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Perhaps it was the pain on the goddess' beautiful face that looked as though her heart might shatter if she had to speak one more word.
Perhaps it was the alien fronds of the eerie jungle of Yent that surrounded them, reminding him that if they succeeded, they would never again be able to return to this place, nor the Realm of the gods—even, perhaps, to the Mists, the land of their own dead—and would remain forever isolated to their one land.
Or perhaps it was simply that they'd come to their solution so swiftly that he hadn't had time to take in what it meant.
Whatever the cause, a weight folded over Dante's shoulders so heavily that he thought he might crumple to the ground.
Blays shifted. "Should we, ah, take a moment on that one?"
"Why?" Dante managed to utter.
"Well, because of the thing Maralda said. About it damning us for all time and all that."
"Destroying the portals is the only way to stop the entity from destroying Rale."
"There's still another way."
"Exile to the Realm. Death for all the world except the few people we get across, who will live the rest of their lives as Taim's slaves, and all their descendants the same."
"I didn't claim it was a fun way."
"We do not know the consequences of isolating ourselves," Gladdic said, clearing his throat. "To do so could be to pull down some great horror on the world. And you would be to blame for it. Then you would learn what it is like to live as the villain."
Dante eyed him. "I've been chancing that my whole life."
Blays frowned at Maralda. "Is he right? Are we about to do something unspeakable to our world?"
"I've already told you it will separate you from your creators for all time," she said, voice ragged. "If you mean to ask if it will cause some other tragedy as well, I don't know. Nothing like this has ever happened before."
They all fell silent. Carvahal, who hadn't spoken a word, watched them closely. For the first time, the ever-present twinkle in his eye was nowhere to be seen.
"One choice leaves us in eternal bondage, bearing the knowledge we sacrificed untold souls to the entity," Gladdic said. "The other choice could fail, annihilating us altogether; and even on what slim chance we triumph, it could then crush us with an unseen tragedy. And yet we must decide."
Dante pressed his palms into his eyes. Just a minute ago, he'd been certain what they must do. But both Blays and Gladdic were right, and the degree to which they were right couldn't be known, or even really guessed at. Something moved up in the boughs behind Carvahal: a mass of long thin legs spurted between the leaves, writhing like the green strands of the Wailing Plague that had presaged the arrival of the entity known as Nolost. A centipede the size of a cattle dog emerged from cover and ambled along a branch.
He was no stranger to authority and its use. He had led Narashtovik for over a dozen years, and while in his youth he'd leaned heavily on the Council to guide him, there had been many times when he'd been much too far away from home for them to advise or aid him. That had been the case for approaching two years straight now, ever since he'd been lured to the Plagued Islands in search of his long-lost father. Many of his judgments since then had put whole kingdoms and even the entire continent at risk.
But kings and high priests made decisions on that scale often enough. That was what caused the very need for such leaders. What he faced now, though, wasn't just about the future of a given patch of land and the people who lived on it, but no less than the future of all things, for all time. That was not a decision for any mortal. That was a decision that only a god could make.
How many times have I asked for your help, Lord of Death? he prayed. The immense centipede came to the trunk of the tree it was traversing and made way to a new branch, heading steadily toward Carvahal. If ever there was a time for you to finally give me some answers—
DO YOU BELIEVE I HAVE NEVER BEFORE GIVEN YOU ANSWERS? The voice rang in his mind like the clash of two greatswords and Dante staggered, casting out his arms for balance. EVEN THOSE WHO WOULD BE MY BEST UNDERSTAND SO LITTLE!
Is that…is that you?
YOU ALREADY KNOW THAT WHICH YOU MUST DO. IF IT IS POSSIBLE TO MAKE SUCH A THIN HOPE REAL, YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE CAPABLE OF MAKING IT SO.
I understand. But what I don't understand is how this is happening. Can you always hear me?
He waited. Insects chirped from the trees. The centipede dawdled along its branch. But the voice—one he'd heard just once before, and with just a single word—had gone silent. Dante knew it wouldn't return.
Carvahal was giving him a funny look. Had he sensed it? Even heard it? Or—and Dante knew at once that, however outrageous it might sound, it was still quite possible—had he been the voice, and was now trying to feign innocence?
"I won't risk everything for an existence where our best possible future is to live as slaves to the gods who wanted us erased from existence," Dante said. "So let us be separated, if that's what they insist. We will destroy the portals, and save everything—or falter, and lose everything. But if that's our fate, at least let us die knowing that when we finally refused to compromise, it was at the time that it mattered most."
No one argued. They simply nodded. He had no more ability to know what the gods were thinking, but as for Blays and Gladdic, he thought they understood that neither choice was a welcome one. If both choices were hateful, what mattered then was the act of making the decision, and in having the resolve and the will to see it through.
"Wonderful," Blays said, clapping his hands together with an airy smack. "Now then, Maralda, would you be so kind as to tell us how to do any of this?"
She cocked her head at him. "But you already worked it out for yourself. Or else you'd never have had the idea in the first place."
"Yeah, rip away at it with the nether until it pulls apart into nothing. That worked on the one portal. But I'm guessing we're going to have to rip apart more than one or two more of them to collapse the whole place."
"Olastar."
"Meanwhile, you said you've only got the strength to whip us up one or two more portals. Any more than that, we'd have to hike ourselves across Rale to find and destroy the others, which would take a year or ten longer than it'll take Nolost to finish devouring Rale. That means you know another way."
"You worked all that out from so little?"
"I have a lot of experience figuring out how to break things."
"You're not wrong," she said slowly. "But you won't like the task. You will have to enter Olastar itself."
"Is that going to be difficult?" Dante said.
"It shouldn't be. Unless Nolost or Taim finds a way to interfere."
"Then let's not give them time. Let's go there right now."
Maralda raised an eyebrow. "Oh, I won't be going anywhere with you."
"But all mortal lives hang in the balance."
"Just so: this is mortal business. It's yours to handle and yours to finish."
"'Mortal business'? Which mortal was it that started this conflict, then?"
Her other eyebrow lifted alongside the first. "I walked away from those who persecute you longer ago than your mind can make sense of. I have nothing to do with them. I will not—"
"That doesn't absolve you! You might not have caused any of this, but you're still in position to help. If you don't, tens of millions of lives will be lost! Along with all the lives that would ever have been!"
Maralda's lips drew back. It wasn't a smile.
"You forget who you make demands of, human," Carvahal cut in softly. "Be deeply grateful she's agreed to do anything for you at all."
Dante's pulse pounded in his ears. His nerves were rattling about, for he did understand just who he was speaking to—along with the facts that he could do nothing to make her do something she didn't want to, and that, without her aid, their chances might be as thin as a flea on a sawhorse.
"If that's your decision," he said to Maralda, hoping that his voice wasn't shaking like his hands were, "then there's no sense wasting any more time. Open us a doorway to Olastar—please—and we'll handle it ourselves."
The corners of her mouth curled up and a light sparked in her eyes. "My pleasure." She turned her back to them.
Carvahal beckoned. "I imagine you'll want to stand back."
They backed away from her, and then further yet as she flung out her arms, sleeves flapping. She plunged into both ether and nether with such sudden force Dante flinched, close to pain. She wrenched the two powers to her as effortlessly as he might wring the water from a cloth. They swirled about her, spraying the space beneath the thick canopy with searing white light and the purplish sheen of agitated shadows.
She lifted her hands high above her head. Darkness and light braided together in lattices and grids. This new structure stretched into an oval and then into a perfect circle, one wide enough to march a wing of an army through.
The two shades of light fused into a single shade of harsh nickel. The air dimmed to twilight, the trees and weeds bathed in what looked like wicked moonlight. Maralda punched her right hand forward. More power stirred behind the veil of the real. This time, though, she had to fight to draw it forth, leaning forward, clenching her fist and her neck, her dress streaming behind her in a strange wind that smelled of hot copper. The air warmed, then grew so hot Dante had to narrow his watering eyes.
He could see little more than vague shapes of trees in the false moonlight coming from the wide circle. Yet as an orange-red substance poured from out of nowhere, wrapping around Maralda's wrist and then streaming back into the circle, he knew that it was a sibling of the ether and the nether: a strange power he'd never seen before.
Blinding red light flashed over them. Dante's eyes went dark. He blinked, but the blindness endured. Just as he began to panic and reach into the nether in his eyes, the jungle lightened enough to realize they'd been cast into pitch blackness. As the tree-filtered light returned to that of normal daylight, they found themselves faced with the increasingly familiar sight of a portal: a shimmering, oily black circle, ringed with pearl-and-silver lines bent into subtle geometries.
"What was that?" Dante said. "The red sorcery?"
Maralda stepped back, stumbling, shoulders heaving up and down. "There is…your doorway. Don't let anything happen to it until your task is done, for I'm not sure I can craft you another."
Dante wanted more than anything to press her for answers about the third power, but he'd spent enough time around the divine to know that she had no intention of telling him anything about it—or anything that wasn't outright lies, at any rate.
"Thank you." He nodded to her. "If we destroy this other place, this Olastar…even if we hurry back through this doorway as fast as we can, will we have enough time to make it back to Rale from here? Before all the portals unravel?"
Her eyes grew faraway. "That's beyond my power to see."
"Which means there's a chance we won't. I suppose we'll have to find out what we can do, then." He lifted his hand to her and to Carvahal. "Here's hoping we'll see each other again. If only for a few seconds of total terror as we run back to our own world."
Maralda smiled. Carvahal nodded vaguely. Dante turned toward the iridescent black of the portal and stepped forward, bracing himself for the disorienting rush of the travel.
"Oh, by the wheel of the stars!" Carvahal flung up his hands, head tilted back at the strangling canopy. "You're not really going to let them go like this!"
Maralda sounded peevish. "When did you get so soft?"
"When I saw them put a scare into Taim like no one from their world since Agalbad wreaked havoc across the Green Downs. At least give them a sporting chance."
"You know I can't go with them. Even you wouldn't do such a thing."
"Then it's a stroke of good fortune that we are not the only beings in all the many realms."
"I just told you I can't open any more portals. There's no time for this. Your pets were ready to step through this one just seconds ago. They're right to want to act so fast."
"Then it's a stroke of even further fortune that we are in Yent, and the guide I have in mind is no further away than Etis."
She looked at him blankly, then scowled in disgust. "He's a traitor! The last person you would wish to guide such a mission!"
"But in other ways perhaps the very best man for the job. Even if he sets the whole venture on fire, that would hardly be any worse than sending them alone."
"We don't even know if he's still there." Maralda was muttering now, however. Resigned. She shook her head. "I'll be back within a day."
"I'll have to take your word for that."
She glanced away in annoyance. Then shrouded herself in a haze of nether. The shadows spun about her, faster and faster, all of the forest darkening. Tendrils looped away and dissolved like smoke. The cloud thinned, then dissolved in a great puff.
Revealing a massive black panther the size of a horse.
She blinked at them. The intelligence in her eyes was much different than that in her human form, and Dante was afraid she'd forgotten what she'd just pledged to do, or simply no longer gave a damn about it. As he reached for the nether, though, she spun about and dashed away through the woods in perfect silence.
Blays scratched the back of his head. "I don't suppose you're going to tell us what that was about?"
Carvahal muttered something, watching Maralda go, then gave Blays an odd smile. "Destroying Olastar won't be as simple as stepping through the other end of the doorway and chopping away until it disintegrates. It's more stable within itself than in the portals, which are compromised by having to function within two different realms at once. But if I understand the place—and you shouldn't trust that I do, because it's strange as hell—there is a vital element within it that can be torn apart that will bring down the rest of Olastar with it, just as you guessed."
"But we need a guide to get to this place without getting killed," Dante said. "Just who is Maralda on her way to find? She didn't seem pleased about it."
"His story isn't mine to tell. And I would really avoid asking him about it."
"Sounds great." The portal continued to swirl slowly. Insects chirped from the foliage. "You saw it, didn't you?" Dante said to Gladdic once Carvahal had walked off a few steps for a better look at a singing bird. "The redness?"
"I know no more of it than you do." The old man smiled a little. "Yet even if we were able to study it for the rest of our lives, I doubt we would ever be able to wield so much as a single strand."
"The gods wouldn't bother to hide it from us if we weren't able to use it."
But Gladdic only shrugged, and Dante found himself incredibly tired: they'd spent the last day and a half hiking across the hellscape of Kalabar, stricken by one disaster after another. If they had a day before Maralda returned, he could think of no better way to fill it than being deeply unconscious.
Carvahal seemed to sense Dante's mood just before he was about to act on it. The god made a series of flowing gestures, almost as if he was sword-fighting. Grass sprung up from the ground and wove itself into three thick mattresses. Dante was unsurprised to find his was immensely comfortable.
He dreamed of many things, some good and some ill, almost all of them among people and places he had never seen before, one after the other until it felt like many years had gone by, and when at last he woke he had to remind himself of who he truly was instead of who he'd become by the end of those dreams. Gladdic was awake. Blays wasn't. Maralda was still gone. It had been sometime in the afternoon when he'd fallen asleep, but the scant needles of light that managed to pierce the profusion of leaves were the warm yellow of morning.
He'd been awakened, as it turned out, by the smell of strips of beef sizzling in a pan alongside mushrooms and thickly-sliced potatoes, none of which lived or grew in the Yenten jungle, as far as Dante had seen. However Carvahal had produced it, it was delicious.
"She was going to just let us die, wasn't she?" Dante said to the god. "There's something very dangerous in Olastar, and she was going to let us walk right into it."
Carvahal dug into the hearty portion he'd taken for himself. "Well, you were insulting her."
"So exterminating Rale's last hope is fair game?"
"Our kind will always punish mortal hubris. It's at the core of our nature. Especially when the representative of our kind in question is three-quarters mad from living alone in the wilds and exploring the places that none of the rest of us would ever dare to." The god flicked a twist of gristle into the fire. "You don't really understand us. Even among those who've chosen to take your side, we understand very well why Taim is doing what he does. You consider it an outrage that he'd exterminate you with no more care than you would pour a pot of boiling water into an anthill. Yet I wonder what you would do yourself, if you had his power and position."
"I wouldn't destroy all of humanity!"
Carvahal shrugged. "Then consider it a good thing you'll never be faced with such a trial." He set down his fork. "So I have bad news. The person Maralda went to find isn't where she last knew of him."
"But he was our only hope."
"He was, wasn't he? Well, it was a good try." Carvahal ate another strip of beef, then burst out laughing. "Boiling seas, you've gone as white as sheepskin! She thinks she knows where he's gone. But you're going to have to go find him."
"And you're only telling us now? Every minute matters!"
"I only heard it just now. If you have any other complaints, you should make them on the road."
Dante scrambled to his feet and kicked Blays awake.
 
~
 
The jungle looked just the same as the part of it they'd set behind them an hour ago. Yet after miles of marching, Carvahal came to a stop with the same confidence he might have coming to his own front door. Dante was sweating from the humidity and took advantage of the break to flap his undershirt.
But they weren't simply taking their first break. Carvahal uttered a few ancient-sounding words and weaved his hand through the air, sifting nether through it. A broad circle shivered and started to darken. Seconds later, another portal stood before them, though it was smaller than the one they'd left behind them, and its surface was much duller and less active.
Without looking back at them, Carvahal motioned them to follow and stepped through the doorway. Dante walked after him. As earlier, he braced himself before passing through. Yet he experienced little more than a sense of warmness and a pressure in his ears, and rather than entering a lengthy tunnel, he found himself floating for an unclear but short length of time, until he suddenly wasn't, and stood in another place altogether.
Though in fact it felt like two or more places. For rather than being generally homogenous, in the way that a forest is a big field of trees or a desert is a long stretch of dust or sand, the spot they'd been spat out in was a jumble of features. Groves of healthy green trees stood right next to patches of bare, scabby rock; nice grassy swards were interrupted at random by bulges and spikes of purple rock formations; little ponds and streams looked to be swelling or shrinking away before their very eyes.
Having more than enough experience with such travels, Dante spun about to make sure they weren't about to be assaulted by any beasts or tribesmen. Back in her human form, Maralda gazed at them impatiently, but there didn't look to be any immediate threats.
Dante cocked his head, taking in the feel of the land. "Is this part of the Realm?"
Carvahal shook his head. "No."
"Funny, it feels just like it."
"This is a place that became too dangerous to be kept as a part of the Realm. Fortunately, we found a way to isolate it."
"You're telling me this place is bad enough to give the gods the shivers?" Blays gave their surroundings a second glance. "Then why would our guide want to live here?"
"Because he doesn't want to be found." Maralda spoke lowly, as if someone might be eavesdropping. "There is a settlement some ways to the northeast of here called Etis. That is where he used to live, alongside others like him."
"But they finally found him," Carvahal said.
She nodded grimly. "I was told he survived."
"And you believe them?"
"I don't see that we have any choice. Regardless, many in Etis were not as lucky. He—Kelen—decided he could no longer endanger them by remaining among them, and retreated deeper into the land, into the worst of the wilds. No one has heard from or seen him in many years."
"Then why do we have any reason to think he might be alive?" Dante said. "And how in the world do you expect us to find him?"
"Two questions with a single answer." With feline agility, she dipped her hand into a pocket and retrieved an egg-shaped object of translucent, honey-colored matter.
Dante leaned closer for a better look. "Is that a tooth?"
"It is one of Kelen's teeth, embedded in amber."
"All right," Blays said. "Why?"
Maralda gestured in the direction of Etis. "The people here are often separated or scattered by disasters and cataclysms. Afterwards, the sorcerers use these to find anyone who got lost. They call them honeydrops. The amber is the best way to preserve the tooth for eternity."
"Along with the nether inside it." Dante reached for it with his mind. There was a little less nether within the tooth than with a fresh bone, but given that this one was apparently many years old (and possibly much much more; when the gods said something had happened "many years ago," it was as likely they meant one or two thousand as ten or twenty), it was positively swimming with shadows.
He drew a line between himself and the nether in the tooth. It felt as though a bubble popped in his mind, leaving behind a faintly trembling tingle. This was different from the pressure he was used to, presumably because he was using a tooth to locate the man instead of the blood he was used to, and for a moment he was afraid it wouldn't work. Then he turned in a circle, and as he swung about to the east, the tingling grew noticeably stronger.
"Kelen's people weren't lying," he said. "He's still alive. And he's somewhere to the east."
"Some good news for once," Blays said. "What makes this fellow so important, anyway?"
Maralda shrugged. "He knows Olastar very well."
"What's he doing spending so much time in the world-between-worlds? Is he another rogue deity like you?"
"Not in the slightest. Though he isn't quite what you'd think of as a mortal man, either. How to describe Kelen? He was…an explorer. Perhaps a philosopher as well. He delved further than most can bear to. It was in Olastar that this cursed him, for the mysteries run very deep there. On one of his delves, he became trapped there.
"By sheer fortune, I passed through Olastar just afterward, and came across him there. It took some effort, but I managed to free him. He's never had the chance to repay his debt to me, so it's possible he'll decide to help you for that reason alone."
Blays folded his arms. "But he might not want anything to do with us?"
"He hates Olastar with all his soul. He might not ever want to lay eyes on it again."
"So we kidnap him, then. Good to know. What can you tell us about the way ahead?"
"I don't know what lies that way," Maralda said. "Only that it won't want you there."
Dante eyed her. "I suppose that means you're not going on this venture, either."
"Without me, there would be no venture."
He clamped a firm hand over his anger before it could make him say something to provoke her into getting them to unwittingly walk into their deaths again. "Thank you, then. It doesn't feel like he's very far from here. If we're not back by the third morning, please let the people of Rale know what happened here."
She nodded, yet something in her face made him uncertain she meant it. Carvahal watched them steadily but said nothing. With the honeydrop in hand, Dante pivoted back and forth until the tingle in his mind grew strongest, then set forth.
Gladdic had been silent through all of this and seemed in no hurry to break this state, though Dante could feel him sending probes into both the light and the shadows. Dante did the same, but his abilities felt no different here than in the Realm proper, and he felt no disturbances.
"You gave us, what, two and a half days," Blays said. "Accounting for trouble, you think he's half a day's walk from here."
Dante rubbed his forehead. "Maybe less. Either that or I've made a terrible assumption about how the honeydrop works, and let's pray the gods don't close the portal behind them when they decide we're dead and go home."
Most of the terrain before them was tall green grass, but it was regularly spotted with tightly-clustered patches of trees, like a forest with a bad case of mange. From within the little forests grew even tinier forests of mushrooms, tall and skinny ones sprouting side by side with fat round low ones. Black daisy-like flowers and fluted red buds sprouted wherever there was enough sunlight to sustain them.
Purple stone interrupted the field along with the groves, jutting from the soil in fists and blades. Dante didn't much like the look of these and did his best not to get too close to them.
As they neared a short hill, a section of earth crumbled inward at its base. A gout of frothy water spewed forth and snaked its way across the landscape. By the time they reached it, a boisterous stream lay across their path.
Blays glanced about them, then tried to peer into the water, though it was much too muddy to make anything out within it. "Don't suppose it's full of ziki oko, do you? Or swarms of angry shrimp?"
Dante reached down into the earth to see how deep the stream was, yet his senses were almost as murky as the water. He could just make out that it was knee-deep at its worst.
"Maralda warned us we wouldn't be wanted here," he said. "Let's be on our way before this thing decides to turn into a river."
They waded across, Gladdic holding his robes high to avoid getting drenched. The water was disturbingly warm and Dante found himself very relieved to reach dry ground. The grass on the other side grew even more densely than before and they practically had to wade through it as well, leaning forward until it was more like swimming than walking.
"It'll take us a week to reach him if we keep going like this," Blays said.
"What's the alternative?" Dante said. "Have you found out a way to fly?"
"No. I'm going to remind the grass that it's so stupid even cows eat it."
Blays drew one of his Odo Sein swords, white and purple sparks crackling down its blade. The damp, matted grass would have snarled even high-grade steel, but the nether-infused weapon sliced through it as cleanly as a scythe through the harvest's straw. The effort of trail-breaking reduced them to a leisurely walk, but this was still much swifter than their previous pace. The air was rich with the smell of fresh-cut stalks. These exuded a thick, pale-green sap that trailed from the soles of their boots in long gluey strands.
"Do you suppose that Nolost will have some inkling of our plan?" Gladdic's voice was harsh from disuse.
"I doubt he missed the part where we collapsed the passage on him," Dante said. "But it's something of a leap to think we'd then decide to go collapse all the doorways. We barely thought of that ourselves."
