sparing a moment to glance at his attacker, he seized the Vykane Blade. In response to his blood, the blade extended forth once again. Standing to his feet, doubled over in pain, he maintained the current of white mist toward his mother’s barely breathing body.

The hulking attacker’s back was toward him after being thrown back by Zephyrus’s force blast. A red plume rose down the center of his golden helm. He wore a golden pauldron and matching bracer that extended from his shoulder to his wrist. Between the gold segments were red-and-black plates with forking lightning similar to the blood artifact. In his left hand, a sword forged of the same pulsing red-and-black material extended with a cruel edge. In his right, a glowing gemstone large enough to fill his palm.

He turned to face Zephyrus, red-and-black sword at the ready.

Zephyrus met the man’s eyes. Burn scars poxed the left side of his face, neck, and torso, stretching down his unarmored arm.

Zephyrus’s hold on time slipped away. The pain of his mother’s wounds ate at his insides.

He lowered his sword. “Fenyx! Fenyx, help me. My mother, she—”

“You?” Fenyx barked. His teeth were bared. His stance didn’t slacken at seeing Zephyrus. Stalking nearer, posture and tone as menacing as ever, he crushed the gemstone in his palm and let it crumble to dust.

Zephyrus glanced from the sword in Fenyx’s hand to the wound in his mother’s abdomen. Hatred burned from his gut to the back of his throat. “You did this. You… You’re the Harbinger.”

Fenyx snarled. “Of course it would be you to stand in my way. Deny me my glory.”

Zephyrus shook his head. He didn’t understand. He examined the scar traversing down Fenyx’s unburned cheek like a tear. The pain behind his eyes foretold of worse horrors than whatever earned him that scar, but Zephyrus couldn’t understand how of all places Fenyx ended up here.

He stared down the former Cassius Carver. “Fenyx, why?”

He wanted to say more, but he could no longer speak through the pain of his mother’s mortal wound. Still wheezing, his mother reached for him, too far gone to speak.

“We have suffered,” Fenyx said, “beneath the care of selfish, entitled Gods.” He made the word a curse and spat it out like poison. “Paxoran promises a new beginning. I will be God of Death, and no longer shall those who deserve my blade not receive it. Those worthy of laurels will not be denied what they deserve.”

Zephyrus groaned. Pain lanced from his back through his ribs and into his organs. He could no longer stand. He dropped to his knee.

“Now you bow?” Fenyx scoffed. “Prophet of the Return. Wielder. Champion of New Rheynia. You kneel?” He shook his great plumed helm. “No. Finally you must prove yourself. That is how it should have been at House Cassius. That is how it will be now.

“Stand. Fight. And let him whose blade is deserving reign from Valencia.” His closed fist beat against his chest.

Zephyrus hung his head. His mother’s blood clung to his borrowed white robes as her hand fell to her side, too weak to reach for him any longer. Her head lolled to face him. He couldn’t tell if she shook her head or if his vision swam amidst her pain.

“What are you waiting for, God of Death?” Paxoran’s familiar voice echoed off the vaulted ceiling of the divine realm’s palace halls.

Unlike before, it didn’t resonate in Zephyrus’s mind. It filled his ears. Zephyrus turned from his mother to the source of the voice. Pale flesh and red eyes glared beyond the hood of a black cloak. Behind him, through a doorway, a wall of mirrors, each different sizes and shapes, reflected the scene of the anchor room where Iylea once broke the links of the chain.

Paxoran had used Zephyrus, Threyna, and Fenyx all for his own ends—vengeance. He imprisoned Zephyrus’s parents, murdered Vykannis, and was responsible for the destruction of the mortal realm.

Zephyrus gritted his teeth, but the Vykane Blade fell to the ground as he dropped to all fours, unable to take the pain.

Everyone was counting on him. Vykinallia, Threyna, Laeden, Iylea. Tip the scales, even Danella depended on him. Even if they managed to defeat the Skeleton King, would the mortal realm fall to ruin? Would it cease to exist once Paxoran was left unchecked by the Creator?

Paxoran must fall. The chain must be severed. The Age of the End must stop.

“Finish him, Fenyx,” Paxoran said. “Take your place beside me and together we will defeat the Creator.”

Fenyx extended his armored hand to Zephyrus.

Zephyrus stared at it through watery eyes before turning his glare on Fenyx. Nausea bubbled at the back of his throat. His mother lay still, eyes closed—breathing low and shallow.

She’ll live, but only if I defeat them.

Barely able to stand, he willed himself to stare back at the man he once saved from Tursos in the omenation for the Chancellorship. The man he’d rescued from Stegavax’s murderous attempt during the King’s Day Games.

The last time he spoke to Fenyx was the morning after Paxoran had murdered Vykannis. The same night Vykinallia had freed him, and he had freed Jecht and Cerik from their cells.

“I don’t know why you stayed,” Fenyx had said before the Primus of the New Rheynian Games, “but you are my true brother from this day forward.”

“True brother?” Zephyrus asked, his voice strained. “That’s what you called me.”

“Fenyx,” Paxoran urged. “Kill him and be done with this.”

Fenyx grunted. “You are my brother. That is why you’re not dead already.”

His outstretched hand remained, but Zephyrus only stared at it.

“You will fight me,” Fenyx said, his burned cheek twitching. “But I will be damned if I let you deny me my glory once again.”

Zephyrus eased a few labored breaths into his lungs. The hilt of the Vykane Blade rested beside him. The chain was only a few strides away. Paxoran, just across the room.

I can do this. I have to do this.

His fingers curled around the hilt of the Vykane Blade. Tapping into Kosmar’s greave, Zephyrus blinked from the physical plane. He zipped toward the chain that tethered the Skeleton King to Paxoran. Returning to the physical plane, Vykane Blade in hand, Zephyrus reared back to slash through the glowing links. As he swung, his blade clanged off a blood-borne edge and rebounded back.

“Thought it would be that easy?” Paxoran tsked.

Before Zephyrus could prepare another strike, Fenyx charged.


Chapter 58

Slaughter

Laeden XII

Salmantica

The Order’s round of radiant blasts slammed into Threyna’s conjured shield. Though her conjuration stretched across the entirety of their front, no rot spread from the blue-and-white bangle.

As the whirring slowed and stopped, Threyna dropped their blood-borne shield wall.

“Attack!” Laeden shouted, charging forward. Shouts followed behind him with the reckless abandon of humanity’s last hope.

Heartbeats thundered in Laeden’s Inner Trial. His borrowed boots drove through the dusty dirt outside Salmantica’s gates. Steel in hand, he conjured a spiked buckler with a blade extending along the back of his gauntlet. The Order’s arcanatek bowmen retreated into their formation, allowing the legionary spearmen to take position.

Laeden met their line first. Slapping one spear aside with his gauntleted blood shield, he drove his steel through the shoulder of the first legionary. Twisting back to the neighboring spearman, Laeden thrust the extended blade of his blood shield through the legionary’s throat. Blood spouted into the air and blossomed along his neckline.

The rest of their force met the legion. Men screamed. Bodies fell. People died.

Laeden reached from his Inner Trial and drew upon the exposed blood. He didn’t need to see the blood; he didn’t need to focus on it. It was his to wield. It called to him, begging him to be turned into something of use. He blocked a thrusting spear, deflected another jab, and stabbed a legionary through the gut. With a kick, he shoved the spearman into the legionary behind him.

The blood obeyed, congealing into falcons. The blood-spawned birds bearing the sigil of his mother’s house rose from men still fighting through their injuries and attacked the nearest legionaries. More shouts, more distraction.

Laela wove through a hole in the front and slashed with steel and blood-borne blades. From her stump of a wrist, a blood-conjured hand wielded a double-sided sword that didn’t need to obey the laws of physics. Her wrist spun, slashing through flesh and bone in a revolving circle.

While Laela moved with the combination of practiced grace and cursed-magic experience, Cerik’s mace clubbed spears in half and caved in rib cages. Iberion’s long sword danced through ranks, exposing legionaries to attack. Kherus and Aponius followed Iberion’s lead and cut down the men who could barely defend against Iberion’s onslaught.

Waves of fire, bolts of lightning, and torrents of water crashed into the Order’s ranks. They fell by the dozen. All the while, Threyna shattered thrusting spears, shielded overzealous or undertrained allies, and still managed to rain blood-conjured arrows from the sky to fall upon their foes.

Laeden sent his storm of wings and fury at a legionary overwhelming Aurellia. The moment the legionary raised his arm to defend his face, Aurellia’s blade bit deeply into his neck.

Wasting no time, Laeden directed his falcons to a new foe.

Three spearmen focused their attention on him. He didn’t relish the challenge. He didn’t live for the blood or lust for the power, but he would use it.

He turned one thrust aside with his sword, blocked the second on his shield, and then shot the extended blade from his gauntlet into the middle legionary’s forehead. His eyes rolled back, dead before Laeden’s blade dissolved to ash. Laeden inserted himself between the two remaining spears, conjuring a new blade for his gauntlet. Within their reach, he sliced his steel across one thigh, then cleaved horizontally with his blood-forged blade to separate the legionary from his lower leg. He fell, screaming. Before his neighbor could avenge him, Laeden thrust two quick jabs into his side.

Death screamed all around him. Black rot within.

Laela’s arm was as black as the cracked sky. The same corruption spread up his arm towards his neck. He attempted to draw in breath, to claim the vitality of the fallen legionaries as Threyna had taught him, but the souls of the fallen didn’t obey. A resistance met his effort, and though he strained against it, it didn’t relent.

“Threyna, the—” His cry was cut short by whirring arcanatek.

The second wave.

Louder than any order they could shout, the blasters’ warbles signaled the retreat. Mid-joust, their fighters disengaged, falling back behind Threyna and the wall of cover she could provide. All heeded the order. All but Laela.

“Laela!” Laeden shouted.

She didn’t listen. She charged ahead, rot spreading through her neck and up to her raven-colored braid.

Laeden grunted, surging forward once again despite the arcanateks’ growing screech.

He shoved a spearman aside and slashed across his back. Kicked another just above the knee. The joint doubled back and cracked. With a backhanded cut, Laeden stopped the legionary’s scream short before it could pass his lips.

Only a few paces away, Laela conjured a crossbow with several bolts already loaded and several spearmen in black already littering the ground. Blood flooded the space between them like haunting rivulets. But the arcanatek blasters at the front of the next wave of the Order’s formation reached their crescendo.

Laela pulled the blood-borne crossbow’s trigger. The arrows absorbed blood as they flew, elongating into lances. Each of three newly forged lances found targets—direct impalements of powerful blasts that jarred everyone in their path.

Laeden took command over his Inner Trial and conjured a half-bubble shield before the two of them just as the blasters fired. Radiant bolts crashed into the shield they cowered behind. Black veins encircled Laela’s catlike green eyes like corrupted claws reaching for prey.

“We need to consume,” Laeden shouted over the blasts.

“I’ve tried,” Laela said. “Clearly, you have too. It won’t work.”

“Then we need to retreat.” Laeden glanced back to the radiant blasts that sent shockwaves through Threyna’s giant shield. “The healers can—”

“It’s a game of attrition,” Laela said. “Belrich wants us to slaughter his legions. Have you seen any sign of his blood mages?”

Laeden shook his head.

“That’s because he consumed them all,” Laela said. “He added their power to his. And if he has enough souls to deny our ability to consume, he has more than enough to dissolve our conjurations to ash as well. He wants this.”

A bead of sweat trickled down Laeden’s brow. Is she right?

The plan was to outlast. To wait for Zephyrus to sever the chain, defeat Paxoran, and weaken the Skeleton King enough for them to finish him. But if Zephyrus didn’t or couldn’t do his part, every moment they wasted killing the legionaries, the Skeleton King grew stronger.

The blasts ceased. Threyna gave the order to charge forward again, and Laela prepared to run around Laeden’s shield. He grabbed Laela’s wrist.

She glared at him. “We have to get to him, finish him quickly, or we’ll never—”

“No,” Laeden said, not releasing her wrist. “Trust the plan.”

“That someone who couldn’t defeat the Skeleton King will defeat the God that made him?” Laela asked. “I don’t know him. I don’t trust h—”

“But I do!” Laeden said through his teeth. “Wait for the healers. Trust.”

The rest of their army rallied past their position and met the front of the Order’s second wave. Laela breathed heavily, but her defiance dwindled. The healers came to them.

White mist flowed into him, and his rot abated, but while the others fought ahead of him, Laeden’s thoughts drifted to Zephyrus.

Come on, Zephyrus. You can do it.


Chapter 59

The Prophet and the Harbinger

Zephyrus XIII

Valencia

The Vykane Blade met Fenyx’s cursed sword. Light met dark as they traded blow after blow. Zephyrus’s movement faltered as he warred his way through the pain of healing his mother. Unable to keep up with the fury of Fenyx’s blade, Zephyrus had to turn his flesh to stone to absorb the hacks and slashes he couldn’t block.

“Fenyx, listen to me,” Zephyrus managed between cuts.

Fenyx didn’t relent. His sword crashed down, diagonal from the right, then back along the same axis slicing from low and left. Zephyrus deflected both with the Vykane Blade, but his arms tingled with the warning that if he relied too heavily on his magic, even if he defeated Fenyx, he’d never be able to stand against Paxoran.

Gritting his teeth, Zephyrus channeled the fire of his anger. Heat drained from his temples, and a chill washed through his body. In short, sharp succession, Zephyrus produced blasts of flame. With each wave of fire, Zephyrus followed it with a thrust or jab from the opposite direction.

Fenyx didn’t fall for the feint. The fires that once made him cower left him unfazed, unconcerned, undistracted. His focus, more furious than it had ever been upon the sands, zeroed in on Zephyrus.

Zephyrus lurched out of the way of the red blade, spinning to reposition. Moving with the momentum, Zephyrus used his force magic to augment his trajectory. Fenyx thrust where his body should have been, finding only air. Zephyrus countered. With a slice, he caught Fenyx across his golden pauldron, drawing a bloody crescent across his chest. As Fenyx stumbled back, Zephyrus allowed his knees to go weak and shot a fork of lightning, hoping to stun his foe.

Fenyx caught the bolt on his red-and-gold bracer. The black forks in the segments rippled as the cursed armor dissipated the electricity.

“Fenyx, I am not your enemy,” Zephyrus said. “He used you. He used me. Can’t you see—he doesn’t care wha—”

Fenyx roared. “You lectured me about freedom from the moment you arrived at the ludus. Yet now you’d have me turn on the one who seeks to free us from the Gods who enslaved us?”

“He hasn’t given you freedom.” He spared a glance at Paxoran, watching greedily from the outskirts of the anchor room. Black veins marred his pale face even after his one conjuring. “He gives you exactly what you want, Fenyx: glory—in exchange for your enslavement to him.”

Fenyx bellowed, charging again. His sword cleaved great, swooping arcs at Zephyrus. Zephyrus tapped into Kosmar’s greave and slipped through the immaterial plane to the unoccupied space behind Fenyx. With Fenyx momentarily distracted and Paxoran’s rot spreading, Zephyrus swung again for the chain.

Blood coiled around the links like a serpent. Black rot slithered through Paxoran’s face with the effort, but the Vykane Blade couldn’t find purchase. It clanged off Paxoran’s twisted steel of conjured blood.

“I have killed Gods,” Fenyx screamed. “I will not fall to you or your tricks, Zephyrus. I will not be denied.” Fenyx closed the distance again.

Zephyrus evaded a vertical slash, deflected a horizontal hack, and twisted away from a thrust aimed at his torso. His white cloak, stained bloody, whipped around him with the motion of his evasion, but his stomach and back stung with the effort.

Fatigue racked his mind, body, and soul. Yet he knew what was happening in the mortal realm; his friends were fighting. Dying. Waiting for him to fulfill his part of their entwined fates.

Paxoran must fall. The chain must be severed. The Age of the End must stop.

Zephyrus tapped into Helios’s bracer and shot a bright stream of light across the anchor room. Fenyx dodged out of the way, not knowing what it was. Calling upon Lunellia’s bracer, the shadows evading the light’s path rose in obedience to Zephyrus’s will. The beam of light sent a shadow spiraling behind Fenyx. The shadow rose from the stone tile to coil around him, binding his arms to his sides and his legs together.

A moment later, Fenyx snapped the shadow’s binding, but Zephyrus was already moving. He thrust the Vykane Blade at Fenyx’s midsection. He blocked the thrust, but Zephyrus called upon the darkness of Lunellia’s moon magic. Light ceased to exist in the anchor room besides the radiance of the Vykane Blade.

Zephyrus released the hilt, held it in place with his force magic, and slowed time around it to prevent the blade from retracting absent his touch. He escaped into the immaterial plane as time moved in slow motion around him. Teleporting behind Fenyx, he turned his fists to stone.

The first two punches connected to Fenyx’s lower ribs. As Fenyx spun, Zephyrus ducked, dropping low to slam his stone-fortified fist into the inside of Fenyx’s knee. As the joint buckled, Zephyrus drove upward, launching out of his crouched position to uppercut into Fenyx’s chin.

Fenyx stumbled back. Zephyrus released his hold on time. The hilt of the Vykane Blade clamored to the ground. He banished the darkness with Helios’s blinding light. Keeping his eyes closed, Zephyrus charged his disoriented and stumbling foe. He dropped his shoulder and crashed into Fenyx’s ribs. Absent sight, he reached for where he expected Fenyx’s arm to be and found his wrist. With a twist, Zephyrus dislodged Fenyx’s grip, spilling the cursed blade to the ground.

Zephyrus drove Fenyx from his feet and planted him into the stone. Dissipating the blinding light, he opened his eyes and sent his stone fist into Fenyx’s ear. The plumed helmet fell from his head, skidding across the marble. His second punch crashed into the opposite side of Fenyx’s head, sending his eyes rolling to the side.

Fenyx swung his bracer in defense, but Zephyrus swatted it aside and pinned it to the ground. He reoriented his body to drive his knee into Fenyx’s chest, pinning him.

“Enough!” Zephyrus shouted through labored breath. His arms felt weak. The onset of magic fatigue set in, but he refused to show any sign of weakness. Mounted atop Fenyx, keeping his arm pinned to the marble floor, Zephyrus poised his stone fist to strike again. “Fenyx, we are not enemies. You said it yourself. We are brothers.”

“No,” Paxoran said, stalking closer. “You are not. This is why you were my first choice. You have no equal. Chosen by the Gods to be their savior, their redeemer, their avenger…” He shook his head, his soft padded footsteps drawing nearer.

“Fenyx,” Zephyrus whispered, ignoring Paxoran. “Join me. Together we can—”

“Yet there is one flaw in your Gods’ plans,” Paxoran said, picking up the hilt of the Vykane Blade. It didn’t react to him, not without Zephyrus’s blood. “You, just as they did before you, and just as the Creator had done before them, have underestimated me.”

The Vykane Blade’s radiant edge extended from the hilt as he prowled around Zephyrus’s mother’s unconscious body.

Zephyrus stammered. The blood in the blade. He can control it with blood magic.

“That is why you will fail,” Paxoran said. “Why you, your Gods, and the Creator have already failed.”

Fenyx’s breaths wheezed under the weight of Zephyrus’s knee. He writhed, not in an attempt to escape, but in obvious discomfort.

Zephyrus shook his head, but the motion made the room spin. “No. You underestimate us. That is why instead of being your slave, I’ve come to kill you. That is why instead of Threyna being your Harbinger, she will execute your Skeleton King. And that is why Fenyx will join me in defeating you.”

His tongue felt thick in his mouth. His vision narrowed, and his ears throbbed with his own thundering heartbeat.

“You have already failed, Paxoran,” Zephyrus said. “Your manipulations, your false prophecies—they have failed.”

Paxoran chuckled. Black veins strangled his red irises. He allowed the Vykane Blade to retract into its hilt and passed it from one blackened hand to the other.

“Pity. Truly.” Paxoran took a deep breath. “I would have liked to be the one to kill you. I suppose I’ll have to settle for watching the life flee from your eyes.”

Fenyx grunted, moving with a sudden burst of speed.

Cold seeped between Zephyrus’s ribs. He tried to breathe, but couldn’t. His hand traced down his side to find Fenyx’s fist clutching the hilt of a blood-borne dagger.

Fenyx twisted the blade embedded in Zephyrus’s ribs. He gasped, but before he knew it, Fenyx rolled him, flipping him onto his back, the blade still deep within his side.

He tried to speak, but Fenyx retracted the blade and stabbed again. And again. And again.


Chapter 60

Cursed Valkyrie

Vykinallia VIII

Salmantica

The Drake household guards broke the threshold first. Brandished steel before black plate armor poured through the broken door. They fanned out, lining the entirety of the Basilica’s width. Sentinels in blue and gray rushed in next. A combination of archers and swordsmen took position on either side of the destroyed door. Lastly, the King’s Guard and Damascus himself entered.

Their red-and-black plate reflected the glow of the cold-burning candles throughout the dark stone temple. Their stride, slow and purposeful, entitled and prideful.

The Cohort Prefectus retreated from the door and into the nave between the pews. They assumed a triangular formation, Heclan Allos at the front, Danella and the other Faceless behind them, taking cover between the pews.

Vykinallia didn’t back away. Standing ahead of the Vigiles with rotten veins snaking from her ear into her cheek and down her neck, she glared at her countrymen. A breath trembled from between her lips, but there was no fear in her heart. She’d already done the hardest thing she’d ever have to do. She let Zephyrus go, never knowing if she’d see him again. Never knowing if he’d hold her, kiss her, or tell her he loved her ever again.

From within her Inner Arena, she could no longer sense Zephyrus’s rhythm. He was gone. Ascended. To fight Paxoran, sever the chain, and give them a fighting chance against the Skeleton King. She’d done her part, delivering Zephyrus to the gate, and she knew in her heart that he wouldn’t fail, but she still had work to do. Damascus would not impede her.

While Damascus and his cronies cornered her inside the Royal Basilica, Laeden, Threyna, Cerik, Iberion, and countless others defended his city from a far worse monster.

Vykinallia sniffed, wiping the back of her runny nose with the sleeve of her Vigile cloak.

“You have defiled our Gods in every possible way,” Damascus said from beneath his red-and-black visor. “You’ve turned from the Six, slain your countrymen, aided our enemies, and you still seek shelter before the Six?”

“The Six are dead,” Vykinallia said. “Murdered by one of their own. Now his vessels in the mortal realm seek to end us as well. If you’d look beyond your city walls, you’d see the truth. But you won’t allow yourself, will you, Damascus?”

Damascus didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Vykinallia shook her head. “You are lost. You will always be lost, because you are too stubborn to realize you were wrong. Wrong to condemn the Celestic people, wrong to murder your father, wrong to mistrust Laeden. Wrong.”

She eyed the array of soldiers pitted against her. She and her company were outnumbered six to one, even including those disguised as the Faceless who would be of little use in a fight.

“If you ever loved me,” Vykinallia said, “let us go. There will be enough death beyond the city walls. We don’t need—no, we cannot afford—more bloodshed within. Join Laeden against the Skeleton King’s army. Fight with us, and maybe, just maybe we can live to rebuil—”

“Enough,” Damascus shouted through his helm. “The Gods ravage your flesh with the Disasters of your corrupting lies.”

“Damascus, please,” Danella shouted from the back of the Basilica. “Please, listen.”

Damascus growled. “How dare you, Mother. You will grovel before the Six by the end of this. This ‘Skeleton King’ of yours will bow before the Six too. All of you will. Our faith will be rewarded, and your blasphemy will grant you the damnation you deserve.”

Vykinallia scoffed. She raised her hand to the armed men training their weapons on her. “I will not kill these men for your pride. Duel me, Damascus. Only one of us must fall.”

Damascus chortled. “And why would I do that?” After a moment, he raised his hand.

Vykinallia tapped into her Arena and conjured a rectangular shield just as the thrum of the bowstrings sounded. A dozen arrows from a dozen bows snapped into her blood-borne shield, snapping and clattering to the ground.

She let the shield fall to ashes at her feet. “Don’t make me do this, Damascus.”

“Mage,” Damascus said, the word a curse.

She glared at him.

“Kill her.”

The Drake guards in black plate flanked the outside of the Basilica and entered between the pews to attack from either side. While the Sentinel archers drew arrows from their quivers, the swordsmen advanced down the nave, converging into two rows of six.

“Defensive measures,” Heclan ordered the Vigiles.

Vykinallia extended her hand behind her. “No. Stand back.”

Heclan stammered, but the Vigiles’ approach ceased.

Vykinallia’s jaw clenched. Muscles in her back tensed. She stood at the center of her Inner Arena while men approached from every angle with steel in hand and hate in their hearts. She could hear it in their rhythms—short, sharp beats. More noise than rhythm. Though the black-clad soldiers could hide behind their helms, they could not conceal the truth of their hearts. The Sentinels’ faces hid nothing. Whether they had seen what she had done, or they weren’t eager to find out what she was capable of, lower lips quivered and sweat beaded on wrinkled brows.

This isn’t hate in their hearts…

It was fear. A misguided sense of honor and duty mixed with confusion.

Is it even me they fear—or Damascus?

Vykinallia conjured a sword and buckler. At that moment, she was back on the isthmus. As fighting broke out between the refugees and freedpeople, Zephyrus attempted to break them up. Allaron moved to attack him from behind. Too far away to help, the future she hoped they would build together fell to ash as Allaron, possessed by a darkling, reared to strike.

Pain. Fear. Loss. They invaded her Inner Arena and threatened to destroy everything she hoped for. For too long, she’d been separated from him—by society’s rules, by the expectations of her station, by leagues of distance, and armies who wanted them both dead. They’d shared one night before being separated again. And now, with the thought that he might have left for good this time, rage joined her in the Arena.

She pictured the barbs of the Lovers’ Dream flowers that lined the hill, their beautiful purple blossoms and the reddish thorns that grew from the stems. Bloody, thorned vines rose from the Basilica floor, ensnaring the black-clad guards closing in around her. More vines erupted from the walls behind the Sentinel archers, coiling around their limbs, and dragging them back to the stone. Swords and bows fell to the ground as they struggled within their bindings.