"Nevertheless, his whole being is that of destruction. He knows of its ways, and may have thought of this same possibility long before we did. Even if he has not, he will certainly notice our absence in opposing him, and will become suspicious of where we might be instead."
"Do you think we should try to trick him? Make an appearance in Rale and do something big to make it look like we're still there?"
The old man shook his head. "That would only divert us from our true goal, while exposing us to further risks of its own. We must press forward, while watching closely for any sign that he is watching us."
Dante nodded vaguely. He had assumed to himself that whatever troubles might be before them, they would at least be taking place in a different world, one beyond Nolost's gaze and reach. But Nolost was an entity, a being of similar stature to the gods. Perhaps even more powerful in some ways. There was no reason to believe he couldn't exert himself across more than one realm at once—especially when he was already using Olastar, their target, to reach Rale in the first place.
Another torrent of water shot from a slope on their left, sending a cataract rushing in front of them. It was larger than the first and growing bigger by the moment, and Dante sent his mind into the hole there, meaning to plug it shut. He managed to shift a few feet of dirt around, but the churning water obliterated his efforts without even noticing them. He tried again, digging deeper.
"Something's wrong," he said. "We need to get past that. Fast as we can."
Blays frowned and drew his second sword. He lashed them in twin backhands and forehands that felled the grass so swiftly it was still falling underfoot as they jogged over it. For all their haste, the floodwaters had climbed to at least waist deep before they came to the edge of the rapidly eroding bank.
"Well?" Blays said over the roar of the water. "Stick a bridge over it!"
But Dante had already tried. "I can't! The earth isn't responding!"
"Then we'll have to go around it!" Blays turned to his left, cutting a new trail toward the hill and angling away from the widening cataract.
Yet as he stepped forward, the grass sagged just in front of him. He leaped back as the ground collapsed downward, rending the turf. Dante and Gladdic tripped over each other as they scrambled away. The sinkhole advanced toward them and broke to their left as well.
"It's cutting us off!" Blays hollered.
Dante's first instinct was to run back along their trail until they reached somewhere calm enough to plot a new course. But he had the feeling this place had no intention of ever calming down as long as they were still in it. He groped into the earth near the floodwaters again, shooting downward until he felt hard rock, but his powers scrabbled against it as weakly as his fingernails would have. With a rumble, a shelf of ground plummeted away right beside them, forcing them to retreat toward the raging water.
There was no way back now. Only forward. If he couldn't bridge the water, they'd have to try to swim it. The current was impossibly strong, but it wasn't all that wide. He moved to the bank, staring down at the submerged grass whipping about as the torrent fought and failed to uproot it.
Blinking, he flung his focus into the grass. When he called to the nether it swept over him with a rush just as mad as the floodwaters. He poured it into the grass, all but certain this would fail the same as his attempts to reshape the earth had.
A great tangle of grass shot forth from the bank. He grew it taller and taller, extending it across the frothing stream, until it bent under its own weight and drooped onto the far bank. He wove its ends as messily as he could into the grass already growing there.
"This way!" he yelled. "Before the ground swallows us whole!"
He didn't dare try to walk across his makeshift bridge. So he threw himself upon it and crawled on hands and knees across it instead, digging his fingers deep into the weft of the grass. It bent under his weight, but the blades were stout and strong, and woven together as they were, they were as sturdy as the trunk of a tree.
Or so he thought. Just past the halfway point, the whole thing bounced twice, then dropped like a stone. Dante shoved his arms as deep into the grass as he could. Warm water coursed over him, ripping at his clothes. But it wasn't enough to dislodge him. Once he was certain his grip was good, he untangled one hand and reached forward, dragging himself along the grass-bridge while keeping his legs clamped to it as tight as he would to a bucking horse.
It took less than a minute to reach the far side, but it felt like half an hour. He rolled into the soggy grass, ready to lie there and catch his breath, then remembered Blays and Gladdic still hadn't made it. He popped to his feet and filled his hands with shadows, ready to harvest the bridge to be thicker or more stable, but Gladdic turned out to have been right behind him all along. As he neared the shore, Dante reached out and grabbed his robes, helping guide him to solid ground.
Blays had waited to start across until Dante's weight was off the bridge and was just coming to the part of the grass where it dipped down to the surface of the water, where it swayed about like a great green rope. The flood sprayed over him in a standing wave. It seemed impossible that he should be able to hang on against such a relentless hammering, let alone advance against it, yet he kept placing one hand in front of the other, dragging himself onward, until he joined the other two on the bank.
"I think we should run," Blays said, hacking up water from his lungs. "And not stop running until the earth stops falling apart all around us."
This meant cutting more trail, for the grass was every bit as thick on this side of the stream. Blays drew his swords and went to work without waiting to catch his breath. Dante swept the nether over him and his shoulders perked up and the grass started falling faster.
The ground trembled. Blays threw back his head and yelled at the sky. "Would you stop that? We're not here to do anything bad!"
Dante scanned the fields behind them. Despite the tremor, nothing looked to be collapsing anymore, and in fact the once-riotously spraying font of water was already just dribbling. They hacked their way away from it for a little longer anyway until Blays came to a piece of slightly higher ground and came to a stop, immediately sheathing his swords—for they were draining a small part of his trace with each minute he held them.
Blays glanced up at the cloud-streaked sky. "D'you suppose it actually listened to me?"
"If there is an 'it,' more likely it decided there was no sense wasting more of its energies after we'd wriggled out of the trap." Dante wriggled his way out of his cloak and wrung what felt like several gallons of water into the grass. "Let's not rest any longer than we have to. If Maralda and Carvahal didn't want to come here, then I'd rather see as little of it as possible."
They took a couple of minutes for their hearts to slow and to get as much water out of their clothes as they could, then struck eastward once more. Whenever they came close to a hill, Blays made straight for it and hiked up it instead of passing by it. This seemed to work, for there were no more sudden floods, and the grass soon grew sparser as well, allowing Blays to quit slashing a path for them. The tingling in Dante's head increased just enough for him to know that it operated on something like the same scale as when he tracked a person by their blood. Which was both comforting and not, for it meant they still had a long walk ahead of them.
Over the next mile, the grass grew patchier yet; blotches of bare red-brown earth sat naked to the sun, cracked and scaly. The hills got taller, their sides steeper; tree-covered, they rose like islands from a sea of soil.
As they walked through a valley that ran like a scar between two such islands, wood snapped and popped in a deafening clamor. They looked up to see half a forest hurtling down toward them.
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Dante jolted into a run. But the valley was so tight and the barrage of trees was so large he could already see there was no time. He couldn't bury the three of them safely underground, either; he'd been testing the earth as he traveled, and the dirt here was as unmalleable as it had been at the site of the flood.
That only left one option.
He bit his lip, tasting blood, and pulled as much nether to him as he could. He fired it upwards in a flock of wedges, breaking apart a circle of trees into hundreds of chunks—any one of which was still large enough to bash his brains in. Heart pounding, he scrambled to pull together a second assault.
Ether glared to his right. Blays grabbed him by the arm and all but threw him into the hollow that Gladdic had just carved out from the bare rock of the cliffs. The three of them flew inside it simultaneously, pressing themselves as far back as the shallow depression allowed. It smelled of hot stone and though the surface was freshly cut it was already sweating.
Whole trees thundered down onto the ground just outside the little cavern, showering them with splinters. They pressed their hands over their ears, watching as the entry to their shelter became completely blockaded by branches and trunks. The whole thing was over in a matter of seconds, leaving only the aftermath, a steady trickle of falling pebbles and leaves, and the settling of the debris under its own weight.
"Everyone alive?" Dante said.
"Until someone comes along and lights all that firewood," Blays said.
Mildly concerned something like that might actually happen, Dante felt about in the debris with his mind, hunting for the shortest path out. As soon as he had it, he went to work on it, hacking wedges of shadows into the branches and leaves until he had a tunnel wide enough to squeeze through. Outside—which was no longer bare, scabby ground, but rather a pile of smashed-up fragrant trees—he kept both eyes locked on the clifftops until Gladdic and Blays had made it out as well. It took several minutes to pick their way through the rubble until they got to open ground, but there were no further attacks.
Blays turned about for a look at the dozens of trees that had tried to crush them. "That was a lot closer than I would have liked. How far are we from Kelen?"
Dante fetched the honeydrop from the pocket he'd stowed it in during all the excitement. "No more than twenty miles."
Blays laughed, brushing twigs and dirt from his damp cloak. "Is that all?"
"It could be as few as ten."
"Double that, accounting for the way back. I don't think we're going to make this one."
Dante glanced back the way they'd come. "We could go back and tell them as much. I doubt we can convince Maralda to do anything about it, but Carvahal might be willing to lend us a hand."
Gladdic shook his head slowly. "The gods will not aid us. All we would accomplish is to waste time and pass even more miles in the dangers of this land. We must find our own way forward. Even if there appears to be no way at all."
"He's right. We've lived this far. Maybe we'll get even better at it as we go along."
He thought this was possibly even true, yet he hurried down the narrow little valley anyway, and still felt plenty uneasy even when they passed from it. On the other side lay another patchwork terrain, where grim and smelly little bogs sat right next to startling little craters colored pink and green and orange and aquamarine.
It reminded him of the salt fields in the highlands of Gallador. Which is what made it so surprising when, with a muffled rumble, a pillar of steaming water shot up from the middle of one of the craters, climbing scores of feet into the air.
They stopped to watch it for a minute, both to make sure nothing terrible was about to happen to them, and because it was astounding. Steam poured from both the column of water and the vent it jetted from, the thick clouds pulled into thin ribbons that dissolved into nothing. Gladdic turned away with a grunt and walked on to the east.
Crossing the bogs was impossible, and it seemed extremely unwise to cross through the craters, filled as they were with brittle and slippery minerals which, if one were to fall and slide down, would deliver the fallen directly to a boiling hot hole in the ground. They wouldn't have had any way forward at all if not for the fact the bogs and craters were separated by narrow lanes of solid ground. These were filled with whip-thin red trees, but they sported very little in the way of leaves and branches, and were easier to pass through than they looked at first glance. The ground was springy, oddly pleasant to walk on, except where it was interrupted by big white lumps of rock that stuck up from the earth like jagged tombstones.
"Someone's been watching us, haven't they?" Dante said once they'd established a pace through the fractured land. "Waiting for us to reach the right spot—and then springing their trap. We're talking about a sorcerer. Possibly more than one. Gladdic, keep yourself attuned to the ether. I'll watch the shadows. With any luck, we'll be able to neutralize the next attack—along with whoever tries to make it."
With this, Dante stretched his mind as far out into the nether as he could. Every few minutes, the ground would rumble loud enough to feel it underfoot and in their chests, and a geyser of water would froth up from one of the craters, spraying high into the air. These eruptions carried the sulfurous smell of rotten eggs, and Dante was sure they were growing more frequent over time—and that the next assault would come from the geysers, whether in the form of trying to dump them into a pit, or in another flood: except this time, the water would boil the flesh on their bones. Dante made constant notice of the nearest high ground to flee to.
Water whooshed and squelched to their left. His heart choked his throat as he made to dash back to the hillock they'd just passed by. But the noise wasn't coming from one of the bright-colored scaly craters. Instead, the surface of one of the loathsome bogs was churning with bubbles.
"Do you feel anything?" Dante said.
Gladdic shook his head. "Not the barest disturbance."
"Is this another trap?" Blays said. "And if so, why aren't we screaming?"
"It doesn't feel like it." Dante glanced around, first with his eyes and then with his mind, but nothing else looked to be happening. "Is it draining?"
It obviously was, for the water was starting to move about in a circle, like a basin with the bung pulled out of it. Great big globs of dark algae and half-translucent goo spun about in the current as the maelstrom gathered speed. There was a lot more sludge in the bog than it had looked from the surface, and it began to emit a great deal of wet slurping noises as it sucked down into the bowels of the earth.
In under a minute, it had emptied completely, leaving a soggy bowl carpeted with various algaes and underwater plants, now collapsed and scraggled about like sodden trousers. As the three of them turned to go on their way, though, clear water welled up from the bottom of the earthen bowl, swaying the plants upright. The bog was soon just as full as it had been before, though the previously mucky, oily water was now clear enough to see to the bottom.
Dante rubbed the back of his neck. "What exactly did we just watch?"
"Whatever it was, it felt gross," Blays said. "Now please tell me Kelen is just around the bend?"
"Still miles out. But we're making progress."
The next several patches of bog they passed were filled with clear, clean water as well. Gladdic stared into them as if expecting to see something profound lying on their beds, but he gave no answer when Dante asked him what had him so fascinated.
Dante moved his mind into the honeydrop. As he tried to get a read on how much further they had to reach Kelen, the reed-thin red trees around them stirred in an unfelt wind.
"Get out!" Gladdic hollered. He ran sidelong from the little pocket of forest toward a crater, the bottom of which was steaming—it had either erupted recently, or was about to.
The ground bucked under Dante's feet, throwing him to his hands and knees. His right knee landed on a lump of white rock and stars of pain flashed across his eyes. He pulled the nether to him and sent it to his knee as the spindly red trees lashed at him from all sides.
Wood cracked as sharply as the clack of a crossbow. Just behind Dante, Blays had drawn his swords and was chopping through the trees as they sought to ensnare him. The ground jolted again, then began to slide. As Dante picked himself up, Blays gave out a yell.
The forest was ripping apart down the middle, opening a chasm in the earth. Its rim was studded with the pale, conical stones. Dante had been following Gladdic's path toward the crater, warding the way forward with his hands as he watched what was happening behind him, but he tripped again. A pair of the trees had thrust their trunks in front of his shins. As he fell, others thrust at him, pressing him down and poking at him, trying to entangle themselves in his limbs and clothes.
The ground lurched upward, tilting toward the rift. Dante was scrambling for the shadows as ether pulsed ahead of him. It rapped into the trees, shredding them. He used the broken stumps to hold himself steady as he ran uphill. Blays was beside him, slashing at any trunk that bent toward them.
The edge of the slab of earth they were on was now raised ten feet above the marsh it had once been almost level with. Before Dante jumped, he darted a look behind him. A muscly red tentacle rose from the rift, as thick as his waist and twenty feet long. It waved about, snake-like, and swung to face them.
But both Dante and Blays had already launched themselves off the still-tilting slab. Dante filled his hands with shadows in case they were about to sprain or break anything, but as he came down on the slope of the crater, the scabby surface crumbled under his weight—and sent him sliding down it.
He shouted and flung his limbs wide. This slowed him, but there was nothing to find purchase on, and the bed of pebbles he'd dislodged with his landing kept him rolling smoothly along. So he shaped the nether he was still clinging to into a bludgeon and smashed it into the ground in front of them. This pounded the minerals there into a flat, sandy bed, which he and Blays thumped into, bringing them to a stop.
Gladdic blinked at them, ether winking over his fingers. A sheet of little pebbles hissed down the slope and poured into the hole in the nadir of the crater.
Shaking, Dante got to his feet. "I recommend we stop being here!"
He moved laterally along the incline, trying to find a way to both remove himself from whatever was going on and not fall to his death down the crater. After a couple of frightening slides, though, and with no sign of anything else emerging from the grove of little trees, he slowed, advancing carefully until they reached the far side of the crater, where they stopped to gather themselves.
Blays folded his arms. "Did you see that?"
"When the forest came alive and tried to murder us?" Dante said. "It caught my attention, yes."
"Did you feel any sorcery going on?"
"No. But it was all so fast."
"How about you, Gladdic? You were first to spot it."
The old man shook his head. "The trees were moving, but there was no wind. I took it for a poor sign. Yet I detected no sorcery, either."
"That's because we're not under attack by sorcerers. The land is alive—and it's trying to kill us."
The three of them stared at each other. Dante rubbed his mouth. "You mean alive like a fire's alive, right? Or the wind?"
"I mean alive like a bear is alive, and also it's the size of a kingdom."
Dante drew his sword and jabbed it point-down into the ground. He cupped his free hand to his ear. "I don't hear any shrieks of pain. Or see any blood."
"Yes, great work there. Now explain why you can't manipulate it."
Dante lifted one boot clear from it, then the other, struck by the sudden urge to levitate to get away from whatever he was standing on. "Because whatever it is, it's not really earth. All right, maybe you're right about that much. But that doesn't mean it's skin or flesh or the like, either."
"Do you really think the gods kicked this place out of the Realm because they were afraid of a few flooding streams? Or a tree falling on their heads?"
"It was quite a lot of trees."
"And I imagine that's nothing compared to what this place can do when it gets really worked up. I expect it's barely been noticing us so far."
"No, this is ridiculous. This place is enormous. If it was a living being, it would be more powerful than any god or entity."
Blays shrugged. "Well, it could be an idiot. Or maybe it's rooted in place like a tree and so everyone else is fine as long as they stay away from it. Anyway, you saw all the proof you need right back there. The thing that tried to swallow us was a mouth. It even had a tongue!"
"I believe that he is right," Gladdic said. "Consider also the draining of the bogs. When the land grows hungry, it consumes the vegetation within the pools, then refills them with water so that they might replenish themselves."
"If it's got that many mouths, let's hope we don't ever stumble into the part where it keeps its other ends." Blays gestured behind them. "The good news is we don't have to fight any enemy sorcerers. The bad news is we're trying to walk across the body of a hostile titan."
Dante exhaled through his nose. "Let's say you're right. How does that help us survive to find Kelen?"
"I'm the one who figured this much out. Seems to me it's your turn to come up with something useful about it."
"If this land is alive, I don't think it's very bright. Certainly not enough to talk to or reason with. It's also much, much too big to fight it or kill it."
"Are we so certain of that?" Gladdic said. "After all, we are about to attempt to slay an entire world."
"Fine, 'kill the thing we're standing on' will be our backup plan. But there are lots easier ways to get through this. Like trying to deceive it. We've seen animals here, right?"
Blays frowned. "If you're about to suggest we need to kill something and wear its skin…"
"Then what? You'll kill me and wear my skin?"
"I doubt just looking like a deer would fool this place. Although if that's all it takes, we will absolutely be doing some skin-wearing. I suspect we'll have to act like them. Or smell like them. Or something."
Gladdic brushed some dirt from his robe. "Then the questions appear to be this: how does the land sense what moves upon it? And when it has sensed some being, how does it know which of them to let live, and which of them to slaughter?"
"How should I know?" Dante said.
"Unless you saw some detail that only now makes sense to you, you should not. And we will not be able to know just by standing here and trying to make reason of it. We will only learn by walking into that which would kill us, and watching for what provokes its attempts."
He was, unfortunately, correct, and after another minute of fruitless discussion, they admitted they had no idea how to avoid blundering into any more disasters, and struck out again with the hope the next one would teach them to do so. Now that Blays had implanted the idea of the place being a living thing into Dante's mind, the appearance of it was unsettling, even grotesque: bare patches of earth now looked like scabrous skin; the grass like long sickly green hairs; even the geysers, once so pretty, came across more like festering boils with blazingly-colored infections. At least it didn't particularly smell. Except for the geysers. Which made him want to look at them even less.
He kept watch on the animals instead. There weren't all that many of them, but songbirds he didn't recognize flitted between the thin red trees and picked bugs from the bogs, while here and there a hawk floated above them. Delicate-bodied deer picked through the groves, their flanks painted with rusty red stripes that matched the trees and made them all but invisible when they were standing still. Badger-like animals rooted around in the mucky banks of the swamps. As he watched, one scooped its claws into the earth, dug out a fat pile of black dirt, and swished it back and forth in the water. When it lifted its claws back up, the dirt was gone, revealing a writhing mass of juicy worms topped with a black daisy, like a pretty ribbon tied around a package of dung. It flung the worms down its gullet and dug out another lump of earth.
Several types of bugs flitted about as well, including some big ones whose long legs dangled beneath them idiotically. He killed a few of these out of spite, reanimated them, and sent them in various directions to expand his observational range.
Even with their help, though, he saw no hint of whatever the local fauna might be doing to avoid being drowned, crushed, or devoured. It was quite possible they simply knew which spots to avoid, in which case the three of them would have almost no chance of getting all the way to Kelen. As the day wore on, it wore on Dante as well. Nolost was at that moment slaughtering countless people of Rale. Entire kingdoms were being torn down and their people exterminated, as had happened at Snarjlend, and as was presently happening at Kalabar.
Meanwhile they were dawdling across some wretched and murderous hinterland of the Realm in the hopes of finding the one person who might be able to help them achieve their very last chance of avoiding annihilation. They were further away from home than ever and everything was starting to feel very hopeless. If this living land was going to kill them, Dante wished it would just get it over with already.
They did their best to avoid the pockets of skinny red trees, sticking to the outer edges of the marshes and craters instead, until they came to a line of trees that stretched from one horizon to the other. With the aid of his scouts, though, Dante could see the woods were less than a hundred feet across. They braced themselves and entered. Dante watched the trees like a hawk for any sign of motion, but they stayed perfectly still.
On the other side of the narrow forest, the landscape shifted again. Rivers of sand wove between islands crammed with trees bearing round blue fruits. There looked to be more than enough to eat, but bands of small golden monkeys with big black rings around their eyes squawked and menaced each other in the branches anyway, sometimes tussling with each other in frantic little skirmishes before suddenly breaking apart to holler back and forth at a distance. The creatures were so taken up in this that they didn't even seem to notice the three humans passing below their trees.
The stretches of sand absolutely felt like something that something huge and horrible could pop out of at any moment, so they stuck to the forests as much as they could despite how annoying the monkeys were. Wan yellow light speared past the trees. Night would soon fall, but there was no question of stopping. They had only been awake for a few hours (for the time of day was different here than in Yent), but even if they were about to drop dead from exhaustion, Dante still would have pressed on. Judging by the tingling in his head, they were getting close to halfway to Kelen. Which, at the current pace, meant they'd have to survive something like ten more attacks on their lives if they were going to complete their mission.
"The apes." Gladdic came to a stop and tilted his eyes upward. "Something agitates them."
"What are you talking about?" Dante said. "They've been trying to kill each other ever since we got here."
"He's right," Blays said. "Listen to how—"
The primates had been doing a lot of shrieking and jumping up and down in a way that it wasn't clear to Dante was more frenzied than before. Now, they all began to run along the branches, and all in the same direction, having seemingly forgotten they were fighting each other just a minute before. Some were so terrified they lost their grips and fell, tearing across the forest floor, their little hands ripping compulsively at the grass and dark flowers and flinging them about their own faces.
Without a word, the three humans bolted in the same direction. The monkeys outran them, churning up a trail of torn leaves and weeds behind them, racing toward the swath of sand that surrounded the woods.
The ground shook underfoot. Dante swore, biting himself to draw blood. Shadows poured to him as the branches of the tall trees began to shiver.
"Not again!" Certain what was coming, he shaped the shadows into wedges. The trees reached for him and he blasted the branches into shreds.
Yet this only cleared the way forward for a few more steps. Then the entire canopy descended on them, a thicket as dense and impassible as the swamps of Tanar Atain. Branches straightened like spears—and then stabbed at them like spears.
Dante launched a hailstorm of nether at the incoming formation. Ether glared from Gladdic, casting dizzying shadows as it cracked into the trees. Boughs shattered and thumped to the ground, pelting them with flinders. Dante went to the shadows for a third time. The way forward was now clogged with broken leaf-filled branches and they hadn't gotten clear of them when the next wave of tree-spears jabbed toward them. Dante and Gladdic poured an immense volley into them, snapping scores of them. A handful of smaller branches snaked past their defenses. Blays had his swords out and slashed through every one he could reach, but two spindly spikes pierced Gladdic, who grunted in pain.
Dante severed the two branches as they made to withdraw and stab Gladdic again. Gladdic pressed ether to his side, stanching the blood.
"Let's see how they like this." Blays moved to the front and removed the ball-capped rod from his belt.
He thrust his arm to the side. The Spear of Stars shot to its full length, painting the forest with blinding light the color of the moon and the stars. He swung it before him. With a second flash, all of the debris in their way went flying off into the trees. He ran forward, and Gladdic and Dante followed in his steps.
The boughs bent inward again, streaking toward them like a barrage of arrows sent from the heavens. Blays swept the spear back and forth. It struck them down with searing crackles, sending branches flying and leaves spinning.
"Keep at it!" Blays yelled at the sky. "I have the feeling you'll run out of forest before I run out of spear!"
He ran onward. Dante flicked his vision over to one of his scouts; they were less than a hundred yards from the field of sand encircling the woods. There, the monkeys were coming to a stop and turning around to stare back at the trees, seemingly out of harm's way.
Again the branches jabbed at them. But the spear dashed them apart as easily as waves against sand. The earth rumbled again as two huge boulders burst from the soil and swung together to either side of them, attempting to crush them like paste in a pestle. Blays broke to his right, charging straight towards one of the huge rocks, and drove the spear forward. It clacked into the stone with such force Dante winced. The boulder shivered and tumbled apart. Blays batted away a melon-sized hunk of falling rock, darting through the debris and realigning his course toward the field of sand.
"We've know you're alive!" Blays called out. He spun the spear about so its tip was aimed at the ground. "So you might want to give it a rest before I find out if you can feel pain! In fact—"
He crumpled, spinning about. A tree root had shot up from the forest floor and gored him in his hip. Others were rising up like striking snakes. Dante cut through them, heart pounding. Gladdic splayed his hand and salved Blays' wound with ether. But Blays had dropped the spear, which then shrunk to its inert form, fallen somewhere among the carpet of leaves and twigs and mulch.
More roots stabbed at Dante from below and he danced back, smashing them apart with the shadows. Sharp branches dived down at him, too. And as he readied himself to destroy them, the earth heaved and fell beneath them.
He staggered away, casting nether into the air at the incoming branches, hearing them pop and snap as he hacked at the roots. Another boulder shoved free of the ground. It was as round as a trimmed log and twenty feet in diameter, like a toppled pillar from the palace of a giant. It rolled toward them, obliterating everything under its crushing weight, blocking the path out to the sands.
"The spear!" Dante yelled at Blays. "You have to find the spear!"
Blays raked his fingers across the ground. Gladdic fended off another bout of branches. The boulder thundered closer, gathering speed. They couldn't rely on Blays finding the spear in the next few seconds. Dante spread his arms wide, calling as much nether to him as he could hold, and dashed toward the rolling pillar. He shaped the shadows into a giant chisel and threw them at the cyclopean stone with all his might.
The impact launched him from his feet. He landed face-down and skidded to a halt in the damp dead leaves. He opened his eyes. The world was spinning, but the black daisy in front of his face was as immovable as an obelisk. He laughed out loud, uncertain if the blow he'd just suffered had knocked him stupid, or granted him the clarity of serenity.
He snatched up the flower and crammed it in his mouth and chewed it up like a rabid cow. Still chomping away at it, he cast about in a panic—and spotted a cluster of them not six feet away. He yanked up a handful. Gladdic and Blays had retreated from the blast, but they ran toward him, ether glowing in Gladdic's hand. Dante sprinted to join them.
"Here!" He held them out like a bouquet. "Eat these!"
The two others goggled at him, but just as he began to despair that they would think he'd gone mad, they popped the heads of the daisy-like flowers into their mouths and chewed vigorously, running away from the damaged but unbroken pillar at the same time. The flower tasted so bitter Dante's throat began to close and he scrabbled for the nether, delving within himself to see if he'd just fatally poisoned himself.
Overhead, the tattered branches grew still. The rumblings of the toppled column deepened.
"Is the flower giving me visions?" Blays yelled. "Or is that thing slowing down?"
Dante had been readying another attack on it, hoping that would be enough to break it apart—because one more attack was all he'd have time for. When he glanced back, the great stone was no longer gaining ground. As he watched, it slowed even further, bumping around more and more the more it bled speed. At last it had slowed enough that when it conked against a stout enough tree, it rocked back and came to a stop.
The ground shook. Dante gritted his teeth, waiting for the column to be replaced with a second one. Instead, it began to lower itself into the ground, sinking deeper and deeper until it vanished altogether.
The forest fell quiet for the first time since they'd stepped inside it.
"What," Blays said, "just happened?"
Dante wiped dirt from his forehead. "It's the flowers."
"I know, I'm trying not to vomit as we speak. But how did you know?"
"I saw a badger eat one earlier. I thought it accidentally scooped it up alongside the worms it was eating, but the flower was probably the real prize."
"That's it? You saw a badger eat one?"
"The monkeys were grabbing them up, too. But only after they started running away. Like they were afraid it'd stopped working. But beyond that, everything about this place has changed twice now: the landscape, the types of trees, the creatures. The only thing that's been there from start to finish is this." He held up a black daisy by its stem. "They must eat it, or the bugs sip from it, or they rub it on their fur or whatever. Then the land smells it, or senses it on them somehow, and knows not to kill them."
Gladdic frowned. "And the gods who fear entering this place have never been clever enough to discover this themselves?"
"Maybe their divine aura is too strong to hide from the land or something. I don't know. All I know is it isn't trying to grind us into bonemeal anymore."
"Which is why I must believe your explanation, no matter how unbelievable it sounds."
"Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe the place just happened to fall asleep. But even if that's true, I suggest we get a move on before it wakes back up."
No one seemed to believe it could be a coincidence, though, for they all gathered a pocketful of flowers before continuing.
Nothing troubled them as they crossed the sands outside the forest, nor in the next section of woods beyond that. Night fell, which put an end to the squabbling of the monkeys. Dante kept his scouts buzzing about, and himself attuned to the nether, but the land felt much calmer than before, when he had been able to sense its loathing of them. Not that that made him the slightest bit tempted to stop for the night. If anything, as the tingling in his head became more heightened, he picked up his pace all the more.
When the sensation got to be so much his eyes were watering and his teeth were itching, one of his scouts spotted something in the moonlight. He tweaked their course. As they came to the crest of a hill covered in black grass, they looked down on the first man-made structure they'd seen since stepping through the portal.
"He's got to be right down there." Dante pressed his palm to his forehead. "My head's about to explode." He started forward.
"Hang on," Blays said. "You probably ought to shine some ether around us. I doubt he's expecting any visitors, given he came out here because it murders anyone who tries to visit."
Gladdic waved a hand, surrounding them with a circle of moderate light. It was too dark to make out the fine details of the parcel, but there looked to be a house set against the foot of a hill, a pair of sheds or perhaps barns, and some fencing, which Kelen must have put in either because he had livestock, or because he was insane. There were no lanterns or candles lit anywhere.
Dante approached at a deliberate pace. When he was fifty feet from the front door he stopped and cupped his hand to his mouth. "Hello! Hello in there, Kelen!" He waited several seconds. "Mr. Kelen? We're friends of Maralda's, and we've come to you on a matter of tremendous importance."
Again he waited, and was rewarded with nothing. He tried calling the man's name louder and louder to no avail.
Gladdic smoothed the front of his robe. "Perhaps he is asleep."
"It's not even eight o'clock."
"Gladdic probably hasn't stayed up past eight since he was 125," Blays said. "Should we go in?"
"We almost died to get here and we will die if we leave without him, of course we're going in."
Dante approached the front door and knocked repeatedly. The house looked to be dug out of the hill itself, with its outer walls built of mortared fieldstone. It was a large structure and if Kelen was alone it must have taken him years to build. Dante tried the door, which was only as tall as his forehead and looked to be hung a few degrees from true. Unlocked.
As he stepped inside, he felt inconsolably certain they were about to find a dead body in the bed. He sniffed at the air—quietly, so the others wouldn't notice—but the home only smelled faintly of the indescribable scent of the specific person or family that lived within it. The foyer bore a couple of chairs and some shelves with crude shoes and tools. Beyond lay a workshop, a kitchen and dining area, a bedroom, a sitting room, another workshop, and several storage rooms, which had indeed been dug out of the hillside.
All of the furniture and items within looked to have been fashioned by the same hand, and even the most primitive tools like the stone scrapers were slightly off-kilter in a way Dante found it hard to put his finger on. But there was one thing of much greater importance.
"He isn't here," Blays said. "We're sure this is the right place?"
Dante tapped into the honeydrop. "Gahh! It has to be. We're practically standing on top of him."
"What if we are? Literally?"
"A secret door? Down to a basement or something? We did give him plenty of time to hide away."
"Has to be. There's no way he fled here to escape his persecutors, spent gods know how long building this place, and didn't dig out some place to hide in if his enemies ever found him again."
"In which case it is likely an escape route," Gladdic said. "And that he is escaping from us as we speak."
"He can't escape us," Dante said. "But he can waste time that we can't afford to lose. Let's tear this place apart if we have to."
He felt down into the earth to see if he could feel any tunnels or hidden chambers, but it was like trying to feel through a brick wall. Frustration spiking, he pulled the nether to him, preparing to start ripping up floorboards.
Gladdic waved his hand in dismissal. "There is no need for that."
"But there is a want for it. I suppose you've got a better plan?"
The old man glanced at him in contempt, then sifted ether over the floor. Dozens of footprints glimmered forth in response. They often crossed back and forth over each other, making it all but impossible to follow any given trail.
But one set was fainter than the others. And rather than the well-defined boot heels and toes, these were just ovalish lumps. As if wrapped in simple cloth. Gladdic walked briskly along them—they were fading further even by the moment—to one of the storage rooms, where they came to a sudden halt in front of some shelves. Kelen's tools and home might have been crude compared to what they had in Narashtovik and Mallon (or used to have before the lich and the entity, at least), but the hatch was cleverly concealed, and if not for the footprints pointing to the exact spot it must be, they might never have found the little catch that sprung it open as if from nowhere.
Dante led the way down the wooden rungs embedded in the side of the opening, the walls of which were earthen, or whatever the equivalent of earth was here. A short descent spat them into a tunnel that Blays had to stoop to fit inside. Gladdic cast a bit more ether around, confirming the footprints continued forward—and more brightly than those upstairs.
The tunnel bent both to the left and right as they jogged along it, and it was soon impossible to tell which way they were going. It was longer than Dante would have guessed. Long enough that, when they finally reached its end, and emerged back into the night air through another trap door, this one concealed under a layer of dirt and a mat of intricately woven plants and leaves, they found that they could no longer see the homestead.
Gladdic dusted the grounds with the ether. This time, the glowing grains faded to nothing, without revealing any footsteps. Gladdic frowned and took up more light, meaning to broaden his search, but Dante was already reaching for the honeydrop.
"Don't bother." He lifted a hand before Gladdic could expend the ether. "He's not out here. The sense is weaker here than it was at the house."
"One might think that is because he is fleeing from us as we speak," Gladdic said.
"Go back in the tunnel. See if any of his prints are there."
They climbed back down. There didn't look to be any of Kelen's tracks around the base of the ladder, though given how narrow the tunnel was it was quite possible they were just hidden under the three sets of prints they'd made themselves. Dante drew his antler-handled knife and opened a small cut in the back of his arm.
The passage smelled of clay and something else he couldn't place. Halfway down it, he stopped, checked the honeydrop, and then tapped his temple—which turned out to be a mistake, as even light contact was enough to dizzy himself when his head was already tingling so madly.
"I'm right," he said. "It's getting stronger."
"Then he only entered the tunnel as a ruse, and then backtracked?" Gladdic scoffed. "How would he guess we would be able to track him in such a way?"
"Maybe he just had second thoughts. Or maybe he didn't backtrack. As paranoid as he is, I bet that after digging his hidden tunnel, he dug a second hidden tunnel inside this one. All we have to do is pick up his tracks again and follow them to—"
Blue light flared ahead of them, and streaked toward them like an arrow.
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If Dante hadn't already had the shadows in his hand, he was quite certain, afterward, that he would have died.
Whatever was flying toward them, there didn't look to be too much of it. As he'd done many thousands of times before, he mounted his defense, shaping a black comet and sending it to intercept the blue missile. They struck each other twenty feet in front of him. The result should have been as familiar and routine as the thousands of other times he'd seen such an event: the two forces should have negated each other, bursting apart like snowballs thrown against a barn wall.
When they met, the nether and the blue light knocked a few sparks from each other, like steel scraping flint. But for the most part, they passed right through each other.
The blue arrow was still streaking right at him. Dante had just enough time to slap together a second round of nether. Instead of a single large bolt, he broke it into a score of little black hornets, staggering them one after another. He directed them slightly to the right of the blue arrow, swerving them into its side at the last second. Each impact gouged a few more sparks from it. But the black hornets couldn't seem to make direct contact with it, flying through it or bouncing off it to perforate the clay wall. Which meant in turn that they couldn't fully knock it off course, either.
A barrage of ether pulsed past Dante, so bright that he could hardly make out what was happening. Yet he didn't trust it to be any more effective than the nether had been. He flung himself to the side. But the tunnel hemmed him in, and though the blue arrow had had its course destabilized by the counter-attacks, it was still steady enough for its controller to bend it to match Dante's general course, if not to perfectly strike his heart or head.
It pierced into the back of his left hamstring. He gasped. Clamping his hands to his wound, he rolled over.
"Kelen!" Dante kicked himself back with his right leg and tried not to let the thudding of his heart overwhelm him. "We're not your enemies! We're here to seek your aid!"
Blue light glowed from down the tunnel, revealing a short, slim man. "You lie."
"We're not here to kill you!"
The light grew brighter. "That's just what someone here to kill me would say."
"Then let's move on to things that people who don't want to kill you would say. We're friends of Maralda's."
"Many know that name. It means nothing on its own."
"We're here because we need to destroy Olastar—and she thinks you can show us the way."
"Why in the nebulous would you want to destroy Olastar?"
"Because…" Dante had healed himself while they were speaking, and gotten back to his feet. He glanced at the others. "Can we trust him with this?"
Blays shrugged. "We're about to trust him with the existence of our entire reality."
"This is true." Dante cleared his throat. "Do you know of the entity?"
"The? There is more than one, you know." Kelen's voice was higher in pitch, yet authoritative. Enough that Dante would have paid careful attention to him even if he hadn't known the man was a type of sorcerer he'd never before encountered. "But you must mean Nolost. Everyone has heard of what's happening. Even here, where the only thing rarer than news is people."
"We've been fighting him ever since his arrival. We've done everything we can to stop him. But none of it has worked. We're running out of time, people, and options to defeat him. We have one last chance to expel him from our world forever."
Kelen tipped back his chin. "By collapsing the portals. Clever clever. Maralda's thinking?"
"That one was ours. She's very reluctant about it."
"I can imagine why. In thought, it could work. But why in the void do you think you have the power to do this?"
"We very possibly don't. But the reason I think we might is that, as far as I know, we're the only humans in a very long time to fight a god and walk away with our lives."
"I don't recall much walking," Blays said. "More like full-fledged—"
The blue light tripled in intensity. "Bullshit!" Kelen shouted. "The three men who defied Taim are not standing in my rat-tunnel in the wastes of Gharadhain!"
"Is that what this place is called?" Blays glanced across the walls and ceiling. "Anyway, he's telling the truth. Not sure how to prove it, though. Unfortunately, we forgot to have Taim set his seal for us when we were fleeing from him for our lives."
"Don't you lie to me!"
Another blue missile zipped down the passage. This time, rather than trying to counter it directly, Dante launched his attack into the wall, knocking a tumbling heap of clay into its path. The blue bolt flashed stutteringly as it expended itself against the earth.
A finger-sized blue splinter punched through the cloud of clay. Gladdic hit it with a much larger volley of ether. As before, the two powers mostly glanced off of or passed right through together, but it was just enough to quench the last of the bolt before it could reach them.
"I was just joking about having no proof!" Blays took a step forward. "Just stop being an idiot for five seconds!"
"What are you going to do?" Kelen called. "Wave Taim's severed head at me?"
"Not far from it. Gentlemen, might I recommend you all stand back?"
Dante backed up several paces, as did Gladdic. Kelen didn't. Blays removed the rod from his belt. With the ceiling as low as it was, he held it parallel to the ground, then thrust it forward.
A flash of searing light erupted over them. What happened to Dante next was such a common event in his life that he somehow knew what had happened even though he was unconscious: he had been knocked unconscious.
When he came to, he was fairly certain it had only been a couple of seconds; in any event, Kelen hadn't budged from his spot down the tunnel. Or killed them, though he would have had sufficient time to. As Dante dragged himself to his feet, Blays sat up, rubbing his eyes.
"You idiot!" Dante said. "You knocked us out!"
"I didn't do it. It was the spear."
"Which is in your hand!"
"The tunnel must be too tight for it. Blame that on the guy who dug this place." Blays braced himself on one knee, then stood. He'd remembered to loop the spear's cord around his wrist, unlike when he'd dropped it in the forest earlier, and it was still extended to its fighting length, its pearly white light shifting over the tunnel walls. "Do you know what this is?"
"I've never looked on it," Kelen said. "But there's only one thing it can be."
"Do you know where we got it?"
"As I told you, the stories of what's happening have even traveled all the way out here."
"Then either we are who we say we are, or we killed the people we say we are and took their stuff."
Kelen regarded them silently. The spear was casting more light on him, enough to finally get a real look at his face, which didn't look like any human Dante had ever seen, especially in the bluish light of the man's strange sorcery.
"I think you are them," Kelen decided. "I think you might have the power to destroy Olastar. So I will show you how."
 
~
 
Apparently it was as simple as that.
Nor did they have to wait long before they were back on their way: it turned out Kelen already had a bag packed with everything he needed to light out at a moment's notice. He took a few minutes to circle through his home, gathering some other items he thought might be useful to their journey, and then the four of them headed outside, traveling west under the night sky.
And it was a good thing they had Kelen to guide them back through Gharadhain, for Dante realized, with a kind of falling sensation, that he didn't actually know the way back to the portal, and that he had no way of tracking either Carvahal or Maralda. Even if they'd had full daylight, Dante doubted he would have been able to find the way. Meanwhile, Kelen didn't even need to ask which way to strike out in. Somehow, he just knew.
The man had agreed to join them, but he seemed to already regret or even resent his decision, for he ignored every question they put to him, walking onward as if he was alone. Dante found this unnerving, and doubly so because he'd gotten a better look at Kelen in the meantime. Enough that he was no longer sure if he was human.
For one thing, his skin hadn't just been shaded by the glow of sorcery—it really was bluish. That of a washed-out sky. He was short and slender and his ears were pointed like something out of a tale about elves. The irises of his eyes looked to be iridescent, although Dante wanted a closer look to be sure.
But they had seen plenty of foreign-looking peoples in their travels, especially when they'd been flung to the far ends of the world in search of the Four That Fell. Kelen didn't even appear more strange than the Cantag of Bagrad, down in their caverns, where their warriors were huge with skin as gray as stone, and whose redgen servants were as small and frail as children, with minds even simpler.
It was Kelen's bearing that felt truly uncanny. His movements were quick and smooth, almost more like a fish in its element than anything that walked about on two legs. There was something off about his walk itself, too. One that Dante couldn't piece together until they came to a stretch of sand, and he noticed that Kelen left no footprints behind him.
"How did you make it?" Kelen said, his first words in an hour of travel. "All the way to my home?"
"We almost didn't," Blays said. "And almost didn't more than once. Then Dante figured out the secret trick."
Kelen looked to Dante, which he did by swiveling his upper body at the hips instead of just turning his head. "How?"
"The land wasn't hurting any of the animals," Dante said. "So I kept watching them until I noticed different species were doing the same thing." He pointed his finger skyward and twirled it in a circle. "This place, Gharadhain. Is it really alive?"
"It is really alive."
"But how can that be? It feels like the size of an empire."
"It can be because that is how it was made to be. It has also had a long, long time to grow bigger."
"It was made? By who?"
"By one of the gods."
"I had assumed that much. Which of them? And why?"
"It isn't known. That's why I said just what I said and not something more. But if you like to hear gossip, one story is that Arawn wished to know what it would be like for people to live on a world that could be hurt and even die, the same as them. How that would make them think, and act, and take from the land. He thought that it could make them more mindful and present within the great loom of life."
"Do you think that's true?"
"The story that most people like the most is that Simm was trying to make a mate for Jorus."
"That's, uh…generous."
"For Jorus. But it's also said that Simm wanted to fill creation with dragons, so that people would have to fear them whenever they stepped outside—and so that great heroes would arise to battle them. However, nothing he created would grow big enough for his liking. When he made Gharadhain, he thought he'd finally done it right—except Gharadhain wouldn't stop growing. In time she got so big that even the gods feared her. They had to trick her into leaving the Realm."
"And now she keeps them out of her? And they've never figured out the flowers?"
"Oh no." He shook his head briskly. "The flowers wouldn't do them any good if they came here. That is just how she takes care of herself while she's asleep."
Dante was about to ask a string of further questions, but decided to move on to more important matters while Kelen was warmed up to them. "I'm honored that you'd aid us, but I have to say I'm curious why you're so ready to destroy Olastar."
"Because it deserves it."
"Is it filled with horrors or something? What's it like there?"
Kelen turned his body to stare at Dante again. But it was too dark to read his expression. "That is not for now."