Ignoring the black rot spreading through her veins, Vykinallia rushed the dozen Sentinels before her. She slammed her blood-forged shield into the first swordsman, shoving him into his neighbor. She augmented the shape of her conjured sword, making it a dull-edged hook. She slipped it behind the nearest swordsman’s ankle and yanked his legs out from under him, toppling him into the other Sentinels. As she pulled back her hooked blade, she changed its shape again. Joining it with her shield, the blood-forged items combined and reshaped into a pike.

Vykinallia conjured a stumbling block across the temple’s nave, just behind the Sentinels’ feet. Using the shaft of her newly forged pike, she shoved the Sentinels back. All at once, their feet kicked into the air and their backs fell to the ground. Rather than falling to ash, Vykinallia commanded the stumbling block and her pike to become bindings that wrapped around the Sentinels’ wrists and ankles, securing them to the floor.

The effort of maintaining her conjurations spread the rot down her chest and into her ribs, but she held them in place. She stalked over them on her way toward Damascus in the doorway.

“These men are my prisoners,” Vykinallia said. “Do not make them corpses. Let’s finish this, you and me. A duel. No one else needs to get hurt.”

Heartbeats beyond the door were soon joined by the clank of armor and the sound of footsteps as Aemos and his men entered the Basilica.

Aemos’s flinty gray eyes staggered as they beheld the scores of blood-bound men.

Silence. In the absence of words, the guards and Sentinels struggling against their blood-borne bindings filled the Basilica.

“I accept the duel,” Damascus said.

Damascus’s head turned to the King’s Guard Knight beside him. The real Damascus.

Not-Damascus stepped forward, hidden behind his visor and plate armor.

Vykinallia snorted. She conjured a fingerlike projection and lifted Not-Damascus’s visor.

Blue eyes stared from beyond the helm. Aelon Ironpine closed the visor quickly, but it affirmed what Vykinallia already knew.

“Coward.” Vykinallia snarled, leveling the other King’s Guard Knights with a scathing glare. “Show yourself. Fight me.”

A King’s Guard Knight flipped up his visor. Golden eyes peered out, but they were hollow. Gone was the spark of life, the glow of enthusiasm and passion. Only pain remained.

“I will fight you,” Damascus said, drawing his sword. “We all will.”

He advanced, his King’s Guard Knights and Aemos’s Sentinels at his back.

Vykinallia stood her ground, but the rot beneath her cloak encroached closer and closer to her heart. I can’t keep them suspended and fight off half a dozen King’s Guard Knights and another score of Sentinels. Not without killing. Not without consuming.

“I tried to save you,” Vykinallia said. “I tried to save all of you.”

Damascus roared, charging straight for her.

Vykinallia claimed a pair of fallen swords from the entangled Sentinels before her. She raised them just in time to block Damascus’s horizontal hack. Shoving him away, she deflected a thrust from Aelon, and dodged a jab from Aemos, absent his helm. Damascus lunged and slashed. Vykinallia vaulted backwards, evading the horizontal slice.

Damascus continued his assault, chopping and hacking, attempting to cleave her in half. She couldn’t retreat fast enough. She blocked an Aemos thrust, parried an Aelon joust, and high-stepped over a low slash from another King’s Guard Knight, but she lost her balance.

Damascus’s blade stabbed at her midsection.

Before it could pierce her, Heclan’s sword flicked Damascus’s aside. The other Cohort Prefectus charged forward, meeting the other King’s Guard Knights.

Steel clashed as the two sides met. Vykinallia slipped behind Heclan’s cover.

The rot spread. She drew upon the vitality of her attackers, but the effort offset the rot’s abatement. Her chest tightened as the Skeleton King’s curse crept toward her heart.

“Haedron,” Heclan shouted, trading blows with a King’s Guard Knight. “Don’t you see what you’re doing?”

Haedron didn’t respond, but his heartbeat warred within his armor.

The armored knights had a significant advantage over the cloaked Vigiles. The clang of blades would only last so long before steel met flesh.

Vykinallia jabbed with a distancing blow, but her vine bindings began to falter, and the Drake guards she’d ensnared wriggled free.

“Get her!” Damascus shouted.

Two of the nearest Drake guards shoved past the Vigiles distracted by the Knights and came for her. Vykinallia thrust the first of her stolen swords at one guard, then slashed diagonally upward with the other. The guard met each in turn, but his second block left him exposed. Vykinallia pressed her attack, ignoring the second guard. Lunging forward, she seized advantage, feinted with her left sword, and thrust her right into the guard’s eye slit.

She ripped the blade free, and the guard fell to her feet. Whirling to meet the second guard, she turned just in time to shift. The sword point, aimed at her navel, glanced through her side as she lurched out of the way.

Fire raced across her ribs. Blood coursed through her veins. Rot enclosed her heart. Vykinallia hacked the guard’s sword aside and slashed him across the neck. Red blood spouted from the gap in the armor. As his free hand went to cover the wound, Vykinallia spun and kicked his leg out from under him. Falling prone, he had no defense. Vykinallia flipped her swords into a reverse grip and stabbed down and through the back of his cuirass. Her blades pierced his armor and reemerged with a spray of gore.

“It didn’t have to be like this,” Vykinallia cried. Feeling the rot’s encroachment, Vykinallia grounded her feet on the sands of her Inner Arena and drew in breath. The souls of the dead and dying came willingly. Her rot fled from her heart, retracting back toward her shoulders, but she wanted more. She needed more.

She drew upon the exposed blood of the fallen men. It misted into a cloud and flowed into her, restitching the wound in her side.

More Drake guards approached. The Sentinel archers she’d bound earlier freed themselves and took angles along the outskirts of the pews, taking aim at her and the Vigiles.

Teeth bared, fists clenched around sword hilts, she glared at the mob. Heclan and the Cohort Prefectus would fall. Danella and the other Faceless would die—not to the Skeleton King’s wrath, but to fearmongering mortals.

A scream, carnal and savage, tore from her throat. “I tried to spare you all!” She tossed her bloodied swords to the ground. Wings sprouted from her back as she jumped into the air. Hovering above the Vigiles, knights, and guards, she reared back her arm, a spear forming in her hand. She flung the spear at the nearest archer.

Dumbstruck by what his eyes beheld, he barely moved before the blood spear took him in the chest. With two great flaps of her wings, she closed the distance between her and the others. Arrows flew through the air. She ducked one and wove between them, then barrel-rolled to evade a grouping of three. She landed on the outskirts of the Basilica and recalled the blood spear she’d just thrown.

The blood obeyed.

“Why couldn’t you have just listened?” Vykinallia shouted.

Her spear returned to her hands. The archers retreated from her, but they could not flee. She manipulated the point of her spear, lengthening it and curving it into a scythe. Flying over the archers, and with one tremendous arc of her scythe, three heads departed their necks. Three bodies followed their momentum to the floor. Three thuds hit the ground as their open-mouthed faces rolled across the stone floor.

The other two archers backed to the corner. Bows at their feet, hands in the air, faces long with horror they never knew existed. Vykinallia passed over them like an angel of death.

“Kill her!” Damascus shouted, still engaged with Heclan.

Guards and Sentinels moved towards her, but she was too fast. While the guards gave chase, Vykinallia sailed over their heads and flew at the archers on the opposite wall. Placing both hands on her scythe, she commanded it to morph. The shaft bent on itself and connected, forming a bow as long as she was tall. The blade of the scythe straightened and divided into three arrows. She was no archer, but blood obeyed her will.

Arrows zipped towards her, but with a flap, she lurched out of the way of each. After evading their volley, her corruption-stained fingers drew back her bowstring. She released.

Each arrow flew in the vague direction of a target, but from the sands of her Arena, she corrected their flight. One arrow found a target in the chest. The next in the throat. The third in the shoulder. The other three archers took aim again, but Vykinallia turned her bow into a shield and charged.

One arrow thudded into her shield, one missed high, but the third clipped her wing.

Her flight faltered. Her wings dissipated to ash, and she fell the remaining distance to the ground. Tucking into a tight tumble, she sprang up before one of the archers. With her shield, she bashed the archer’s bow aside and pulled a gladius from his belt. Before he could defend himself, Vykinallia plunged the gladius into his stomach.

Blood bloomed from where she skewered him, but two bow strings thrummed. She wrenched him in front of her, and their arrows thudded into their brother’s back. Vykinallia drew in breath, consuming the dying man’s soul.

The rot, which had crept down her ribs, retracted slightly, but not as much as she needed.

She shoved the soulless corpse aside and launched herself at the two remaining archers. They drew their gladii, but her approach was too fast. She slashed one across the thigh, and punched the rim of her blood-forged shield into his throat. He fell, gasping, to her feet. The other Sentinel, bow abandoned and sword in hand, struck.

She blocked the first blow with her sword, caught the second with her shield, and shoved his sword arm aside to open his guard. She slashed, and the sword she’d stolen from the belt of the other archer sliced deeply across his gut. His face blanched as he stumbled backwards, his free arm cradling his intestines as they seeped out between the cut in his gray-and-blue uniform.

Vykinallia took command of his soul. His vitality flowed into her. His life force bought her more time. A reprieve from the effects of her curse, however brief.

But it wasn’t enough. Drake guards and Sentinel swordsmen gathered around her in a semicircle, cornering her against the wall. Some stood between the pews, others along either side of the outer aisle, but all blocked her path.

Beyond them, bloodstained Vigiles fell to the King’s Guard Knights. Though they had outnumbered the King’s Guard two to one, the absence of armor and the confined space of the nave didn’t allow them to use their maneuverability or take advantage of their greater numbers.

The souls she’d consumed were not enough.

The souls she’d taken from the battle of the isthmus, those Threyna had convinced her to hold within the barracks beneath her Inner Arena and save for the final fight against the Skeleton King, raged against their confinement.

She didn’t want to use that power here. She didn’t want to waste it killing men who were following the wrong orders. The reason she’d enslaved these souls was to defeat the Skeleton King, not to fight against her own people, but she’d never return to Threyna and Laeden if she never left this Basilica.

“Freedom,” Jecht had said with his last breath. “For all.”

As the Drake guards and Sentinels closed in around her, Vykinallia entered the barracks beneath her Inner Arena. Souls lamented, longing for liberation, crying out for their loved ones resting in the afterlife. They didn’t know what she did—that Paxoran had ruined their hope of salvation. That incomplete souls were bound as links of the chain to serve as reminders for the Gods’ failures. That the Gods didn’t even care for the growing chain except as it related to their own fear of the Creator’s Reckoning.

Vykinallia didn’t know what, if anything, awaited these souls after she consumed them, but any fate was better than an eternity of longing. She had little to offer them, but Threyna had told her to make their power hers as the Skeleton King had. She would need to convince them to fight for her.

She released them from the barracks, and the souls swirled around her, a tempest of pain, loss, fear, and defeat. Their voices clamored all around her, a cacophony too entangled for her to discern any one plea amidst their number. Some dove at her like darklings, attempting to seize control of her mind and body, but Vykinallia rebuffed them, walling her thoughts, emotions, and feelings from them.

“I can’t help you,” Vykinallia said to the lost souls as they surrounded her in a vortex upon the sands of her Inner Arena. “Not because I don’t wish to, but because I don’t know what awaits you in the afterlife.”

The vortex roared in a discontented bellow that threatened to shake the stands around her. This time, more souls vied for the power to be Champion of her Inner Arena.

Again she hardened herself and denied their access.

No. How can I hope that they’ll join me if I won’t join them?

The vulnerability terrified her, but it was that vulnerability that allowed her and Zephyrus to know one another. She thought back to the night his Celestic fire rose from the candles of her bedchamber.

I could have turned him in. If I would have, he never would have told me about the plot against my father. I never would have known the depth of his heart. Without vulnerability, what intimacy can ever be achieved?

Knowing what she needed to do, Vykinallia grounded herself within the sands of her Inner Arena, and lowered her defenses. She exposed herself. Everything she was, everything she wanted to become. Her every thought, memory, dream, and emotion—laid bare.

Dozens of souls dove upon her. Inundated with the overload of their consciousnesses, Vykinallia found many with the same concerns. Unmet expectations. Fear of not being enough and never having another opportunity to prove themselves. Untreated traumas deeper than any wound. Loneliness and isolation, more frightening than death itself.

Perhaps in her, they saw her true desire to help—to free them as Jecht had asked with his dying word. Perhaps they too wanted to believe that Zephyrus could defeat Paxoran and provide a new alternative to their eternal fate. Maybe they realized she was as scared as they were, but one by one, the darklings who invaded her returned to the vortex.

The tempest slowed. The chaos of racing souls fell into a near-organized spiraling pattern.

“Believe me when I say I fight for you,” Vykinallia said. “For your futures, your families’ futures. So that in the end, you may know rest. Peace. All I can offer you is hope for tomorrow.”

The tempest shrank away from the sky and lowered towards the sands, stirring it up with each revolution. The gale stirred by the rushing souls settled, and with it, the cloud of sand fell.

All around her, an army of souls, glowing in bright shades of blue, green, and purple, stood at attention.

Vykinallia emerged from her Inner Arena with an army at her back. She returned to the Basilica and the encroaching swords of Drake guards and Sentinels. Rot receded as souls absorbed the burden of her curse. Others grounded their feet in the sands, ready to stand and fight with her. Power coursed through her veins with each thunderous heartbeat, but she didn’t wish to use it on them if she didn’t have to.

“I’ll ask you one last time,” Vykinallia shouted. “Surrender. Or die.”

Sentinels eyed one another. Drake Guards hesitated in their black-capped half-helms.

“Attack!” Damascus shouted. “Attack!”

Vykinallia examined the eyes of the fifty or so men who stood before her. They didn’t have the look of men who wished to fight. Twitching lips, shuffling feet, and blinking eyes told her all they wanted was to return home to their families.

The first man shouted. The rest took up the call. They all charged.

Empowered by the other souls, Vykinallia conjured a spire as she had on the isthmus. A central pillar rose from the ground in the space between her and the encroaching soldiers, sprouting branches as it spiraled upwards. Each limb snagged a different soldier and hauled them from their feet. Their screams rose with her soul-empowered spire that climbed to the Basilica’s vaulted ceiling. One by one, every Drake Guard and Sentinel was swept up in the fury of limbs and vines until they were all bound in place.

The King’s Guard Knights backed away from the few remaining Vigiles.

While the other souls on the sands of her Arena held the conjurations and the men they held in place, Vykinallia strode out from beneath the screams of the twisted tree. Striding between the pews, she conjured a sword and shield and angled her blade’s point at Damascus.

“I’ve spared them,” Vykinallia said, rot sprouting from her ear once again. “If you end this now, no one else needs to die here. Fight me if you must, but don’t make me kill your men.”

The Knights backed away from Heclan and the two remaining Vigiles. While scars and scuffs marred their once-pristine armor, the Vigiles’ whites were painted scarlet. Ten bodies lay on the floor between the two sides—eight Vigiles, two Knights.

Vykinallia called to their souls, and their vitality flowed into her. The rot veining her cheeks slithered back to her ear.

“You’re a monster,” Damascus said.

“My king,” Heclan said, panting. “Please, your grace, stop this.”

Damascus didn’t even bother to glance in Heclan’s direction. He stood his ground, sword before him, his golden gaze a sliver through his closed visor.

“Damascus,” Danella cried from the altar, “think of your people.”

“I am!” Damascus snapped. “As you should have before you joined with mages and preached blasphemy. Now the Six must be sated—”

“The Six are dead,” Vykinallia said bluntly. “The true battle is outside the city walls, where your brother, your people, and even those you’ve oppressed stand together to defend you.”

Damascus’s head turned back and forth between Danella at the altar and Vykinallia between the pews. “A mage and a sympathizer… the Six will rejoice when I rip your blasphemous tongues from your mouths.” Too far away to reach with his jousting sword, his words stabbed at Vykinallia. “I’ll nail you to the Star myself. I’ll cleave your head from your traitorous neck. And I’ll mount it on a pike outside my window so I can watch the crows pick the flesh from your skull.”

Vykinallia’s stomach twisted. And to think, once I believed I loved him…

She shook her head. “You haven’t seen the sun for days. You haven’t had rain for weeks. The ground shakes beneath your feet, fires burn cold, and anger burns in the hearts of every man, woman, and child, yet you still believe the Six guide you? You’re lost, Damascus. But I won’t let these men die because of you. Fight me.”

“Fine,” Damascus said. “But there won’t be a mercy word this time!”

With a twirl of his sword, he charged at her.


Chapter 61

The Skeleton King

Threyna VIII & Laeden XIII

Salmantica

AGoddess of destruction. A Disaster with a heartbeat. Threyna felt invincible with Laela’s artifact bound around her upper arm. The power of the Skeleton King’s curse flowed from her bloodstream into the bangle faster than she could conjure.

Bloody pikes rose from the ground, impaling Order legionaries by the score. She didn’t bother to consume; she didn’t need to. Laela and Laeden could feast upon their souls when they needed, but she had everything in the bangle. If she possessed this power back in Rheynia, Belrich never would have gained the blood artifact. The Order never would have lifted a reaping spear again.

Legionaries attacked in droves, focusing their attention on her, but no matter how many attacked, her Inner Throne had an answer for them. Reaping spears snapped mid-thrust, broken by conjured hammers that rose and fell in time with every legionary’s heartbeat. Weaponless, they could not defend themselves when her infantry—composed of freedom fighters, refugees, Salmantic defectors, and Celestic mages—fell upon them with might and magic.

Bodies. Blood. But no Belrich to be seen.

Threyna threw her blood-borne double-bladed spear into the crowd of legionaries charging up their arcanatek blasters. Directing the blood from her Inner Throne, Threyna steered the conjured spear through the battlefield. It tore through a legionary’s chest and exploded out his back before reorienting to slash across another’s torso and stab a third through the gut. Maintaining her focus, Threyna summoned another bloody spear and hurled it into the battlefield to do her fighting for her.

Pikes rose from the ground. Arrows fell from the sky. Spears danced absent hands to hold them. They all moved in accordance with her will, slaughtering the Skeleton King’s feeble army. She kept checking for the Skeleton King’s rhythm to discern where he was hiding amongst his legion, but he remained obscured. So too did his blood mages.

It felt too easy. Knowing there was a trick behind everything Belrich did, Threyna couldn’t figure it out. She hoped he, again, underestimated them. Even if he sent his army ahead as a distraction, he couldn’t have foreseen this.

He couldn’t have known about Laela or this artifact. We’re just winning. We can win!

She conjured another round of pikes that impaled the Order legionaries one row at a time. Their choir of screams joined the shrill cry of the wind. Their flailing limbs reminded her of the Hollowed ensnared in the Underground’s barricades back in Rheynia; only here, they would be granted the mercy of death.

As she called down another storm of arrows, Laela called her name.

Laeden and Laela, healed from their rot, came up alongside her as their army continued to surge forward.

“Took you long enough,” Threyna said. “There are plenty of souls. Consume and prepare for when Belrich springs his tra—”

“This is the trap,” Laela said. “We can’t consume.”

“The Skeleton King consumed the blood mages,” Laeden said.

Threyna shook her head, stammering.

A spearman lunged at Cerik while he was entangled with another legionary. Threyna conjured a dagger before the charging legionary. Unable to stop himself, the legionary ran straight into the dagger. The spearman stumbled, the hilt of a blood-borne dagger protruding from his eye socket. He fell to the ground, dead.

“What do you mean?” Threyna asked. “I expect this from Laeden; he’s new. But Laela, for ghosts’ sake, consume.”

Threyna drew in breath as if to demonstrate. Bodies littered the ground around them, souls ripe for the taking. Yet, to her horror, when she commanded, the souls disobeyed.

Threyna’s mouth went dry. Jaw clamped shut, heat rose to her cheeks. She knew it had been too good to be true. Deep down, she knew Laela’s artifact wouldn’t be enough.

Without Celestic healers and Laela’s artifact, we’d already be doomed.

Threyna’s mind raced, attempting to see Belrich’s punchline before he could catch her off guard, but she found herself distracted by the prophecy she’d received from the Seers at Tharseo’s Bastion.

“You shall find that which you seek, but you possess all you need.”

At the time, she’d ignored the prophecies, and sought the Treasures. Though she’d claimed them, they weren’t what she needed. Though Laela had found the opposite to the blood artifact, it still wasn’t the key to their salvation.

She thought it had been Zephyrus, and she was right. She needed him. Just not the way she thought she needed him. She wanted him to fight alongside her. She wanted them to defeat the Skeleton King together.

Together. But never together.

“Sever the chain that binds the realm to the holy,” Threyna said, repeating the last line of Zephyrus’s prophecy, finally understanding how tightly their fates were entwined together.

“What?” Laela asked.

“Fall back,” Threyna said. “If he can stop us from consuming, he can stop us from conjuring too.”

“We can’t fall back,” Laela argued. “We need to force him out of hiding. The more bodies that fall, the stronger he grows. If we’re going to beat him—”

“We’re not going to beat him!” Threyna snapped. “Zephyrus will.”

Laela glared at her, but Threyna was unperturbed. Sinking into her Inner Throne, she held out her arms to either side and conjured a wall that spanned the width of the battlefield.

Fighters, unable to progress further, retreated towards their positioning.

“Fall back,” Laeden shouted. “Fall back!”

Though others echoed his orders throughout their ranks, Laeden continued barking, directing their mismatched army to retreat to the gates. As he turned, his command cut off mid-sentence. Threyna followed his gaze to a bright golden orb of light flying over the battlefield.

The Guardian.

Threyna blanched, unsure what that meant for Zephyrus and his ascension.

“Laeden!” the Guardian cried. “Laeden, where are you?”

Laeden

Laeden’s joints turned to stone. His insides, to water. A hundred questions, a thousand doubts, and infinite fears flooded Laeden’s mind as her presence drew nearer.

Why isn’t she with Zephyrus?

“Laeden?” she cried. “Laeden!”

Their retreating army slowed behind the safety of Threyna’s conjured wall to gawk at the Guardian. The implications of her presence were not lost on anyone as her light drifted overhead. Laeden swallowed the knot in his throat as he followed her light, floating across the lightning-cracked sky. She sailed over him, past him, still calling his name. Not as if she hadn’t seen him, but as if she weren’t even looking for him.

Like she doesn’t remember anything but my name…

Yet her voice was all too familiar to him. He thought he recognized it when she first arrived with Zephyrus outside of House Cassius. The Guardian denied his questioning.

“Your Iylea is gone,” the Guardian had said. “She’s at peace.”

It broke him, but he accepted it. He didn’t believe she was at peace—how could anyone be with the chaos in the mortal and divine realms alike?—but he believed the Guardian told him the truth. Time and time again, he denied it, despite every time he thought he heard her voice.

On the isthmus, as he lay dying with the Vykane Blade through his belly, he knew he heard her, but he’d believed she was calling him from the afterlife—the other side of the void—not from Zephyrus’s lips.

He nearly died. Only foolishness would have believed it was her, that she was here, alive. Hearing Iylea’s voice, unaltered by the Guardian’s attempts to conceal her true self, Laeden didn’t need to believe his ears. He listened to her rhythm. The resonance her soul gave off was undeniable. It vibrated within him, shaking him to his core.

“Your Iylea is gone,” the Guardian had said to him. Your.

It shamed him he didn’t realize sooner.

“She would want you to live for the future, not dwell in the past,” Iylea had said as he cried over his father’s and Markus’s corpses. “Live for her. Live for them.”

His heart broke a second time. Suddenly, it made sense. Why she challenged him, why she lingered over him when she could, why she opposed him when he volunteered to take the blood artifact.

Iylea…

Iylea flitted on the wind, sailing further and further away from him, still calling his name in desperation. The same urgency that tinged her voice when she begged to speak to him at the King’s Day Feast rang from her disembodied soul. He’d failed to hear her then, failed to listen when she told him she was a seer.

Not again. Never again.

Before he could think, he was running after her, bounding over the bodies of fallen Order legionaries. While the fighters of their army retreated at his own commands, Laeden ran the opposite direction, following Iylea’s light. Threyna’s and Laela’s voices shouted from behind, but he only half-heard them. Amidst the thrum of blood in his ears and the call of Iylea’s voice, their voices lost all sense, all meaning.

My Iylea…

She neared the blood-borne wall, already beginning to crumble to ash as their number had retreated to a safe distance. Colder than steel in his flesh, a pang of fear enclosed around his heart, thicker and more oppressive than the curse in his veins.

Where is she going?

“Iylea!” Laeden shouted. “I’m over here!”

Leaping over the black-clad corpses, Laeden couldn’t keep up. She was too far ahead, moving too quickly. Like a falling star, she disappeared into the glow of reaping spears beyond the ash of Threyna’s crumbling wall.

“No!” Laeden wouldn’t lose her again.

Amidst his heaving breaths, his pumping arms, and the squish of his boots through puddles of blood, he focused on the clarity of his Inner Trial. Blood-borne wings sprouted from his back like that of the Helixus pegasus. Airborne in three strides, buffeted by the wind off the sea, he flew towards her, tears streaming down his cheeks.

Jaw set, Laeden conjured a spear in his right hand and a rectangular shield in his left that extended past the gauntlet to shield his body from ground attacks. Rot slithered up his arm, but his heart beat with unrelenting fury. He charged through Threyna’s cloud of falling ash and met the radiant reaping spears on the other side.

With a roar, he raised his shield, and bowled through a column of legionaries. The combination of his mass and momentum paired with their unsuspecting postures sent them sprawling to the ground in droves.

Shouts rose up all around him, but Iylea’s cries rang louder.

“Laeden! Laeden!”

He spotted her light, her hue pulsing with panicked fervor. She zipped left and right atop the legions, searching, crying. Her yellow-green eyes flashed in his mind’s eye. The blush of her heart-shaped cheeks when he held her chin in his thumb and forefinger. The way her dimples framed her smile.