"What's the difference? We'll be in it within a day."
"But we're not yet. And I still don't fully trust you are who you say."
"But we showed you—"
The man chopped his arm to the side. "I said no more! Or there will never be more!"
Dante fell silent. Had he just crossed some cultural boundary he was unaware of? Or had Kelen just been off by himself for so long that he'd gone crooked in the head? The question had seemed plenty innocent. Then again, whatever Kelen's doubts about them and their intentions, they should be cleared up shortly.
They walked on, mostly in silence, the insects peeping at each other from the bark and grass while unknown constellations sailed across the sky. Kelen had claimed that the land—being?—of Gharadhain was asleep, but Dante only truly felt that this was true now, in the middle of the night, when the terrain about them switched as quickly as it might in the Mists, as if they weren't walking across a physical place, but were traveling through Gharadhain's dream. This was unsettling, especially once they came back to the geysers, which burst from the ground without warning, making Dante jump into the air more than once. Yet there was something greatly soothing about it, too, like the serenity of his earliest memories before he'd ever understood anything of pain and death, and so he was almost disappointed when they stepped free of the great slumbering being and returned to the place where Maralda and Carvahal awaited them.
It was something like two in the morning, yet neither of the gods was asleep, which Dante felt stupid to be surprised by. Instead they were standing perfectly still, not even blinking, until the four travelers crested a little ridge (for Dante had been watching the gods through one of his scouts), at which point the two lords unfroze, glanced their way, and began to chat with each other.
As Dante and the others closed on them, Carvahal advanced to meet them, looking them up and down. "You made it back!"
"You sound surprised," Dante said.
"More like shocked," Blays said. "If you think that little of us, what does it say that I still beat you in a duel?"
Carvahal shrugged one shoulder. "It is of course complete coincidence that it was also to my purposes that you should win that duel."
"That's so slanderous I ought to challenge you to another duel."
"Even if you think you won the first time, surely you can't believe the same trick would work twice."
"Who says it would be the same trick?"
This was all very amusing, Dante supposed, especially since he didn't think either of them was actually joking, but he didn't think Carvahal's surprise at seeing them alive had been a joke, either, and that quietly discouraged him. Carvahal hadn't believed they were even going to make it through Gharadhain. And so he must not believe they were going to be able to tear apart Olastar and expel Nolost from their world, either.
Then again, it had been Carvahal who had shown Dante a vision of his future many years from now. That glimpse—though it was not an inevitability, just a possibility—had been what had inspired them to come up with this course of action. One last hope after they'd thought all hope had been lost. So let the odds be damned.
Kelen and Maralda approached each other in silence. She moved like the panther she often took the form of while he had the start-and-stop precision of a bird.
"I didn't think I'd see you again," he said.
"Don't be insulted," she said. "You know very well what it's like to care more for new places than for old people. To wander farther than you ever thought there was world to see. To leave everyone you once knew behind you." She flicked her fingers eastward, toward the wilderness they'd just traveled through. "That's why I find it so strange that you've isolated yourself there in one spot, and seemed determined to stay there for good."
"But if you and they are to be believed, that ends now." He sounded insulted. "That is, if you are telling me the truth."
"Why would I lie to you?"
"Because you think I have slighted you somehow, or because you are trying to deceive me into doing something I wouldn't otherwise do, or just to make yourself laugh. There are many, many of your reasons I could never really understand. But it could also be that you mean to lure me out of the wilds, and deliver me to my pursuers."
Stormclouds of anger gathered on her face. "You think I would turn you over to the Lesta? It isn't my place to move against them…but I would never, ever help them."
Kelen considered this, then nodded. He motioned to the three mortals. "So it's really them? The ones who've battled both the gods and the entity?"
"Yes." She eyed Carvahal, then smiled crookedly. "Unless he's been lying to me even more than usual."
"Then I now have the chance to do what I was brought to believe was impossible. Come, then. Send us to Olastar."
Her eyebrows twitched upward. "But why am I surprised by your haste? You've been dreaming of this for all your life."
She headed for the portal that stood just thirty feet away and vanished within it. The others followed. Dante was last to cross through it. As his senses recohered, he found himself inside a star-flecked tunnel, with Kelen collapsed to his hands and knees. But when he tried to offer him a hand up, the elfin figure angrily waved him away.
"It's been a long time since I did that." Kelen stood, lifting his eyes to the ceiling of the tunnel. "And to think this could be among the very last times, for anyone."
 
~
 
While it had been the deep part of the night in Gharadhain, it was still early evening in Yent, and as they traveled toward the portal Maralda had opened to Olastar, the jungle was lively with the calls of both insects and animals. Dante carried the nether with him as he walked, watching both the undergrowth and the boughs for giant serpents and other hazards.
Maralda delivered them right to the other portal. As they gathered about it, Dante wondered if she was able to track it the way he might track blood, or if her divine memory was so perfect she could simply remember everywhere that she had ever been and the exact paths to return to them all.
"I know you mean to keep out of this," Dante said to the two gods. "But if there's anything else we should know about what we're about to get ourselves into, now would be the time."
Maralda's voice was as tart as an unripe cherry. "That's what your guide is for."
Carvahal was staring off at nothing. Dante glanced at the others and nodded. He walked toward the doorway. Before he could enter it, Carvahal uttered something under his breath and placed himself in Dante's path.
"I have no gifts for you this time," he said. "But remember that you won't be beyond Nolost's reach. If you can go there, so can he."
"That's been on my mind. If we had more time, I'd arrange a distraction in Rale to keep the entity occupied. As it is, we'll just have to hope the people still fighting for their lives provide enough of a distraction instead."
"Let's pray that it is so. One last thing. There will be many doorways where you're going. If I were you, I'd keep note of where they are. When you find yourself in danger, if it looks to be beyond you, it may be better to cross through a doorway and wait for the danger to pass."
"But where will that doorway put us?"
Carvahal lifted his eyebrows. "It could be anywhere, couldn't it? Including somewhere even worse. Best keep on your toes."
He stepped back. Dante felt that he ought to say something to mark the occasion, but nothing was springing to mind. Blays shoved him in the back and through the portal.
His mind tilted as he arrived in a dark tunnel. The stars that speckled the tunnel roof weaved among each other in obscure patterns. Once the other three had joined him, he headed onward toward the doorway on the far side. The venture before them had the feel of something that was going to take more than a day or two and it occurred to him that the two gods probably weren't going to just sit around and wait for them back in Yent. Then again, they must have been intending to set up something to alert them when the mortals returned. They wouldn't just walk away and abandon them. Would they?
A dark shape skittered across the tunnel twenty feet in front of him. Dante skidded to a stop on the smooth and uncertain floor. "What the hell was that?"
"Tunnel rat," Kelen said.
"Tunnel rat? I've never seen a tunnel rat before."
"That's because you've never been to Olastar before."
Blays loosened one of his swords in its sheath. "Just as long as there are no tunnel tigers."
Kelen didn't seem concerned with it, but Dante brought some nether to hand anyway. He came to the far doorway without encountering anything else amiss. The circular entrance shimmered, rotating slowly.
"Be ready," Kelen said.
"For?"
"That depends on where we come out."
Dante decided this meant a lot of nether. He checked to make sure his sword wasn't stuck in its scabbard. Kelen looked to be waiting on him, so he braced himself and stepped forward.
The passage into the tunnel hadn't felt any different from the other times. Passing through this one, however, his senses shrank rapidly until he could no longer see or hear or feel anything at all, and he seemed to hover in an unknown space, with only the faintest awareness that he existed, and no memory at all of who he was, let alone his purpose.
He had no idea how long this state lasted. It felt like it could have been hours. Then some layer of his awareness was restored to him, both of himself and the reality around him, followed by another layer, until he had regained enough of his time-sense to know that whatever was happening was taking no longer than it would take him to lift his hand and wave at a friend on the street.
With the next layer, he remembered his name; with the one after that, his first memories returned. It felt less like he was being transported and more like he was being reassembled. Whatever was happening to him, it finished fast, almost too fast for him to take in.
And then it was over, and he stood once more on solid ground, looking out on a world like none he'd ever before seen.
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He stared at it in wonder. He could hear the others arriving behind him, but he couldn't pull his eyes away from Olastar. In a trance-like state, he wandered forward, into it.
Kelen barred an arm across his chest. "Don't you move."
"What's wrong?"
"I don't know where we are yet. So don't move."
Dante was irritated by this command of him, enough to defy it out of spite. He strangled that emotion down quite thoroughly. Wherever they were, he could absolutely believe it was as dangerous as Kelen feared it might be.
What he gazed upon appeared not to be a single place, but many. And not in the patchwork sense that Gharadhain had been. Full gray clouds hung over the land, unbroken, spectral lights rippling within them. If this was lightning, there was no thunder to match. It cast crooked light down to the earth, giving the impression that it was rippling in places.
They were up on the flank of a low mountain and he could make out no fewer than six different lands below them: a forest here; a prairie there; a badlands; what looked to be the crater of a great big mountain, although it and its rocky flanks were just a few hundred feet high. A dark forest of some kind, along with a rugged shoreline with tall whitecapped waves, though the lake it enclosed was only a few miles in each direction.
There were no sharp divisions between sections, however. Instead, they flowed into each other, shifting from one to the other. Yet the transitions were still quick. Too quick to exist within a natural landscape, or at least any Dante was familiar with. Very little of the colors were what he thought of as natural, either, with few of the greens and browns and yellows that made up most of everywhere.
Here you had purple grass, pink slopes around the crater, pale blue dust in the badlands, mauve leaves on black branches in the forest. Even the water looked more silvery than blue or the leaden gray it ought to have looked under the heavy clouds. Columns of fog streamed between one environment and the next. Some patches glimmered on and off, as if they might be mirages, or filled with fairies. Others looked to be in motion in a way that was hard for the eye to comprehend. It all felt very much like a dream.
On an impulse, Dante stretched out for the nether. It was still there. So was the ether, though as always it resisted his command. But he felt both more strongly behind him, back toward the portal, while ahead of him they were thinner—except for certain currents that ran past him in thick black ropes, that eventually spread like fingers or deltas into the terrain below him, like the path that water might take, except the places the shadows ran thickest were where water wouldn't, on the little ridges and plateaus of the little mountain. Yet then, bafflingly, they were spread most evenly at the base of the slope, exactly where the mountain streams might pool, before flowing further downward.
All of this was so much to take in that he'd barely paid attention to what Kelen was up to. But a spark of blue grabbed his attention like a slice of beef dangled before a dog. He turned just in time to see the puff of sorcery fade away over an ancient-looking copper device sitting in the man's bluish palm. Kelen stared at it with grave intensity as the seconds ticked by. A vane-like instrument popped up from the works, swung back and forth a few times, and then steadied in a single direction.
"There," Kelen said quietly. "We may have a way forward."
"Does that mean we can talk now?" Blays said.
"You could always talk."
"Good! Because don't tell me this place is alive, too!"
"It's not."
"Good!"
Kelen had replaced the copper device into an iron box laced with a script Dante had never before seen. Still, it was obvious to anyone who knew the nether that the symbols were wards. The man started down the slope, gaze shifting tirelessly.
"A way forward?" Dante said. "What does that mean?"
Kelen didn't look his way. "We will see."
"Enough with the mystery."
"Remember that you came to me. I am not your servant."
"No, but we can't leave everything in your hands, either. It's dangerous here, right? Dangerous enough that we had to travel across a monster the size of an island just to find someone who could give us any hope of getting us through it alive. But if something happens to you before we get to where we need to go, we still have to get there. We still have to tear this place down. Keep your secrets, if you like. Just know that if you die, they die with you—and if they do, we may no longer be able to destroy this place."
Kelen moved steadily downhill, keeping one eye on a pillar of green rock as they moved past it, as if something might leap down from it. "If I die, you won't be able to do much of what I do. It will be almost futile. Jokes would be made about you afterward." He didn't smile at this. "But here is the journey before us. Right now, we are traveling across Ardos. The Shell."
Dante blinked at this: hearing that word, Ardos, and in a heavy accent, he understood the talismans Carvahal had given them had been translating for Kelen all along. He felt foolish for only just realizing this, but he supposed he'd been pretty distracted.
"What we are looking for is a way down—a way in—to Gothon, the Curve," Kelen continued. "In Gothon are the only routes to Pholos. The Knot. Pholos is where you can unravel this world, and separate the other worlds from each other, and save your own."
"And that coppery thing you've got, that's leading us to the Curve? Gothon?"
"With luck."
"How does it work?"
"For you it would not."
"Let me take a wild guess: because it takes that blue magic of yours, which you think I can't use."
"Can you?"
"Well no," Dante said. "But I'd never even heard of it before you used it against us. I might be able to learn it."
"No you wouldn't."
"That seems…definitive."
"Because by definition you can't."
Dante held his tongue for as long as he could. "Is everyone where you're from this argumentative?"
"Some. For most it's quite the opposite. That's part of why I hate this place."
"Fine. Let us assume I am too stupid and incompetent to learn to wield your sorcery. If Nolost reaches out of that lake over there and eats you alive, is there some other way for us to find entry to Gothon?"
"Yes. You could find it by sheer luck."
"As in, the same way we might suddenly discover a well: by falling into it. All right, then how does the device function? Maybe I could find another way to make it work without your blue magic."
"It searches for doorways."
"Doorways? As in portals, like the one we just stepped through?"
"No."
"I'm guessing you already know what my next question is going to be," Dante said as evenly as he could. "So I'm going to make the brash suggestion that you simply answer it without making me ask it a bunch of different ways first."
Kelen sighed, veering away from another of the rocky pillars. "It's like your god told you. There are doorways everywhere here. But we're not looking for doorways that lead further away from Olastar. We're looking for doorways that lead deeper into Olastar."
"Then your device can track the inward-leading doors? Or at least tell them apart from the outward-leading ones?"
"It's hard to tell the two apart. The doors leading deeper try to conceal what they are. But yes, that's what it does."
Dante pried at this line of questioning some more, but Kelen didn't seem able to explain the planks and nails of it. Dante supposed he'd just have to hope that they were able to cross Ardos without an incident major enough to claim their guide's life.
They descended steadily. The constant flashing of the clouds and the stirrings of the mirage-like patterns had Dante's eyes flicking back and forth like the tail of a fly-addled horse. It was very hard to tell what point in the day it might be, but it was definitely in the day and not night, which it had been in both Yent and Gharadhain, though at different times of night. Dante found himself badly disoriented by it all. He struggled to remain focused.
They made good time down the foothills and soon reached the base of the slopes. These had been rocky, growing little vegetation besides grass and the occasional shrub, but the mauve-leafed forest now stood before them. Kelen observed it for a minute before leading them into it. The glossy black trunks were alarming, as if they might be made out of beetle chitin instead of bark. There was a strange odor to the air, too. Not overwhelming, but certainly unpleasant, in a way that also reminded Dante of insects.
He kept an eye out for some to kill and send out as scouts. There were some things creeping around on the ground, but it took a couple hundred yards of walking before he saw anything that could fly. He rolled out some little needles of nether and lobbed them out to slay the insects just like he'd done hundreds of times before.
The needles were crafted to be fine enough to kill a bug while leaving it structurally intact. Yet when they struck the flies, which were buzzing around a moldering black fruit, the flies exploded into dust.
Dante stared in confusion. There were multiple other flies left, and he summoned a few drops of nether and shaped it into even smaller needles.
Leaves rustled ahead. A sprig of forking branches moved toward them and for a moment Dante was certain that this land was just as alive as the last one had been, and that they'd been led into some perverse trap. But these branches were a pale tan, almost white, and as they moved from behind a wall of brambles, he saw that they were in fact the antlers of a huge elk.
"Vomiting gods!" Blays said. "What the hell's wrong with it?"
Dante grunted and took a step back. The thing was mal-born. The worst he'd ever seen. Its spotty fur was a pale green, and where it had fallen out, the skin beneath was either pure white or an angry pink rash. Its eyes—the one on the right side of its face, and the two on its left—had neither pupils nor irises. A squat trunk protruded from its nose, tasting at the air like a snake. It bore three pairs of full-grown legs along with an atrophied and useless one that dangled from its front right shoulder.
It gazed at them, huffing steam from its nostrils. Dante held a wad of shadows in each hand. He was certain the foul thing would charge them—the spikes of its antlers were stained the color of rust—but it turned its head and lumbered away.
Blays grimaced as it vanished into the brush. "Is everything here that, ah…unique?"
"Yes," Kelen said.
"Really? No wonder you're so cavalier about ending the place."
"In Ardos, the land isn't fixed. Wherever there's a portal, whatever's on the other side bleeds over here as well."
"That's why this place looks like a giant quilt?" Dante said.
"Yes. Somewhere in each portion of land you see is a doorway. Sometimes doorways close, or switch where they lead to. Then the land switches with them. But the animals within a changing region can't change as freely as the land. The process warps them instead."
Concluding this was more than enough questions, Kelen walked on. But Dante could tell from Gladdic's posture that the old man was thinking, and wasn't at all surprised when he swiveled his head toward their guide.
"Olastar," Gladdic said. "Is it also known as Zandragrab?"
Kelen hopped over a brook of tinkling silver water. "Who calls it that?"
"The scholars of the Anasid Empire did so. Though it is believed their knowledge did not arise from themselves, but was looted from eastern kingdoms by the warrior-priests known as Agon Rul—"
"I don't know that place. That's some place in your world. How would I know what names your people use or what stories they tell?"
Gladdic eyed him stonily. "It is most likely that you would not, though Maralda described you as a traveler and an explorer, so it is not beyond possibility. Regardless. The Anasids believed that those who spent too much time with their minds submerged in ether or nether were in danger of becoming untethered from Rale—and being lured into another. One that was not fixed in place, but rippling and shifting, much like a dream. It was further dream-like in that it was often beautiful and enchanting, yet could reverse into nightmarishness in an instant, and without warning."
Kelen didn't seem to be paying any attention, trudging along as always, but after a few seconds he glanced at Gladdic. "How do you know these people were speaking of Olastar? Maybe they were just speaking of dreams."
"Their scholars asked the same question. Yet most concluded that this was not the case, for dreams are of infinite variety, while the stories of Zandragrab nearly all shared certain details. For instance, that parts of it not ten miles distant from each other might look as though they came from kingdoms separated by hundreds of miles. As well, they warned everyone who entered Zandragrab to never lose track of where they arrived, for if you departed through a different region, you would all but certainly find yourself not in your homeland, but somewhere far away instead. It was also said that if instead of finding a way out, you find a way further in, you will be beset by beings who appear as men and women, but who only wear such bodies as a disguise, concealing a demon within."
"Your people are right," Kelen said after another pause. "They must have been able to find their way here. Which then makes me wonder why you need me as a guide when you have people who know their way around Olastar."
"Because the people he's talking about aren't us, and died a long time ago," Dante said. "When they died, they took their knowledge with them. Just two years ago, none of us knew that any of these other worlds existed. At least not as places we could go to. All we have left is a few stories, a lot of which aren't even true. We've had to figure out everything else on our own."
"The time we live in feels degraded from the age that came before us," Gladdic said. "Perhaps it is a good thing that Taim conspired to destroy Rale during our time, and did not have the patience or wisdom to wait another five hundred years, when it might have degraded so much further that it could have been overrun without any resistance at all."
"You never cease to be a source of inspiration," Blays said. "If this plan doesn't work, we could always try sending you to Nolost to try to cheer him up until he hangs himself."
The forest was almost silent outside of the droning of a few bugs and the sporadic calls of birds that sounded as though they knew they were just wasting their time. Dante attempted to kill and reanimate another batch of flies, but as before, he was so effective at the killing part that there weren't enough remains left to reanimate. Even when he assaulted them with little more than a speck of nether, they flew apart like he'd hacked them with a double-bladed axe.
As they walked alongside a silver stream, Kelen stopped short, drawing a sharp breath. He got out the copper device covered in script and poked at it, eyes darting between it and the woods.
"What is it?" Dante said. "What are we on the watch for?"
Kelen didn't answer right away, consulting his device some more and mumbling under his breath. He normally bore a rather dour expression, but when he looked up from the device again, he was smiling.
"Stroke of fortune."
"Tell me you've got us a way into the Shell," Dante said.
"And it's much closer than I thought." Kelen angled to his left, keeping the device in hand while he peered through the black tree trunks. Spotting something he liked, he broke into a jog.
He came to a stop in front of a massive tree that had uprooted and fallen on its side. Quite recently, too, for its leaves were still mauve and unwithered.
"Should be right here." Or so Kelen claimed, but "here" didn't look to be any different from the rest of the forest they'd been passing through. He looked to the copper device once more, sprinkling it with blue light. It responded with a green flash that made Kelen flinch. "Yes. It is."
Slowly, he made his way around the upthrust roots, reaching out to touch them now and then. Dante followed him, but saw nothing more than roots and dirt.
"What are we looking for?" Blays said. "A big whirling blackish thing? Because there definitely aren't any of those here."
Kelen shook his head. "Not what we're looking for."
"Hmm. Then I'll just busy myself making sure nothing jumps out and kills you while you're looking for whatever it is you're looking for."
Kelen ignored him and continued to make his way around the tree. On an instinct, Dante felt down into the ground beneath the great trunk, searching for any doorway-sized holes the tree might be covering up. He didn't see anything. He could feel the earth here, though, which was good to know.
Kelen made his way around the entire tree without uncovering anything of note. He lowered himself into the gaping hole where the root ball had torn loose. A minute later, he emerged looking annoyed but thoughtful.
"You're sure it's here?" Dante said.
"Yes," Kelen answered.
Dante lifted his gaze upwards in an attempt to stop himself from berating their guide for being supremely unhelpful. His eyes snagged part way up the toppled tree.
"The branches," he said. "It was hidden up in the branches."
Kelen backtracked along the trunk until he came to the place where the tree's branches began to sprout. He used them as handholds to pull himself up to the top of the trunk. Dante kept right on his heels, determined to learn how to maneuver through Olastar for himself no matter how uncooperative Kelen might be. Kelen picked his way through the upthrust branches, batting down the occasional spiderweb in his path.
He slowed, staring at the bark underfoot, and drew blue light to his hands. He cast it before him like a farmer sowing his fields with wheat. Twenty feet further down the trunk, a doorway shimmered into being. This one was different from the others. Smaller, quite a bit narrower, almost more of a crack in the face of reality than a round passage.
"Got it," Kelen said. "Get your friends."