Veins throbbed in his forehead as he flapped his wings harder, faster, elevating above the legionaries’ outstretched reaping spears. Arcanatek whirred and fired, attempting to shoot him from the sky. His eyes remained fixed on Iylea’s light.

I will not lose you. Not again.

His curse wove through his bloodstream, slithering up his arm toward his shoulder, but he was gaining on her. Nearly there, he cried her name again. “Iylea, it’s me!”

Through the wind, against the clap of thunder, the warbles of arcanatek blasters firing into the sky, and the screams of the men shooting them, Iylea’s light stilled. No longer did she flit to and fro. No longer did she spin and zip. She remained still. The rhythm of her panicked soul smoothed into a beautiful melody that he’d happily spend the rest of his life learning to harmonize with.

“Laeden?”

Elation filled his heart as he charged for her.

Something surged into the sky behind her.

A legionary rose on bloody, spined wings. His black uniform blended into the dark abyss beyond. A blood-red carapace sprouted from his torso and wrapped around his body. Segments layered over his arms and down his legs until his entire body was covered. A horned helm with several points like a crested crown consumed the legionary’s shadowed face. Orbital bones framed black eyes. Gaunt features and bared teeth gave the blood mage the very distinct appearance of a skeletal king.

“Iylea!” Laeden beckoned her towards him, but it was as if she were frozen in place.

Her rhythm, a sweet song moments ago, crashed into discord.

“Iylea,” the Skeleton King said. “We meet again.”

Laeden’s breath heaved. His heart sank. And he was no longer in the clarity of his Inner Trial, but the hellscape of the Salmantic throne room.

Aemos’s white blade slashed through the air. Laeden’s reflection in Iylea’s pleading, yellow-green eyes hung slack-jawed. Immobilized. Helpless.

No. No. No!

His steel met her neck with a thwack.

Iylea!

Her head parted from her shoulders, spinning through the air in slow revolutions.

It thudded to the floor, spilling a trail of blood in its wake. Her body collapsed, twitching. Her severed head rolled to a stop at Laeden’s feet.

Failure.

“Don’t be rude,” the Skeleton King said. “We’re all going to the same place after all. Time to join the One True God.”

He drew upon Iylea’s soul.

Laeden screamed, and charged.

Threyna

Threyna’s feet left the ground as her blood-borne wings sent a torrent of wind beneath her. Already running after Laeden, she didn’t bother to see if Laela followed as she took flight. Air thrashed at her face and whipped her braid behind her.

Laeden shouted a name she only recognized from her time conjoined with Laeden’s subconscious—Iylea. The woman he loved. The woman he lost. The voice he thought he heard when the Skeleton King’s soul overtook Zephyrus’s body.

Flying with all haste, Threyna didn’t know if this was an elaborate trick by the Skeleton King to lure Laeden from the army, or if Iylea, the Guardian, had lost herself again.

She’d become confused and disoriented whenever she became separated from Zephyrus. If he ascended without her…

Laeden disappeared through the falling ash of her conjured wall. The flap of Laela’s wings disturbed the air beside her.

“What are we doing?” Laela shouted over the gale of rushing wind.

Threyna didn’t know. She didn’t have an answer. Not a good one. There was nothing logical about chasing after Laeden other than he’d need help if he were going to return.

“I don’t know,” Threyna said. “But we must do it together.”

They tore through the thinning ash. Threyna conjured her glaive. In Laela’s blood-forged hand, she held a bow, a slew of arrows already nocked.

A column of legionaries fumbled on the ground, struggling to regain their feet. The rest had their eyes set behind them where Laeden hovered in the air across from a ghoulish, blood-armored monster.

The Skeleton King.

Between Laeden and the Skeleton King, the orb of light, Iylea, drained of color as the Skeleton King drew in breath.

“Stop him!” Threyna said.

They surged toward Laeden, but not fast enough. Arcanatek whirred and fired, launching radiant bolts past them. Laela rose higher into the sky. Threyna swerved, narrowly avoiding a bolt.

Energy surged between Laeden and the Skeleton King as each fought to direct Iylea’s soul into them. Laeden might as well have been a drop of rain against the ocean’s wrath.

The curse blackened Laeden’s veins as he strained to hold Iylea from the vortex summoning her soul to join the Skeleton King’s.

Threyna sank into her Inner Throne as she flew as fast as she could to Laeden’s aid. The white walls of her seat of power pulsed as a throbbing red sun burned through the stained glass windows of her throne room. She shielded her eyes against the sheer volume of collected souls—more than she had freed from her Grandfather Bohen’s Heart of Darkness. Threyna climbed from her throne to peer out the windows and into the face of the blinding red sun.

She pressed against the walls, gazing into her Uncle Belrich’s seat of power. Unlike his father’s Heart of Darkness, his seat of power was an altar in the middle of a field. Belrich stood atop it while tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands—of souls ringed around him in a semicircle. Behind Belrich, a tall golden tower, set apart from anything else, stretched to the sky. Like a landlocked lighthouse, it glowed with a light that could only be what Belrich envisioned was the glory of the One True God. Around the top of the tower, the blackened souls of darklings circled like sentries.

Fear rippled through the kneeling and bowed worshippers. Not reverence. Not awe. Fear.

Threyna backed away from the window of her throne room and returned to her throne. She freed the souls she’d gathered from the isthmus from her Inner Dungeon. The doors to her throne room burst open, and a storm of souls surged into the room. Within moments, some tried fruitlessly to rip her from her throne, but she rebuffed them. Others crashed into her windows, attempting to break free from her seat of power.

She wished she had Laeden’s way with words. Even Vykinallia’s or Laela’s. But she didn’t. All she had was fear. Fear of being one of the infinite souls bowing before Belrich’s altar to Paxoran. Fear that, despite being surrounded by others in her circumstance, she would feel alone. Unlike the poor kneelers before Belrich’s tower, she had the power to do something about it. To topple the tower before it could be raised to Paxoran. To defeat Belrich and bring freedom to everyone.

“Silence!” Threyna shouted within her Inner Throne.

The swirling souls fell to an uneasy disquiet filled with frightened whimpering or puffed-up pride as if to prove that they weren’t scared.

“You’re afraid,” Threyna said. “But we all bow to the same master.” She glanced between the souls, no longer dark wisps or glowing motes of light, but in their stillness, they took on the translucent appearance of how Threyna imagined they must have looked in life.

“I am not your enemy. I am not your master. Fear is.” Threyna pointed to the stained glass window and the red sun beyond. “If you do not believe me, look to the red sun. See what fate awaits you should I fail.”

Souls, a few at a time, floated on soundless steps toward the windows. Others drifted towards the top of the window, swimming through the air, to view Belrich’s seat of power.

“He consumed his own soldiers,” Threyna said.

“Because the One True God wills it,” a soul said.

Threyna scoffed. “The One True God is named Paxoran. He lies. Manipulates people. Twists prophecies. He has murdered other Gods to get what he wants. Is this the will you wish to bow to?”

Silence greeted her.

Outside of her Inner Throne, she flew towards Laeden. His shield and spear fell to ash. Rot stained his outstretched arms as he strained to hold Iylea’s soul back from the consuming tides of the Skeleton King’s draw for one moment longer. Threyna was nearly there, which only meant she was running out of time to convince the other souls to join her.

“If we win,” Threyna said to the souls, “I don’t know what fate awaits us. But if the Skeleton King wins, if Paxoran, your One True God, wins—” Threyna swallowed.

Outside the walls of her Inner Throne, Iylea screamed for Laeden as the current tore her from his grasp.

“Then all hope is lost.”

Threyna didn’t have time to see if they’d join her. She didn’t have time to ask. Sinking into her throne, she joined her will to Laeden’s and strained to hold Iylea’s soul from entering into the Skeleton King’s hellish seat of power.

Iylea’s light—dimmed and drained as it was—flared to vibrant life, resisting the Skeleton King’s draw.

“Threyna,” Belrich said, “how kind of you to join us.” His black eyes locked on Threyna’s bangle. His tone darkened. “You should not have that.”

A tendril of blood extended from his hand and reached towards her. Threyna slashed at it with her glaive, but her blood conjuration fell to ashes before it could strike the Skeleton King’s grasping tentacle.

The tentacle divided in two on its own accord. One half coiled around her waist and squeezed. Her wings crumbled to ashes.

Beside her, Laeden groaned. The second half of the tendril grasped him, wrapping around his right leg and constricting his torso. His wings too, faltered in a raining cloud of ash.

Threyna strained. Her Inner Throne faltered around her. The souls from her Inner Dungeon, still divided, didn’t come to her aid.

The tendril snaked up her arm and entwined around her bangle.

“There is a certain queen who will be wanting this back,” Belrich said as the tendril tightened around her arm. “Besides, I don’t think you’ll be needing it. Not where you’re going.” The tentacle dragged the bangle down her arm towards her wrist.

Threyna spread her fingers and curled her wrist to keep the bangle from falling into Belrich’s possession, but the pressure constricting around her waist grew. The Aeryean Armor did not give beneath the Skeleton King’s force, but her bones not protected by the Treasure did.

Laeden grunted, continuing to fight for Iylea’s soul as she too struggled to save herself. Her light spiked with erratic shifts in luminescence and color.

Do something. Do something.

Her Inner Throne slipped from her grasp. She was ejected from her seat of power, and the souls she’d held and hoped to convince to join her in her fight against the Skeleton King floated into the sky. The Skeleton King drew in breath, and they all, like fish in a stream, flowed into his chest with barely a hint of resistance.

No. Threyna tried to regain access to her Inner Throne, but, like a double doorway sealed shut, she knew where she needed to go, but couldn’t get through. She clawed at the crack, trying to pry it open, but it didn’t give. A wave of exasperated futility crashed into her.

“Laeden!” Iylea cried.

“Iyle—” Choked off by rot and the bloody tendril wrapped around his torso, Laeden’s voice faltered.

Iylea’s light disappeared into the Skeleton King’s chest.

“No!” Laeden shouted.

Threyna’s muscles strained against the force of the tendril. Her mind struggled against the sealed door of her Inner Throne. Helpless.

Upon conjured wings, Laela flew around Threyna and released a volley of bloody arrows.

Hope bloomed in Threyna’s chest.

Each arrow crashed into the Skeleton King’s carapace-like armor, but none pierced.

Threyna’s hope withered and died.

Belrich laughed, dismissing the arrows to dust with a wave of his hand. “Laela! What a pleasant reunion.”

Her bow, blood-borne hand, and wings dissipated. She hung suspended in the air for a moment before a scream tore from her throat and she plummeted towards the ground.

“No!” Threyna cried, but her voice came out timid and small. Weak and powerless.

A third tentacle burst from Belrich’s hand and caught Laela by the ankle. Darklings erupted from the Skeleton King’s chest and flowed into Laela.

This can’t be happening. Threyna recalled her mother under darkling control. She couldn’t let it end the same way. She pounded on the walls of her Inner Throne, demanding to be let back inside. The crack in the wall tormented her, yet it would not acquiesce.

“Laela, fight it!” Threyna shouted. But more darklings poured from the Skeleton King into Laeden. “No, Laeden!”

The tendrils holding Laela and Laeden both released. Their conjured wings returned. Bloody blades formed in their hands, and hatred filled their eyes.

“All will join the One True God, Threyna,” Belrich said. The tentacle around her arm pried the bangle free from her wrist. “It is time to give up.”


Chapter 62

God Among Men

Fenyx VI

Valencia

The life fled Zephyrus’s eyes, but the betrayal lingered. Fenyx pulled Paxoran’s blood-forged dagger from Zephyrus’s ribs. The blade was long and thin, serrated and cruel. Such a blade was a death sentence.

Zephyrus tried to say something, but only blood and spittle left his mouth. Fenyx knelt atop Zephyrus, the victor. Yet the Hate within him did not rejoice. Here there was no cheering crowd, no clapping nobles. No love of the people or envy of the other gladiators. Instead of basking in the honor, glory, and laurels befitting a Champion, all he felt was emptiness.

“You’ve done it, Fenyx,” Paxoran said, tossing the hilt of the Vykane Blade to the ground. It clattered, flipped, and skidded to a stop near the base of the Celestial Falls trickling down the wall.

Paxoran picked up the sword forged from his own body, admiring the weapon Fenyx had used to slay the Valencian Gods. “Bring the false Gods to the anchor room. Let us display your trophies for the Creator’s arrival.”

Fenyx nodded, but he didn’t avert from Zephyrus’s gaze. Trophies. The word held meaning to him, but the concept it represented felt lost. The withered corpses of once-majestic beings did not fit the description for trophies.

“Do not delay,” Paxoran said. “I have waited long enough.”

Paxoran held the sword in both hands and reached it up to the vaulted ceiling of Valencia’s high halls. The sword melded to his hands and began to shrink. The power held within the blade emptied as the vessel, housing the essences of the Gods, melted into him. His ashen skin glowed scarlet; his pale crimson eyes flared back to vibrant life.

He groaned in satisfied pleasure. His frail body contorted as he grew not only taller, but broader. Seams stretched until his black cloak burst beneath the stress of Paxoran’s growing bulk of layered muscle. The red lightning beneath his naked skin stretched, forming around him like scaled red-and-black armor that put Fenyx’s golden helm, pauldron, and bracer to shame.

The sickly old man never appeared like a God to him before, but now, as Paxoran’s crackling, blood-red and deep black armor framed his imposing figure from head to toe, there was no question. Yet he was no God of Peace.

Kneeling atop Zephyrus, but before Paxoran, Fenyx felt small.

“Follow my instructions and you will be a God among men,” Paxoran had promised. “A legend for the ages.”

“Fenyx,” Paxoran said, a bloody crown forming atop his head, “I will not tell you again.”

Fenyx grunted, suddenly understanding the truth of their relationship. He should have noticed it earlier. A God among men. Not Paxoran’s equal.

The other Gods attempted to warn him, but he couldn’t hear them. He refused to listen.

“You won’t get away with this,” Moterra had said after Fenyx cut her down.

“I will,” Paxoran had said.

I. Not we. I.

That by itself wasn’t an indictment, but Phaebia, for all her brashness, spoke against Fenyx’s faith in Paxoran as well. “How many lies has Hameryn sold to you?”

Even Ferrocles said Paxoran would eventually run out of uses for him, and he’d been right. Fenyx believed he was above Ferrocles—chosen by Paxoran himself to be his right hand. But now, as Zephyrus’s blood stained the marble floor, Incinerae’s words returned to him.

“Glory will not nourish you, F-Fenyx,” Incinerae had said. “Love will. But I promise H-H-Hameryn will not l-love you. Nor will he glorify you.”

The conjured dagger, vicious with its serrated edge, fell to ashes in his hand. Everything he wanted, everything he thought he wanted—his plans, his purpose, his glory—crumpled to ashes as well.

His empty hand formed into a fist. I should have seen this coming. It was one thing to ignore the Gods who had ensured his life in the mortal realm ended in emptiness, but it was another to reject Zephyrus.

“He gives you exactly what you want, Fenyx,” Zephyrus had said. “Glory. He offers you glory in exchange for your enslavement to him.”

For all his faults, Zephyrus had been nothing but kind to Fenyx. He’d mended his broken fingers before the Games of Stockhelm, saved his life from Stegavax at the King’s Day Games, risked his own life by healing the wounds he shouldn’t have survived—and through it all, Fenyx still hadn’t been able to see past his vainglory to hear a friend.

The memory of Auron’s hand on Fenyx’s shoulder broke the callousness surrounding his heart. “Without the love of your brothers,” Auron said, “who will defend your back?”

Paxoran’s hand squeezed Fenyx’s shoulder. “Fenyx…”

The threat within Paxoran’s tone gripped him firmer than the ashen fingers cracked with red lightning. His touch lacked the compassion of a caring doctore, or the tenderness of a brother-in-arms. Absent warmth, his looming pressure offered only dread, like the hands of a master upon a slave.

Heat flooded Fenyx’s burned skin. The Hate, the Burning—they combined, morphing into something else, something greater.

“You’re not alone, Fenyx,” Auron had said. “At least, you don’t have to be.”

Fenyx stood to his feet and stared up at Paxoran’s red eyes beneath his pointed crown. He bowed his head, but defiance raged within. “Yes, Paxoran. At once.”

Paxoran nodded. “I will summon the Creator.” He strode away towards another room, opposite to the Hall of Mirrors. As Paxoran’s footsteps retreated, fading into the distance, so too did Zephyrus’s heartbeat.

The light in Zephyrus’s eyes simmered, like watching a once-raging fire smolder to embers with nothing left to consume. No pride. No glory. No victory.

“The chain,” Zephyrus said, his lips a bloody red in contrast to his pale flesh. “Sever the chain. Please.”

Zephyrus didn’t ask why he’d done it. He didn’t beg for life. He only stared at the vaulted ceiling of the anchor room, his gaze blank. Empty.

“Zephyrus…” Fenyx said.

No answer.

A stone formed in Fenyx’s throat. He dropped back down to a knee and placed his hand, wet and sticky with blood, on Zephyrus’s chest.

No heartbeat. No breath.

Burn me.

Fenyx balanced the scales, prepared for the pain. His Celestic magic, his healing abilities, had saved one life before, but Stegavax’s condition was never this dire.

This could kill me…

A sharp spike stabbed into Fenyx’s side. Jagged claws tore at the flesh between his ribs. No blade struck him, but the pain surged like lightning. Muscle tore. A razor’s edge scraped against his bones. Warmth trickled down his abdomen and drained from his cheeks.

Fenyx gasped through gritted teeth, but Zephyrus’s blank stare remained. His still chest didn’t dare rise. The silence born of the absence of breath echoed through Fenyx’s soul.

Wake up…

More flesh tore as if the serrated blood blade Paxoran forged had carved into his thorax and ripped free, ruining everything it touched in the process. Fenyx winced, but before he could prepare himself, another jagged puncture plunged back into his torso. The wind escaped Fenyx’s lungs. Bile climbed his throat.

Fenyx wanted to let go, to give up.

“You are my true brother from this day forward.”

His own words slashed across his mind as the serrated blade tore through his torso again. Already kneeling, his opposite hand fell to the ground, splashing into a pool of Zephyrus’s blood. His white robes drank the dark blood with utter disregard for Fenyx’s efforts to right one of his many wrongs.

“Continue down this path, Champion, and you will walk it alone,” Auron had said. “You will die on it alone.”

If Fenyx failed to save Zephyrus, he had no doubt Auron’s words would come to pass.

But with another thrust of the dagger in his side, Fenyx could no longer withstand the magnitude of pain. Groaning, he fell to Zephyrus’s side. The right side of his body sank into Zephyrus’s sticky blood. His left hand, burned and scarred as it was, clung to Zephyrus’s chest, white mist still flowing into his brother.

“Wake up,” Fenyx pleaded.

His eyelids felt heavy. The stabbing pain ended, but mending Zephyrus’s eviscerated flesh dulled his other senses. The metallic scent of blood faded. The taste of bile on his tongue disappeared. The pristine halls of the anchor room darkened to death’s door.

“Zephyrus. Wake up.” The sound of his own voice, muffled and distorted, lacked the conviction to make Zephyrus’s chest rise again or beat with life’s rhythm. Fenyx closed his eyes, but nothing stopped the room’s spinning. Nothing ended the pain.

“I’m sorry,” Fenyx said.

The healing mist that could save ceased. The pain echoed in a rhythmic aftershock of everything he’d endured—everything he’d put Zephyrus through.

Da-dum.

Da-dum.

As if from far away, a voice spoke, strong and defiant despite the distance. Anger, raw and unbridled, agonized through each word. “Light my path.”

Fenyx tried to open his eyes, but they denied him. It was a woman’s voice. Not Paxoran’s. Yet as she spoke, something in Zephyrus moved and warped like twisting metal.

“Darken my stride.”

Da-dum.

Da-dum.

Zephyrus’s arm nearest Fenyx rustled. Through slitted eyes, Fenyx could barely make out what he saw, but the bracer around Zephyrus’s wrist removed itself and shot toward a blurred figure, stained in blood.

“Carry my soul.”

Zephyrus’s leg twitched. One of the greaves about his shins came alive and flew from Zephyrus to the woman Fenyx had stabbed through the back moments ago.

Zephyrus saved her.

“Buy me time.”

The last phrase sent Zephyrus’s last greave toward the woman. Fenyx’s vision, despite his fatigue from healing Zephyrus, regained a degree of focus. Tears streamed from blue eyes beneath a sharp-angled brow to trickle down flushed cheeks. Red hair hung over stooped, quivering shoulders.

She glared at Fenyx, her breath coming in shuddered waves of repressed emotions too powerful to be held back.

Fenyx raised his hand toward her to plead for mercy, but his arm moved too quickly compared to the woman stalking towards him, who appeared to move in slow motion. A sudden burst of light radiated above Zephyrus. The warmth coming forth greeted Fenyx’s flesh like the rising sun. He shielded his eyes from the glow and turned away.

The woman strode over to Fenyx. Her unnaturally slow footsteps returned to a normal cadence that made Fenyx feel like he was no longer in a distorted time bubble. She knelt down beside Zephyrus.

“Live,” she whispered. “Vykanicus… you must live.”

Vykanicus? Fenyx’s mind sank below the surface of focus, drowning in questions.

The woman’s glare found Fenyx. She stood to her feet and pursed her lips. The love and loss lining her face when she looked at Zephyrus turned murderous once her gaze fell upon him. She stepped around Zephyrus’s feet and loomed over Fenyx.

A shadow stretched forth from the obsidian bracer about her wrist towards Fenyx.

This is how I die.

The shadow slithered towards him like a venomous serpent. It coiled around his wrist and snaked up his forearm, tightening as it ascended. With a tug, firm but gentle, the shadow hauled Fenyx to his unsteady feet.

He stared at the woman, unable to form words.

“Bring him to the Hall of Mirrors,” the woman said. “Go before—”

A door swung open in slow motion on the opposite side of the anchor room. Paxoran towered over a figure clad in a white gown. The flowing silks, and the woman within them, were strangled by bloody bindings that wrapped around her wrists and ankles and gagged her mouth.

“Fenyx!” Paxoran roared. “You too dare to defy me? Fine. Then you’ll all die.”


Chapter 63

Red Sky

Iylea VII

The Altar of Agony

Though Iylea had refound herself, guided by her connection to Laeden, she was still lost. The Skeleton King drew her soul into the hellscape of his seat of power, where all she could do was watch as Laeden and his allies waged war against the Order’s legions.

“All will join the One True God.”

Before her, within the mind of the Skeleton King, concentric semicircles of kneeling people bowed their heads before the altar where Belrich stood at the base of a tower that rose to the clouds. Encircling the tower, darklings swirled, as if defending something. Something the Skeleton King nor Paxoran wanted anyone to reach.

A pressure on the back of her legs, behind her knees, compelled Iylea to drop to the ground and bow to the servant of the One True God, as countless others already had. Resisting, she remained standing.

A whimpering soul beside her stole a glance at Iylea. The likeness of a woman trembled. Hands clasped, forehead resting on her conjoined fists, her complexion was a reddish gray. She squinted as if the cerulean blue of Iylea’s spectral form was too bright to gaze upon.

Before Iylea could mutter a word, the woman’s eyes squeezed shut, and her ribs racked with stifled sobs.

“It’s over,” said another lost soul, over and over again.

Iylea refused to accept that. Slowly at first, she strode between the columns of the kneeling. Her light drew the attention of those around her, but she quickened her pace. The Skeleton King stood behind a stone tablet stained with blood.

As the war waged outside the Skeleton King’s Altar of Agony, he summoned one lost soul at a time to the stone tablet. Some willingly, most reluctantly, but no one defied the Skeleton King’s orders. One by one, the Skeleton King sacrificed souls to the altar to continue sourcing his endless destructive power to use on Laeden’s allies.

I’m not lost.

The moment Zephyrus had left her, she’d lost her sense of purpose, sense of meaning. She just existed—a shade with only the distant memories of dreams and desires.

“Find Laeden,” Zephyrus had said.

She had to fight to remember that. She had to claw through her own mind to discern its meaning. Though she couldn’t remember who Laeden was or what he looked like, she knew he had given her hope before. She knew hope was worth fighting for again. She found him. He fought for her. And Iylea would not let it end here.

Iylea continued through the lines of people. An imposing force impressed upon her mind, compelling her to stop, to kneel, to beg and plead for meaning. Iylea ignored it. Her spectral feet ran through the fields of trampled grass toward the source of the oppression robbing the lost souls of their senses.

A soul struggled against an invisible force that dragged him to the Skeleton King’s altar. Iylea ran faster, but not fast enough.

I’ll never make it in time.

The soul lay down on the tablet, emitting a wave of fear throughout Belrich’s seat of power. The wave washed over her. Cries rippled throughout the kneeling souls. Similar to how Ferrocles’s death woke a combative aggression in the mortal realm, the Skeleton King’s mere presence aroused a growing dread made stronger by the supplication of others.

She’d lost everything several lifetimes ago. Self-preservation no longer mattered.

Iylea grit her teeth and charged forward. Her churning feet rose above the grass. Ignoring the laws of nature, she flew towards the Skeleton King.

The Skeleton King raised a blood-forged dagger over the chest of the soul laying on the altar.

Iylea surged forward, flying faster and faster. Just as he brought the blade down, Iylea charged through him.

The bloody dagger dissipated to ash. The Skeleton King stumbled backwards. Iylea turned with her momentum and circled around the Skeleton King, hovering to a stop atop the altar. Whatever force the Skeleton King had imposed on the soul released.

The soul stumbled free from the tablet, scurrying away.

The kneeling souls stirred, but did not break from their confines.

Iylea stared down the Skeleton King. “You won’t win.”

The Skeleton King laughed. “I already have. All will join the One True God. And I have made it possible.”

Iylea glared. Darklings circled the top of the tower. If there was a way of stopping him, of helping Laeden and the others, it was there. If the Skeleton King could take control of Zephyrus’s body, I could do the same to his.

With as much force as she could muster, Iylea crashed down on the bloody tablet. Stone cracked beneath her force, sending fissures to all corners of the tablet. She sprang upwards—half jump, half flight—towards the top of the tower.

“Stop her!” the Skeleton King shouted.

The patrolling darklings dove for her.

Iylea did not back down. Bracing for impact, she tore through the air towards them. Their souls collided with hers. These were the blood mages in the Skeleton King’s Order. Each held a number of souls still trapped within their own bindings, but none of them had lived and died as Iylea had. The strength of their wills, even amassed together, were no greater than a stiff wind against her progress.

“Stop her!”

Iylea surged past them, through them—towards the tower. Darklings invaded her, but she rejected each as they came. A conjured web of blood rose before her, but Iylea swerved, avoiding the snare. Another group dove for her, but Iylea’s light rebuffed them.

In the world beyond the tower, Laeden fought the Skeleton King. Rot stretched up his neck, corrupting the face she’d loved and lost.

I’m coming, Laeden.

She blew past a darkling, wove through a group of three, and bowled over another two attempting to bar her way. The light of her soul burst through them, dissipating them to mist.

She launched inside the tower window.

A glowing pair of red eyes stared at her. Absent a face, a body, or anything resembling humanity, the red eyes bored into her.

We all have a part to play.

Iylea engaged the red eyes in a contest of wills. Her mind entwined with Belrich’s. His life experience, extended by the curse of Rheynia and the blood magic, was greater than any one soul she’d encountered before. Yet he’d only used the souls he’d consumed. He hadn’t lived as they lived or died as they died—not as she had as the Breaker of Chains. His life—power-lusting. His rule—loveless. His reign—paranoid.

Despite his capacity for experience, Belrich’s life was empty.

Iylea surged into the void. Her compassion thrashed at his hollowness. Her hope assaulted his fear. Her love consumed his bitterness. Belrich’s soul cried out and fled the tower.

Iylea seized control.

Seeing the world from the Skeleton King’s eyes, bloody tendrils stripped a glowing white bangle from Threyna’s arm. Laeden and another woman Iylea only recognized from Belrich’s mind as Threyna’s sister flew on conjured wings and charged at Threyna, weapons in hand.

Swallowing her panic, Iylea called upon the Skeleton King’s blood magic. She dissipated Laeden’s and Laela’s weapons and drew in breath to resummon the souls Belrich had sent into Laeden and Laela.

“Laeden,” Iylea shouted with the Skeleton King’s lips. “It’s me, Iylea.”

Darklings poured out of Laeden and Laela, but not all. If she drew too much upon him, she could end up ripping his soul from his body too.

“I’ve taken control of the Skeleton King,” Iylea said. “Fight. Eject the others!”

Something crashed into Iylea with impossible strength, staggering her.

“Nice try,” Belrich said, his voice a chorus of a thousand others. A twisted grin parted his face, glowing red. Behind his eyes, the souls of all those kneeling in the fields gazed at her.

Before she knew what was happening, she was falling. Not from the tower in Belrich’s seat of power, but in the mortal realm. Lightning cracked across the sky. Wind wailed as it whipped from the raging sea to the walls of Salmantica.

“No!” Iylea shouted, powerless again.

Reorienting herself, she spun. The Skeleton King’s armored form held both arms out to the sides. A hailstorm of bloody spears formed across the sky, blotting out the black clouds and the lightning storm beyond.

“This ends now!” the Skeleton King shouted.

The red sky of spears began to fall.


Chapter 64

Sever the Chain

Arkadia II

Valencia

The sickly, red-eyed Hameryn who stalked the halls of Valencia was gone. A towering mass covered in blood-red armor with a pointed crown atop his head replaced him—Paxoran, the ancient God of Peace.

Dragged before him, bound at the wrists and ankles, the Creator’s silver irises contrasted their onyx skin. They stared, wide-eyed and unblinking. Though gagged, horror wrinkled their bare scalp as their pupils dilated to take in the scene of the anchor room. Blood soaked Arkadia’s soiled shift and pooled on the marble where she and Vykanicus had been struck down.

They chose us to stop this menace. We failed.

Arkadia’s fists clenched at her side as she snarled, her brow angling to a point. The spirits of the Corners of Kataan strengthened her resolve. Helios’s and Lunellia’s bracers, Klayvorine’s and Kosmar’s greaves armed her, but her son’s body on the floor before her and her husband’s corpse in Arcamedes’s tower flared the wrath within.

It’s not over yet.

“Go,” Arkadia whispered to the Harbinger. “Get him out of here.”

Paxoran’s gaze locked on his servant, Fenyx. “You utter fool. Do you have any idea—”

Arkadia didn’t wait. From Lunellia’s bracer, she conjured a wall of shadows that stretched across the anchor room, covering Fenyx as he dragged Vykanicus toward the Hall of Mirrors. Beyond the veil of shadows, Arkadia had no way of knowing what Paxoran did on the other side of her partition, but she knew what she had to do.

“Sever the chain,” Vykanicus had said.

She didn’t know why, but if it was her son’s dying wish, she would see it done.

Tapping into Kosmar’s greave, she entered the immaterial plane and zipped towards the chain where it passed through the hole in the anchor room’s floor. Arkadia reemerged from the immaterial plane beside the chain and conjured a shadowy sword in her hands. She reared back as the darkness took shape, materializing into what—she hoped to the Corners—could break the chain. Not just destroy a link, but the connection between realms.

Before it could form, something—many somethings—slammed into her wall of shadows. The bellowing sound that resonated from it disturbed the Celestial Falls. In Arkadia’s momentary hesitation, a dozen scarlet tendrils burst through the shadowy curtain, streaking for Vykanicus.

Arkadia tapped into Klayvorine’s greave and slowed time. The precious moment it bought her allowed her to slip back into the immaterial plane and reappear between Fenyx and the tendrils. Black sword in hand, Arkadia slashed at one, deflected another with her bracer, then summoned a solar beam from her other bracer to cleave three more in half. The clipped tendrils faded to ash.

Drawing more upon her control over time, she sped herself up. Between her hyper-speed and the tendrils’ lethargy, Arkadia carved through each. As the last fell to ash, Fenyx dragged Zephyrus into the Hall of Mirrors and closed the door. Her control over the shadows dissolved. The wall she’d conjured fell like a curtain, revealing the nightmare beyond.

Paxoran charged in slow motion. Stalks sprouted from Paxoran’s back and fanned out, bending and twisting like the horrific half-spider, half-scorpion beasts that once infested the Palogian Isles. With each stride, the limbs grew until they reached the ground and lifted the hulking Traitor God’s feet from the marble. As he closed in on Arkadia, a web-like cocoon ensnared the Creator and pinned them to the wall.

Her grasp on time slipped away, and no shadow-sword she could conjure would compete with the long, curved scythe forming in Paxoran’s armored hands.

Just as Paxoran slashed at her with his scythe, Arkadia dipped into the immaterial plane. The scythe passed through where her body was a moment before. She darted between Paxoran’s conjured legs and returned to the physical plane behind him. Helios’s bracer glowed bright before releasing a radiant blast of light and heat. The blast struck one of Paxoran’s back legs at one of the segmented joints. The leg crumbled to ash, but seven others remained to support Paxoran.

Paxoran spun, shooting a web of blood at her.

Arkadia jumped directly at it, once again dematerializing. She passed through the web, through Paxoran, and returned to her corporeal form. Another charge of radiant energy burst from her bracer, aimed at Paxoran’s back.

The shot singed two spider legs at the base where it attached to Paxoran’s torso, but the solar beam winked out of existence before it could strike Paxoran’s body.

Arkadia tucked into a backflip and landed on her feet in a low crouch.

How did that not hit him?

Paxoran twisted, whipping his scythe in a wide arc. Arkadia leaned back to avoid the slice, the wind of which rustled the tattered fabric of her shift. Before she could plan her next attack, the momentum of the scythe reoriented into a diagonal slash.

Arkadia dove out of the way. Springing to her feet, she formed a shadowy spear and buckler. She countered Paxoran’s slash with a thrust. The Moon Goddess’s shadow-conjured spear broke past Paxoran’s defenses and caught him in the midsection.

At least, it should have.

Before it connected, her conjuration dissolved to nothingness, leaving no sign of ever connecting with Paxoran.

The red scales of Paxoran’s armor were not born of the same blood conjuring as his spider’s legs, webs, or his scythe.

They’re red aeritan scales. Just like when I fought Arcamedes…

Paxoran laughed as she realized the ineffectiveness of her magic against him. He shot another web at Arkadia. She lurched out of the way. Avoided a second snare by leaping into the immaterial plane, then ducked under a third.

Before she could counter, a swiping spider’s leg caught her in the midsection and sent her rolling across the marble floor. Before she could press herself up, a web ensnared her, binding her to the ground.

“Arcamedes sure knew how to make armor,” Paxoran said. Holding his scythe in one hand, he held the hilt of the Vykane Blade in the other. “Too bad you don’t have this.”

The blade of Vykannis the Brave, reforged with the blood of her family, extended from the hilt. It shouldn’t have been possible, but his blood magic forced the blade to obey.

Paxoran’s severed spider limbs regrew. They bent, allowing his feet to grace the ground beside her. With the scythe over his shoulder, he aimed the Vykane Blade at her chest.

“The Creator’s best…” He scoffed and stabbed down at her.

Arkadia conjured a blinding white light before Paxoran’s eyes, casting a terrible shadow behind him. She called upon the darkness, and as Paxoran shielded his eyes, shadowy tentacles slithered around his spider legs and coiled around his torso.

It wouldn’t hold him long, but it allowed Arkadia to slip back into the immaterial plane and free herself from Paxoran’s web.

She reappeared across the anchor room, buying her time and space. Her breath rattled her ribs. A sheen of clammy sweat coated her skin, mixing with the blood soaking her shift.

How am I going to stop him?

Her magic couldn’t damage him. Without a weapon, her only option was stealing the Vykane Blade from him, and even then…

A scream roared from the Hall of Mirrors, but the door remained closed, offering no sign of aid. The Creator, gagged and bound to the wall in a chrysalis-like snare, could do no more than watch helplessly, their eyes glowing a bright silver.

The chain. Sever the chain.

Arkadia tapped into all four Corners’ relics.

With Paxoran’s arachnid legs bearing down on her, Arkadia conjured a shadowy axe in her hand. She closed her eyes. Blocking out the stampede of Paxoran’s charge, she listened to her breathing. She pictured the crank beside the hole in the anchor room’s floor.

Palm moist with sweat, heart thudding, Arkadia waited for Paxoran to draw nearer.

Wait…

The marble rumbled beneath her bare feet. The air rustled at Paxoran’s approach, disturbing the loose hem of her shift. She gripped the axe in both hands and lifted it behind her head. Paxoran was nearly upon her.

Corners, do not let me fail.

With a deep breath, she took two steps forward, reared back, and threw the axe in a high, arcing, end-over-end toss. Her momentum carried her forward into the path of Paxoran’s swinging scythe. The axe sailed over Paxoran’s head as Arkadia’s soul entered the immaterial plane.

She emerged behind Paxoran in full stride, her eyes fixed on the axe descending its arc. Arkadia slowed time as she chased the axe. She extended her arm, reaching for the haft as she approached the crank that held the chain in place.

She caught the handle. The momentum of the shadow-axe nearly sent her spilling to the marble floor, but she maintained her footing. Two strides away from the crank, she wound back the axe-head.

With as much force as she could muster, she brought the axe around and slammed it into the crank. Metal whined as the crank supporting the chain bent. The reverberation rang throughout the hall. Vibration rattled up Arkadia’s arms. She brought the axe down again with another clang. The metal twisted more, wrenching under the weight of the souls it held.

One more strike.

She wound back to deliver the final blow, but fire pierced through her back as the Vykane Blade erupted out her shoulder. The shadow-axe slipped from existence. Panting in strained gasps, her knees buckled as blood gushed down her already stained shift.

No. No. No.

“You lose,” Paxoran hissed. The scythe screamed through the air.


Chapter 65

Soldiers and Statues

Vykinallia IX

Salmantica

Vykinallia’s conjured sword met Damascus’s steel. The reverberation of his force shot up her arm. Before she could find a gap in his armor to think of attacking, his sword clanged against her shield. Once, twice. Vykinallia angled her shield to let the third strike skid off. Ducking beneath the ricochet, Vykinallia slammed her shield arm’s elbow on the back of the pew to her left. She winced, and Damascus took advantage.

As nerve pain shot from her elbow to her ring and pinky fingers, she could barely hold her arm up to defend against Damascus’s heavy blows. She reached across her body with her sword to deflect the next strike, but doing so opened her guard.

Damascus planted his steel boot into her stomach.

Vykinallia fell onto her back between the pews.

Damascus advanced, rearing a two-handed vertical strike overhead. Nowhere to move left or right, Vykinallia let her momentum carry her feet over her head in a backwards roll. Tangled in her Vigile cloak, she shoved it aside just in time to see Damascus’s thrust.

Her blade turned it aside, directing it into the pews.

Vykinallia countered, slashing at the joints in Damascus’s armor, but the segmentation of the King’s Guard Knights’ armor had few gaps. Her blood-borne blade blazed across the crimson plates, but found no purchase.

Elsewhere in the Basilica, steel met flesh. A pained groan erupted, joining the screams of the Drake Guards and the Sentinels secured in her soul-empowered binding tree. In the nave, Aelon’s sword ripped free from one Vigile’s chest, then slashed across Heclan’s thigh, buckling his knee. Heclan grunted, maintaining his footing, but his subsequent slash sent him stumbling off-balance.

He won’t last much longer.

Rot spreading from the effort of holding back the guards and Sentinels, Vykinallia conjured a fist that struck Damascus in the ear. As it tossed Damascus off balance, Vykinallia vaulted over the pew. Running along the row of seats, she leapt into the nave.

She slashed Aemos’s armored back, but Aelon, clad in Damascus’s armor, deflected her. The last standing Vigile besides Heclan took advantage of Aelon’s distraction, but Haedron stabbed him through the arm. With a quick turn and a horizontal hack, Haedron opened the Vigile’s neck with a spray of gore.

Vykinallia called upon the Vigile’s exposed blood and turned it into a round shield on Heclan’s forearm just in time to block Aelon’s overhead attack. Instead of cleaving through Heclan’s arm, the blood-forged shield caught the blow.

Before Vykinallia could see Heclan’s reaction, Aemos’s blade sliced at her throat. She dodged out of the way, only to find Damascus attacking from the rear. She spun away, trying to keep them in front of her, but she stumbled over a fallen King’s Guard Knight.

Catching herself before falling again, Vykinallia conjured a spider’s web around Aemos’s unhelmed face. It slowed Aemos’s advance, but Damascus lunged for her. She blocked a strike, deflected a thrust, and ducked a diagonal chop intent on parting her head from her shoulders.

“Haedron,” Heclan pleaded. “Stop this.”

“Kill him!” Aemos shouted.

Vykinallia shoved Damascus back with her shield, allowing Heclan room to retreat. Haedron pursued Heclan and the trail of blood leaking from his leg. Aemos tore the web from his face. Damascus squared off, ready to charge again.

But where is Aelon?

Tapping into her Inner Arena, Vykinallia sensed his heartbeat too late. She spun just in time for his blade to slip through her white robes, the cuirass, and her flesh beneath.

She gasped.

The chill of the steel sent ice through her veins. Scarlet blood blossomed around the tear in fabric at her midsection. Bile rose to her throat. She shoved Aelon away, reaching for her Inner Arena.

There’s blood, bodies, souls. I can heal.

Stumbling away, Vykinallia drew in breath. The bodies of the dead broke down, emitting a cloud of red mist that flowed towards her.

Not fast enough.

Damascus attacked. Vykinallia blocked, but her sword was torn from her hand. The blood blade fell to ash the moment it left her fingers. Damascus’s second strike battered her shield. His third rendered it a cloud of ash.

Tripping over her feet, she labored her way toward the cloud of blood she’d drawn from the bodies of the fallen. The blood cloud flowed into her nose and mouth. The wound began restitching itself, but Damascus’s assault would not wait.

She conjured a half-forged blade that blocked one more blow before Damascus sent her sprawling to the ground a second time. Ash fell around her. She crawled on black-stained hands. Though the pain in her stomach continued, the intensity subsided, and the cold faded. Yet the souls she used to entangle the guards and Sentinels wouldn’t hold much longer. She needed more time to heal, an extra moment to reground herself within her Arena so she could continue fighting. But the rot continued to spread, and there were no more souls to consume.

Unless I kill them all.

Her eyes drifted to the screaming guards and Sentinels.

She could do it. One command and every limb of her twisted spire could snap the necks of the bound guards. She could consume their souls and defeat Damascus with ease.

She bared her teeth. Damascus’s greedy heartbeat thundered as he approached. The lust of his rhythm, the rage of his tempo, the hatred of his melody—a song of destruction.

They don’t deserve it. Damascus does. Find another way.

They were victims. Damascus’s victims, society’s victims—Paxoran’s victims.

Freedom for all.

She didn’t know how Zephyrus did it—fighting other slaves he wished to save on the sands of the arena, where one misstep could have meant his life. She recalled the King’s Day Games. The broken blade Lenox fixed him with. The poisoned white root Stegavax gave to Fenyx. Zephyrus was alone. Surrounded. Hopeless.

Yet he held out hope until the last possible moment.

She turned to face Damascus. He chopped down at her. Sparks struck from the stone as she backed away, scooting backwards on her hands and feet like a crab. He thrust at her midsection. Vykinallia conjured a small buckler just in time to catch the strike. She wrenched to the side, throwing Damascus off balance.

Her spire began burning to ash, lowering the entangled soldiers to the ground. Vykinallia drew power from the souls in her Inner Arena, knowing it would release the guards from their grasp. The rot abated enough for her to conjure a swarm of stilettos. Razor-thin and small enough to slide between the plates of Damascus’s armor, the daggers dove for Damascus.

A dozen needle-like points thudded into his armor. Each plumed into ash, unable to pierce the plate, but they served as a distraction. With Damascus’s arm raised to shield his face from the flying daggers, two more stilettos formed in her hands. Healed enough to continue the fight, Vykinallia launched herself at Damascus.

Slipping inside the reach of his long sword, she gouged at the joints in his armor. He slashed blindly at her. The wind of the strike jostled her hair as she ducked under it. She stood and punched her dagger into the joint of his armpit.

Damascus barked. Aelon came for her, but Vykinallia slipped around to Damascus’s backside. She slashed at the back of his knee, drawing a ribbon of blood from the gap in the armor. He roared, swinging a two-handed strike at her head. Vykinallia rolled beneath it and swept her shin into Damascus’s ankle.

He fell back.

Vykinallia switched to a reverse grip and plunged the dagger at the gap between the helm and gorget.

Aelon thrust.

Vykinallia jerked away, unable to finish her strike. Her dagger hissed a shrill cry as the point of her blood blade scratched at Damascus’s breastplate, missing its mark. Damascus rolled to the side and clambered to his feet while Aelon, wearing the king’s armor, attacked. Vykinallia parried a thrust, sidestepped a second, and thrust at the gap in Aelon’s elbow.

Her point struck home.

Aelon’s arm went limp. The sword fell from his grip. Before Damascus could advance on her, she slipped around Aelon and held the dagger tip to the gap at Aelon’s neck.

“Stay back,” Vykinallia warned Damascus. “We can end this. We can fight on the right side. Together. It’s not too late.”

Damascus panted through his helm. His golden eyes searched her. They both knew she didn’t want to kill Aelon. She didn’t want to kill anyone.

Off to the side of the Basilica, the guards and Sentinels she’d secured returned to the ground, now covered in the ashes of her conjuration. The rot continued to seep through her bloodstream to her heart, but the souls trapped in her Inner Arena were free, at least from her.

Behind Damascus, Heclan slid his blade to Aemos’s hilt. In a quick twist, Aemos’s blade clattered to the floor.

As Haedron came to Aemos’s aid, Heclan drove the hilt of his sword into his nephew’s helm, knocking it from his head. Haedron wobbled, stunned. Heclan’s fist crunched into Haedron’s nose, and his armored body collapsed to the ground. Before Aemos could reclaim his discarded blade, Heclan’s steel stopped at Aemos’s scarred nose.

“Enough!” Heclan shouted, his shoulders heaving. His sword rested against the apple of Aemos’s throat, lifting his chin to the vaulted ceiling. Haedron lay on the ground, spitting blood, his nose crooked.

“Please, my king,” Heclan said, blood draining from several wounds, evident by his no-longer-white cloak. “I beg you, do not make me do this.”

Damascus lifted his visor. He shook his head and gestured to the side of the Basilica. The clamor of half a hundred Drake Guards and Sentinels ran through the pews to close in on Heclan and the King’s Guard Knights he put down.

Damascus glanced back and forth between Heclan and Vykinallia. “That’s the problem with people like you. You don’t realize when you’ve already lost. You fight. You waste. And yet you change nothing!” His voice echoed throughout the Basilica.

Aelon’s heartbeat galloped in a nervous, asynchronous rhythm. His breath trembled as it passed his lips. The guards neared, but they brought Aelon no comfort.

He doesn’t believe he’s won. He knows Damascus won’t stop.

Vykinallia eyed the guards gripping and regripping their swords with as much unease as Aemos held at sword point.

“No, Damascus,” Vykinallia said. “You’re the one who does not see. You hide behind the Facets of Perfection, but you don’t live by their commandments. You don’t care for your people. Not Aemos. Not Haedron. Not Aelon. Not your mother, your guards—the people who would have laid down their lives for you. You only care about yourself.”

Damascus’s golden glare fixed on her as he stalked closer. “I am king! They live to serve me. Guards, seize them!”

Time stood still in the Basilica. Men shuffled their feet, shifted their weight, or glanced between the pews at one another, but no one moved.

“I said seize them!” Damascus shouted, glancing down the line of black-clad guards and gray-and-blue Sentinels.

The guards and Sentinels remained as still as statues.

Vykinallia released Aelon. The King’s Guard Knight inhaled sharply, drawing breath as if he feared he’d never again have the opportunity. He stepped aside, removing his helm. His dirty blond hair clung to his forehead. His pale blue eyes searched her.

“Gratitude,” Aelon said, clutching his wounded arm.

He backed away, averting his eyes as Damascus glared at him. Damascus’s cheeks burned red, his eyes flared like blazing suns. He limped from the wound at the back of his knee as he spun to face Vykinallia.

“It’s over, my king,” Heclan said, lowering his blade from Aemos’s throat.

Vykinallia let her stilettos fall to ashes. The Drake guards and Sentinels sheathed their swords. The collective scrape of steel against leather as they put their unbloodied swords away brought a smile to Vykinallia’s face. Though rot invaded her bloodstream, hope thrived in her heart.


Chapter 66

A Different Kind of Battle

Fenyx VII

Valencia

Fenyx dragged Zephyrus inside the Hall of Mirrors and closed the door. The phantom pains in his stomach from balancing the scales of Zephyrus’s mortal wound persisted, but he would live. Fatigued as he was, he was still alive, still breathing—for now.

Shouts and grunts passed through the walls. The woman would only be able to hold off Paxoran by herself for so long. Zephyrus held breath in his lungs, but he remained unconscious—useless in a fight. Fenyx himself, unarmed against a God of Gods, would have put up a similar resistance.

Fenyx pressed his back to the door, breathing heavily.

I must do something.

He looked around the room for something to use as a weapon, but, upon seeing the mirrors, immediately averted his gaze. Every time he saw his reflection, it was worse. As if his sins weighed on his appearance, his reflection no longer seemed human but a haunting skeletal ghoul with Paxoran’s red eyes. He should have seen it before. He should have believed everyone who told him not to trust Paxoran.

I didn’t. And now I must bear the consequences.

The bodies of the Gods he’d slain littered the floor in a heap. Withered, decayed—a shell of their former glory. Fenyx couldn’t look at them either. Zephyrus’s stillness wasn’t a better sight.

Fenyx grunted. His fists balled at his sides, yet he had no one left to blame. Not the Rheynian slavers, not the Celestics fighting for the Uprising, not the Judges, the Gods, the Creator—only himself. Every fault, every failure, they all lay at his feet. A pile of bodies. And a friend he never appreciated or accepted. And, worst of all, he’d made him an enemy.

Fenyx closed his eyes as the fighting continued in the anchor room. He could help, even if Zephyrus could not. Getting in Paxoran’s way could give the woman a chance to defeat him. Otherwise, Paxoran would just kill him once he was done with her.

I am dead either way.

No Hate flared within him. The Burning remained as silent and still as the bodies piled on the floor. The strength he derived his fury from was gone, leaving not a void in its wake, but something else—something… other. Yet it did not give him the desire to fight or birth in him the unquenchable pursuit of glory.

Paxoran laughed in the anchor room beyond—a deep, bellowing mockery of a laugh.

Fenyx banged the back of his head into the door behind him. He slammed it again and again. And what began as a growl in the back of his throat rumbled into a scream. He ripped the bracer from his arm and threw it into the wall opposite him. It crashed into the mirrors, shattering glass, and sending shards of broken frames clattering to the ground. He stripped the belted pauldron next and launched it across the room, wreaking similar havoc upon the Hall of Mirrors.

With nothing left to throw, his back slid down the closed door as he sank to the floor. Head in his hands, he was a boy again, trapped in a burning deer hide tent smothered in oil. A helpless boy who couldn’t defend the idols of the Judges he’d taken from his parents’ bodies. A scared boy sold into slavery. A terrified orphan, given a wooden sword and a dream of glory.

No one in his village owned a sword. To his knowledge, no one had ever held one, let alone lifted one with anger in their hearts. They’d stayed away from the groups prophesying the Return, stayed away from rebel factions like the Fallen who’d hid throughout Klaytos. Yet the slavers came for his village anyway, slaughtering half and enslaving the rest.

We were mages. Healing mages.