Dante called to them. Blays sent Gladdic up first, watching his progress. It didn't seem like an old man with one arm should be able to climb a tree at all, but he summited it without the need for any help. The four gathered in front of the doorway.
"Any chance something's going to be waiting for us on the other side?" Dante said.
"There shouldn't be," Kelen said. "But you should act like there will be."
Dante nicked a knuckle, summoned the nether, and gathered himself. He stepped through. This time he felt almost no disorientation at all. He stepped to the side so as not to be trampled by whoever came next and spun in a circle. They were in a canyon of some kind, narrow, cliffs made of blue stone. Some shrubs scattered about. Spongy, mossy grass underfoot. Nothing immediately threatening in any direction. A few ducks flapped around further down the canyon. The others arrived one after the other, looking about themselves while prepared to do violence, before relaxing somewhat.
Dante pointed to the crack in space they'd emerged through, which was starting to fade away. "Is that normal?"
"It's only fading from sight," Kelen said. "It will still be there. If our luck is strong, we'll be able to use it on our way back out."
Dante smeared some blood on the rock wall to the right of the crack. "So this is the Shell?"
"Gothon."
"Now how do we get from here to the Knot?"
"Pholos. That will be…harder. First we find out where we are."
Kelen stalked forward. The sky was lower in Gothon than it had been in Ardos, and though it was just as packed with clouds, these were swifter and more motile, closer to floating fog than a cloud bank. Here and there, thin waterfalls spilled down from the cliffs. It was pretty, in an austere and somewhat forbidding way.
"If the next step is figuring out where we are," Dante said after a few minutes, "then shouldn't we be trying to get to high ground? Like the exact opposite of the bottom of this canyon?"
"There was no way up it where we arrived," Kelen said. "That is why we are walking: to reach somewhere where there is a way up it."
"There's a way up it wherever I am." Dante had released the nether after confirming the coast was clear, but he brought it back to himself and sent it into the cliffs. Rock flowed away, revealing the first step of a staircase, then a second, then a third. Dante strolled forward, inscribing a path upward along the face of the cliff as he went.
"Stop," Kelen said. "I don't think we're in Gothon," he breathed. "I think we're in a Pocket."
Dante swiveled his head. "A Pocket?"
"A trick. A cruel one, meant to make us think we are happy when we are about to be very unhappy. We have to get back to the doorway." Kelen said all this in something just above a whisper. "Now, Dante!"
Still, Dante hesitated, glancing to the others, who could only shrug. "I don't know why you're so spooked," he said. "But your knowledge of this place was supposedly worth us dying for. If you say we need—"
Kelen jerked his head upward and gasped. He took off at a run.
Dante dashed after him. "What is it? I don't see anything!"
"The clouds!" Kelen shouted, waving his hands about. "The clouds!"
They still looked odd to Dante, but not in any particularly threatening way. In fact they looked like they'd be nice to walk in; if they were down at ground level, like fogs were supposed to be, he expected it would feel gauzy and cozy.
"Hang on," Dante said. "Are they getting lower?"
The question already felt stupid. When they'd arrived in this place, whatever it was, the clouds had hung some six or eight hundred feet above them. Notably low, though he'd seen similar patterns in the winter on certain coastlines.
Now, however, they were less than four hundred feet up. And dropping fast enough that, although they'd traveled a mere quarter of a mile from the passage, he didn't think they'd make it back before the clouds would fall all the way down, and surround them.
"Run!" Kelen yelled.
"What do you think we're doing?" Blays said.
"Run more!"
Dante found he could run a hair faster, and with the exit just a minute away, he expected he could maintain the pace. But Gladdic was already falling behind them. He cursed himself for not even trying to see if they could ride horses through the portals. Not that there were any in Yent, but Maralda almost certainly could have gotten her hands on some through one of the many other doorways she had scattered throughout the jungle. Dante was suddenly sure she must have thought of the idea herself, but had chosen not to say anything about it unless they thought of it on their own.
The canyon veered right, swinging into view the patch of rock that housed the now-unseen passage. Above, the clouds touched the top of the canyon. Less than a hundred feet high. Streamers reached down, trailing mist behind them, groping about like blind tentacles. Kelen launched a beam of blue sparks ahead of himself. It spattered into the base of the cliff. The crack that led to Ardos swam into being, dim and translucent, but growing more defined.
The fog slid down the canyon walls. It pushed a blast of cold air before it, one that smelled of a receding sea.
Kelen shot a glance up at it, then at the still-cohering crack. Staring dead ahead, he pulled more and more of the sapphire light to his hands. One of the misty tentacles dropped like an anchor. Kelen and Dante broke to either side as the limb whooshed between them. Dante glanced over his shoulder just in time to catch sight of Blays spinning away from it while lashing out at it with his sword. The sizzling purple blade sank into the fog. As it passed through it, viscous transparent goo sprayed to all sides.
"Did the fog just bleed?" Blays yelled.
It was now just forty feet above them, lower than the nave of a cathedral, sinking closer with each moment. Another limb swooped toward them. Kelen punched his arms upward. Two streams of blue light punched up as well, spiraling around each other as they went. They drove into the belly of the clouds like a lance into a boar.
The fog quivered and leaped upward, drawing back from them by a full thirty feet. Dante glimpsed a host of ringed tentacles and round, slavering mouths, before these retracted as well, disappearing back into the swirling fog.
"Through the doorway!" Kelen ordered. "Fast as you can!"
Blays was in the lead, and he glanced back. Dante nodded. Blays sheathed his sword and raced through the crack in the side of the cliff. Kelen was just a few feet behind him and ran through without hesitation. As Dante neared the portal, Gladdic had fallen well behind.
"Go!" The old man had known him long enough to read his mind. "I will be right behind you!"
Dante skidded to a stop just in front of the cliffs. He spun about, grabbing at the nether like the reins of a horse. The clouds had already recovered and were plunging groundward again. He imagined that, once they touched down, it would be a mercy if all they did was smother him.
A shroud of mist stretched toward Gladdic. He hacked into it with the ether, sending clear globs of goo flying. It wavered, then pressed onward. Dante chopped the shadows into it from the other side. A long lump of mist severed from the rest and landed heavily beside Gladdic as he ran past it, coiling up into itself. The fog faded away from it, revealing a writhing black tentacle deflating on itself as it ejected more goo from its cut end.
The ceiling of clouds rushed toward them exactly as the ground would have if they'd flung themselves from the top of the cliffs. Gladdic leaned forward and ran through the crack in the wall with a rustle of robes. Dante launched himself in right behind him. Something snagged his ankle, pain shooting up his leg, and he hung in darkness, caught somewhere he didn't know: and then the thing released him.
He tumbled onto the bark of the toppled tree and rolled downward. His slide was broken by a handy branch. His ribs creaked. Before he could fully sense the pain of it, or in his bleeding ankle, he doused both in shadows.
"What the hell was that?" he and Blays said at the same time.
"I told you." Kelen rubbed his hands together, scowling at the crack in space among the branches. "It was a Pocket. And since I know you'll ask, a Pocket is how Gothon protects itself from being found by people like you."
"A Pocket," Gladdic said. "As in a pocket of Olastar composed only of its self, which exists to kill those who wander into it."
"Yes, that's what I said."
Dante scrunched his eyes tight. "And you can't tell the difference between an entrance to Gothon and one that leads into one of these Pockets."
"What kind of a question is that?"
"A damn good one?"
"No, it's a damn bad one. If I could tell the difference, then the only reason I would have walked into that one is if I had gone mad."
"Or you wanted us dead."
Kelen drew back as if stung, then swept toward Dante so smoothly his feet hardly seemed to move. "I am here because I want this world destroyed. It deserves to be destroyed. Think! If I wanted you dead, I could have left you there in the Pocket. Or led you down any number of the other ways that Olastar would easily kill you."
Kelen was a head shorter than him, and much slighter in build. Yet he was so animated by the spirit that had taken him that Dante wouldn't have wished to fight him in that moment.
"I meant no insult," he said. "But I was taken by surprise. If you'd warned us in advance that things like these Pockets exist, we wouldn't be talking like this right now."
The other man stared at him, then softened, if only in the way that hard-frozen ice that's finally begun to melt a little has softened. "Does this place frighten you?"
"Shouldn't it? If you want to destroy it as badly as we do, there must be something hateful about it."
"There is. We should get on with our business."
"I can see why you liked exploring this place," Blays said to him. "It's like Gharadhain, but even worse."
They got down from the tree. Gladdic healed the scrapes he and Blays had suffered while Kelen prodded his device before ultimately leading them in the same direction they'd been going before diverting to the toppled tree. Dante still had no good sense of how long they'd been awake and once he got tired it happened all at once, trudging onward like a yoke had been laid across his neck.
Kelen kept going even as the overcast gray light dwindled and the woods fell into darkness. They soon learned why when Gladdic's ether glinted on a pair of yellow eyes. Dante assumed it would be a cougar, maybe another heavily deformed one like the pale green elk, but when Gladdic brightened his light to ward it away, it revealed a lizard the size of a horse. Instead of being squat like a swamp dragon, the thing stood upright like a horse as well, and stepped through the trees almost as agilely as a cougar would have.
"That doesn't look friendly," Blays said.
"It's not," Kelen said.
"Should we kill it?"
"If it tries to rush us."
"Should we run?"
"Running will cause it to rush us. Then we will have to kill it, and the scent of its blood will draw others. It is best to leave it be."
The three sorcerers kept their hands full of their preferred power as they slogged along through the dead leaves and snaggly grass. The lizard was soon joined by another, both of them stalking along just beyond the range of the light, betrayed only by its ever-flashing eyes.
Another joined them every few minutes. A few were smaller, farm-dog-sized, while others tromped about on their hind legs while their arms sported blade-like claws. Before long, a whole pack of the things was trailing them, spread out across a semicircle.
Just as it seemed that the humans would have to stand their ground, lay waste to their pursuers, and then flee as fast as they could before more arrived, something rumbled from the forest behind them, huge and unreal. All of the lizards stopped and spun about, lifting their heads high.
"Now it is the time to run," Kelen said.
They did. So did the lizards, scattering in all directions. Footsteps boomed through the woods. Something shrieked and was then cut short. The trees thinned around them while the grass stood higher, the dew on it soaking their trousers up the knees. Holes began to appear in the ground around them, just a few feet across and several feet deep, but getting bigger and bigger the further they traveled, until some were three hundred feet across and a hundred down to the bottom—or at least to the surface of the water that filled the bottom.
These were not pleasant to have to run around next to in the dark. Still, it seemed to be keeping the lizards at bay, as well as whatever had terrified the lizards, and the night was quiet around them. Finally, Kelen called for them to make camp inside a small grove. He even offered to take first watch. Dante was too tired to be more than mildly suspicious.
He dreamed that night of a city of squat round towers with domed roofs. Dawn broke over terraced fields filled with shallow pools and thriving crops. He'd never seen such a land, nor heard of it, but he was somehow sure that it was on Rale.
Soldiers in crisp uniforms stood motionless on the walls. Thousands more emerged with the sunlight and began to drill in the yards while priests in red robes practiced with both nether and ether. It was a city to rival Bressel or Setteven at their height.
When the holes opened in the ground, and the dark beasts began to emerge from them, horns blasted across the city. Soldiers and priests hurried to their positions. They had just made it to the walls and gates as the horde of blade-limbed beings from the Becoming entered the range of the archers. With great volleys, first of arrows and then of sorcery, the defenders heaped up such huge numbers of corpses that the attackers were soon running across their own dead instead of the ground.
Fewer than one in ten of those who crossed the field reached the walls, and an even lesser fraction of those that reached the walls were able to climb them. The city looked like it would surely hold, until the moment that another hole opened up from beneath the gate itself.
Stones and men tumbled into it as it cracked wider and wider. A huge hand, as black as obsidian, grasped hold of a guard tower and dragged the whole thing into the pit. The blade-limbed creatures poured through the rubble and into the city. The defenders did all they could to hold them back. It wasn't enough.
Once it was finished, and the creatures had no more to do but wander the city stabbing at bodies that had long since stopped moving, a blank eye opened from down in the depths of the pit.
And the entity spoke Dante's name.
He thrashed his way out of his blanket. Gladdic, on watch, turned to look at him, but said nothing. It was Dante's turn for watch a few minutes later. He spent all of it trying to convince himself the vision had been no more than a dream.
In the morning, Dante didn't see Kelen eat anything. But his breakfast might still have tasted better than the brick-like biscuits the others ate. The clouds that day were as perforated as the ground and beams of light slashed through them like the Spear of Stars. Where they were angled right to strike the pools at the bottoms of the caverns, they turned the water as bright as turquoise. Golden fish stirred in the depths.
As they passed by one of the largest holes yet, Kelen stopped and consulted his copper device. "It's somewhere close. Very close."
He strode about, casting blue dust here and there, whispering as he observed the results. He found the passage with almost no trouble inside the rim of the huge cavern they'd been standing next to.
Blays folded his arms in front of the softly glowing crack in the rock. "How do we know this isn't another Pocket?"
"We don't," Kelen said.
"Then I guess I'll get ready to die."
They prepared themselves. Dante went through first again. On the other side, he found himself in a grassy fold. The windswept terrain was quite placid. Then again, the Pocket had been, too. High hills rose to either side of him. Nearly everything in Ardos had had a surreal quality to it, as if it had been borrowed from a dream, but here—wherever here was—the grass was pretty and green and healthy, and though the hills were steep, they weren't filled with crazy holes, or striped with streams that looked more like mercury than water.
The other three arrived in short order. Gladdic and Blays watched their surroundings warily, but Kelen took one look around, tipped back his head, and smiled.
"Don't fear," he said. "This isn't a Pocket."
"You didn't know the last one was a Pocket until it started trying to murder us," Dante said.
"Follow me if you doubt me."
Kelen turned and hiked his way up the taller of the two hills. It was terribly steep, enough so that it should have left them all panting for air. But the process was only lightly strenuous, and the discrepancy between what Dante expected to feel and what he actually felt had him feeling like he might fall down on his face from dizziness. They came to the top.
"That." Kelen gazed at them in amusement as he pointed his finger straight up at the sky. "That is why I know we're not in a Pocket."
Dante tipped back his head. And then he actually did fall down, catching himself in the soft grass. Blays blurted a surprised bleat like he was trying to say several different words at once.
Dante decided to stay on the ground until he figured out what was going on. Perhaps he'd been too distracted looking out for dangers to register it before. Or perhaps it was just too strange for his mind to have accepted as real, and so his mind had decided to simply ignore it instead.
Whatever the case, the sky above them wasn't actually sky. It was land.
"What is…anything?" he managed to say.
Kelen laughed, a rarity for him. "Don't be scared. It's not going to fall on you."
Dante was still trying to work out just what exactly he was looking at. There were some clouds scattered about at various elevations, including some that were hardly any higher than they'd been in the Pocket. Beyond them, much higher in the sky, hung more green and brown and yellow. Not in the way of the Mists, either, where little islands of turf and rock could stick out from low spots in the sky where they clearly shouldn't be. It was more like he was way up in the sky hanging by his feet and looking down at the ground.
Except that he was standing on the ground as well. Even more derangingly, some parts of the sky-ground appeared to be much closer than others, with folds of it all wrinkled like a wadded-up blanket. After a solid minute, he still couldn't entirely understand what he was looking at.
Initially, Blays had reacted to the sight of it by crouching down and barring his arm above his head, as if he intended to just casually deflect the sky when it fell down on him.
He had since straightened up and lowered his arm. "We're sure it's not a Pocket cleverly disguised to look like the place we want to be?"
His tone had sounded light enough. But Kelen sobered as if he'd just been told his aunt had died. "I've never seen something like that myself. But I've heard stories of it. I'd forgotten them." He perked up, offering a half shrug. "Still, our task is the same either way. If it's a Pocket, we'll learn soon enough. They don't have any patience."
He padded forward across the hill.
Dante ran after him and grabbed his arm. "You can't just do that!"
"What? We'll be as careful as we can."
"I mean you can't just act like this isn't insane. How is there an earth in the sky?!"
"Oh, that?" Kelen gave a flip of his hand. "Things are just different here. That's why Maralda wanted you to be accompanied by someone who knows his way around the turns of the Shell."
"I can see that's how it is here. That's why my brain feels like it's about to shoot out my ears. What I mean is how? Why can this be?"
Kelen shook his head in frustration, sighing at the ground—the one under their feet. "When we were in Ardos, it would have been more accurate to say we were on Ardos. But in Gothon, we are in Gothon. Do you see?"
"Not in the slightest."
"Ardos and Gothon aren't different worlds. They're the same world. Ardos is the outside, and Gothon is the inside."
Dante gripped his temples between his thumb and middle finger. While he was trying to figure out how to respond, Gladdic gestured to the hillside beneath them, then to the landscape overhead.
"Do not confuse yourself," the old man said. "He does not speak in metaphors or allusive language. He means precisely what he says."
Dante clasped his hands together to avoid putting them to other means. "But what does it matter if we're on Ardos but in Gothon?"
"Though many of the uncultured believe otherwise, it is well-proven that Rale is round. Sailors learned this through simple experience since days so long ago that they are now lost. It was also theorized by Colos the Keen, who observed that the earth's shadow against the moon is always round, and later proven by Lanniver of Drust, who mapped the stars from as far north as Narashtovik to as far south as Axagades, and so showed that stars and whole constellations were not all visible from different places on the same day of the year—an impossibility on a flat surface."
"That is genuinely interesting," Dante said. "But could you get to the gods damned point?"
Gladdic snorted. He curled his left hand into a rounded fist. "Say my fist is Rale. Standing on the surface, I look up and witness the firmament of the heavens that surrounds it." He cracked open his hand and placed a small point of ether in his palm. "Now say instead that the inside of my hand is the shape of the world, and I am this spark of ether. When I look up to the heights, what do I see?"
"The other side of the world. All right, but Rale is…I don't even know how many miles across. Many thousands of them. It's impossible to see that far."
"Is it? How high above us does the firmament hang? Yet we can still make out all of the fixed and wandering stars, and so clearly that we know where each one will be on each night."
"Or maybe it's just way smaller here," Blays said. "All I know is that whatever's going on, it's very crazy, and even if we weren't in the greatest hurry of our life for other reasons, we should stop worrying about it and get on with getting out of here."
"I agree," Kelen said.
"That said…you're sure none of that stuff is going to fall on us?"
"It can't. Where it is, falling things fall toward it. Away from us."
Dante's head was starting to hurt again. He wondered if he could make himself accept what he was seeing if he just looked at it until his brain took it as normal. That seemed more likely than understanding the intricacies of its existence, at any rate.
While he tried to get ahold of himself, Kelen took in the landscape, though most of what might lie ahead was blocked by a high ridge across the bowl-shaped valley they were presently overlooking. This was filled with lush green grass and nothing else, but Kelen spent a long minute watching it before walking forward and gesturing them to follow.
"Do you know where we are?" Dante said.
"I might," Kelen answered.
"If we are where you think we are, how long will it take us to get to Pholos?"
"Two weeks, assuming no good or bad luck either way."
"How long with good luck?"
"With the best luck, we find a doorway to it, and are there by tomorrow."
"And with bad luck?"
"We get trapped and can't escape unless someone comes and sets us free."
"Well my vote is for the doorway," Blays said.
Kelen cut a partial arc across the valley rather than heading straight across it. He kept glancing at the bottom of it, as if expecting something to rush out of it and tear into them. They came to the far side and trekked up, reaching a sweeping vista.
Much of the land beneath them was verdant and bright, a mixture of forests, thick brush, and equally thick grass, draped across a series of sharp ridges too steep for their sides to grow trees. The deep valleys between the heights glimmered with rocky streams. Off to the right—Dante had no idea which direction it was; it occurred to him that there didn't even appear to be a sun to navigate by—the land curved upward enough that everything on it looked to be leaning over, like a man standing up to use the privy and bracing himself after discovering he was much drunker than he'd thought.
A number of clouds were strewn about, mostly low to the ground, and it took Dante a moment to clue into a phenomenon to their left that usually stood out from the environment like the exact thing that it was.
"Is that smoke?" he said. "Are there people here?" He spoke in mild surprise.
"Then it's hopeless." Blays swore violently, his face hardening in horror. "The mission ends here."
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"I don't understand," Dante said. "If there are people there, we'll just go around them. And if they really want to fight us for whatever reason, we'll show them why that's a bad idea."
Blays looked at him in disbelief.
Gladdic chuckled. "It is not that he is afraid of them."
"Then what's the big deal?"
"I imagine he believes that we cannot destroy Olastar after all, for that would mean genociding all those who live within it."
"Oh," Dante said. "That."
Nobody said anything for a while. Blays turned to Kelen. "Lead us back to the doorway. We'd better get back to Yent."
Kelen drew his eyebrows together. "Why?"
"We can't just kill all of these people."
"But that raises a good question," Dante said. "Kelen, just how many people live here?"
"What does that matter?" Blays said.
"Because if the entire population of Olastar is down in that village, I'm not going to feel especially sad for doing what we had to do."
"Exactly how big would the number have to be before it would start to bother you?"
"I don't know. But the size of the total does make a difference, doesn't it?"
"When you're talking about killing every one of something, the result's the same, no matter how few of them there might have been."
"That still matters! If we were forced to choose a group of people to eradicate, it would be much less of a crime to choose the group that only has a hundred people than the one that has a million."
Blays eyed him. "You're ignoring the option where you don't eradicate any people."
"Let's try to make this easy, then. Kelen, how many people live here?"
"A lot more than a million," Kelen said.
"Damn it!"
"You seem very surprised. You really didn't know that Olastar is inhabited?"
"Maralda didn't see fit to inform us," Dante said. "I suspect she thought there would be more humor in letting us discover this for ourselves."
"And yet there is," Gladdic said. "For we now find ourselves in the precise position of Taim, whose path we seek to thwart: finding it necessary to destroy a world, and all who live within it."
"But we wouldn't be doing this if he wasn't doing it. So it's still his fault."
Blays laced his hands behind his head. "Are we doing this? Isn't there something else we can do instead?"
"Like what?"
"We could…uh…try to kill Nolost."
"We already fought him. Or more accurately, just one arm of him. And that one arm would have killed us all if we hadn't torn down the tunnel."
"But what if he has some secret vulnerability or something?"
"If he does, we don't know what it is and have no way to find out. The only reason we're here in the first place is because this is our last hope."
"We could go back to Carvahal. See if there's anything else he hasn't told us that could take down the entity. Or just beseech him to join us directly."
"You know he's not going to do that."