He raised his gaze towards the mirrors along the wall, but it was not his reflection that stared back. Nor some ghoulish figure in his likeness.

A beautiful person with skin like the night sky and eyes like burning stars stared back.

The Creator…

Fenyx stepped around Zephyrus, never taking his eyes from the Creator’s.

“It is not over, Fenyx,” the Creator said, their voice echoing.

Fenyx bowed his head before the reflection of Paxoran’s prisoner. “I can’t fight.”

“You were raised to fight a different kind of battle,” the Creator said.

The words rang with familiarity. “We fight a different kind of battle,” his mother had said that night, before the slavers attacked.

“Before the sword,” the Creator said, “you wielded a different weapon.”

Fenyx inclined his head, meeting the Creator’s silver eyes. Their reflection filled every mirror in the hall.

“We do not always choose our battles,” the choir of Creators said. “But how we fight them—that is up to us. Become the man you were born to be, Fenyx. The one you have been all along.”

Fenyx glanced back at Zephyrus, lying still on the floor. We fight a different kind of battle. He had never understood what his mother meant, but he did now.

He turned to the mirror, but the Creator was gone. In their place, Fenyx saw his own reflection. Burns scarred his left cheek. A scar traced down his right like a tear. But he was not poxed, frail, or skeletal. He saw himself, his own reflection—spare one difference.

The eye on the burned side of his face glowed a pale silver like the Creator’s.

He strode to Zephyrus’s side. With a deep breath, he placed both hands on Zephyrus’s chest. “We fight a different kind of battle,” he said to Zephyrus. “Brother.”

Power radiated within Fenyx. Not the Burning. Not the Hate. Something far greater. From his fingertips to Zephyrus’s body, energy flowed in a white mist. As if the sting of pain had been taken away, the scales didn’t need to be balanced. Vitality surged into Zephyrus. A white aura burst from Fenyx’s fingertips, encompassing Zephyrus until he glowed with the ferocity of lightning, but the persistence of stars.

The unbalanced scales continued to pour healing life into Zephyrus, but the end of whatever the Creator had bestowed on Fenyx emptied. Zephyrus hadn’t woken yet. With the Creator’s power spent, Fenyx poured into Zephyrus from his own vitality.

“This is how I fight,” Fenyx said. “This is how we win.”

Fenyx’s eyelids grew heavy, and his arms grew weak, yet he didn’t stop. Just as the Burning had sustained him when all else failed, and the Hate had surged through him when all seemed lost, now Hope kept him conscious. Hope kept him giving. Hope kept him fighting.

Beyond fatigue, beyond exhaustion, Fenyx emptied his essence into Zephyrus. Just as unconsciousness began to strangle him, Zephyrus’s eyes snapped open. His right eye glowed with the Creator’s radiance.


Chapter 67

The Nine

Zephyrus XIV

Valencia

Zephyrus’s eyes snapped open.

Fenyx, kneeling beside him, wobbled before slumping to the ground. Zephyrus sprang up and rolled Fenyx onto his back. Eyes closed, chest rising and falling in the gentle rhythm of unconscious breath, Fenyx lived. Recalling his own last moments of consciousness, Zephyrus’s hands inspected his ribs.

Blood soaked his Vigile whites, but the flesh beneath didn’t protest his touch.

You healed me…

Looking around, broken bodies littered the floor adjacent to Fenyx. Along the walls, mirrors of different shapes and sizes reflected the gruesome scene. Some mirrors were cracked, others shattered completely, but as Zephyrus stood, they all reflected the same image.

Zephyrus recognized himself, but his right eye glowed with a silver sheen. Staring, his reflection changed. His left eye turned green; his hair darkened to a chestnut that fell to his shoulders in wavy locks. His beard faded; his skin tanned with the sun’s kiss. Vykinallia stared back at him.

Before he could react, the face morphed again. One eye browned, while the other remained silver. The hair straightened, shortening to a shoulder-length mahogany. Laeden’s clean-shaven, princely face stared back.

The face in the mirror changed again. A silver-blonde braid hung past a pointed chin. Lips parted in a devious grin below a bright blue eye and a silver one. Threyna’s visage departed as quickly as it appeared, replaced by a thin face framed with pin-straight black hair and one gold eye to join the ever-present silver. Contorting again, the eyes rounded, the gold iris yellowed and greened. Her narrow, pale face flushed; her cheeks filled to a full heart-shape following the contour of her honey-blonde hair.

Iylea.

Iylea’s complexion darkened, and her facial structure filled out. A glaring brow, a strong jaw, and a determined stare met Zephyrus’s gaze. Hair retreated, and burns scarred the left cheek, until Fenyx’s reflection appeared. The burns receded, but a web of scars blossomed. With almond-shaped eyes, bronze skin, and short-cropped black hair, Patrus nodded.

Patrus’s reflection dissolved to a sad smile beneath a sky-blue eye he recognized immediately. Before the rest of the figure could take shape, Zephyrus spun toward the door.

Mother.

Not looking back at the mirrors, Zephyrus charged through the doors and burst into the anchor room.

Before him, Paxoran, clad in red scale armor, erected by eight blood-spawned spider legs, thrust the Vykane Blade through the back of his mother’s shoulder.

His mother staggered. The shadow-conjured axe in her hands faded to nothingness.

Zephyrus’s eyes widened. Paxoran drew back a scythe with one hand and swung in a horizontal arc, aiming to cleave her in half.

No time to cry out. No moment to get to her aid. Zephyrus thrust his arm towards her. Force magic shoved her back. His mother left her feet and sailed through the air. The scythe whisked past, but missed as she crashed to the floor.

Paxoran whipped his crowned head towards Zephyrus. His disdainful red glare fell upon Zephyrus like a storm. Pale lips parted in a sinister grin. “I suppose I will get the pleasure of killing you after all.”

Zephyrus stared past Paxoran. His mother, Vykane Blade still embedded through her back and out the front of her shoulder, writhed on her side—still alive. Arm tingling, he pointed at Paxoran. “Let’s finish this, then.”

Paxoran’s scythe twisted into a spear. Rearing back, he flung it at Zephyrus’s chest.

Zephyrus stepped aside, catching the spear in both hands. With a spin, he hurled the blood-conjured spear back at Paxoran. It dissipated to ash before it made it halfway toward its target, but Zephyrus chased after it, charging at Paxoran. Atop his spider’s legs, Paxoran skittered across the marble towards him.

Zephyrus manipulated the light around him, obscuring him from sight. Silencing the beat of his heart, he hid from Paxoran’s blood-magic-senses. Allowing his tingling arm to go weaker, Zephyrus ducked underneath a swiping spider leg and launched upwards. His fist became stone as he punched through the joint of one of Paxoran’s blood-spawned spider legs.

Paxoran thrashed, seeking where Zephyrus had gone.

Ash from the broken limb fell around him. Zephyrus sidestepped a pair of stomping legs and turned his other fist to stone. With a horizontal hook, Zephyrus punched through another leg at a lower joint.

Paxoran stumbled, and Zephyrus leapt out of the way of a slashing limb.

“Show yourself!” Paxoran roared.

Zephyrus kept moving. With careful footwork, he navigated the six remaining limbs and slipped behind Paxoran.

Blood pooled beneath his feet as Paxoran prepared a conjuring.

Using his force magic, Zephyrus shoved into the ground and launched himself clear of Paxoran’s vicinity. As he flew through the air, bloody pikes erupted from the floor all around Paxoran. Zephyrus landed out of reach.

Paxoran spun, searching for Zephyrus. “You can’t hide forever!”

The crank holding the chain, bent and twisted, only needed a little extra persuasion to fall. Sever the chain. Zephyrus ran for the crank, silencing his footsteps. Paxoran released a spray of bloody mist from his hands. The manipulation magic that bent light and dampened sound couldn’t stop the mist. It clung to Zephyrus’s white cloak.

One of Paxoran’s spider legs swatted at him. The impact hit Zephyrus in the ribs, lifting him from his feet. He sailed through the air and crashed into the wall adjacent to the Celestial Falls before hitting the ground with a thud.

Air fled his lungs. He drew in short rasping gasps. Paxoran conjured a storm of spears that floated over his head.

Prying himself from the marble floor, Zephyrus lurched out of the way just in time to avoid the first spear. It crashed into the wall beside him, cutting off his path to the crank. Zephyrus retreated, attempting to outrun and evade Paxoran’s spears. The second and third chased after him, but the fourth slammed into the marble wall just behind him. Zephyrus stopped short, and the fifth skewered the white stone wall before him.

The sixth came straight at him. He couldn’t dodge. With his arms already weak from using force magic, he turned his hands to stone. His joints went slack, but he held his hands out in front of him. The spear point plunged into both his palms and broke through the other side, stopping just before it could reach his torso.

Pain exploded through his palms and raced up his arms. Heat rushed to his cheeks.

The spear bent, manipulating into twisted manacles that bound his hands and wrists together. Drawing upon the heat in his body, Zephyrus set the manacles on fire. It set the sleeves of his Vigile uniform aflame and burned his flesh. Zephyrus screamed. A chill coursed through his veins, but the manacles sizzled to cinders. His stone skin faded, and the twisted spear fell to ashes, leaving gaping holes in the center of Zephyrus’s palms. Spiraling burns snaked up his arms, leaving his sleeves in tatters.

Before he could defend, Paxoran was upon him, blood-borne sword in hand. Utilizing the tipped scales, Zephyrus placed his mangled hand to the wall behind him. Sending a stream of water into the wall, he propelled himself towards Paxoran faster than the Traitor God expected. Zephyrus slid beneath Paxoran’s slashing sword. As Paxoran spun to locate Zephyrus, his spider legs slipped on the wet marble left in Zephyrus’s wake. Taking advantage of Paxoran’s disorientation, Zephyrus allowed his knees to wobble and his stance to waver atop the dry marble beneath him.

As Paxoran charged at him, Zephyrus unleashed a bolt of lightning.

The water conducted the electricity. Crackling bolts jolted up Paxoran’s spider limbs. The joints buckled and descended to ash, but if the electrocution reached Paxoran himself, his red scale armor showed no signs of wear.

Like Tyrus’s eye. Void magic.

Zephyrus glimpsed his mother’s fallen form as she struggled to get up.

If I can get the Vykane Blade, I can defeat him. But first…

Paxoran charged for Zephyrus, this time on two legs. A halberd formed in his hands, the spear-tipped point aimed at Zephyrus’s chest. The blood-spawned weapon had an elongated scythe-like hook on one side of the spike and an axe-like blade on the other. Paxoran’s towering form dwarfed Zephyrus, so he would have to make up for it with speed.

As the scales rebalanced, Zephyrus ran towards the crank. Paxoran adjusted his course, attempting to cut Zephyrus off.

Legs pumping, heart hammering, Zephyrus launched himself across the hole in the anchor room floor towards the crank on the opposite side.

With Zephyrus’s arms and legs propelling him onward, the hook of Paxoran’s halberd caught in his bloodstained Vigile cloak. His momentum slowed, only to be redirected as Paxoran spun. The hook flung Zephyrus into the air. Fabric tore, and Zephyrus flew.

Disoriented and unable to tell which way was up, Zephyrus crashed down hard. The marble drove the air from his lungs. He wheezed, fighting to get to his feet, but only found his knees.

Paxoran stood before him, separating him from the damaged crank. He aimed the halberd’s spike at Zephyrus’s heart, only a thrust away. “You cannot defeat me.” He angled the halberd toward Zephyrus’s mother and another woman ensnared in a bloody spider’s web on the opposite wall. “No one can defeat me.”

Struggling to breathe, kneeling before the Traitor God, Zephyrus balanced the scales. He wilted, allowing his strength, his defiance, and his will to submit. Energy coursed through him, but he held it back, letting it build into a furious storm. The contained tempest swirled, crackled, and begged to be released, but still, Zephyrus held.

Unable to support himself, his hips sank back to his heels. His hands—a bloody, gaping hole in each palm—rested on his thighs.

“You’re right,” Zephyrus said. “No one can defeat you. But all of us will.”

Zephyrus held out his mangled hands, no longer able to contain the electric fury.

A blinding bolt of lightning shot from his hands, illuminating the Celestial Halls of Valencia in gleaming radiance. The reflexive stiffness washed over him as the scales rebalanced, but he only saw spots. Blinking away the colorful orbs to steady his vision, Zephyrus found Paxoran standing before him.

The Traitor God released a bellowing laugh that filled the vaulted ceiling. “After all that—” Paxoran stalked forward and shoved Zephyrus’s shoulder with his foot. “—you missed.”

From the ground, Zephyrus glanced past Paxoran. “No, I didn’t.”

Metal twisted. Marble cracked. The crank supporting the chain that connected the mortal and divine realms snapped and fell into the hole in the center of the room.


Chapter 68

Peace

Threyna IX

Salmantica

Inner Throne—lost. Healing artifact—taken. The Skeleton King won.

Laela and Laeden charged towards her with darklings in their hearts and blood-borne blades in hand. The tendrils choking the life from her constricted tighter, yet in the back of her mind, as death closed in around her, all she thought about was what Laeden said on the isthmus.

“Is it possible that a new seat of power would serve you better?”

She didn’t want to be queen. She never had. She’d never wanted anything. Zephyrus was the only thing she’d ever wanted, and not even for the right reasons. Her dream of them sitting atop the cliffs, overlooking the ocean at sunrise, returned to her.

Peace. That is what I want.

Threyna reached for such a place within her mind. Her sanctuary atop the cliffs. The crash of distant waves, the scent of the sea breeze, the glimmer of orange ripples upon the gentle tides. The squawk of gulls as they sailed across the purple sky, the golden sun rising from the horizon to bathe her in its warmth.

Peace.

Her reality was anything but. Laeden and Laela neared on blood-spawned wings with corrupted magic in their veins, intent on murder. She would never know peace. After all her running, all her fighting, she would still join the One True God.

“Laeden!” The Guardian’s voice shouted from the Skeleton King’s mouth. “It’s me, Iylea.”

The tendrils around Threyna slackened. The healing artifact remained suspended before her. Darklings poured out of Laeden and Laela; their blood-borne weapons faded to ash.

“I’ve taken control of the Skeleton King,” Iylea said. “Fight! Eject the others.”

Threyna searched for a new Inner Throne—her Peace. It opened its arms to her, and she to it. She stood atop the cliffs before the rising sun, the sea breeze in her hair, and the birds’ song in her ears. She drew in breath, and the ejected darkling souls obeyed. She consumed each and drew upon their power.

She commanded the tendrils constricting her to slacken, allowing her to reclaim the healing artifact. Placing the bangle atop her scars, she rendered the tendrils to ashes. She fell a short distance before reanimating her wings. Swooping back around, she conjured her double-bladed glaive. As Laeden dove for her, another darkling ejected from his body.

“Threyna!” Laeden shouted.

“Consume it!”

Laeden drew in breath, drinking in the soul. The black veins stretching across his face recoiled.

Something crashed into her from above. A tangle of limbs and conjured wings sputtered, spinning her through the air. Laela clawed at her, screaming with a voice not her own.

“Laela, fight it!” Threyna cried.

Tapping into her Peace, Threyna sought for the soul warring within Laela’s Center of Silence. She reached within, sifting between her sister and the Skeleton King’s blood mage that robbed her of free will.

She drew in breath, draining the darkling from Laela’s body. No longer grappling, they both flapped their conjured wings to stabilize their fall.

In the moments since the Skeleton King’s emergence, armies converged on both sides of the Order. Those defending Salmantica’s city walls reengaged, but another front surged to attack the legionaries’ flanks.

The Fallen? A well of hope filled her reserves. We can still win this.

Overhead, a glowing light fell from the Skeleton King.

The Guardian.

“Iylea!” Laeden shouted.

“This ends now!” the Skeleton King cried, his arms stretched out to either side. The black sky, torn asunder by bolts of forking lightning, turned red with conjured spears.

The sky began to fall.

Spears streaked towards the ground, ready to skewer ally and enemy alike.

Threyna opened her arms, conjuring a shield wide enough to stop the Skeleton King’s rain of death. Her shield grew, but not fast enough to cover the span of the falling spears.

Spears thudded into her shield, but many more streaked past, surging towards the unsuspecting armies below. Laeden and Laela conjured shields of their own to intercept the missiles she missed, but they weren’t enough.

Spears rained down, and people—legionaries, refugees, freedpeople—would die. Threyna dove, attempting to buy her conjuration an extra moment to expand. Laeden and Laela followed, but too many spears fell.

Then, without cause, her shield began to dissolve. Holes broke through, and ashes rained down. A moment later, she was falling. Not flying. Falling. Her blood-borne wings left a trail of ash as she plummeted from the sky. Laeden’s and Laela’s conjurations smoked to ashes as they fell beside her.

Arms flailing, too terrified to scream, Threyna crashed into a group of legionaries, spilling them to the ground. Though their bodies broke her fall, pain lanced from her back to her sternum. She drew in breath, but a stabbing sensation stretched across her ribs. The legionaries she scattered gained their feet and surrounded her, Laeden, and Laela, who fell nearby.

She tried tapping into her Place of Peace, but it was gone. Unreachable. Not in the way Tyrus or the Skeleton King had been able to seal her out, but as if it never existed in the first place. Confused and wheezing, she gripped her ribs with one hand and forced herself to her feet. She drew the only weapon she had—her dagger. Stolen from her grandfather and passed down by her father, its hilt, embossed with the word Pure, felt familiar in her hand. Yet as she grunted into a fighting posture, the legionaries’ eyes weren’t on her.

The Skeleton King fell from the sky, red armor peeling away in a streak of ash. He crashed into a group of the screaming legionaries not too far away.

The bloody spears raining down upon them a moment ago dissipated to ash, falling in lazy arcs like gentle snow. The wind no longer whipped. The sea’s tides no longer crashed upon the cliffs. And beyond the falling ash, the black clouds and ever-present lightning storm cleared.

The blue-and-white bangle dropped from Threyna’s arm to the ground in a liquefied puddle. Like a snail, it slithered away from her. Legionaries backed away from it. As men parted, the red-and-black blood artifact approached. The two opposites crept towards one another.

Following the path of the blood artifact, Threyna met Laeden’s eyes. The rot staining his skin receded as the veins retracted down his neck, disappearing behind the collar of his surcoat.

A sullen stillness ruled over the battlefield. Legionaries backed away from where the Skeleton King had fallen. As he stood, the rest of his armor crumbled to heaps of ash at his feet. The bloody skeletal helm faded, leaving a man’s face. Not her uncle’s, just a man—the body his wretched soul inhabited.

He held out his hand, as if to conjure a weapon.

Nothing happened.

Threyna still could not sense her Peace either. Laeden and Laela appeared equally as estranged from their seats of power. The blood magic—the curse—was gone.

Zephyrus did it. He severed the chain.


Chapter 69

Temple of Lies

Danella XI

Salmantica

Danella didn’t dare move. Didn’t breathe. The temporary peace of the room was so fragile she didn’t trust it would survive such a disturbance. When the rumble of thunder, threatening to collapse the walls of the mighty Basilica, didn’t upset the balance, Danella granted herself permission to move once again.

Hand to her chest, she stalked along the wall. Long rows of pews separated her from where Vykinallia held conjured daggers to Aelon’s neck, begging Damascus to surrender.

“Stop our son,” Varros pleaded from beyond the grave. “This war will ruin him.”

Vykinallia released her captive, and Aelon backed away, one arm bleeding at his side, the other raised defensively.

“It’s over, my king,” Heclan said, lowering his blade from Aemos’s throat.

Vykinallia’s magic-incarnated daggers dissipated to ashes. The Drake Guards and Sentinels lowered their steel; many sheathed their blades at the sight of Heclan and Vykinallia’s mercy. But one sword remained level.

Damascus did not lower his guard. Wounded as he was, he kept the blade fixed at Vykinallia’s belly. His cheeks reddened beneath his raised visor. His golden eyes burned.

I have to do something.

Varros hadn’t been able to convince Damascus to stop the path she’d set him upon. Vykinallia—once his betrothed—wielding a magic that sent black blood through her veins hadn’t been able to sway him either. Despite the surrender of his King’s Guard Knights and the defiance of the Drake guards and Sentinels at his back, he still would not relent.

Thunder shouted louder as if the storm outside were descending on the Basilica.

Breath held, Danella remained crouched and slipped between the pews on the opposite side of the nave from the Drake guards and Sentinels.

As Heclan leaned down to help his nephew, Haedron, from the ground, he spoke. “Enough blood has been spilled. For righteous reasons or wrong, too many have died already, and many more will suffer if we…”

Not watching where she was going, Danella stepped on something that didn’t belong.

A dagger’s hilt protruded from beneath her foot. The discarded blade, likely belonging to one of the dead archers along the outskirts of the Basilica, brought memories to mind.

Heclan continued speaking, but Danella was no longer listening. All she could think about was her dream: Damascus’s sword in her hand, an obsidian dagger in Damascus’s. Varros’s hands upon Damascus and Laeden’s shoulders, counseling peace.

“Stop our son,” Varros had begged her. “This war will ruin him.”

She hadn’t listened.

Damascus drove the dagger into Varros’s stomach. Again. Again. Again.

Danella shuddered.

“Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you—”

The dagger was in her hands before she realized. Damascus’s back was towards her on the opposite end of the pews as all eyes were on Heclan.

Is this the only way to stop him?

Dread drowned Danella. Despair filled her lungs, and death climbed her throat, tasting of bile. Her stomach churned, and her knees buckled, but the dagger in her hands offered a solution.

“Stop our son.”

“An army is outside our walls,” Heclan continued. “An enemy that our enemies are dying to protect us from. My king, we must join with—”

“I will not join the mages,” Damascus roared, turning his disdainful glare on Vykinallia. “The Six will save us from this enemy and that. But only those who have faith. I have not lost mine!” Damascus’s voice echoed throughout the Basilica, rivaling the booming thunder outside.

Damascus jousted his sword in Aelon’s direction. “Have you?”

He spun on the Drake Guards and Sentinels. “Have you lost faith?”

Tears welled, held back by Danella’s lashes. The Gods are dead, but what will it take to convince him? Nothing would. Nothing could.

The hilt weighed heavy in her hand. There’s only one way. Her fist closed around the leather grip, but a chill ran through her heart.

With all eyes on Damascus, no one else saw Aemos’s lids blink over smoky gray eyes. Something sinister passed over his scarred face. Without a sound, his hand dropped to the dagger at his sword belt.

Danella’s eyes widened. She drew in breath to shout, but too late.

Aemos tore the dagger from its sheath and launched himself at an unsuspecting Heclan.

Haedron stepped in front of his uncle. He caught Aemos’s dagger in his gauntleted palm. His momentum threw them both to the ground in a fit of swinging armored limbs.

The back of Aemos’s head slammed onto the stone. Haedron’s armored fist smashed once, twice, thrice into Aemos’s face. Aemos slashed his dagger at Haedron, but it clanged off his armor and clattered to the ground. Haedron’s fists continued pummeling Aemos.

The Basilica went still. The only sound was the thunder outside the walls and the sickening crunch of metal breaking bone within.

Aemos was no longer moving, but Haedron didn’t stop punching. The crushing of bone and cartilage was replaced by the soft sound of steel-reinforced knuckles squishing through brain-matter. He didn’t stop until Heclan pulled him away.

Aemos’s arms and legs twitched, but only a mess remained where his head should have been upon the carpeted nave. With Aemos pulverized beyond recognition, Danella might have mistaken him for Damascus in his red-and-black armor. She couldn’t let this be his fate. He was still her son. Still her boy.

She dropped the dagger.

“Enough!” Danella shouted, drawing everyone’s focus. She strode through the pews to the red carpeted nave until she stood between Damascus’s blade and Vykinallia. “How many more must die, Damascus?”

Damascus's lips curled back in a snarl. “As many as it takes.”

Danella sniffled as a pair of tears broke from the corners of her eyes. “This is not you.” She shook her head, not wanting to believe him. “You were a good boy. A kind boy with love in your heart and faith in the Six. I ruined that. I poisoned the good in you. I led the Revivalists against your father, believing it was what the Six wanted. I had Vykinallia abducted and delivered to the Uprising so you would destroy them. It is my fault. I drove you to this hatred.”

Danella crept towards her son, fingers interlocked, pleading for him to listen.

Thunder crashed as if Valencia shouted its rejection of her.

“Damascus,” Danella said, shaking her head. “I wish it weren’t so, but I was wrong. This is The Age of the End; it has come for all of us. The Six of Valencia are dead.”

Damascus, her son, the boy she’d made king, stared at her, nostrils flaring.

“Please,” Danella said. “What will it take for you to see the truth? Please…” She held out her hand to him.

Damascus’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Blasphemy.”

He reared back his sword, its tip aimed straight for her stomach.

Danella closed her eyes, knowing his repulsion was the last thing she’d ever see.

Yet as she did, thunder boomed, and the world shook.

Danella opened her eyes to find everyone’s gaze, including Damascus’s, upon the ceiling. Fissures tore through the stone along the vaulted ceiling. Support beams cracked. Stone arches crumpled, and the ceiling above the altar collapsed.

Many shielded their heads and ran for cover, but Danella could only watch as glory rained down.

The falling debris crushed Aquarius first. From the top of his head down to the base, the statue crumbled. Beside him, more stone rained down, cleaving Moterra’s shoulder from her body. The next stone sent Moterra tumbling into Phaebia, and Phaebia into Ferrocles. Rubble fell, showering the altar in devastation. The statue of Incinerae was next to collapse as more of the ceiling fell in.

Shielding her eyes from the bluster of dust and debris, Danella cowered backwards into Vykinallia. When the dust settled, what was once an altar to the Valencian Gods was strewn asunder, buried beneath piles of rubble and smothered in the ceiling’s wreckage.

Hameryn’s head lay atop the pile, lilting to the side.

“He did it,” Vykinallia said, so softly that Danella barely heard.