"Do we? The gods think funny sometimes. He might change his mind."
"He let us travel here knowing what we'd find," Dante said. "The choice is our world or this one. It's not a fun choice. But it is an easy one."
"Shit." Blays walked in a circle, pressing his hands together and cracking his knuckles. "Destroying Olastar doesn't require killing its people, though. We can evacuate them to another realm. Just like we were considering doing for ourselves."
"Then you'll ruin any hope you have," Kelen answered. "If you tell them they have to leave because you're about to bring an end to their world, they're not going to actually leave. They're going to kill you."
"That's a bit rude when I'm trying to do them a favor."
Dante gazed down on the village. It was too far away to make out much more than it was a village: a few dozen structures, a road down its middle, some cleared land that must be farms. If he ignored everything else around it, it could have been a hamlet anywhere in Rale.
"The truth is we wouldn't have time to do that anyway," he said. "We can't delay our task, even if it would mean saving some people here. Not when it risks us losing everything. At most it would only save the few who could get out before we're done here."
Blays shrugged. "A few would be leagues better than none."
Kelen stared at him quizzically. "If that's your objection, then you have no objection. The people of Olastar won't die with Olastar. There would still be plenty living in Etis."
"I thought Etis was settled by people like you."
"Yes? That's what I said?"
"Hang on. You're from here? An Olastarian?"
Kelen drew his eyebrows together. "Where did you think I was from? Your world?"
"Somewhere in the Realm of Nine Kings, I guess? Are you pulling a prank on us right now?"
"A prank?"
"You're talking about exterminating your own people!"
"Oh, that? You shouldn't have any problem killing these people. The only crime is that someone hasn't done it a long time ago."
"What could they possibly have done that makes every last one of them deserve to die?"
"I'm not going to recite the complete history of these people to you," Kelen said. "They're not of the gods, you see? They exist outside them. The leaders lie to the people, who then worship false things, and live badly, and refuse to come to the truth, because they're vain and they're selfish and they're too scared to make any better of themselves because of what their failure—not just failure, but wrongdoing—would reveal about them. And if you try to tell them any of this they'll hunt you down and kill you and your family and everyone who knows you. So yes. They deserve to die. All of them."
Blays pressed his palm to his forehead. "I…see."
"It doesn't even matter," Dante said. "We have to do this. Even if they don't deserve it."
Blays closed his eyes. "I don't think I can."
"Then you're just going to let our world die? Everyone you care about? You're really telling me that if you had to choose between Minn dying, and a random person halfway across the world, you'd choose the stranger's life over your own wife's?"
"That's not the same thing. Besides, I still think we can figure out another way."
Dante's patience had been thin for some time. At once, it broke like ice on the surface of a fast-flowing river, and he had to turn away and wait to calm down before he trusted himself to speak.
"I won't take that risk," he said once he was ready. "If that's what you believe, we'll go back through the doorways and send you back to Yent. Then I'll take care of this myself."
"You will not be alone," Gladdic said. "I have pledged to see this through to the end, or until my own life should end again. I will not break my vow."
"We'd better hurry, then. This will cost us precious time."
Dante turned around and headed back across the bowl-shaped valley. Kelen watched him a moment, then nodded and fell in beside him, as did Gladdic. As he walked, Dante tried to work out just how much time it would set them back. He supposed it didn't matter. He had no way to know how long it would take for Nolost to finish consuming Rale. Maybe they had three weeks left. Maybe they only had three hours. Possibly, they had just three or four days, and backtracking like this would wind up as the difference between victory and failure. Still, he wouldn't leave Blays to die in this place.
"Oh hell," Blays said. "Stop already."
Dante turned about. "I'm not going to waste any more time arguing. Come on and let's get this over with."
"I'm not going to do any more arguing. Because you're right. Of course you're right. I just hate that you are."
"I know," Dante said.
"Then lead on, Kelen. We have a job to do."
Kelen just nodded again and headed back toward the rim of the valley.
"Do not be so glum," Gladdic said. "For if we are successful, there will be no witnesses to tell of our treachery."
Blays tipped back his head. "Once again, I can't think of a more comforting presence than you, Gladdic."
"In all serious, however, this means that Maralda was wrong."
"About what? This being our only option?"
"That we are going to damn ourselves by doing this. For once we cut ourselves off from the presence of the gods, who will still have the authority to judge us?"
"We would," Blays said. "But I don't think we'll be very good at it."
Smoke rose from the chimneys of the village, dispersing slowly. Dante tried not to wonder how many more such settlements existed in this realm.
 
~
 
Kelen took them down the high hill and toward another forest, though this one was at least green and brown in color, even if the specific shades were still slightly off to Dante's eye. Once they were within it, Kelen got out his copper tool.
"Ah." He looked up with a slight smile. "I do know where we are."
"Which is?" Dante said.
"Nowhere that would mean anything to you. Its name is Dolob Indas, if you insist on knowing."
"You're right, that means nothing to me. But where is Dolob Indas in relation to Pholos?"
"That depends."
"On?"
"Which route you wish to take," Kelen said. Dante gestured him to go on, which caused Kelen to scowl. "There are two choices. Well, in truth there are many more choices than that, but they are all variants of the same basic ones, just at different places in Gothon that are further away from the two choices in question. The first option is to travel to Harasphont, the nearest kingdom with an entrance to Pholos. This option is safer, though that is not to say that it will be safe. The regent isn't about to just let us walk right up to the doorway. It will also take longer. 'Exactly how long?', you are about to ask, because you think I know everything and you want to know everything. At least a few days, if everything goes as fast as possible. But if it takes some maneuvering to get to the entrance, it will take longer, possibly an awful lot longer. Is that specific enough for you, or would you like me to speculate senselessly while pretending to hold expertise I don't have?"
"That sounds like it covers things for now," Dante said. "What's the alternative?"
"We try to cut straight there. Through a wildway. It looks as though one might be as little as a day's travel from here."
"What's a—"
"A wildway is just that, a wild way into the heart of the world. But it's dangerous. 'How dangerous?' If we're very lucky, no more dangerous than a walk through a forest. But I don't imagine we will get that lucky."
"And if we don't get that lucky?"
"Then we will be very lucky to escape with our lives."
"If we were to luck out, how long do you think it might take to get to Pholos?"
"Another day," Kelen said. "No more than that."
Dante glanced at the others. "Well?"
"Everything keeps pointing to the idea that the longer we stay here, the less our chances of pulling this off," Blays said. "I say we go fast and dirty."
"That was my thinking. All right, Kelen, take us to the wildway."
Kelen tilted back his head, watching a bird soar over some finger-like spires projecting from the upward-curved land off to their right. "As you wish."
The way he said it gave Dante immediate doubts. Still, the thought that they could be at their destination—and perhaps even done with their mission altogether—in another two days was very heartening, and he set forth with brighter spirits than he'd felt in some time.
Kelen worked his way forward in a direction Dante decided to think of as northwest. Sometimes the sky above them was more or less like a normal sky, though the color was pinkish instead of blue, but there were other times when the land abruptly wrinkled on itself and hung over them like a giant wave, and no matter how many times he tried, he couldn't convince his mind nor his heartbeat that it wasn't about to crash down and obliterate them. So it was a fairly big relief when they entered a forest and could no longer see any of that. The tree trunks were striped like tigers, black and white, bearing leaves like long-fingered hands.
It was a gloomy forest with a lot of moss and ominous birds calling back and forth to each other, and Dante kept the nether close, anticipating a sudden attack. Yet even after night fell, and they walked by the light of a small point of ether, they were left alone.
"How did we get away with that?" Blays said as they started to make camp. "I thought this world was supposed to be a hellscape of torment and slaughter."
"That is mostly in Ardos," Kelen said, "which helps to keep outsiders out of Gothon, where the people are, and where there isn't as much danger except from the people. And then it becomes dangerous again in Pholos, but for other reasons."
The night was as uneventful as the day of travel had been, and Dante woke feeling energetic. Their path soon crossed with a rocky stream that Kelen followed as it veered westward.
Blays jerked his thumb at the tumbling water. "There any fish in there?"
"There are," Kelen said. "But if you ate one you wouldn't like how it came out."
"I'm not going to ask which way you meant that."
The stream widened as a few others fed into it. By the time Kelen stopped to read his device, glancing about himself with his mouth hanging half open, it had swelled to a small river, though rather than smoothing out, it was even more frothy than it had been before. Announcing they were close, Kelen began to canvass the area, sprinkling blue light around various spots before coming to a slab of damp, mossy rock hanging a few feet over the river. When he touched it with his sorcery, a doorway stabbed up at them like the head of a spear, causing all four of them to step back in alarm.
This one was different from the others. Where they had been rounded, this one was rectangular, more like a proper doorway. Its surface was a deep black that would have made it look flat if not for the unknown symbols that kept appearing within it, sliding across the uncertain space until fading away.
"This is it," Kelen said.
Blays scratched his forehead with his thumbnail. "Why don't you sound happy about that?"
"On the other side, there will be rules. These aren't rules you can question. They're rules you must follow. So if you must ask your many questions, ask them now."
"Sure. What, uh, are the rules?"
"Do as little as possible."
"Now that I can do."
"Meaning what?" Dante said. "No poking around?"
"Yes, no poking around. No touching anything except that which can't avoid being touched. No speaking, either. The simplest way to put it is this: just follow me, as fast as you can, and do nothing else."
"What are these rules meant to avoid?"
"This isn't like the other passages. In the wildways, there are people. Only they're not people. They're something different. Different and much worse. We don't want to attract their attention."
"What happens if we do? Can they be killed?"
"Yes, but that won't make any difference. We'll just have to hope we can trust it."
"To do what? Not kill us?"
"Yes," Kelen said, quite seriously. "They are not all of the same mind, or in the wrong mood. Sometimes they are not bloodthirsty. If we are fortunate, the being will want to travel with us to the end of the wildway, where we can then access Pholos."
"How do we convince it to do that?"
"We don't, and you must not try. Either it will or it won't, and if it won't, we will have to go."
"Back through the doorway, you mean?"
Kelen shook his head. "There will be many other doorways along the way. Watch out for them and remember where they are. If we need one, and can't get back to one, we will die."
Without another word, their guide turned and stepped through the doorway. He disappeared with a silvery flash. After the things he'd just said, Dante didn't think it was the time for hesitation, and he followed right after.
Silver light flashed across his eyes. A sharp hard pain stabbed into his heart and he would have yelled out in pain and surprise but remembered just in time to clamp his jaw shut. Motes of light swept across his eyes.
And cleared. He stood within a tunnel. A very wide one. His instinct was to stand there like a fool and gape at it for a while, but Kelen had thrown himself into cover behind a spiky red shrub that resembled what fire would look like as a plant. Dante hunkered down next to him, joined by Gladdic and Blays.
Dante was about to ask what they were looking at, but Kelen shot him a venomous look. Dante pressed his hand to his mouth and took it in for himself. The passage was much wider than the others, as much as three miles across, and who knew how long. To both right and left, the land curled up above them, much more quickly and sharply than it did in Gothon, the geography of which he suddenly had a much better conception. The upper half of the passage was made of sky, including flocks of clouds that traveled steadily from west to east. In all, it was like they were inside a giant hollow tube, with the lower half made of solid ground while the upper half was made of empty air.
He looked to Blays, who shook his head, as if to ask what Dante expected. Gladdic looked contemplative. Dante could almost read the old man's mind. He was thinking something about how much of creation existed beyond what they knew of, and what it might mean that the gods had decided not to tell them about any of it.
Kelen took a few moments, watching the wind stirring the grass, the soaring birds with their long slim wings, birds that looked blurry even when Dante stared right at them. Kelen rose to a low crouch and beckoned to the others without looking back at them.
The guide veered forward, heading for another of the thorny shrubs, pacing himself at a fast jog that made little sound besides the rustle of grass. Kelen hesitated behind the shrub for just long enough to see that the way forward was clear before loping toward a gnarled protrusion of rock that looked like something that had been squeezed out of a sore. He paused again, then moved on.
Stop-and-start as it might be, they made steady progress, and had advanced a mile in less than a quarter of an hour, bringing them to a stretch of rocky ground. Still, strong as their progress was, Kelen had thought it would take them a day to reach the end of the wildway, and Dante was under no illusion they were going to stop for anything more but the briefest of rests. They had many, many miles ahead of them before they were able to pass through into the Knot.
Twice in the course of that first mile, Kelen stopped and got down and pointed off to the side, once toward a lump of rock, the other toward a cluster of short trees. Within both, in shadows that looked much too deep given the light around them, subtle blue lights bobbed in the air like fireflies. At the first one, Kelen met Dante's eyes and drew a circle in the air. A portal. Dante fixed the location of the rocks in his mind. Luckily, it was the only formation like it anywhere nearby, making it very easy to spot. Luckily, again, so was the stand of trees that housed the second portal.
The rocky ground ahead of them crawled like it was alive, and for a moment Dante was afraid they had once again found themselves walking across the surface of a gigantic living being. The truth turned out to be a shade different: the rocks before them were carpeted with ants. Tens and tens of thousands of them, all of them thumb-sized or larger, a living river of countless creatures.
Blays began to groan, then cut himself short. The ants' carapaces were transparent maroon, shiny, more like glass than like chitin, the fluids within them stirring like eldritch potions. It might almost have been pretty, if not for the fact it was also a disgusting teeming swarm—one that was completely blocking their path.
Dante caught Kelen's attention, then spread his hands and arms wide. He pushed his hands toward the ants, palms splayed, pantomiming annihilating them with the nether.
Kelen shook his head hard enough to strain something.
Dante swore silently. This might not be the end of the world—Blays was already motioning to the left, "west," implying they should walk parallel to the swarm until they found a gap in it—but if they ran into any direct threats, what were they supposed to do? Would they even be allowed to use their swords? What was Gladdic to do, bludgeon the enemy with his stump? Dante continued along this line of thought as they tramped westward through the grass. Clearly, Kelen thought it was a terrible idea. Even so, if it became a matter of life and death, he would use the nether. It was as simple as that.
Reaching this conclusion gave him a sense of comfort. As comfortable as he could be while he was walking just a few yards away from a mass of hundreds of thousands of grotesquely large insects, at least. The closer they came to the horizon, though, the more his attention shifted away from the ants and toward what was in front of them. As they walked forward along the curve, more sky wheeled above them. Yet the ground felt as steady underfoot as ever.
The end of the earth grew closer and closer. More and more of their field of view filled with clouds and empty blue. Dante glanced continually between it and the writhing carpet of ants. Yet they came to the last of the land without finding a single gap in the insects.
In front of him hung nothing but sky. Dante looked straight up and saw the far end of the land dangling directly over his head. A wave of vertigo crashed over him and he sank into a crouch out of fear he would suddenly fall forward into the open sky straight ahead of him.
He squeezed his eyes shut until his head quit spinning. Just a few feet in front of him, the ground ended and the sky began. What was "under" the sky? What would happen if he reached down into it? Still on his knees, he leaned forward and extended his hand.
Grass whispered behind him. Kelen slid down beside him and grabbed his wrist hard enough to hurt. Dante scowled at him, then backed away from the edge, keeping on his knees until it felt safe to stand up.
The others were just as transfixed by the wall of sky as he was. They took a minute, then pulled themselves away from it and raised their eyebrows at each other. Dante motioned toward the ants.
Blays shrugged and pointed to the eastern end of the land—which was to say, he pointed straight up. Dante considered it, then shook his head slowly, somehow sure that the ants would stretch all the way across the tube of land, and that walking several miles to prove it would only be a waste of time. He glanced around for a tree or something they could use as a bridge. None anywhere close, certainly not close enough to drag all the way back to the ants, though there were a few on the other side of them. He then had the brilliant idea to dig a tunnel to the other side of the swarm, but just as he began to reach for the nether, he remembered he was forbidden from using it.
He mouthed an oath. Blays just shrugged again. Kelen did the same. Dante pressed his palms together in frustration. They couldn't even discuss ideas about what to do? What were they supposed to do—
Gladdic held up his arm for attention. He backed up a good ways from the stripe of ants, swung his arms behind him, and then jogged forward in exaggerated, bounding strides. He leaped into the air, robes flapping, and landed just in front of the blanket of ants, which he then gestured to while raising a white eyebrow.
Dante lifted his eyebrows in response and traced an arc through the air like the trajectory of a bowshot, ending his finger pointing at the ants. Gladdic nodded once. In response to this, Blays shrugged again, but this time he was smiling, lifting his shoulders much higher.
Why not? Because it was a veritable river of ants, that's why! Then again, it wasn't that wide, was it? Just wide enough to make you think that jumping it would be stupid and suicidal. But it's not like it was a stream of lava on the Plagued Islands, was it? It was just bugs. With a good jump, they might only need two more long steps to get across them. It would be over in moments.
Just as he was convincing himself it wasn't the worst idea, and might be an acceptable backup plan if they couldn't think of anything else, Blays ran away from the ants, then reversed course and sprinted toward them. Just before he would have plunged into them, he leaped into the air, flying over the wriggling masses of glass-like vermin.
He landed on one foot, several feet shy of open ground. Yet he hopped forward again so swiftly that the only bugs that would have time to get onto him would be the ones smashed on the bottom of his boots. With a second short hop, he leaped free of the squirming carpet and onto an open rock.
Blays did a little jig, dislodging two ants from his boots, and promptly stomped them. After a more careful inspection revealed that he was clean, he backed off several steps and gave them a thumbs up.
Just jump across them! It was almost too simple to be real. But Blays had just done it, and so Dante backpedaled, gathered himself, and then dashed forward. He landed more than ten feet short, sliding across the loosely packed insects as they crunched underfoot. He could feel their bodies breaking under the sole of his shoe and he bounded forward again before it could unnerve him.
The next hop brought him to the edge of the carpet. One more and he was free. He hopped from one foot to the other, shaking them like a terrier with a rodent, but not a single bug fell away. He retreated to join Blays, who clapped him on the shoulder, but then grew sober as Gladdic, who was much older, and Kelen, whose legs were much shorter, prepared to cross. They made their leaps at the same time. Though it took them a couple more jumps to do it, they made it across the swarm without any slips. They both wound up with several ants crawling up their shoes and legs, though, and Blays and Dante scrambled to help knock these loose and dispatch them.
With this feat of athleticism and foolishness accomplished, the four of them grinned at each other, even Kelen, who rarely broke free from the irritation that seemed to be his natural state of being. They set out north again. It was unnerving to have the landscape suspended above them, though, like walking lengthwise across a wall, and Kelen drifted gradually eastward, back toward the middle of the wildway.
They'd gone no more than a hundred feet when a stabbing, white-hot pain shot across Dante's back. He yelled out, grabbing at his right lower back, and felt something hard under his doublet. He tugged his shirt free of his belt and scrabbled for what he already knew was there. The ant was clamped fast to his flesh, might even have been embedded in it, and as he pulled it free, it took all he could muster to stop himself from screaming again.
He threw the insect down and stomped it. Then he staggered to the side and fell to his knee. The wound was already swollen, the pain of it pumping with his heart, somehow growing worse every second, just like a burn. He grimaced, leaving the nether untouched. It was quite possible he had been in pain more times than anyone else alive—for he would already have died many times over if not for having the nether to heal himself—but knowing he did have the nether, and so the pain would soon be balmed or erased altogether, had always helped him endure it.
Now, it was forbidden to him.
Blays had run over to see what was the matter, but Kelen was stalking around in circles, hands pressed to his face. He drew to an abrupt halt, glanced down at his hands, then shot a look to all sides before darting behind a rock that was wrinkled like an oversized brain. Angrily, he motioned the others to join him.
Blays stayed next to Dante as Dante half-dragged himself into cover. Besides an uncertain breeze through the grass, the wildway was silent. Behind them, the ants continued to stream across the rocks. Grass swayed. A couple of birds floated through the sky.
Kelen watched all this in perfect stillness. After a full minute, he exhaled through his nose, stood, and motioned them onward. The pain in Dante's back hadn't decreased at all and he trudged along half-dazed, sweating sickeningly. A full day of travel still ahead of them—fifteen miles, twenty? He didn't think he could make it that long like this. In fact, he knew he couldn't. If the ant's venom didn't subside soon, he would have to—
"Oh gods in burning hell!" Kelen skidded to a stop. "Don't you speak to it!" he hissed, holding up one arm in warning. "If you want to live, you'll let me talk!"
A figure had arisen from the bare ground ahead of them. In size and shape, it resembled Kelen, short and compact. Its features were similar, too. But that was where all resemblance diverged. The being's blue skin looked to be made of glass, like the ants, although its was opaque. Outside of the shaggy black mop atop his head, Kelen had little in the way of any other hair on him, while this being had none at all.
It was smiling pleasantly. Like a child at its dog, or a wife at her husband returning from a journey. Its eyes were the same blue as its skin and had no pupils or irises.
"Are you lost?" Its voice was warmer than its appearance. Like its appearance, though, Dante couldn't tell if it was male or female.
"No," Kelen said stiffly.
"Then you are here, and here is where you think you should be?"
"We know this isn't our home. We are just…passing through."
The being had appeared thirty feet in front of them. It took a step toward them, slow. "You know this is not your home? You know and still you are here?"
"I'm sorry, master. We had no other choice."
The being frowned in confusion and peered past them. "You are made here by force? But if you are prisoners, your master is where?"
"It's not, ah, quite like that. The one who is forcing us to be here has done so by taking hostages. A great many of them."
"Many hostages? What is done if you do not come here?"
"They will be executed."
"Oh." The figure drew closer, now within twenty feet, moving even more smoothly than Kelen. "Do you lie?"
"To you? Never. I know what you are."
"What am I?"
"You are a Xonos. One of the First Kind."
"Yes, I am." The being swiveled its head toward the three others. "But these ones, they are not even of your kind."
"They come from another realm," Kelen agreed. "I am just their guide."
"Then it is they whose others are held hostage? What makes you here?"
"Oh. I owe them a favor." Kelen held up his hand. "Wait, Xonos, forgive me. I have spoken untruth. I owed someone else a favor, who in turn wishes to help them. That's why I'm here."
The Xonos nodded in a way that made it seem like it had a hinged neck. "It is good not to lie. But…to come where it is forbidden is evil."
"Forgive me, who knew better, and them, who didn't. But we had no other choice. The hostage-taker will—"
The thing swooped forward, the air around it darkening. "I do not want you here. You are here, and I am angry."