Danella spun towards her. The black veins that invaded Vykinallia’s youthful face and slithered into the whites of her green eyes receded. Like shadows fleeing the light, the corruption slipped from her cheek toward her ear and disappeared.

A golden glow illuminated Vykinallia’s skin, and a smile split her lips. “He really did it.”

Danella didn’t understand, but followed Vykinallia’s gaze to the hole in the ceiling. Through the Basilica’s broken roof, golden sunlight poured in, backed by a blue, cloudless sky.

Damascus removed his helm and let it clatter to the floor. He fell to his knees, staring at the wreckage of the statues built for the Six.

Silence reigned. Men blinked at one another, unsure what to do.

“An enemy is at our gates,” Vykinallia said. “Will you join me in defending our city?”

Hobbled as he was, Heclan stepped forward. “I will.”

Haedron followed his uncle. “I will.”

“I will,” Aelon said, clutching his wounded arm.

One by one, every sword and shield rose to Vykinallia’s request, but Damascus remained kneeling, staring sullenly at the wreckage of the Gods.

Vykinallia patted Danella on the shoulder. Setting her jaw, she lowered her chin in the barest of nods. Danella returned the gesture.

As Vykinallia, Heclan, and the others left through the Basilica’s broken front doors, Danella remained with her son. Absent the thunder and lightning, the remains of the Royal Basilica rested, still and somber enough that soft stifled trembles of her son’s breath carried through the empty pews.

Danella knelt down beside him.

He turned to her, hair matted, cheeks flushed, and golden eyes bloodshot. “It’s true?” he asked. “Everything… all of it?”

Eyes searching her for answers, his hands fidgeted, holding the obsidian dagger that had murdered Varros. Passed down from her father, given to her brother, and left to her son, it had brought with it a flood of blood. Rolling tides of destruction brought on by pride, manipulation, or vengeance—it had drowned their kingdom.

Family. Faith. Future. All built on lies.

Danella put her hand over Damascus’s, holding his quivering fingers. Meeting his gaze, she swallowed her own grief. She shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know what’s true anymore, Damascus. That’s the truth; I don’t know.” She blinked back more tears. “I only know that I was wrong. And I’m so sorry.”

Damascus hung his head. His armor clinked as he shook with soft sobs. “What now? What are we supposed to do now?”

Danella pursed her lips and sniffled. “I don’t know.” She pried the obsidian dagger from his hands. “But it won’t be found with this.”

She set the dagger aside and set her sights through the hole in the Basilica’s roof to the blue sky beyond.

Damascus inclined his head. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

Danella took a deep breath. Surveying the rubble left in the wake of the six collapsed statues, she shook her head before returning her gaze to the sky beyond. Somewhere, she hoped Varros was looking down on them—not happy, per se, but hopeful.

“Yes. And no,” Danella said, allowing a smile to crack her grief. “The Age of the End… but it brings with it a new beginning.”


Chapter 70

For New Rheynia

Laeden XIV

Salmantica

His Inner Trial—his seat of power—vanished. Conjured wings smoked to ashes, and he plummeted to the legionaries below. Ashen wings and tumbling limbs spilled out uncontrollably. Fear choked off his scream as he neared the mass of Order soldiers. Reaping spears angled, more in an attempt to escape than attack Laeden, but his body collided either way.

The gathered troops broke his fall, but leather armor could only absorb so much. His ribs crashed into a shoulder. Something popped. Someone screamed. A tangle of bodies sprawled beneath him, each fighting to regain their feet first. Laeden drew in breath, wincing as he shoved himself upright. He sought to reclaim his Inner Trial, but he couldn’t locate it.

Surrounded, he drew his sword.

Laeden’s eyes darted left and right. Threyna and Laela had fallen too, but their exact positioning was only a guess based on the sections of fallen legionaries. His ribs groaned as he inhaled. His left shoulder hung limp, sending tingling down his pinky and ring fingers, but as he prepared himself to fight, the legionaries’ focus was on the comet falling from the sky.

Higher than anyone else, the Skeleton King’s conjured red armor trailed behind him in a stream of cinders as he fell towards the earth. He crashed into a group of legionaries unable to get out of the way.

As the Skeleton King hit the ground, an uneasy quiet hung over the battlefield. Battle cries ceased. The clash of blades faded. Shouted commands were cut short. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath as the ashes of the Skeleton King’s conjured spears floated in slow descension.

In the absence of the ever-tolling rumble of thunder that had persisted unceasingly in the past days, the hollow atmosphere made Laeden question if he’d lost the ability to hear.

The prongs of his gauntlet released with a pair of clicks.

The black-and-red cursed gauntlet melted into a noxious red liquid that slid from his hand and puddled on the ground. Legionaries backed away as the blood artifact slithered, but unlike when it had left Vykinallia to attach to him, it seemed utterly unconcerned with finding a new host. At least not of the men around it. Legionaries parted until the battlefield opened up.

Opposite Laeden, Threyna stood in the wake of the healing artifact. Blue and white, red and black—the two divine artifacts slithered towards one another.

Like blood draining from his face, Laeden felt the rot corrupting his veins recede and vanish. Through the falling ash, bright blue broke through the retreating black clouds, igniting the sky with hope.

Zephyrus did it.

Bathed in a golden aura that made her silver-blonde braid beam like a torch against the night of the Order’s black uniforms, Threyna must have known it too. Shoulders heaving, the pinch of her brow softened, and the angle of her cheek rounded into a rare smile.

A glowing orb, as bright as the sun, floated over Threyna, hovering over the battlefield.

Iylea…

“The One True God is dead!” Iylea shouted. “Surrender and—”

“Impossible!” the Skeleton King screamed.

Legionaries stepped aside to see their leader.

Absent the conjured armor, the draconic wings that sprouted from his back, or the blood-borne crown atop his head, he didn’t appear any different than any of the other legionaries, aside from the madness in his eyes.

“This is a test of faith,” the Skeleton King said. “Attack! All will join the One True God!”

Time stood still. The number of men surrounding Laeden was insurmountable absent the power granted by his Inner Trial. But it was gone as surely as the Gods.

Iylea floated over to Laeden until she hovered above him, but there was nothing she could do to protect him. Part of him half expected Zephyrus to stream down from Valencia with the power of the Gods and wipe out the army of legionaries, but such tales, such endings were for storybooks. There would be no defender to save the day, no hero to defeat the Skeleton King’s horde—spare the one he became.

I am Champion of the Nine.

In the momentary deliberation in the minds of every man holding a reaping spear, Laeden decided that if this was to be his end, he would die fighting for peace—true peace—as his father had.

The first legionary battle cry surged. Others took up the call, and the stillness brought on by Zephyrus’s victory in the divine realm shattered.

Absent his magic, Laeden gripped the pommel of his sword, but before he could take initiative, Iylea’s light exploded all around him.

The legionaries surrounding him shielded their eyes. Keeping his gaze down, Laeden seized advantage. He slipped inside the first spear’s reach. With a hack and a chop, he severed an arm and slashed across a throat, spraying hot blood across his own cheek. Dropping his level, he drove a thrust up into the armpit of another. He ripped the sword free and slashed, taking another blinded legionary across the face.

Iylea’s light flared directly atop him, blinding the men around him. Swiping and slashing, Laeden surged through the legionaries with vengeful fury. He dodged a blind thrust that took another legionary in the chest. Ducking under the shaft, Laeden drove his sword through the attacker’s gut and tore it free. With a kick, he shoved another off-balance and followed through with an efficient stab to the heart.

The world beyond Iylea’s aura didn’t matter. Anyone bathed in her light was his to defeat. Ignoring the numbness in his left arm, the growing fatigue in his right, and the pain in his ribs brought on by each tide of breath, Laeden fought.

For Iylea. For Threyna. For Zephyrus and Vykinallia.

He ripped his blade free from another screaming man and stabbed it through the throat of another. With a spin, he blocked a thrust aimed vaguely in his direction and countered with a slash that dropped a forearm to the ground and a thrust that sent another soul to the abyss between realms.

Laeden continued to fight. But there were too many.

For Markus and Varros. For Ostrey and Dheran.

Iylea’s light quivered. “Laeden, I can’t…”

Laeden grunted despite the pain in his ribs. He couldn’t either, but if he stopped, he died.

He cleaved a low swipe, severing one leg, then stabbed through the thigh of an adjacent legionary. Both men fell, but Iylea’s light dimmed. Reaping spears closed in around him. There was no telling how many stood between him and the Skeleton King, but absent Iylea’s aid, he’d never make it.

Laeden deflected one spear, hacked another’s tip off, and dodged a third, but he stumbled on a fallen body.

“No!” Iylea shouted.

Unable to catch himself, Laeden fell onto his back.

The nearest legionary reared back his spear to stab Laeden through the gut.

Iylea’s light disappeared into the legionary’s chest.

Absent her light, the world darkened. The spear tip neared.

At the last possible moment, the legionary whipped his spear to the side, deflecting another spear aimed at Laeden. With a spinning slash, the reaping spear swung in a wide arc, forcing other legionaries back.

“What are you doing?” a legionary shouted.

In response, the legionary Iylea disappeared into thrust the spear through his Order brother’s mouth. As the other legionaries turned on Iylea, Laeden regained his footing.

An arcanatek blaster whirred beside him and fired before it could be fully charged. The radiant blast caught Iylea in the shoulder.

Laeden screamed. With one swipe, he severed the hand holding the arcanatek; with the next, he carved a red gash across the black leather armor. But the body Iylea inhabited fell.

The mote of light burst forth from the falling legionary and dove into the next, taking control of him. Side by side, Laeden fought with Iylea as she took host after host, leaving bodies in her wake. Every time she transitioned from one to the next, she flared her light, allowing Laeden to take advantage. The number of spears surrounding them thinned, yet the battle raged on around them.

An arcanatek whirred beside him as Iylea’s light flared in the space between hosts. Laeden spun to the warble to find it aimed at him. The blast fired, just past Laeden to a legionary behind him.

Laela stood before him, arcanatek still whirring. “I lost the Skeleton King!” In the clutch of her forearm, she levered a reaping spear between her severed wrist and the small of her back that kept the encroaching legionaries at bay long enough to fire another low-charged blast.

Laeden deflected another thrusting spear and countered, skewering his attacker through the belly. In the momentary reprieve, Laeden couldn’t hope to pick the Skeleton King out of the crowd. Absent his armor or his conjures, he could have been anyone.

A trio of legionaries advanced on Laeden. As Iylea and Laela engaged with their own assailants, the three forced Laeden to give ground.

“For the One True God!” shouted a legionary.

Others took up the call, and glowing spear tips lanced toward Laeden faster than he could defend. Continuing to retreat, his back met Laela’s. Several more surrounded Iylea, corralling the three of them into a tight ring.

Beyond the spear tips, another call rose. Above the black swarm of legionaries, higher than the descending cloud of ashes—incoherent shouts surged from the Salmantic walls.

Atop the Hylan peaks, the golden glow of the setting sun cut through the falling ash, and shone through the open gates of Salmantica’s city wall. Standard-bearers on horseback raised their flags and let them fly.

The roaring gold lion atop a black backdrop of Atonus Allos’s men-at-arms, the gray-and-blue shield of the Sentinels, and the red chimera of House Drake flapped in the gentle breeze.

Danella did it. They’ve come.

The cavalry charged, and the ground shook beneath Laeden’s feet, but the growing shout of the reinforcements rang clearer and clearer.

“For New Rheynia! For New Rheynia!”


Chapter 71

Just A Man

Threyna X

Salmantica

Threyna ripped her dagger through the neck of a legionary. As he went limp, and the reaping spear fell from his grasp, she caught it before it could fall. Spear in one hand, dagger in the other, Threyna charged past the glowing merger of the blood and healing artifacts. Like an imploding star, the two practically consumed one another, dissolving into nothingness.

While some legionaries stared at the entwined artifacts, Threyna took advantage of their distraction and ran past. Absent her Peace, the Skeleton King was also without his seat of power.

He’s just a man. Just Belrich in a stolen body.

Hoping that if the Skeleton King fell, the others would surrender, Threyna ignored the legionaries converging behind her. She reared back her reaping spear and hurled it at her uncle.

Belrich grabbed another legionary by the shoulders, yanking the unsuspecting soldier into the projectile’s path. The reaping spear took him in the back. As the legionary slumped to the ground, Belrich wrenched her thrown spear free and chucked it back.

The white spear tip bore down on her. At the last moment, Threyna rolled beneath it.

The spear thudded into a legionary pursuing her from behind, evoking a scream.

Springing to her feet, Threyna surged toward Belrich in his stolen body, dagger in hand, heart pounding in her ears. The Orsion Cloak flapped behind her as her boots crushed the ground beneath her feet. The segments of the Aeryean Armor adjusted to her movements, sliding over one another with efficient grace. Yet she did not need them to defeat the Skeleton King.

“You possess all you need,” the Seers had said at Tharseo’s Bastion.

Kill him and end this.

She squeezed the hilt of her dagger. Only a few strides away, a gleaming radiance burst to light. Hands raised, half-expecting an arcanatek blast, Threyna shielded her face.

The light didn’t fade; it flared brighter.

Iylea…

She continued her charge.

“Stop her!” Belrich shouted, dragging two men between her and him. The legionaries squinted in her direction, but she launched herself at them before they could raise their spears.

Her dagger drove into the legionary’s chest as she dropped him to the ground. Pulling his body before her like a human shield, Threyna rolled. A pair of spears thudded into the legionary’s back. She shoved him aside, wrenching her dagger free. With her free hand, she seized his relinquished spear. Gaining her feet with a swinging swipe of her dagger, she slashed across the nearest legionary’s thigh and thrust her spear through the belly of another one.

She released the spear embedded in the legionary’s stomach and, with her empty hand, grabbed the spear shaft of the soldier whose thigh she’d sliced. Before he could fight back, Threyna drove her dagger through his cheek with a hooking thrust. Weak fingers released his spear, and he fell in a heap.

Abandoning her dagger, Threyna took the newly acquired spear in both hands and thrust for Belrich.

Deflected at the last moment, the spear tip narrowly missed Belrich’s shoulder.

“Defend me!” he shouted.

The bright glare of Iylea’s light faded, not too far away, but Threyna couldn’t afford to see what was happening with Laeden or Laela as six legionaries blocked her path to Belrich.

Heat rose to her cheeks. Sweat dripped down her brow. Sticky, warm blood clung to her knuckles from where she’d stabbed the legionaries left in her wake. Yet there were always more men to hide behind. More chaff for the fires of his petty pursuit of power.

He uses you like a shield. He’d sacrifice anyone to save himself.

“There is no unity with the One True God,” Threyna said, tongue feeling thick in her mouth. “There is only death. Stand aside. Surrender, and—”

“Liar!” Belrich shouted. “Kill her and the One True God will make you a king when he makes the world anew!”

The legionaries didn’t stand down. Too proud to accept that there could be another possibility, too ignorant to see how they’d been used in another’s games, they aimed their spears.

Beside her, the legionaries had turned to address a greater threat. Laeden, Laela, and another legionary were encircled, their backs together, defending against the Order’s zealots.

As badly as she wanted to kill the Skeleton King, he was just a man. Absent his blood magic, absent his crown, he held no power. And unlike her uncle, Threyna wasn’t willing to forsake the people in her life for her mission. Not anymore.

With a harrowing scream, she struck at the back of one of the legionaries encircling Laeden and Laela. Blood spouted from the legionary’s back. Those adjacent turned towards her, but that opened opportunities for Laeden and Laela.

Steel and reaping spears blurred through the ashen air. Arcanatek warbles and the screams of the dying sang their horrid cry. The ground began to rumble as if another earthquake was imminent.

Ignoring the pandemonium around her, Threyna focused on a future, a life—her life, one that would only be possible if she survived. Freed from the curse’s snare, she wasn’t ready to die. She wouldn’t. The sea breeze atop the cliffs, the rising sun rippling on the tides, the warmth of someone beside her. For the first time, she found herself not wanting Zephyrus to be with her upon the cliffs, but Laeden. She didn’t love him, just as she didn’t actually love Zephyrus. But there was a chance. A hope. A future. And beyond the sweat and blood, past the spear and the death it wrought, the horizon held something for her, and she would not stop until she claimed it.

She thrust, slashed, and slipped between two legionaries. She punched the butt of her spear into the nose of one, then dipped into a crouching spin. With all the force she could muster, she jerked the blade of the reaping spear across the other’s midsection. Blood sprayed.

Laeden buried his sword into a legionary beside Threyna. Laela’s arcanatek released a blast that blew half a legionary’s face to cinders.

The ground shook with greater fervor, but Threyna ignored it and jabbed her spear through a legionary behind Laeden. The legionary fighting the other Order soldiers took a spear through the leg, then another through the chest.

Iylea—Laeden’s lover, the Guardian—burst from the legionary’s chest.

With a scream, her light flared, brighter than the stars. Brighter than the sun. Like a comet, she tore across the Order’s ranks just as the earthquake hit.

But it wasn’t an earthquake.

A knight with a burned face screamed past atop an armored warhorse. Laeden grabbed Threyna by the wrist, Laela at his side, and yanked her out of the way as an army of black-clad Lions, gray-and-blue Sentinels, and white Vigiles charged past on horseback. The cavalry crashed into the Order’s front.

With the space to breathe, Threyna scanned the battleground. Their army of mismatched warriors surged forward, following in the wreckage left by the cavalry’s assault.

Cerik’s mace crushed. Iberion’s blade cleaved. Unari’s fire scorched. Kherus and Aponius tore through the lines of downed legionaries, leaving death in their wake. Across the battlefield to the east, another force assailed the Order’s flank. Lightning and fire magic sparked across the back lines, and blocked off any hope of retreat.

“They came,” Laeden said, panting. “The Fallen actually came.”

Threyna couldn’t believe her eyes. Everywhere she looked, the enemy she’d spent her entire life fighting against, fell. Died. With no blood magic to corral their souls, each fatality was a true death. After the blood artifact and healing artifact consumed each other, there would be no new Skeleton King. The curse died on the severed chain.

And with all that death, a new beginning—a new dawn—would rise.

“We have to find the Skeleton King,” Laeden said.

But Threyna dropped her spear and seized Laeden’s arm. “No.”

“No?” Laeden asked, wiping blood and sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

Threyna smiled. As she turned her gaze back to the battlefield, Laeden took in the sight as well. The Order’s legions were all but destroyed. The battle all but won. There was no escape. Somewhere amidst the array of legionary corpses, the Skeleton King, her Uncle Belrich, would be one of them. For the first time in her life, Threyna felt like she didn’t need to swing the sword.

It’s over.

“The Skeleton King, the threat he imposed, is dead.” She gave Laeden’s arm a squeeze. “And I have everything I need. Right here.”

Laeden grinned. A drop of water fell upon his cheek.

Threyna inclined her head toward the sky. A gentle rain began to fall from the clouds, rolling in from the east. The cool drizzle pattered upon her face and parted her lips in a toothy grin. She closed her eyes, allowing each drop to wash away the gore that stained her and the ghosts of her past.


Chapter 72

Worse Than Vengeance

Zephyrus XV

Valencia

Zephyrus’s unsteady vision focused upon the empty hole in the floor where the chain once connected the mortal and divine realms. Paxoran’s shoulders heaved, staring in the direction of the missing crank. The chain was severed.

Paxoran’s ashen lips curled back in a snarl, and a roar burst free from his chest that threatened to cave in the canopied ceilings.

Struggling to his feet, Zephyrus stared down Paxoran’s halberd. As he’d seen with Threyna a hundred times before, the tip of the blood-conjured spike disintegrated to ash.

“What?” Paxoran stammered. “No!”

The scythe-like hook crumbled. The shaft dematerialized in his hands, leaving them as empty as Zephyrus’s.

Unarmed, unstable, and fighting off magic fatigue, Zephyrus stood to his feet, allowing the unbalanced scales to tip in his favor. Sandstone rippled across his flesh, armoring him against Paxoran’s red scales.

“Your reign ends,” Zephyrus said. He bent the light around him, concealing himself from Paxoran’s sight. Absent his blood magic, Paxoran wouldn’t be able to hear Zephyrus’s heartbeat, but he masked his footsteps either way. Zigging and zagging in search of the best approach, Zephyrus clenched his stone-fortified fists.

Paxoran retreated a step. “Show yoursel—”

Zephyrus dropped into a crouch and exploded upwards. His knuckles drove into the bottom of Paxoran’s chin, throwing his head back and spilling his scaled crown from his head. As Paxoran staggered back, Zephyrus slipped behind him. With a stone-encrusted shin, he kicked the back of Paxoran’s knee.

The joint buckled, and the Traitor God lost balance. His arms reached for stability, but his hulking frame found no purchase in the center of the anchor room.

Zephyrus stepped out of the way and delivered a hook into Paxoran’s breastbone.

The impact sent fissures through Zephyrus’s stoneskin, but threw Paxoran crashing to the ground. Marble cracked beneath Paxoran’s fall.

With a frustrated grunt, Paxoran swiped blindly for Zephyrus’s leg. Zephyrus high-stepped the sweep and backed away from Paxoran. Surveying the anchor room, he searched for his mother and the Vykane Blade.

Where did she go?

Aside from Paxoran, the room was silent. The person who had been ensnared in the web of blood on the walls had fallen to the ground with the ashes of their bindings, but they lay still—unconscious or worse. Zephyrus’s and his mother’s blood stained the white marble floors, but the fact that she wasn’t lying in a pool meant she was still alive.

The loose strands of Zephyrus’s bun prickled. Noticing the disturbance in the air, Zephyrus glanced towards the vaulted ceiling.

Auburn hair stained scarlet flew behind his mother as she fell from the ceiling like a silent assassin. Blade in hand, she tore through the air, her loose shift, weighed down by blood, trailing behind her.

Paxoran inclined his gaze, but just as his crimson eyes fell upon her, she disappeared into the immaterial plane. He thrashed gauntleted hands, hoping to connect with his wraithlike attacker, but Zephyrus’s mother returned to the material plane just behind Paxoran. With a diagonal slash, the red scale armor parted.

Paxoran yelled, spinning to meet her, but Zephyrus seized advantage. Gathering as much force magic as he could produce, Zephyrus propelled himself onto Paxoran’s back. Just as Paxoran reared back to strike, Zephyrus caught his arm, pinning it back.

Paxoran roared. Reaching over his shoulder, he seized Zephyrus and flung him. Zephyrus sailed through the air. Controlling his fall with force magic, he caught himself in a tight roll and sprang to his feet.

In Paxoran’s distraction, Zephyrus’s mother stabbed Paxoran through the gut.

A vengeful howl erupted from the Traitor God as more scales fell to the ground. She ripped the blade free and wound back to stab again, but Paxoran backhanded her across the face, spilling her to the floor.

She skidded across the white marble, her bloody shift painting a red arc in her wake. The Vykane Blade released from her fingers to clatter to the stone. The radiant blade retracted into the hilt. As its brilliance faded, Zephyrus’s chest tightened.

“Now I’ll finally put an end to you,” Paxoran shouted, trudging towards her still form. With each step, Paxoran’s red-scaled armor shed, littering the marble with a trail of magic-resistant shards.

Motes of fire blossomed to life in Paxoran’s hands. “You, your son, your Creator—you’re all dead. You’ve lost!”

Heat rose to Zephyrus’s cheeks, but he transmuted it to water in his bloody, pierced palms. As Paxoran lashed out with Incinerae’s fire, Zephyrus responded with Aquarius’s water.

The two streams met with a hiss as steam climbed into the air between Paxoran and Zephyrus’s mother. Paxoran wheeled, sending a torrent of electrically charged water in Zephyrus’s direction. He dove out of the way just as the sparking jet crashed into where he’d been a moment ago.

Zephyrus’s blood became warm, thundering in his ears with each beat of his racing heart. Sweat trickled down the bridge of his nose, but he welcomed the gathering heat, allowing his scales to tip further.

Unable to hit Paxoran directly through his magic-resistant scales, Zephyrus doused the marble at Paxoran’s feet, slowing down the oversized God of Gods. The electric stream of water chased Zephyrus around as his mother forced herself upright.

The torrent ended, but Paxoran hurled a separate bolt straight at Zephyrus.

Zephyrus’s eyes widened. Using force magic, he launched himself out of the way. The lightning scorched the white marble tile black.

“It didn’t need to be like this, Zephyrus,” Paxoran said. “Arkadia.”

The two circled him, yet somehow, Zephyrus still felt like the prey.

His mother, face cut and bleeding, reclaimed the Vykane Blade. Her steps staggered slightly, but she was okay.

If she can break through his armor, I’ll burn him to cinders.

“You think you fight on the good and noble side,” Paxoran continued, “but you do not understand the truth.”

“The Creator sent Hameryn to kill you,” his mother, Arkadia said, her voice weak. “You killed him. Took his face. Became a God. A traitor.”

Paxoran scoffed, a shred of color tingeing his cheeks. “You know nothing of why.”

Zephyrus didn’t care. He didn’t trust Paxoran. He wanted him dead. Yet as Paxoran delayed, Zephyrus gathered fire in his veins.

“When once there were but three, Aphelia and I were in love,” Paxoran said. “What better bond than that between Peace and Love? Our child would have ruled the world, reigned in eternal peace. But Veritus, that insufferable worm, could not hold his traitorous tongue.”

Paxoran snorted, stifling a twitch of his shoulder. “Tell me, why should a Creator—too distant, too busy to care for the mortals—get to decide how they should live? They shouldn’t.” He glared at the person resting in a heap at the base of the wall. “Aphelia and I, together, with our daughter on the throne of the mortal realm, we could have—no, we should have ushered in the perfect civilization.”

Zephyrus stopped his pacing. His mother stopped on the opposite side of Paxoran, though her movement appeared distorted as if she’d placed herself in a time bubble. Still bleeding heavily from where Paxoran had stabbed her in the shoulder, she’d lost a lot of blood.

Just a little longer, Mother.

“You ruined this world,” Zephyrus said, gathering more heat. “You destroyed the mortal and divine realms… just so you could make the one you wanted.”