Kelen drew back, his face as brittle as fresh ice at the bank of a stream. "I…Xonos…"
Dante didn't think it wise to step toward the figure, so instead he widened his stance and raised his hand. "Xonos, might I make a suggestion? What if you were to guide us to the end of your realm? Surely that would get us out of here faster. And you can make sure we don't get into any trouble along the way."
The Xonos spun to face him. Its expression—first beatific, now menacing—went as blank as something from the Becoming. "You speak, to me?"
Dante gave a partial bow from the waist. This sent a lightning bolt of pain up his back, but he thought he was able to keep this off his face. "If I am breaking your custom or law, I apologize. Please, give us your instructions."
"A deference proper." The being sounded surprised. It gave a short laugh. "You wish to reach the end of wildway? I will do this."
It extended its left arm toward the north. Dante met Kelen's eyes. Kelen gave the slightest of nods. Dante stepped forward. When he glanced back, the Xonos was walking behind them all. But it was walking with them. He had as many questions as ever for Kelen, but given that Kelen appeared terrified of the thing, Dante suspected that it wasn't the time.
"Old memory stirs," said the Xonos. "The three from far, I have seen like you. Ago. Long ago."
"May we reply to you, Xonos?" Dante said.
The being gave him an unreadable look. "Yes."
"Do you remember exactly when they were here?"
"It is told: long ago."
"Ah. What were they like?"
"Like you: too tall, much too tall, trees that make themselves too heavy and so must topple."
"But what were they…" Dante stopped; the Xonos was even worse with questions than Kelen. Either that, or Xonos and the humans of Rale were so different from each other that the being was hardly able to differentiate one human from another. "Why did they come here?"
"To take power," the Xonos answered.
"Power?"
"They heard of the Gothoi power. They came to learn it."
"Gothoi?" Dante murmured to Kelen.
"Like me," he replied.
Dante's eyebrows shot up. "Were they able to learn that power, Xonos?"
"No none, none were able. We killed them long before they could."
"I…see."
"Those from our realm once ranged widely, and knew widely," Gladdic said. "But great tragedy and cataclysm befell them, and that knowledge was taken from us. It is only now that we begin to discover what has been lost for so long."
"Yes, it was told that your-kind could soon be here," the being said. "We were told to watch for you."
"You knew we were coming?" Dante said.
"It was seen. Told to us: should they come, take them to the end. Why else do you think that I help you?"
"Because we were incredibly convincing?"
"I had to test you with fear. But the test was tested." The Xonos stopped and held up a hand. "You wait here."
They had come to a series of short downward cliffs like the staircase of a giant and the being walked forward to inspect them for a way down. As soon as there was some distance between them, Dante reached for the nether. No more than a wisp of it. The Xonos didn't look back at him or otherwise react. Fast as he could, Dante drew forth more and swabbed it to his wound.
The relief was so intense it felt like the pain was gone altogether. This was an illusion, but as it returned, it was far more bearable, a low ache instead of a stabbing, twisting, burning pain.
The Xonos returned with a smile. "There is a way."
"There's always a way down a cliff," Blays said. "The only question is how hard you're willing to land."
The descent offered no major trouble aside from a variety of long-stalked plant that looked like it would make a perfect handhold during the more treacherous stretches but which, when tested, pulled free of the soil as easily as pins from a cushion. The landscape ahead rose gradually and would have been quite unremarkable, even easy to cross—it was largely knee-high grass, speckled here and there with the occasional rock or shrub—except that it was laced with fissures that fell away into unfathomable blackness.
The Xonos brought them forward along a twisting path. Whenever they got near one of the cracks, Dante would have sworn he heard whispers.
"It is occurred," the Xonos said. "Pholos, you haven't told why you go to it."
"Because of the hostages," Dante said, trying to remember just what Kelen had said. "We have to get something from the Knot and bring it to the one who's keeping them prisoner."
"What will you bring back?"
"I'm not quite sure what it is. That's part of why we needed a guide."
"One of the Heskelions," Kelen said, sounding morose. "So you can imagine how enthusiastic I am to get there."
"Oh," the Xonos said. "Then I won't see you again, will I?"
"I very much doubt it."
The Xonos looked thoughtful. After veering around another fissure, it bent course toward a pool of dark water. As they came alongside it, Dante saw that the water (if that's what it even was) wasn't just dark, but black, with a golden shimmer resting atop it. It almost looked like the mouth of a portal. Down in the liquid, their reflections were as clear as a Parthian mirror. 
"Do you smell it?" The Xonos said.
Dante sniffed at the air, but picked up nothing but some grass-scent. For as visually dazzling, at times almost overwhelming, as Olastar was, it had proven to be remarkably odorless.
"Smell what, Xonos?" he said.
The being lifted its head to smile at him. The Xonos' eyes were no longer the same blue glass as his skin, but were black voids shot through with stars. "Death."
"No," Kelen said. "No! Run!"
Without waiting for the others, he bolted to the north. Dante took off after him, grabbing at the nether. "What's happening?"
"It lied! It's trying to kill us!"
"Then shouldn't we be running back to the last portal?!"
"It's too far! That was why the Xonos agreed to escort us. To draw us away from any hope of escape!"
Dante angled to the right to avoid a fissure in the rock. As he neared it, it gaped wider, as if groping toward them. "Then what do we do?"
"There is only one hope," Kelen said. "We find the next portal ahead of us."
The land ahead was much the same, grassy fields punctured by bottomless rifts, with another set of staggered cliffs a mile in the distance, this time climbing upward. Nothing stood out at a glance.
"Spread out!" Dante yelled. "Look for anything unusual—trees, rocks—anything that looks out of place!"
The sky above them flickered. The blue began to drain from the open reaches while the clouds darkened to the color of bruises.
"How do we do that?" Blays said. "Everything looks out of place!"
But they took to Dante's word, veering in four different directions while continuing to race northward. Even as they did this, though, Dante's heart sank. The wildway was three miles across. They would only be able to cover a fraction of it in search of the closest portal. For all they knew, they'd already run past it.
He shot a glance backward. The Xonos was following them. Not running, but gliding over the grass, even the fissures. Smiling serenely.
"I was told to bring you to the end," the being said. "The end is now."
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The earth in front of Dante jolted apart and crumbled on both sides. He swept into the nether within it, trying to brute force it back together, but it was like trying to hang onto a squirming fish with just his palms. For a split second, he readied himself to vault it, like they'd done with the ants, but then reason returned to him. He came to a dead halt and broke to his left, bypassing the crevice until he could run north again.
The Xonos was gaining on them. Dante packed the shadows into a lance and threw it behind him. He then had to deal with another crack shooting open in front of him, but when it was safe to look back, the Xonos was wielding the blue light against his attack. Even after multiple blows at it, the Xonos had only barely knocked the nether off course, and the being had to veer hard away from it, skimming over the ground as the lance zipped past him, missing by inches.
The Xonos righted itself. It was no longer smiling. "To use that substance in this pure place! Foul! Filth!"
Angry as it was, though, the being was hanging back now, trailing Dante rather than closing on him. Dante launched another black bolt at it. But the Xonos had much more distance to deal with it, and battered it off course bit by bit until finally succeeding in knocking the bolt into the ground. If they were to fight toe-to-toe, Dante thought there was a chance he could beat the thing. He was pretty sure that all four of them could—though Kelen apparently firmly disagreed. But he didn't think that killing it would stop the wildway from rending itself apart around them. If it didn't, the fight would take long enough that, even if he came out the victor, he'd have no time to find the portal before the wildway tore him apart.
The fissures kept growing wider. More like chasms now. It was as if the land itself was sickened with a necrosis that was spreading as fast as a blood stain on a rug. Dante came to the top of a low rise and spotted three tall stones standing on end beside each other. It was like nothing else they'd seen in the wildway. He diverted toward it, running even harder yet.
A crack split open not six feet in front of him. He leaped. They had looked bottomless, but as he passed over it, it looked so flat and black that he wasn't sure it had any depth at all. He felt that if he was to touch it, or fall into it, that any parts of him that contacted it would simply vanish, dispersed into whatever nothingness existed in the non-space between the realms.
He landed safe. As he neared the standing stones, he brought the nether to him and showered it across both the stones and the surrounding ground. When this didn't provoke so much as the faintest shimmer, his jaw fell open. He tried again, taking the shadows in both hands and flinging them into the air so they fell to the earth like snow, saturating everything.
Still no shimmer. No portal.
Kelen was a few hundred yards to his left, advancing away from him. Gladdic and Blays were spaced out on his right. He didn't see anything unusual in front of any of them. Nor in the vista ahead of himself, either. Knowing the act was pointless, he cast the nether about for a third time. Still no shimmer.
It could be hidden somewhere close, like the one in the fallen tree had been. The sky was getting darker. As was the ground, as more of it was taken by the necrosis. He had no copper device nor other means of confirming a portal was nearby. All he had was an unusual looking landmark. And if he stayed with it to thoroughly inspect it, it would be the only one he had the chance to look at.
He swore violently and lurched into a run, making for a little hill ahead and to his right. Good choice: the ground just to his left broke apart as violently as he'd done to the courtyard of the Sealed Citadel many years before. The Xonos had kept its distance from him as he'd paused at the standing stones and had since resumed following him. The being was smiling again.
He slowed as he reached the top of the hill to survey the landscape. There was little to see. In large part because more and more of the ground had fallen away into black nothing. All the way to the cliffs—which they wouldn't have time to climb—there was nothing to draw the eye.
Except for one oval patch of ground, halfway between him and the cliffs. It was a hundred feet across, and it was unmarred by any cracks or seams.
He ran for it.
"To me!" He yelled it as loudly as he could, but only Gladdic broke toward him. He repeated it twice. Then, though his mind was racing even harder than his legs, he forced it to go still, and filled it with ether. He gathered the light and shot fat marbles of it into the sky, exploding them a hundred feet overhead. Kelen and Blays changed course toward him as well.
"Stop yourself!" The warmth of the Xonos' voice was uncanny, worse than the gruffest command. "You flee like a coward!"
"Feel free to come try to stop me!" Dante yelled behind him.
The Xonos plunged forward, skimming over a crevasse. Yet when Dante packed the shadows into a long spear, the being drifted back again.
The ground crumbled away faster than ever, and as he neared the oval of untouched grass, Dante had to weave from one side to the other, grass and dirt flying to all sides. He didn't let himself think about whether there would still be enough land left for the others to cross into the oval—and if there wasn't, that it would be his decision to separate that had damned them.
Then again, maybe they were all dead anyway. As he entered the region of solid ground, he sowed the nether about him in a circle. Nothing. He ran toward the middle of what was increasingly becoming an island in the darkness, tossing nether about in such abundance that a pall gathered in the air like the smoke of a wildfire. That was how he almost missed it when something glimmered in the gloom.
He spun towards it, redirecting the nearby loose nether to it. A circular passage opened before him.
As he turned about, laughing, to shout encouragement to the others, a blue missile streaked over the collapsing earth and onto the solid oval. Dante snatched up more shadows and threw them at the attack in bursts, beating it steadily downward. Despite all he put into it, along with the strategy of pounding it into the ground, he still had to back up multiple steps to buy enough time to finish driving it into the earth.
Beams of light flashed from Gladdic toward the Xonos, distracting it from further attacks. The old man came to a crack at the right side of the oval and jumped. Kelen was approaching from the other side at that same moment and leaped lithely over a rift that was just beginning to open before him. Both landed safely and ran toward the portal.
Dante threw another couple of bolts at the Xonos to keep it occupied. As it retreated, Blays sprinted toward the oval the same way Gladdic had approached.
"Curse you!" the Xonos yelled.
The being made a chopping motion with its hand. A ten-foot-wide section of earth slumped from the rightward rim of the oval, leaving a gaping hole in front of Blays. One far too wide to jump. He broke to his right, seeking a narrower gap, but the earth there slid free as well. The ground beneath his feet shivered and cracked.
"You're lucky I don't have time to kill you for this," Blays said to the Xonos. "But next time I see you, I will."
As he spoke, he drew the rod from his belt. And thrust it forward. The Spear of Stars shot to its killing length. He planted the butt at the edge of the chasm and vaulted. As he sailed across the black pit, the Xonos fired a trio of blue arrows toward him.
Dante shouted out and ran toward him, knowing it was too late for the nether to deflect the assault. Yet if you acted anyway, you never knew what quirk of fortune might turn the inevitable into something whose course might be altered after all, and so he shaped his defense and fired it off.
Still in mid-leap, Blays shot the Xonos a look of contempt and swept the spear behind him. All three blue bolts swerved toward the weapon, drawn by the purestone, flashing away into nothing. Blays landed among a whirlwind of blue sparks. He turned toward the Xonos and pointed the spear at him. The Xonos floated backward. Blays took three steps toward it and it jerked back.
"I don't suppose you can build me a bridge to that thing?" Blays said.
"We mustn't wait," Kelen said. "More of them could arrive at any time!"
"Yes, but I could still kill that one."
"If I could get the dirt to move, I would have dropped a ton of it on him long ago," Dante said. The oval island shook beneath them. "I'd say it's time to go!"
Blays jabbed the spear toward the Xonos, who had retreated to a distance of a hundred yards. Electric blue light spiraled from the tip of the spear and crackled toward the unearthly being. The platform shook again, much harder, a crack shooting through its center.
Blays cursed the Xonos' name, swung about, and ran through the portal before he could see if the beam had struck home.
Dante waited for Kelen to enter the doorway, then entered. He stumbled, dizzied by the process, and stood to find himself within one of the now-familiar black tunnels spotted with stars.
"Through the other end," Kelen directed. "Quickly. They can follow us into this place."
Blays shook his spear, which cast its radiant light to all sides. "Can't we let them?"
"If you want to risk leaving yourself with no way to return to Olastar."
Blays muttered something and jogged toward the far end of the tunnel, collapsing the spear down to the dull, unlit rod.
"Where do you suppose we're about to wind up?" Dante said.
Blays shrugged. "There's only one way to find out."
As he reached the second doorway, Dante glanced back down the passage. Blue light rippled over the first doorway. He hopped through the one before him.
Everything swayed again. Dante fell to his knees, which he then had to crawl forward on lest someone stumble over him. "Where the hell are we?"
"I…don't know." Behind him, Blays stumbled forward, reaching out to maintain his balance.
Dante didn't know what world they were on. He couldn't even rule out the possibility they'd been ejected back to Ardos. The sky was glowering and gray, diffuse orange lightning flickering within the dark clouds. Before them, a forest of autumn-red trees swathed the hills, interrupted by towers and columns of pure white stone—which, now that he thought about it, at least ruled out Ardos, as it was unsettled, though it could easily be the Realm or even the Becoming.
Wherever it was, they were too exposed to it, being on a barren slope overlooking several settlements, one of them quite large and grand. They made their way uphill until they entered the treeline. The air smelled heavily of ozone and leaves, further ruling out the possibility they were in any part of the sterile-smelling Olastar.
"What just happened?" Dante said, turning on Kelen. "We're totally screwed!"
Kelen gave him a look of contempt. "We all look well enough to me."
"Well looks are pretty gods damn deceiving then, aren't they?"
"Now you will have to tell me what on earth you are talking about."
"The wildway just tore itself apart! We have no way to get back to Olastar, let alone Pholos!"
The Gothoi waved a dismissive hand. "You're only worried because you have no idea what you're talking about. It's perfectly fine."
"For the wildways are not fixed," Gladdic said. "It will repair itself in time."
"In probably less than a day."
"So what?" Dante said. "Then we go back and get attacked by the Xonos that knows the exact spot we'll be returning to?"
"It won't be there," Kelen said. "Not unless you summon it again."
"You try biting your tongue while you're getting stung by a giant venomous ant by surprise. What, then? The Xonos is just going to go off to sleep?"
"Something close to that, yes. They only leave their trance when something disturbs them. That's how people are able to use the wildways in the first place. If the Xonos were constantly vigilant, there'd be no chance."
"Oh." This had just caused Dante to undergo a momentous swing in morale from crushing despair to moderate enthusiasm and he felt more discombobulated than on his first trip through a portal. "So we just have to sit here for a while?"
"There is some news you won't find as positive. We won't be able to use the wildway again even if he wanted to. We will have to return to Gothon and travel to the kingdom of Harasphont after all."
"Then we've wasted days on this."
Kelen held up a finger. "If we make it back through the wildway. If we don't, then we've wasted everything."
"Inarguably," Gladdic said. "Yet that has been the case for us at every step of the way. It has done nothing to dissuade us before."
He flapped his robes with an air of finality. There was both smoke and movement down in the settlements and they withdrew a little further into the woods before settling on a toppled tree that made for good seating. Dante was now fairly sure they were somewhere in Rale, though it was somewhere he'd never seen nor heard of. It didn't have the heightened sensation of the Realm or the Becoming. That left their own world…unless there were still others they knew nothing about. Something he was now almost certain was true.
More interesting than this, however, was the thought of how many portals to Rale must be scattered across Olastar. If you were to assemble a map of them (including the ones that acted as shortcuts across the various layers of Olastar), you could probably use them get to any other part of Rale within a matter of days. If only they'd known about them sooner. Trade, knowledge, travel, it all would have been revolutionized. It was quite possible the lords of Rale could have used the passages to coordinate their efforts against Nolost and drive him out by themselves, without any need for anything so desperate as Dante and the others were now forced to.
Had the portals been open, waiting, that whole time? If all it took to reveal them was brushing them with stray nether, it seemed grossly unlikely that they hadn't been accidentally rediscovered by someone at some point. Then again, maybe they had been discovered, even multiple times—but the discoverers had entered the portals, trying to learn what they were, and then never returned.
The only real alternative was that they'd been inactive until fairly recently. Which in turn either meant someone, presumably the gods, had deliberately reactivated them, or that this reactivation had been triggered by some event. Like when the White Lich had opened his portals. Or maybe they had done it themselves through some strange sorcerous sympathy when they'd crossed over into the Mists or the Realm for the first time.
Or maybe they had been reactivated by coincidence by a total stranger in a faraway land as the result of something that had nothing to do with them in the slightest. That option was either the funniest or the most frightening. If it was true, that stroke of chance was the only reason they still had any hope at all.
"The Xonos, that was a demon of some kind?" Dante said. "What is that place?"
"Olastar. And its layers. You know that by now," Kelen said.
"But it's your home. Was, anyway. Until you decided you'd rather eradicate it altogether. What could provoke you to want such a thing? It can't possibly be the mere existence of the Xonos."
"How is that any of your business?"
"Because we're traveling together to do that very thing for you?"
"No we're not. We're traveling together to destroy it for your reasons."
"But you have to admit that we're helping you out, too."
"And? How does that oblige me to reveal my life to you? It is my own, and I don't owe you any part of it."
Dante frowned down at one of the white-pillared towns, which was beautiful even beneath the surreal skies of Nolost's wrath. He reminded himself what when they'd met Kelen, it had been twenty miles deep in a murderous living land, down in an escape tunnel he'd dug in case the enemies that had driven him to such a place decided to come for him there as well. He'd been alone there for years, and in exile for decades, possibly centuries. Even if he hadn't been born so disagreeable, it was hardly surprising that he'd become it since then.
"You're right," Dante said. "Your life is your own. Maybe it's better this way, for us to not know anything about these people or their world. That will make it easier to destroy them. And to forget them."
The four of them gazed out on wherever it was they had escaped to.
"This may be the most beautiful place that I have ever seen." Gladdic motioned to the sweep of blood-red forests and the ivory cities settled within them. "It reminds me of my youth."
"You had a youth?" Blays said. "I kind of always figured you hatched out looking just like this."
"I have mentioned it to you before," Gladdic said, without any irritability. "Though not of the period of my life I refer to now. I do not know what season it is here, but despite the color of the trees, I do not believe it is autumn. Yet this is very much how it looked in the autumn at Quent."
"Quent?" Dante said.
"It is in the Western Kingdoms, far upriver from Allingham, at the base of the Wirling Mountains that overlook the sea."
"The mountains across from the Carlons."
"Just so: if you have ever sailed from your city to Bressel, you will have seen them, although from the opposite side from Quent, which is on the northern side of the Wirlings. We traveled some, when I was a child. That was a part of the trade, travel. This was in the years of the Dappled Plague. The priests were too occupied by the disease to travel from the larger cities to places as remote as Quent, and so my father purchased medicines from afar to bring back home and to neighboring places. He could have sold his wares for as much as he wanted. Yet I believe he sold them to the people so cheaply that it drove him into deep debt, and he was all but ruined.
"I was deemed too young to travel with him, and so in his absence, I explored the woods—and gathered what I could to bring to my mother, who had little silver to keep our family fed. In the summer there were great heaps of blueberries, though these were also contested by the bears. I found I greatly preferred the autumn: five kinds of mushrooms grew then, two of which were so prized my mother would always sell them rather than let us eat them ourselves.
"There is also a sense in that time of year for the need to prepare, to be ready to endure. For if you fail in any way, you will freeze, or starve, or both, and not live to see the next fall. All people feel it, even in the cities, where the seasons are less pressing. But this sense of the coming cold is especially strong in the mountains. I carry it with me to this day.
"Even though this time of year is a mortal warning, that does not have to come paired with great worry and fear. For it also lets one appreciate that it is not yet winter, and that even when it is, winter will also pass, in time. The fall shouts this at you with the changing of the leaves of the trees. In Quent, they turn a bright red, as bright as the ones we now look at."
Gladdic picked one up from the ground by the stem and held it before his face. "Whenever I fall into dark thoughts that I cannot shake, I think of the leaves of Quent in the autumn. I am reminded, then, that whatever troubles lay before me today, they will some day be behind me. And something more: that even if I am now old and dour, incapable of undoing either, perhaps that is just the price I had to pay in exchange for once having been a young, carefree boy left to explore the forest as I pleased."
"That's not so different from when I was a little kid," Blays said. "Except my dad was out in the Western Kingdoms because he was fighting wars for money. I had a forest too, though. Somewhere west of Bressel. It was nice."
"Once this is over, and we return home, do you intend to have children of your own?"
"I do. And I intend to make Dante pay me a fat salary for doing nothing but sitting in front of my manor next to a well-supplied keg."
"I doubt anyone's going to have much in the way of riches after Nolost's torn half the world down," Dante said. "But the silver lining to having our lands and homes ruined is that everyone else's lands and homes will also be too ruined to cause us any trouble for a long, long time. We'll have an incredible amount of work in front of us. But I think we'll finally have peace, too."
"That would be a more hopeful age than the one that has led up to it," Gladdic said. "I would not be sad to live to see it."