Paxoran’s red glare intensified as bloodshot veins streaked from his red irises. “They murdered Aphelia and Veritus.” He jabbed a gauntleted finger at the Creator. “They tried to murder me too. For the realm they wanted.”

Zephyrus’s eyes narrowed on the pinkish hue in Paxoran’s cheeks. His fire begging to be unleashed, Zephyrus realized what Paxoran was doing. He released his stored heat slowly, allowing his internal temperature to gradually decline.

I’ll never be able to balance the scales in time.

With his mother’s posture stooping and her stance practically wobbling, Zephyrus needed to buy more time, or he’d never be able to counter Paxoran’s magic.

“If it is justice you want, you’ve gained it,” Zephyrus said. “They killed your Gods. You killed theirs. Isn’t that enough?”

He knew the answer. It never was. More. Always more. Justice. Retribution. Vengeance.

The cycle would find a way to continue. Paxoran might have thought he’d forge a perfect society, and perhaps it would have been better than the Creator’s; New Rheynia was broken. Things would need to change, and even then it would be far from perfect. But the civilization, the new age Paxoran wished to create, would not be founded upon love and peace, but blood and vengeance. Born in the ashes of dead Gods.

No. This was worse than vengeance. This was control. Manacles, sturdier than steel. Slavery with a different name, misconstrued as peace and prosperity. The Creator’s neglect at least allowed mortals to make their own decisions, and they were capable of changing.

Vykinallia—lanista to liberator.

Laeden—prince to protector.

Even Danella—a queen of persecution to the voice of reason.

Even me…

Paxoran’s ashen lips parted in a twisted grin.

Out of time.

Blazes of fire exploded from his outstretched arms as he sent a vortex of flames at both Zephyrus and his mother.

Unable to move out of the way, unable to attempt to balance the scales, Zephyrus conjured a wall of water, but it wasn’t enough to hold back Paxoran’s tempest. With his body temperature spiking too quickly to maintain his water wall, Zephyrus lurched backwards and shot a stream of water for one of Paxoran’s fiery basilisks.

The tendril of flame exploded in a cloud of boiling mist, but more kept coming. With each expulsion of water, Zephyrus’s insides roiled. Paxoran’s flames scorched the air, but the expense of his water and the imbalance of his scales generated more heat within him.

For Vykinallia. For Laeden. For Iylea. For Patrus.

His insides burned, but he held the fire within him.

He dove away from one tendril, and used force magic to divert the course of another. The whole room seemed to be ablaze. He couldn’t locate his mother amidst the conflagration.

Still he held, waiting. Burning within.

The tendrils collided together, a monster of flame, hellbent on devouring him. Zephyrus exerted as much of his force magic as he could into the ground, catapulting himself into the air, above Paxoran’s torrent of fire.

As he fell, he felt like he was buoyed, descending too slowly to be natural. Below, the tongues of fire leaving Paxoran’s hands licked too quickly to not be under the influence of Klayvorine’s time distortion.

Zephyrus’s mother blinked into existence beside Paxoran. Between Paxoran’s outstretched arms, with the Vykane Blade in hand, she slashed vertically, from groin to gorget. Red scales exploded outward, cascading down to expose Paxoran’s bare chest.

Just as the heat burning within Zephyrus became too much to bear, he unleashed the fire and fury contained. The inferno burst forth from his ravaged hands with the rage of every wrong Paxoran had committed against him. Against humanity. Against the Gods.

Anger born of the war that robbed him of a life with his parents, wrath for the shackles that Patrus died freeing others from, and malice for Paxoran’s hateful justifications to rend the world asunder erupted from Zephyrus’s pierced hands to engulf the Traitor God.

Absent the red scale armor to protect him, the fire scorched Paxoran. His screams wailed in the high halls as his ashen skin burned black. As Zephyrus fell in slow motion, he kept his beam of purifying fire on Paxoran.

The God of Peace dropped to his knees. He attempted to conjure water to vaporize the flames, or stone to block them, but neither survived Zephyrus’s ire.

As Zephyrus’s scales balanced, he exterminated the flames. Time normalized, and he fell the short remaining distance to the ground where Paxoran’s flesh sizzled and smoked.

His mother stood behind Paxoran, leaning on the Vykane Blade for support. Staggering, Zephyrus made his way towards her. The Vykane Blade retracted into the hilt and dropped from her hand. Stumbling, she fell into Zephyrus’s arms.

“You did it, Vykanicus,” she said, sky-blue eyes searching his with a distant gaze.

“We did it,” Zephyrus said, holding her to his chest.

The Creator emerged from the smoke, their eyes glowing like silver orbs. They stalked past them to stand over Paxoran and stare down at the wheezing remains of the Traitor God.

“Centuries of plotting and schemes,” the Creator said. “Dozens of Harbingers manipulated and used in the name of your vengeance. Have you any idea, Paxoran, how many opportunities I gave you to see reason? To choose life?”

Paxoran rasped through scorched lungs. “You. You chose death.”

“I did not,” the Creator said. “You were made to serve the mortals, yet you, Aphelia, and Veritus sought only to serve yourselves—to enslave the mortal realm beneath your daughter’s rule and call it peace. You sought to rebel against me and your duty to the mortals. And you were punished for your infidelity.” They knelt beside him. “Yet when you slew Hameryn and took his face, when you manipulated Ferrocles into starting the war in Palogia, when you set the Corners against the Giver and Taker, and the Elementals against the Judges, I hoped you would choose to turn back. To choose life. Yet deception, division, and death have always been your way. Manipulating the Judges’ prophecies to serve your ends. Murdering Neutreen, Aquarius, and Courianne. Poisoning the most desperate mortals to your cause.” They shook their head. “You made your choice. You chose death.”

Paxoran’s wheezing weakened.

“They chose life,” the Creator said.

Zephyrus followed their gaze across the room to an open door where Fenyx emerged.

The Creator beckoned Fenyx towards them. “Arkadia has always chosen life. A trait she has passed onto her son, despite your attempts to sway him to your false cause. But even those you did poison are not beyond mercy.”

Fenyx came to the Creator’s side, head bowed.

“You have failed, Paxoran,” the Creator said, “but your test of redemption was not wasted. The realms will be renewed, as you desired, but how will not be up to you.”

Paxoran groaned. His weak breathing slowed, and the last remnants of life fled his red eyes. The Traitor God was dead.

His body crumpled, dissipating into darkling-like spirits. Unlike the black marred souls of darklings, these, however, glowed with the light of the links in the chain. They swirled into the air in lazy circles that rose up to the vaulted ceiling before converging together in a dazzling gleam of light.

“The divinity of the Celestial Halls of Valencia is not to be taken lightly,” the Creator said, turning their silver eyes on Zephyrus.

Zephyrus didn’t understand. As the gleaming light suspended over him, its tempest of power poured into him. Unlike how darklings attempted to overtake his soul, this was something different. These were not people, not souls, but ideals, virtues, values.

Honor, love, trust, faith, imagination, righteousness, respect, connection, and infinite others came alive in Zephyrus.

“You have within you the power to unmake the realms,” the Creator said. “But also, the power to restore them.”

Zephyrus nearly choked. His jaw unhinged. “Why me?”

The Creator smiled. “Because you will do what is best for all.”

Zephyrus swallowed. With the power to unmake or restore the realms, he knew what he wanted, but didn’t know what it meant, or what it would look like. He’d witnessed enough good in the world that it was worth fighting for, but he didn’t know how best to restore it.

“Freedom,” Jecht had said with his last words, “for all.”

Having seen how the Arcane Templar, the Warlocks of Sage, and the Fallen—throughout its various leaders—had sought to achieve freedom from the Rheynians, he realized freedom unchecked, freedom for the sake of freedom, was lawlessness. Chaos. But chains, bound to anything or anyone, would only lead to rebellion.

People needed guidance. Meaning. Purpose. Faith in something bigger than themselves. But no Goddess of Honor, God of Mercy, or any other deity could encapsulate what it meant to be human.

Zephyrus examined the Creator. He had thought them cold and distant, as Paxoran had described. Why else hadn’t they intervened to stop Paxoran? But they had. They had in ways that, even after touching divinity, Zephyrus still couldn’t completely comprehend.

“Did you know?” Zephyrus asked the Creator. “That we would win.”

He recalled waking in Tharseo’s Bastion absent any idea of who he was or what he was doing. He had been so wrapped up in becoming the Wielder or fulfilling the Acts of the Champion of the Nine, but both were wrong. If Paxoran hadn’t convinced Threyna to steal my memories, would I have arrived at the truth? Would I have gone about things the same way?

He thought of his mother visiting him on the rotunda at Laeden’s rigged trial after Lenox had stabbed him. How Iylea had come to him in her absence. The way Threyna had saved him from Lenox and the Jackals at Stoneside. How Vykinallia and Laeden had forged an army, despite their differences, to mount a defense against the Skeleton King. The timing with which his mother opened the gates just as Danella delivered them to the Basilica. Even Fenyx, the Harbinger, had denied his own glory to save him.

Was this all planned?

“Yes,” the Creator said. “And no.” They smiled. “Sometimes knowing only makes it more difficult. Where knowledge fails, faith guides.” They placed their hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “I had faith that you would choose. And you did. All of you did.”

Zephyrus nodded. With divinity at his fingertips, he understood the Creator’s words. He knew the chain of mortals’ souls deemed unfit for eternal bliss would not motivate Gods of singular ideologies to serve the people and lead them to sanctification. He knew if he gave all the knowledge of the world to the mortals, there would still be gaps. Holes and fallacies that would be twisted and used to divide.

There needed to be a different way. A better way.

Reconnecting the realms wasn’t enough. The mortals needed to be connected to life at its source.

Zephyrus strode toward the hole in the center of the room where the chain once tethered the mortal and divine realms together with the souls of the incomplete. His mother, Fenyx, and the Creator followed, joining him at the precipice.

Souls of the departed wandered, trapped in the space between realms. Even the souls flowing through the Celestial Falls on the adjacent wall were lacking, even in their bliss.

The empty space called to him. He knew what he needed to do. He knew what it would cost. Vykinallia was down there, and the Creator was right; that knowledge only made what he had to do more difficult.

Zephyrus took the Creator’s hand in his own and held it out over the hole in the floor. Closing his eyes, Zephyrus reached out with divinity’s touch to every soul in the Celestial Falls, each soul that had fallen with the severed chain, and all the newly departed denied Valencia’s welcome. The power of divinity flowed from him, reaching out like a thread to entwine with the fabric of every soul in creation—the living, forsaken, bound, and those at peace.

Zephyrus felt Laeden’s thread, a mix of Helixus and Faire, blue entwined with ivory. Iylea’s, a lavender-and-white strand as intricate and beautiful as the light she cast. Threyna’s, green and silver, brimming with dreams of hope she’d never believed possible.

Emotions bubbling, Zephyrus choked as he felt Vykinallia’s thread enter the weave. Purple and gold braided together like the sky at dawn. Life—abundant life—joy, pride, and, above all, love burst through every fiber of her tapestry.

Zephyrus sniffed. He set his jaw, but his lower lip quivered anyway. He knew that after touching divinity, he would never be able to return to the mortal realm. Once he passed the connections of the weave to the Creator, Vykinallia would be lost to him.

But there were gaps. Holes in the knowledge. And in those holes, he packed his faith.

I will find my way back to you, Vykinallia. I swear to you.

A tear trickled down Zephyrus’s cheek and fell through the hole in the floor.

I love you.

As the last of the souls connected to the weave, Zephyrus let the remnants of divinity’s power flow back into the Creator, leaving only his own thread to tie himself into the tapestry.

Zephyrus sniffed, blinking away more tears. Below, clouds rolled over New Rheynia, and rain began to fall.


PART VI


Chapter 73

Live

Laeden XV

Salmantica

Battle raged, waned, then croaked. The Order, absent the Skeleton King’s blood magic, was overwhelmed by the Salmantic reinforcements and the arrival of the Fallen. Though celebrations rose amongst the living, Laeden concerned himself with the dead.

Loved ones found one another across the battlefield, reuniting with joyful embraces. Threyna and Laela—too long divided by stress and survival to ever truly be sisters before—held each other in loving arms. Aurelia walked beside Kherus and Aponius as they supported Iberion—arm in arm—as he limped across the battlefield to survey their victory. Cerik and Vykinallia leaned their foreheads against one another’s, undoubtedly sharing the sentiments of Zephyrus’s apparent victory.

Yet Zephyrus was nowhere to be seen.

Laeden scoured the dark gray skies, half-expecting Zephyrus to descend on a white winged horse wearing a wreath of victory. The only sign of divinity descending upon them was the gentle rain that broke the drought.

Through the rain, the Fallen—led by his mother, Sinion, and Teluvar—traversed the battlefield, wading through the dead. Though the Salmantic reinforcements, led by Ser Daenus and Atonus Allos, did nothing to provoke the mages and freedpeople, the taste of victory felt tainted by the unresolved tensions between them.

“The fact that they haven’t already started fighting is a good sign,” Kherus said after he and Aponius passed Iberion off to Unari to come alongside Laeden.

“Give it a moment,” Laeden said, attempting to force a smile. His cheeks moved, and his lips parted, but it came with no joy.

“What happens now?” Aponius asked, hands on his hips, staring out at the same graveyard as Laeden.

With adrenaline wearing off, and the heaviness of the future drowning any elation of victory, Laeden’s shoulders stooped. “A question for tomorrow.”

Aponius rubbed his freckled cheek with the back of his hand, smearing dampened soot across his face. “I overheard a pair of Sentinels speaking while they searched for survivors; they were questioning if King Damascus would abdicate the throne.”

“If it’s true,” Kherus said, “they’ll make you king.”

Laeden frowned.

“Like it or not,” Kherus continued, “you may be the only one who can keep this tentative peace.”

The weight of duty upon his shoulders grew heavier.

Duty.

Securing peace in a world where blood was the only accepted currency was impossible. His father tried to be a voice of reason, and he died for it. Bound by secrets, ruled by lies and half-truths, his father was murdered by his own son. Accepted by neither side that he fought so hard to protect from the other. A king in name only. Despite having all the supposed power in the world, he had none where it mattered.

What king ever would?

“If all that we’ve changed is who wears a crown atop their heads, we truly have accomplished nothing,” Laeden said, staring at the sky.

The glow of Iylea’s light floated towards him with a regal majesty as she hovered over the battlefield. Laeden’s stomach twisted in knots. His mouth went dry, unsure if this was a new hello, or a final goodbye. Laeden didn’t know which was worse, or if he could handle either.

He cleared his throat, nodding to Kherus and Aponius. “If you’ll excuse me…”

Laeden stalked towards Iylea’s descending light. His every stride felt like a step into his own grave, yet Iylea might as well have descended on horse’s wings. Her mote of light came to a stop before him, her aura warm upon his rain-streaked face.

“Hello, Laeden,” Iylea said.

He’d lost her once when Aemos parted her head from her shoulders. A second time when the Guardian told him that she was at peace. But here she was, with his name upon her voice. Too many times he’d thought he’d never hear such a sweet song again, yet again, here they were.

He swallowed the lump in his throat. “You saved me.”

Iylea’s light pulsed with a gentle hum. “No, you saved me. After Zephyrus ascended, I lost my tether to this realm. I lost myself, but I found my way back to you.”

Laeden winced. A wave of emotions he couldn’t comprehend toppled over him. It wasn’t fair—to have her so near, yet so impossibly far away. Elation to hear her voice again. Desperation to feel her touch. Anger that he couldn’t. Melancholy that he wouldn’t.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he finally asked.

Iylea’s aura shrank, but rebounded, as if the world’s gloom could not contain her radiance. He could picture the empathetic softness in her yellow-green eyes, practically feel the tender touch of her hand upon his chest. Yet as much as she was there, she wasn’t.

Her light pulsed. “I spoke the truth when I said your Iylea was gone. But I lied when I said she was at peace. When I left the divine realm, I denied my ability to ever return. The truth is I will never live. Never rest. Never know peace.”

Heat rose to Laeden’s cheeks. Water welled at the corner of his eyes. The knots in his stomach tightened until it hurt to stand.

“I thought I could let you go,” Iylea said, “for both our sakes. I tried—believe me, I did. But I know you. I know our love. You would try to find another way, you’d break the rules that didn’t deserve to divide us, but you’d stop living your life to try to save mine… I can’t let you.”

Laeden’s lip quivered as he blinked away tears. His fists clenched at his side as he searched for an objection. He wanted to scream, to tell her she was wrong and she should have told him the truth.

But she was right.

She was always right.

“One day,” Iylea said, “after you’ve lived a full and long life, you will ascend to join Markus and Varros in Valencia. But I never will.”

“You don’t know that,” Laeden said, tears breaking free. “What if Zephyrus… I don’t know… there has—”

“Got to be another way?” Iylea asked.

He could hear the smile in her voice, but it only made his heart hurt more.

When he didn’t speak, Iylea continued. “In breaking the links of the chain, I endured the lives, loves, and deaths of more souls than I can hope to count, and yet mine with you is my favorite.”

Laeden hung his head, averting his gaze from her light as if he could hide his tears from her.

“But Laeden, my hope for you is that you know a love greater than ours. That you share a life with someone who loves you better than I ever could.”

Laeden shook his head. Too many times he’d grieved her loss. Too many times, and yet still never enough. “What about you? What will you do? Where will you go?”

“I don’t know,” Iylea said, “but for too long, we have worn cloaks that don’t fit us. I am a terrible martyr… try as I might to be.” Her light hummed. “But I’m no longer a handmaiden. No longer a servant or a Guardian. I don’t know what comes next, for either of us, yet I feel something—like a whisper calling to me. And I must follow it, as you must follow the yearnings of your heart.”

Laeden lifted his teary eyes to her light. This is it then. Goodbye. Through trembling breaths and the strain of tears yet to fall, he sought the right words to say. Searching for poetry, he found the only words he could—the only ones he needed. The only ones that mattered.

“I love you, Iylea.”

Her light pulsed in time with the heartbeat thudding within his chest.

“I love you too, Laeden.”

Her light drew closer. Her warmth enveloped him. For a moment, he felt as if their souls were entwined. Their shared memories played before them like mummers on a stage. Every thought, every dream, every desire.

Live.

Live.

Live.

Slowly, Iylea’s presence faded away. Her light vanished, but the warmth in Laeden’s chest remained. He opened his eyes, staring out to the coastline overlooking Marstead. The white peaks of rhythmic breakers hugging the darkened shore hypnotized him. Despite his desire to remain broken, to live in the void left in Iylea’s absence, the repeated melody of the sea paired with her last wish for him, lulling him into a peace he didn’t feel he deserved.

Live.

Gentle knuckles brushed along the backside of his hand.

Laeden glanced at the disturbance and met Threyna’s eyes.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Laeden cleared his throat, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “Yeah. Fine.”

Threyna raised an eyebrow. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t press him. She just held her arms out. Her fingers flicked inwards, beckoning him into her embrace.

Lips pursed, Laeden closed his eyes, and Threyna wrapped her arms under his and around his midsection. Lowering his head to her shoulder, he allowed himself to breathe. To feel. To grieve. To live.

They remained there, her body pressed against his, without a word until he finally broke the silence. “No. I’m not okay.”

Threyna pulled him away to meet his gaze. “And that is okay.”

Laeden bit his lip and nodded. The burden on his shoulders lightened as her hands fell away. Clearing his throat, he asked, “What will you do—now that the Skeleton King is gone?”

Threyna turned to admire the sea with a contemplative sigh. “There’s a mountain range. Northeast coast of Klaytos.” She shrugged. “There’s a sunrise I’d like to see.”

Laeden’s head bobbed. “I’d say you’ve earned that.”

At the sound of footsteps and a forced, announcing cough, Laeden and Threyna turned. Gray strands fell from Lenara’s typically tight and tended bun. Blood speckled her jerkin beneath her folded arms.

“It lifts the heart to see you, son,” Lenara said.

Laeden chewed his tongue to bite back the words he wanted to say.

Threyna patted Laeden’s arm. “I’ll give you a moment.”

As she strode away, Laeden felt like she was leaving him to a pack of Jackals.

Lenara’s cold brown eyes fixed on Laeden, her cross-armed posture as unrelenting as ever. Her gaze softened and arms unfolded, but the change in body language did little to stem the chill Laeden felt in her presence.

Just behind Lenara, Vykinallia reunited with her mother, Cleotra, in a storm of hugs, kisses, and relieved tears. Laeden practically snorted at the contrast.

“Surprised you didn’t wait until after the battle was over,” Laeden said.

Lenara strode closer, boots scuffing the dirt beneath. “We came. We helped.”

Laeden scoffed. “What changed your mind?”

“The best interests of the Fallen,” Lenara said.

Laeden folded his arms. Of course. “And what is in the best interest of the Fallen now?”

Lenara strode closer with a conspiratorial glint in her eyes. “We won. But there is another battle coming. No longer will we stand idly by while others suffer in servitude. Nor will we submit to being treated as second-class citizens. You and I both know whatever changes are coming will not be enough. Even if the rumors are true and King Damascus abdicates, Danella Drake will never see reason. But together, you and I can—”

“No.”

The word was out before Laeden even realized he’d opened his mouth. Lenara balked, but he shrugged, and repeated himself.

“No. There is no together. There is no we. There is no us,” Laeden said, his tone growing more animated with each passing word. “There is you and your contempt for Danella Drake. And you’ve taken a cause intended for civil rights and made it your personal mage hunt. You may think you’re an ally, you may believe that you’re helping the Celestic people, but you’re only helping yourself.”

“Laeden,” Lenara said, her voice like a chiding parent. “If peace is to be restored—”

Heat rose to Laeden’s ears. “My father died trying to bring about peace. But it takes two sides to choose peace. Not a war, not a treaty—people. And if it’s another battle you want, you’ll have one, but that is one fight you’ll have to do on your own.”

Lenara only stared. The din of the aftermath on the battlefield rang louder in the silence that stretched between them. The whispering wind and the swell of the ocean entered the space where words could not.

Laeden shook his head, turning from his mother. As he began to walk away, she shouted after him.

“You might be the one person who could turn this around. If it’s peace you want, Laeden, do not turn your back. What about honor and justice? What about defending the weak? My son, do not turn your back on duty.”

Laeden stopped. A muscle in his neck twinged.

Honor. Justice. Duty.

Once, those words meant something different to him.

Ahead, Threyna spoke with Vykinallia. Flickering torchlight danced around them, yet Threyna held his eye. Like the sunrise over the water, he couldn’t look away.

Two lives passed through his mind’s eye: one in which he stayed, another in which he left. He felt the weight of a crown he never wanted, the touch of the same loveless political marriages he’d spent the last ten years denying. And, worst of all, the unending wonder of what his life could have been had he chosen to live.

Laeden turned back to his mother. “I’ve done my duty, Mother. I’ve lived that life. Now it’s time for my next one. It is finished.”

Leaving her upon the cliffs, Laeden strode towards Threyna, his stride light, his shoulders free. As he neared, Threyna excused herself from conversation with Vykinallia, Cleotra, and Cerik, and met him. Tossing her silver-blonde braid over her shoulder, she cocked her brow, her lips lined in a tight smirk.

“Those cliffs you mentioned,” Laeden said.

“What of them?” Threyna asked, her grin spreading.
Contagious, her smirk spread to his lips. “There wouldn’t happen to be room for one more, would there?”


Chapter 74

The Three

Zephyrus XVI

Valencia

“We did it,” Zephyrus’s mother said, curling one arm under his, and her other around his opposite shoulder. Leaning against Zephyrus, she gave him a squeeze.

Zephyrus settled into her embrace. “We did it. All of us.” He nodded at Fenyx across the hole in the floor of the anchor room.

Fenyx returned the gesture, his left eye glowing like the Creator’s.

“I’m so proud of you, Vykanicus,” his mother said, but her leaning was equal parts necessity as it was sentiment.

“You’re hurt,” Zephyrus said, assessing her wound. She waved him off. “Mother, let me heal you.”

She backed away, to the Creator’s open arms. “Save your strength. I won’t need it where I’m going.”

Zephyrus stammered. Where are you going? After all this time, they’d only just reunited. “What do you mean?”

Her lips parted in a sad smile. “To join your father.”

Zephyrus’s mouth went dry. He didn’t know where his father was, but the moisture at the corners of his mother’s eyes provided all the answers he needed, and none of the ones he wanted.

“I’ve lived in service to the Creator for over 300 years,” his mother said, her face pale in contrast to her sky-blue eyes and the crimson blood in her auburn hair. “It is time for me to rest. This is where my journey ends, but yours is just beginning.”

Zephyrus glanced from his mother to the Creator and back. He wanted to ask her to stay, even for a little while. He had so many questions.

A sudden loneliness washed over him. He didn’t have to imagine how lonely his father felt, waiting to be reunited with his love. His own throbbed through his chest, begging him to descend from the divine realm like Iylea had to return to Vykinallia.

Vykinallia’s amethyst ring pressed against his flesh.

He bowed his head. “I understand.”

His mother closed the distance between them. She stroked his cheek with the back of her knuckles. “Never again will I be too far from your side.” She glanced towards the Celestial Falls spilling down the wall, a cascade of vibrant colors of beautiful souls. “Whenever you wish, I’ll be but a whisper away.”

“Is that where all souls go?” Fenyx asked the Creator. “To the Falls?”

The Creator nodded. “Eventually. After they pass through me.”

Fenyx’s silver eye blinked. “Even those unworthy?”

The Creator smiled. “From the wicked to the righteous, all must pass through me, but all, eventually, will know my peace. The wicked might spend a moment longer with me, but what are moments over the course of eternity?”

“And the chain?” Fenyx asked.

“What chain?” The Creator smiled. “The Reckoning is complete. Balance restored.”

Zephyrus considered that. At first, he had wanted his own freedom from the Cassiuses. Then he sought it for his people from New Rheynia. Then he believed his mission was to free humanity from the Gods. But it was more than that. It wasn’t just for the living.

Freedom. For all.

The Creator held their hand out to Zephyrus’s mother. “When you are ready, Arkadia, I will bring you to Invinius.”

His mother gave Zephyrus a sad smile. “One day, many, many years from now, you will join us.” She took his face in her hands and bowed his head so she could kiss his forehead. “Until then, I love you. We love you.” She wrapped her arms around him, but her embrace was weaker. She bled on his already bloodstained Vigile cloak.

“I love you too,” Zephyrus said.

After a time, Zephyrus let her go. She fell into the Creator’s arms, but the blood draining down her shift left no mark on the Creator’s immaculate robes. With a whisper, Zephyrus’s mother’s flesh glowed a gleaming violet filled with glimpses of dazzling white. Like the starry night sky through the clouds after the nightly rains, she shone bright enough that Zephyrus needed to shield his eyes.

By the time the gleam faded, his mother was gone, replaced by an orb of violet liquid. Cupping it in their hands, the Creator delivered his mother’s soul to the Celestial Falls.

“Now she is at rest,” the Creator said.

Zephyrus sniffed, lips pursed.

Fenyx placed a hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “Apologies, Zephyrus. For your mother… for everything.”

Zephyrus met Fenyx’s silver eye. Absent his golden helm, his red, black, and gold pauldron and bracer, the former Champion appeared more glorious than ever.

He patted Fenyx’s hand. “I’m sorry too. I know your journey has not been an easy one.”

“Neither of yours have,” the Creator said, returning to where they stood by the hole in the floor. “Different as they may be, they have prepared you for the dawn of a new age. Now there is one more order of business to attend.”

The Creator gestured to the mortal realm through the hole in the floor. A bright white light ascended, blotting out the world below. The brilliant glow softened to a cerulean blue that morphed from a mote to the shape of a person.

Iylea!

Her heart-shaped face formed beside him, materializing into not a soul in the immaterial plane, but flesh and blood, like the woman she once was in life. Her presence somehow felt lighter, in both body and spirit, than at any point during their journey together.

Holding her hands before her, Iylea examined them as if she didn’t believe her eyes. Her heart-shaped cheeks tugged her lips into a gentle smile as she turned to Zephyrus.

“Welcome, Iylea,” the Creator said. “And yes, this is very much real.”

Iylea stammered. “But Paxoran said—”

“And he was right,” the Creator said. “It was beyond Paxoran’s power for your soul to return to the divine realm. But Paxoran does not wield the power of creation. Paxoran said a great many things for his selfish and vengeful plans: that a Wielder would claim the Treasures of Stockhelm. A Harbinger would bring about an age of ruin. And a Herald would prey upon the unworthy. Yet in his schemes, he failed to realize that for every lie he told, my truth was greater. The true Treasures of Stockhelm were not items, but its peoples.

“And you, Zephyrus,” the Creator said, “have been that for the people in your life. I give you the charge to guide humanity toward progress and unity so that never again will the mortals become divided.”

Zephyrus swallowed, taken aback. Before he could respond, the Creator turned to Fenyx.

“Paxoran sought to reign with fear as his scepter, using The Age of the End to divide people as he did the Gods. Despite being intended for ill will, you sacrificed yourself and your glory to bring about the end of Paxoran. For that, I charge you with defending the realms from any who would once again wish to threaten freedom.”

Fenyx’s jaw unhinged momentarily before he collected himself and bowed his head.

“But you, Iylea,” the Creator said. “You have served as a handmaiden, a Breaker of Chains, a Guardian, and for your duty to the realms, I offer you the choice. You may enter the Celestial Falls of blissful rest, return to the mortal realm to finish a life cut short, or you may continue to serve as an intercessor between myself, the divine realm, and the mortals.”

Zephyrus’s breath caught. Return to the mortal realm?

Iylea’s lips contorted.

“You could return to Laeden,” Zephyrus said, though thoughts of his own return filled his mind.

Iylea took a deep breath. Staring at the hole in the floor, she shook her head, a sad smile adorning her forlorn gaze. “He has his place. I have mine.” She bowed to the Creator. “Gratitude. I never thought I’d live again or ever know rest. I lost myself in service, as any good handmaiden might… but I can’t go back.”

Iylea turned from the mortal realm to the Celestial Falls. “But I am not yet ready to rest.” Frowning, she met the Creator’s eyes.

“You may think yourself a servant,” the Creator said, “but that is not all you are. Not all I made you for. If you choose to serve, you must also choose to be.”

Iylea nodded, lips pursed, eyes down.

The Creator cleared their throat. “You can begin doing so by inclining your gaze.”

Iylea straightened, but her lips curved. “I would like to stay. To serve. To be.”

Zephyrus couldn’t believe it. Iylea and Fenyx beamed in the Creator’s light. Part of him felt he should be content, proud, pleased. As much as Fenyx lavished in this glory, and as much as Iylea believed this was her place, Zephyrus didn’t feel like this was his. At all.

The Creator continued to speak, but Zephyrus couldn’t hear. Couldn’t listen.

“I give you the charge to guide humanity toward progress and unity so that never again will the mortals become divided.”

How could he uphold such a charge, when he felt his own soul tearing in two?

He bit his lip, staring down at New Rheynia below. He pulled Vykinallia’s amethyst ring from the waist of his britches beneath his stained Vigile whites. The ring felt heavy in his palm, but the questions burdening his thoughts were heavier still.

“Will we ever be able to return to the mortal realm?” Zephyrus asked.

The Creator examined him. “Able to—yes.”

Zephyrus’s heart skip a beat.

“But,” they continued, “that which binds the realms is woven with the souls of angry and bitter Gods. Should you return, the way will be dangerous, and after touching divinity, you will not be able to remain long. It is no longer your place. And there is much to be done here.”

The momentary elation elapsed as quickly as it had come. He forced himself to nod at the Creator, and they continued speaking to the three of them.

But it’s not impossible. I can return. He squeezed the ring within his palm.

I will find a way. Perhaps not today or tomorrow, but one day, I will find my way back to you, Vykinallia.

It wasn’t perfect. But it was enough. There was hope.


Chapter 75

A New Dawn

Danella XII

Salmantica

The gates were opened. To all. Rain washed away the blood and dust lining Salmantica’s city streets. Though there was much to be done following the destruction of the Disasters and the battles fought on either side of the city walls, The Age of the End had passed, and a new era had begun.

After Damascus opened the grain stores, he abdicated his throne without so much as a goodbye. Danella couldn’t blame him. She’d done the same. She hoped his last act of delivering food to everyone in Salmantica would encourage the stiffest Valencians to be more accepting of others. Change was coming. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would be better. Eventually.

Though the senate actually agreed and sought to name Laeden as the next King of New Rheynia, he had not been seen since his victory beyond the city walls. No one knew his whereabouts. He seemingly disappeared, and didn’t wish to be found. Though the High Priests and the temples tried to declare that the Six had saved the day, Danella was far from the only one who had their doubts. She knew the truth, at least in part: while the Temples lay in debris and the Six were executed in the divine realm, Zephyrus and Laeden had saved the day.

Danella found herself wondering how history would remember them. If it even would. How many nameless, faceless heroes had fought to secure a future for New Rheynia that they would never be known for? There were too many, and though history would neglect their story, Danella resolved that their service, the ideals they represented, would survive.

In the days and weeks after the defeat of the Skeleton King’s army, the people of Salmantica, the Valtarcian refugees, and even the freedpeople and mages of the Fallen joined together. Streets were swept. Homes rebuilt. The arena was opened for everyone without a home, either due to the earthquakes, forced migration from Valtarcia, or because they never had a home that wasn’t behind a locked door.

That was only the beginning.

Now, after a full moon had passed since the nightly rains returned, Danella took to the rotunda to address the people. The sun beamed down, bright and warm through a cloudless blue sky so clear it was impossible to tell where the mortal realm ended and the divine began. Basking in the light, people gathered. Patricians and plebs. Salmantics and Valtarcians. Former masters and freedpeople.

Gulls chirped as they flew overhead, following the newly renamed Iyleian River to the Laedian Moat. Cleaned by mages with the gift of controlling water, the river flowed, smooth and clear.

Standing upon the dais before the people, Danella traced her fingers through the freshly trimmed area over her ear. Though the copper stitching was removed, and the scar had healed, she fancied the feel of the bristly hairs. Wearing the honorary white robes of the Vigiles, Danella held her hands up to summon silence as Varros had once done.

She wished she felt as confident as he always appeared. But now that she knew him—truly knew him—how could he have ever felt confident? A man caught between worlds; a mage of the Arcane Templar, a son of Valtarcia, a King of Salmantica—fighting against the odds to keep the peace. She hadn’t seen it then, but now that she did, she would not close her eyes to everything he’d fought for.

A hush fell over those gathered, awaiting her words.

Danella cleared her throat. “Citizens of New Rheynia, long has it been since we gathered absent hate in our hearts. Perhaps it never was so. However, when we sailed across the sea and arrived on these shores, the people of Stockhelm welcomed us. Only together did we build this society. Yet, once a stronghold was established, it was not the many but the few who directed our path. And not united, but divided, we became.”

Danella surveyed the gathered people. Some nodded; others hung their heads. Shuffling feet and uncomfortable fidgeting rippled throughout the crowd. The patricians of the Senate, the High Priests of the Temples eyed her like hawks. Danella clasped her moist palms together.

“I say to you we were torn apart long before the first act of aggression in the heart and mind of one man. A hateful, fearful man who started a war that we never should have fought, against friends we never should have lost. War became treaty, but never have we felt peace again, for the trust between us was broken.

“I am guilty. I allowed fear to rule me. I impressed that fear upon my son. Never again can we become ruled by fear. That is why no monarch shall ever rule over New Rheynia ever again.”

Gasps rippled throughout the crowd. Murmurs accompanied snapping heads as neighbors voiced their disbelief.

Despite feeling the daggers of the High Priests and patricians, Danella continued. “The kingdom has failed us, and now it is dead. But from the ashes, new life has sprung. Laeden, savior of Salmantica, said no one should have the power of a king. No one.

“From this day forward, a new order—a new republic—will begin, where everyone is represented. I call to the dais a man willing to fight for what was right, regardless of who gave the order—Kherus Paragus.”

As Laeden’s stalwart Ridge Knight took to the dais, uneasy applause followed him, accompanied by side-eyed glances and murmurs from the patricians.

Once he joined Danella, she continued. “As a servant to Valtarcia, and now a Patrician of the Senate, will you represent not just Valtarcia’s interests, but what is best for the future of all people?”

Kherus bowed his head. “I will serve.” Stepping back from Danella, he remained upon the dais, hands clasped before him.

“To give voice to the freedpeople,” Danella continued, “I call upon Cerik of Stockhelm.”

Ignoring the rise in disgruntled muttering, Danella continued once Cerik stood before her. “For your unwaning heart and your gentle wisdom despite a life spent in chains, will you represent the Celestic people and the freedpeople of Stockhelm?”

Cerik bowed. “I will serve.”

Cerik took his place beside Kherus, and Danella called the rest of the representatives to the dais. Ser Daenus to represent the Salmantic Valencians. Earl Kaelus, for the Valtarcian refugees. Heclan Allos, a champion amongst the Salmantic plebeians. Aurellia—former bodyslave at House Ulysius and adviser to Laeden—to represent the freedpeople of Valtarcia.

With the crowd’s discontent placated, equal parts pleased and displeased, Danella took a deep breath. She believed in everyone on the dais, either through her own determination over the years, or the developing rapport they’d enjoyed in recent weeks, but there were two more names she would call whom she didn’t trust—personally or politically—but that was exactly why she couldn’t afford not to have them near.

“Recent weeks have proven that we are more than the differences that divided us,” Danella said. “Valtarcian and Salmantic. Rheynians and Helms. Valencians and Celestics. Patrician, pleb, or freedpeople—to forge a new future, it will require all of us to work together.

“I call to the dais lanista of Stockhelm and Uprising leader, Baron Sinion.”

His followers in the crowd roared, but the rest of the gathering looked on in stunned silence. She swallowed the knot in her throat as Sinion waddled atop the dais in his silken robes.

Bowing as he approached her as everyone else had, he spoke so only she could hear. “A hollow gesture if this proves the farce it seems.”

“No farce,” Danella whispered. “You knew a side of my husband that I only met but once. I wish to learn more of him. Of you. Perhaps if I had then, none of this would have happened. Perhaps peace would have reigned long ago. Perhaps it still can.”

Sinion’s political smile crinkled crow’s feet around his eyes. “Perhaps.”

As the applause died down, Danella spoke for the crowd to hear. “Will you represent the interests of Stockhelm, the freedpeople, and the mages of Celestia as we build a new future?”

The word mage rippled like a curse through the Valencian devout. It was a stereotype that wouldn’t be undone in a day, a moon, a year—it would be messy. It would take time. And it would not be without its setbacks, but the only step they could take on the path to restoration was the next.

The corner of Sinion’s lip twisted in a ghoulish grin. “It will never work,” he whispered.

Danella didn’t flinch. “With your help, it might.”

They stared at one another until the crowd’s noise simmered to a low din.

With a squint of his eyes, Sinion bowed his head. “I will serve.”

As he took his place beside Aurellia, Danella prepared herself for the last name she would call. Seven thus far. Three Salmantics including herself, three Valtarcians, and two of Stockhelm. Three to represent the freedpeople, three for the patricians, and two for the plebeians.

One more to balance the scales.

Though she had spoken to each of those with her upon the dais, prior to her address, the last person she had not. The last person she had been avoiding.

Am I crazy to believe they will wish to share a council seat beside me?

Danella looked down at her feet. For you, Varros. May this make right one of the many things my father got wrong.

Inclining her gaze to the gathered crowd, Danella examined the faces. For a moment, she thought she spotted Varros in the crowd. She thought she saw him everywhere she looked. But he was gone. Lost to her, never to return.

Steeling herself, she took a deep, settling breath. “There is one more name I would add to this Council of Nine. This is but one step on the long journey to right the wrongs of past generations and begin an age of true peace.

“Will Lenara Faire, leader of the Uprising, join me on the dais?”

The crowd searched for Lenara, but Danella found her glare immediately. Lenara’s dark eyes glared beneath bent brows. Her gray hair, pulled back in a bun tight enough to stretch the wrinkles from her face, gave her the grim appearance of a stubborn crone. That same stubbornness made Laeden the man he was, the man their country needed. That, paired with Varros’s sense of honor and righteousness, made him a force to be reckoned with. Yet with Laeden gone and Varros dead, she was all that remained of either man.

After Danella’s father disavowed Lenara’s marriage to Varros, she had found belonging with Stockhelm’s oppressed. But before that, she was raised a pleb in Valtarcia, and elevated to patrician through her marriage to Varros. Though she perhaps wasn’t accepted by any, her experience gave perspective no one else on the council could… should she accept.

Lenara strode towards the dais, still dressed in the brown leather jerkin she’d fought the Skeleton King’s army in. With each step Lenara took, Danella’s chest rattled with the thundering of her heart. Lenara approached stiffly, her falcon-like stare as unrelenting as the tides. The rippling conversations left in her wake amongst the crowd threatened to drown the dais.

Lenara came to a stop before Danella, close enough to whisper.

“Lenara,” Danella said, voice tight. “My father took everything from you. I took everything from you, and for that, I am truly sorry. Varros was a great man. And Laeden better yet. I know apologies do not turn back time, but I believe, together, we can work toward a brighter future. For all.”

Her predatory expression remained, as if etched in stone. If she were moved by Danella’s words or gesture, Lenara gave no sign of it.

“I fear you knew them both better than I ever got the chance to,” Lenara said. “Or ever will. But they are gone, and we are here. Hate as I might, I must admit you have impressed me. And while I’m not convinced that this council and this country will not once again devolve into war, you have earned the right to try and forge peace.”

Danella allowed herself to breathe. A slight smile split her lips.

Lenara chortled. “It seems not all of Varros is gone… You’ve adopted that same stubborn Helixus grin.”

Danella sniffed, pursing her lips to hold back the rush of mixed emotions Lenara’s words had on her.

As the crowd quieted, Danella spoke for all to hear. “Lenara Faire, will you—”

“I will serve,” Lenara said with not quite a bow, but a stiff nod.

After Lenara backed to Sinion’s side, Danella surveyed the leaders of New Rheynia’s Republic and the gathered people it would serve. It would not be easy. It would not be quick. But it would be better.

I’ll make sure of it.

“People of New Rheynia,” she said, “today marks a new beginning in our history. A day in which we do not forsake the cultures of our past, but we embody them; we take the best of them and carry them forward.” She lifted her arm as Varros once had. “To peace and prosperity. For all.”

Though the crowd did not cheer and shout as it had during one of Varros’s speeches, this time, it wasn’t just the patricians and plebs who took up the call. It was some people from every geographic and demographic group. And for now, that was enough.

Danella nodded to Laela, the new Commander of the Vigiles. After Heclan Allos had accepted Danella’s proposed promotion, the Rheynian migrant proved her time as the First Sword of the Wraith prepared her for more than just taking down the Skeleton King.

With a wave of her prosthetic hand, Laela relayed the command. The Vigiles pulled the ropes binding the banners that lined the buildings on either side of the Iyleian River. The sigil of the New Rheynian Republic rolled down the façades of buildings along the street. On white banners with a scarlet stripe across the center, the Six Arrowed Star of Valencia and the Balanced Scale of Celestia combined in a new symbol of brilliant gold. Nine streaks of swirling gold, one for each seat of the council, exploded outward to the banners’ edges, to fend off the scarlet sea.

Though the cheers had started out mild, more took up the call, shouting for peace and prosperity. Rheynians and Helms. Valencian and Celestic, whether they still believed or not, their cultures would not be abandoned. Though the extremists on both sides would need more convincing to maintain peace, the vast majority of people applauded, whistling and grinning.

Examining the faces of the gathering, Danella spotted golden eyes staring back beneath the hood of a black cloak.

Damascus.

The pain behind his eyes, the sullenness of his stubbled cheeks, and the slow rise and fall of his shoulders sent fissures through Danella’s heart.

He nodded at her, dropped his chin, and disappeared into the crowd.

My boy…

It wasn’t until she’d lost everything that she’d found herself. It wasn’t until her pride broke and she’d fallen to her knees that she realized where she stood. Despite her desire to call out to Damascus, to help him, this was one journey he would have to do alone. Just as Damascus needed to rediscover himself, so too did New Rheynia.

Blinking back tears, Danella looked to the blue sky and Valencia beyond. “To peace and prosperity, Varros, my love. To peace and prosperity.”


EPILOGUE

Vykinallia X

Valtarcia

Orange fire retreated, disappearing behind the pink and purple hues of the hungering twilight. In Vykinallia’s first days after returning to Stoneside, she had leaned out the window to chase the setting sun behind the Salmantic skyline and the Hylans beyond. But now, after nearly six moons of restoring the old Auros manor from the fires set by Lenox and the Jackals, she contented herself with the sky’s majesty. With the sea’s song in her ear, and the wind’s whispers in her hair, she felt a serenity at this time of day.

The dark clouds of the encroaching nightly rains from the east contrasted with the colors and textures of the western sky, and between them, it was as if Valencia had descended to treat with her.

Ascending the stairs to the courtyard below, Cerik, Unari, and Iberion arrived. After Danella had requested Cerik join the Council of the Nine in Salmantica, she had encouraged him, despite his martial prowess, to hire bodyguards. It was no surprise he selected Unari and Iberion, but Vykinallia had no doubt as to who Cerik would have preferred to have at his side.

Cerik’s jovial laugh echoed off the stone walls, but it transported her back to a time where she once watched him sparring with Jecht and Zephyrus on the sands of the training square. It seemed like a lifetime ago now. So much had changed. And yet some things never would.

Vykinallia rubbed her elbow.

Behind Iberion, another figure climbed the stairs to the courtyard. A flash of red hair escaped his black cloak.

Vykinallia gasped, leaning out the window to get a better angle. Zephyrus? She gripped the stone sill of the window, her belly pressed into the edge.

The figure removed his hood. Aponius.

Vykinallia released her held breath.

Her mother pulled her away from the window. “Vykinallia, dear. Careful. Come—”

Vykinallia met her mother’s gaze, water welling in her eyes. She shook her head and wiped the tears before they could fall. “Apologies. I thought I…”

She couldn’t bring herself to say it. That she thought she saw him. Again. Every time she did, it made her stomach turn, and every time she realized she hadn’t, her heart broke anew.

“I know,” her mother said, pulling her into an embrace. “It’s okay.”

Vykinallia pressed her forehead down onto her mother’s shoulder, but she didn’t know if it was true. Six months had passed. She was certain of Zephyrus’s victory. The blood magic and the curse of its use vanished. The black sky and its ever-long lightning storms faded. The hostile aggression in people’s hearts following Ferrocles’s death disappeared. Warmth returned to candles, torches, and hearths alike. Rain fell every night, and crops once again bloomed with bountiful harvests. Everything The Age of the End promised had come and gone, but still, Zephyrus had not returned.

“He’s out there, Mother,” Vykinallia said through stifled tears.

She stroked Vykinallia’s hair. “I know. It’s not easy.” She took a deep breath. “Sometimes I still think I hear Markus’s voice.”

Heat rose to Vykinallia’s cheeks. She pulled away from her mother’s embrace to meet her eyes. “You don’t understand. He is out there. I feel him. Not the memory of him, not the longing for him. I feel him. It’s like he’s trying, but…”

A new wave of tears broke against the dam of her lashes. “What if he can’t come back? What if he never comes back?”

Her nightmare was that he did kill Paxoran. But Paxoran killed him as well. What would become of him if that were true? She would have asked the Guardian that day after the battle, but she had disappeared. Did Zephyrus end up like her—denied flesh in the mortal realm, but never allowed to return to the divine realm?

She held the swell of her belly. “What if he never meets his child?”

Vykinallia’s mother drew her to the corner of the bed, and together, they sat down. She placed her hand atop Vykinallia’s. The child always moved within her womb more at this time of day. More whenever she thought of Zephyrus.

Her mother cooed, shushing her as much as the baby within.

She’d already picked out names. Jechtaria for a girl, Jechtanicus for a boy. She hoped it would honor Jecht, and please Zephyrus, but the more time passed, she felt more and more certain that Zephyrus wasn’t coming back. That this feeling, this presence, was as much as she was ever going to get.

Here. And not here. Close, but unreachable.

“Tell me one time, Vykinallia,” her mother said softly, “one time he ever fell short.”

Vykinallia sniffled. She knew he would argue; he would list a thousand examples where he wasn’t enough. But she couldn’t think of one.

“If there is a way, he’ll find it.” Her mother dried her eyes with a knuckle along her cheek. “And if there isn’t a way…” She shrugged. “He’ll make one.”

Vykinallia sniffed in a half-sob, half-laugh. She nodded, hoping her mother was right.

Her mother kissed her forehead. “Supper will be ready soon. Come downstairs when you’re ready. Urcilia attempted to make Cerik’s favorite dish, but Kaelus brought fresh-caught bass if she spoils it again.”

Vykinallia forced a smile. “It will be nice to see everyone again and hear all about Cerik’s progress with the new Republic.”

Her mother smirked and cocked her brow. “You think he’ll care to talk politics?” She kissed Vykinallia’s belly. “He’ll try to convince you to name your baby Cerik whether it’s a boy or girl.”

A true grin spread across Vykinallia’s lips, and she couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’ll be down shortly. I just need a moment.”

Once her mother left the room, Vykinallia returned to the window. The purple of twilight devoured the last glimpses of the burning sun, and the rumble of the nightly rains neared. The blissful moment receded too quickly each day, and each day it came and went without Zephyrus by her side to share it.

“Just believe,” he had said before ascending to the divine realm. “Even if things get bad. Don’t give up.”

She swallowed her grief. We will always have tomorrow. She whispered to the wind. “Zephyrus, if you can hear me… we’re all here waiting for you. Me, Cerik, Unari, and Iberion. And our child, Zephyrus. Our baby. We’ll be waiting, my love.”

The first drops of rain fell to her cheeks, tracing the streaks left by her tears. The wind picked up, a sudden stirring that ruffled her hair. She closed her eyes, and for a moment, she thought she felt his hand take hers, a familiar ring slide onto her finger. She gasped as she felt his hand tangle in her hair. The warmth of his breath on her neck. The heat of his cheek nuzzling against hers. His arm slipped around her waist, and his lips pressed against hers.

Lightning struck beyond the lids of her eyes, and thunder bellowed overhead, ending the moment. Yet even as it passed, she still felt him. She reached her fingertips to her tingling lips.

I didn’t imagine it.

“I love you, Zephyrus,” Vykinallia said to the horizon.

Laughter echoed up the stairwell outside of the chambers.

“Vykinallia, ya comin’ down?”

“Be right there,” Vykinallia called.

She returned to the window and the horizon beyond, unsure where the mortal realm ended and the divine realm began. “Until tomorrow, then.”

With hope on her mind, love in her heart, and a smile on her tingling lips, Vykinallia joined the others around the long table in the feast hall of the Auros manor. Wine flowed, songs were sung, and laughter returned to the once sullen halls.

Upon the wall beside the Auros-forged weapons and encased in glass was Zephyrus’s copy of the Spirit of Divinity. Cerik had found it in the hearth, still intact, spared from the fires set by the Jackals after they had ransacked the place. The Champion of the Nine.

Vykinallia found herself smiling at the book, but then turned to the smiling faces around her. Her mother, who had helped every day to make Stoneside a home for her first grandchild. Nortus, whose bellowing laughter always brought life to the stone manor. Kaelus and Urcilia, who had taken up residence with them while they worked to rebuild Valtarcia. Cerik, Unari, Iberion, and Aponius, who never let too much time pass without a visit.

All nine of them sat around the table, but across from Vykinallia, one seat remained vacant. She smiled at the empty chair. Waiting. Hoping. Knowing one day it would not remain vacant.

THE END
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