The skies above the city darkened, orange lightning flashing erratically. For a moment, Dante thought he saw an immense face staring down at them from the black clouds. But the lightning flashed again, and it was gone.
"They arrested me for telling the truth," Kelen said.
Dante swung his head about. "In Olastar? That's what made you hate them?"
Kelen nodded.
"Not to make too little of whatever you went through," Dante said. "But in Rale, people get arrested for telling the truth all the time. In Mallon, for instance, they'll happily execute you for telling the wrong truths about the nether. Hell, there are parts of the Cycle of Arawn—my own doctrine—that I know are false. But if someone was using the truth to try to stir up trouble, I'd still arrest them."
"Then maybe you would have persecuted me, too. But I couldn't abide it any longer. I had learned the truth about the gods, and I had to tell the people of it."
"What was the lie? That a particular one of the gods was evil or something?"
"No. That they existed."
Dante blinked. "What now? They can't truly believe…"
"I said just what I mean. They don't believe the gods exist."
"You are referring to the Celeset, right? Arawn, Taim, all those fellows? Hang on, does Olastar have its own host of gods?"
"You still aren't listening to me, Dante. They don't have gods. They don't believe in any of them."
"I didn't know people could…do that," Blays said.
"Don't look so shocked," Dante said. "You're about the third least-pious man I've ever known."
"Well maybe you shouldn't hold services so early."
"They're at noon!"
"And?"
Dante turned to Gladdic. "Have you ever heard of such a thing?"
"I have known, in my time in service to the priesthood of Mallon, a small city's worth of heretics and infidels," Gladdic said. "But rarest of all among these was the man who believed nothing at all. Surely a whole kingdom of them—a whole world of them—would become unmoored from all morals, and soon turn on each other until all were dead."
"Well it turns out it doesn't work like that," Kelen said. "There are still kings and soldiers. And a land in anarchy is no use to its king. Are there times of unrest and anarchy nevertheless? Yes. There are. But I doubt it's any worse than in your world."
Dante leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. "But there are gods. We've seen them."
"I know that. What do you think convinced me to open myself to persecution? I had already begun exploring the portals and what was beyond them. That's how I saw them with my own eyes."
"Do they just not know any better? Or are they lying to the masses?"
"Oh, most are true believers in their non-belief. Why wouldn't they be?"
"Because they're so obviously wrong!"
"That isn't obvious. Not at all. Other than me, when was the last time anyone on Olastar set eyes on a god? Or had divine messages delivered to them? Functionally, there aren't any gods. No one ever sees or speaks to them. They might as well not be real."
"I don't think anyone on Rale has seen or heard from them in an age, either. But we still never lost our faith in them."
Kelen gave him a smug look. "That doesn't make you any better than us. In some ways it makes you more stupid. Really, you might be better off if you didn't know anything about the gods. If you didn't, they might not be trying to kill you right now."
"I doubt it. Taim seems dead-set on redoing the afterlife and getting it right this time. But that's another thing, isn't it? If your people deny the gods, what do they think happens to you when you die?"
"You die."
"That's it?"
"Some profess that there is an essence within us that merges with the essence of the world upon death. Which really isn't all that far from how it really works, now is it? Some others believe that after you die, you are reborn in a mirror-version of Olastar, and after you die there, you are then reborn to Olastar, and so on forever. There is even one sect—though it's more accurate to call them a school—that thinks we are all part of a single great soul, and we just don't know it. So when we die, we're not really dead. It's just that one minute part of the soul has winked out, like a single ember going dark in a huge bonfire." He plucked a blade of grass and flicked it away. "But these sects aren't all that common. Most people just believe that you die."
"So you're born, and live sixty or seventy years if you're lucky—or three years if you're not—and then you die, and that's all? You're gone for the rest of eternity? I can't imagine believing something so bleak. Why isn't everyone just killing themselves?"
"Who cares?" Blays said. "If they're wrong, they're wrong. We were certainly wrong about a whole bunch of stuff for a whole lot of time. And if we get done what we're trying to get done, our lives are going to be just like theirs anyway."
"What do you mean?"
"We're not going to keep worshipping the gods, are we? The guys who tried to exterminate us? Who can no longer see or hear us, or have anything else to do with us? Beings who can no longer punish us for our misdeeds, or reward us for our virtue?"
"I…hadn't thought about that," Dante said. "But we don't know they won't be able to keep watching us, somehow. They're gods, after all. Anyway, what does it matter if they can't see us anymore? That doesn't mean they'll stop existing. That doesn't mean they'll stop being true."
"Maybe not. But it's going to be different. Maybe a lot different. Just wait and see." Blays motioned to Kelen. "Anyway, this is insanely off-track. You were supposed to be telling us why you were arrested."
"I already told you that," Kelen said. "I told the truth."
"Right, that the gods actually exist and so forth. Surely there was more to it than that?"
"There was."
Blays glanced at Dante, lips pursed in the exasperated way that had been so common to them all in response to Kelen's intractability. He leaned back against a tree, ready to let the matter go rather than bothering to try to wring anything more out of the fellow.
Unprompted, Kelen hunched forward, gazing off at nothing. "There are reasons why there isn't more of the anarchy and chaos Gladdic was so certain must be our natural state of affairs. And why people don't just kill themselves in despair. But it is nothing as wholesome as a love for family and home, or the virtue of tending one's own farm, or mastering a craft, or any of the other things you might think would give the people meaning.
"A long long time ago, there lived a sorcerer named Manas. He was the greatest alchemist of his age, and ever since. Despite living so long ago that no one can agree when it was, there is a reason we still know his name. That reason is the dalax. You have nothing like it. The closest thing would be your beer and your spirits.
"But that is such a poor comparison that it's almost evil to make it. Dalax, when drunk, does make people happy, even giddy. But it doesn't result in drunken stupidity or sloppiness. Its supplicants are still useful, as functional as you or me. Try to take it away from them, though? They will go mad. They will try to kill you for doing that. If they can't, they'll kill themselves instead. Almost no one can stop once they've tasted the dalax. Not that they would even want to. And all of the serfs and laborers are made to drink it.
"It has other properties as well. Those who consume it have little interest in anything besides gossiping and playing frivolous games. Aside from tending to their labors, which they are quite devoted to, both because that is what secures their dalax rations from the Gorgos—you could think of them as the lords—and because of some quality within the dalax itself that makes the tending of fields and the mucking of stalls a pleasant experience. It's almost like they're dreaming as they do their duties. Dreams that are deeply enchanting. Ones they wouldn't want to wake up from, except they know there's more dalax waiting for them when they do."
He drew a little knife from inside his traveling coat and considered its tip. "It makes them so they have no interest in having children of their own. Instead they raise the Gorgos' children, and that's part of their labors too. When a child reaches a certain age, it's given a test of sorts. If its qualities are promising, it is returned to the Gorgos to be raised and inducted as one of them.
"And if its qualities are found to be displeasing, it is given its first drink of dalax instead."
"And it's like that everywhere?" Blays said quietly.
Kelen nodded. "There's no one to oppose it. Everyone's happy about it. More than happy: delirious, ecstatic. It's a system that has lasted since the year after Manas first brewed the dalax, and for whatever feuds and betrayals have happened between the Gorgos down through the centuries, and how many changes the countless kings and queens and tyrants have made to their own specific practices of it, the system itself has never been seriously threatened. There were many times when I wondered if my hatred of it was the true evil: that if I were somehow able to break people from it, I would just make their lives miserable, and I would be the greatest villain in history.
"Sometimes in the years I spent wandering in the Realm and the lands beyond it, I thought it would be better if I never came back to Olastar at all. Why fight when you can't win? Why fight at all when your victory would damn those you fought for to lifetimes of gloom and despair? So I walked away for years. I've never told anyone that before." He glanced up at the crimson canopy and snorted. "They say it's a great relief to make confessions like this. But it isn't at all. I don't feel any better or worse than I did ten seconds ago. I think that's just a thing people say to trick others into telling them their secrets."
He drew up his shoulders. "Still, it's the truth that I walked away. So it's fine to say that even if there's no real virtue to saying it. And that idea is what finally brought me back to Olastar. The gods were true. I didn't know if that would make any difference to anyone or anything. But I thought it was possible that if people knew our creators were real and we were squandering our lives on frivolous lies, then maybe someone—the kindest of the Gorgos, the wisest of the mystics, I don't know—would listen to me. Would believe me. And would deliver something new to our world.
"I spent two years journeying through Gothon. I traveled from one kingdom to the next, to the grandest cities and the humblest hamlets. I spoke to every mystic I could. All of this took time. Meanwhile, every Gorgos would have been happy to kill me if they got word of what I was saying. So I was as careful as I could.
"But it's impossible to speak treason to so many places without it catching up to you. Rumors began to follow me like packs of bay-dogs. I should have left then and gone back to the Realm to wait for it all to calm down. But a woman named Ea, a mystic of the Tiades, had been taken by my stories of the Realm and its gods. She pledged to convince the master of her order to reform their doctrine and preach the truth. None of us knew what would happen from there. But all we needed was one ruler to convert to our new faith to start to bring an end to the dalax system.
"Of course everything she told me was a lie in the end, but I wanted to believe it too badly to see that. They arrested me. They…were unkind to me. But they wouldn't let me die even when it was clear I'd told them everything I knew and had betrayed everyone I'd ever spoken to. If Maralda hadn't found me and broken me free, I'm sure I would have gone insane.
"So I fled to Etis. Where other exiles like me had built a new home for themselves. One that had nothing to do with the dalax. It seemed far enough away to be safe. It wasn't. You know the rest from there. So that's why I'm here. That's why I want to tear Olastar apart. Because it will never, ever change. If only one of the two worlds can live, then yours is the only one that deserves it."
All of that was easily the most Kelen had ever told them about himself (or the people of Olastar, for that matter), and when he finished, Dante found himself nodding silently.
"This dalax system of yours," Blays said.
"It isn't mine," Kelen spat.
"This dalax system of the dastardly Gorgos who will, gods willing, soon all be dead. You make it sound like it's endured for centuries now."
Kelen shook his head. "More than that. Just under two thousand years."
"Two thousand years?! And nobody's broken it in all that time? Not anywhere?"
"How could they?"
"Crazy things happen all the time. All it takes is one mad king, or a sorcerer bent on getting revenge on the noble who rogered his wife, and boom, an entire kingdom can be pulled to flinders."
"The arrangement suits the Gorgos so well that not one in a hundred of them is ever troubled by it. Even if one of those few could convince enough of the others to mount a rebellion, and their rebellion actually succeeded, how could they get the dalax-drinkers to stop? The peasants would just overthrow the rebels and restore the old rulers to the throne. If the rebels should somehow stop that, and withheld the dalax from the peasants, the peasants would all kill themselves. The kingdom would collapse overnight, or get taken over by a neighbor who still has fields full of dalaxa to feed his armies. All of these things have happened before. They're rare, but like you said, given enough time, an unlikely event will happen somewhere. Even so, no one has ever found a way to rid themselves of the dalax."
"Well that is just grim." Blays caught Dante's eye. "If we make it through this, don't ever invent any unbreakable slave-potions, will you?"
"But what if I promise to only use it on bad people?"
Dante meant it fully in jest, but he didn't give voice to his real concern: that if a sorcerer had invented the dalax in the first place, it was quite possible that a properly talented and motivated sorcerer would be able to break the cycle as well, by ginning up an antidote or the like. Then again, Kelen was a sorcerer of some kind, and apparently hadn't made any progress on that front, unless it somehow hadn't occurred to him. But in two thousand years, it had to have occurred to someone. Most likely lots of someones. And they hadn't been able to achieve it, either. Which meant there was little to no chance that it actually was possible: which meant, in turn, that he didn't have to feel any guilt about not pointing out all of this to Kelen.
With this lifted from his mind, he found it much easier to settle in for a good long nap, which seemed like a great idea, given that they had nothing better to do for the next day and no idea when they would have the opportunity to get so much sleep again.
He dreamed he was in a burning city: he thought it was Bressel, but he couldn't be sure. Shadowy beings from the Becoming raced through the streets by the hundreds. It was his task to kill them, and protect the citizens fleeing from them, but for all of the nether he assaulted the monsters with, nine out of every ten of his black bolts missed their target, dashing harmlessly apart. All of his movements were much slower than they should have been and he didn't know why and couldn't make himself go any faster. The monsters flooded past him, hacking down body after body.
Fortunately, whenever the beings attacked him instead, whatever sluggish malady was afflicting him struck them as well. Their blows were flailing and clumsy, and he dodged them with ease. Yet he could barely kill any of them, either: and so his role was to struggle uselessly, and watch helplessly as the people around him were slaughtered, knowing he should be able to stop it, but clueless as to why he couldn't.
"Dante!" Someone was shaking his shoulder. It was Blays, of course; Dante had been shoved awake by him so many times over the years he would have recognized the culprit by the feel of it alone. "Get up, you idiot!"
He was about to be greatly annoyed before remembering they were hardly a stone's throw away from a doorway to all kinds of awful things that could be attacking them.
He shoved himself from his blankets. "What is it?"
"Down there." Blays pointed down the slope. A few hours had gone by and sunset wasn't far off and its light lay on the land like yellow glass. The town below them was small, though its pillars and domes were no less elegant than the far larger city miles in the distance.
A herd of creatures was stampeding toward it across the clear land around the town. But they were no animals, at least none native to Rale: the size of dogs, the dim black beings bounded forward on limbs shaped like sickles, the bladed parts just as sharp.
"Bladelings from the Becoming." Blays drifted forward, hands moving toward his swords. "Just like at Attahire. And they're here to wipe this place out just like they did there."
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Blays bounced on his heels, then gave Dante a sharp look. "Well? What are you doing?"
"What are you doing?"
"Preventing a gruesome slaughter!"
"Oh no. You can't be thinking about going down there. We can only—"
"No time to argue!" Before Dante could say another word, Blays took off at a dead run.
Dante made a strangled noise and ran after him. Behind him, Gladdic followed, looking stoically amused. But Kelen stayed at the fringe of the trees, watching them go. Dante was about to shout at him in anger, but none of this was any of his concern, was it? He wanted Olastar gone, that was it. Intervening in this attack could only reduce the chances of achieving his goal.
Speaking of. "This is insanely stupid!" Dante yelled after Blays. "So let's stop being stupid!"
"There aren't that many of them," Blays said. "We can do this."
"But should we? If something happens to us, all of Rale will be lost!"
"Think of how many horrors Nolost has already brought to the world. Those won't just magically go away when we shut down the portals. We're going to need every last live body on Rale."
"Yes, very compelling. Except for the part where none of this matters if we die first!"
Blays glanced back at him. "There's no risk to us here. Not if we make it to that ridgeline and you bury them with it."
Dante squinted against the hard late light. The bladelings were faster, but the three of them were closer to the town and were heading downhill, while the abominations were bounding up a light slope. As Blays had pointed out, a hundred yards outside the town, which was set atop a small hill, the terrain swept up sharply on the left side of the bladelings' path—directly where Blays was running to.
"All right," Dante said. "But if we run into so much as a single surprise, we get out and don't look back. Understood?"
"Sure. But if anybody winds up fleeing in terror, it's going to be them."
Blays tore downhill so fast Dante felt like he was about to fall on his face. They entered an arm of trees, losing sight of the bladelings. When they reemerged half a minute later, the herd of abominations was just romping past the ridge that stood above them.
"Now!" Blays yelled. "Before they get through!"
Dante had already brought the nether to hand, but found himself caught half off-guard. He threw it ahead of himself, sending it skimming over the grass until it came to the ridge that overlooked the herd from the Becoming. He drove the shadows into the ground and snapped it apart.
After having so much trouble earth-moving in other places, it was beyond satisfying to have complete control over it again. It felt like recovering from a long illness and then chopping wood or going running along the shore of a lake; muscles that once hardly functioned exerting themselves against the world. A flood of earth and stone swept down the severely angled slope.
The town was no more than a quarter mile away from the bladelings. Only then did a singular horn sound, its notes wan and tinny. A grille lowered to block the gate while a handful of men took positions atop the eight-foot wall. Others would join them, surely. But even if the entire town took arms against the invaders, not a one of them would live through the battle.
The avalanche thundered toward the bladelings. Just before it was set to sweep over them, pulverizing their indistinct gray bodies, the herd swung about to face the deluge. Those in the front row held their ground, standing as tall as they could. Those behind them jumped up on their backs. Those underneath bucked themselves upward; those on top coiled and sprung. Functioning like living catapults, the bladelings launched themselves impossibly far up the slope.
As another cohort of the things leaped to the backs of those up front, a second line assembled behind the first, moving like a single organism, providing twice as large a platform for the others to launch themselves from. The front of the rockslide smashed into the front line just as another batch of the creatures were thrown high uphill.
But a third line was already taking shape, along with a fourth. No sooner were they in place than a group of bladelings was landing on top of them and getting launched upwards, with another group hopping up on the launchers the instant they were settled back in place. All of this was happening so impossibly swiftly and smoothly that Dante found himself mesmerized by it. The beings were using themselves as both the bows and the arrows, and were reacting as abruptly as a flock of birds in flight that all change direction at the same time.
The first set of bladelings to be launched landed three-quarters of the way up the incline. Anything short of a mountain goat would have immediately slid all the way to the bottom, but they spiked their sickled feet into the bare rock and scrambled upwards. The rockslide plowed over the rows of launchers, smashing them into ichoric splinters, but every other bladeling had either been thrown into the air or had already landed on the slope.
"What are they doing?" Blays said. "They're supposed to be letting us kill them!"
Ether winked from Gladdic's hand, killing a half dozen of the closest bladelings. Dante had gathered more nether in the handful of moments since the start of the assault and he rushed it into the ground in front of the climbers, scooping a deep abyss across their ranks. Three dozen of the things fell down it, disappearing silently, but the ones behind it had already jumped into the air. Dante's efforts had already killed at least a quarter of them, but there were more of them than it had looked from afar, and many hundred remained.
The first of which were about to land right in front of them.
"Drop back!" Blays snapped out the Spear of Stars, its light matched by the ethereal missiles streaking past his shoulders as Gladdic scythed down another cluster of the invaders.
Dante wheeled backward. Either Blays had perfect situational awareness, or he expected Dante to, for he swung the spear through the space Dante had just vacated. It plowed through ten of the bladelings in a single booming blow, cutting half of them in half while clubbing the remainder into pieces. Limbs and heads were still falling to the ground as Blays slashed the weapon backhanded through the next gaggle of them.
Two of the beings threw themselves flat, sliding under his attack. But both Dante and Gladdic had immediately adopted new roles as Blays' bodyguard, and ripped the pair of bladelings apart.
"What do you think?" Blays said. "Will my arms get tired of swinging before their carcasses get tired of dying?"
"They fight like undead," Dante said. "I'm not sure they even know what tired is."
Blays pressed forward two steps, clearing the ground before him with lightning-quick slashes of the spear, his arms hardly moving except for the rapid snaps of his wrists. Every stroke killed several of the things at once, and the counterattack would have broken the morale of any human army within seconds.
But the bladelings seemed totally unbothered that their hacked-up chitin was raining to the ground like a storm in the Cycle of Arawn. And there were still hundreds of them. They packed around Blays like drowning men around a life rope. Even with Dante and Gladdic pounding them with so much light and shadow that it was sometimes hard to make out if the attacks were hitting live bodies or dead ones, the horde pushed closer, forcing Blays to shorten his grip on the spear. One of the creatures threaded through and jabbed its forelimb into Blays' thigh, dropping him to one knee.
Gladdic blasted the bladeling to bits. Dante reached into the ground underfoot and yanked them upward. Hard. A pillar of stone lifted them into the air so fast it threw him from his feet toward the edge of the platform. Gladdic fell on him, smashing them both to the ground.
"Thanks," Dante grunted, trying to push himself free.
He'd lifted them a dozen feet in the air. Just high enough that Blays could still reach the enemies with the spear. Blays was back on his feet, bleeding freely from his leg as he jabbed and slashed at the bladelings dragging themselves up the sheer sides of the pillar. Gladdic had already disentangled himself and was tending to Blays' wound, so Dante headed to the opposite side of the pillar, drawing his Odo Sein sword.
They were there, too. And some could jump high enough to stab their forelegs into the rim of the pillar. Dante slashed his sword back and forth at anything close enough to strike while spraying the nether into anything further away. It was mindless work, grim, but the creatures' undetailed forms—they hardly even had faces—provoked a bone-deep revulsion in him. When he killed them, he was happy to kill.
There were no more major threats to them after that. Still the bladelings didn't retreat or regroup, even as their numbers were cut to half, then a quarter. Only when a few dozen of them remained did they stop assaulting the pillar, backing away from it as they stared with their eyeless faces up at the three men.
"Don't let them get away," Blays said. "Even that many could be enough to overtake the town."
Dante nodded and sank the platform almost as fast as he'd raised it. The crowd of beings—much-reduced—turned and loped toward the village. Gladdic and Dante laid into them with bolts dim and bright. In the end, Dante had to pull up spikes of stone to trip the last of them before they could romp beyond their range.
After glancing about to make sure nothing was moving, Blays retracted the spear to its dull rod. "See? Told you we could do it."
"And you only got stabbed once," Dante said.
"That's not even worth mentioning in the diary."
"You keep a diary?"
"Up here." Blays tapped the side of his head. "For the future generations."
"Let us hope that no poisons are held within their bodies," Gladdic said. "Or else all the land will be blighted with their rot."
It felt like only a slight exaggeration. The ground between the slope and the bare circle of earth where Dante had raised the pillar was scattered with scores of corpses, most of them in multiple pieces. And the turf directly around the former pillar itself was so laden with chitin that it looked like the black fields of volcanic rock they'd seen in the Plagued Islands.
"Why did you do that?"
The voice was Kelen's; he'd come upon them with almost perfect stealth. Either that or they'd been too distracted by the field full of bodies.
"Kill the swarm of demons?" Blays said. "I'm sorry, are those holy back on Olastar?"
"It was an unnecessary risk."
"We did it for lots of reasons. But frankly, it's because I'm sick of them. And sick of Nolost thinking he can do this wherever he pleases. I don't know if these things or the entity itself can even feel fear. But I want to try to make them."
"Right," Dante said. "Now let's get back up to the forest before anything else happens."
"We cannot do that," Gladdic said. "Or else we have just done this for nothing."
"You must be succumbing to senility. Unless you're trying to tell me Nolost has a second, invisible horde here."
"He has no second horde—yet."
Dante stared at him, then swore. "You think there's another portal nearby."
"To the Becoming, yes."
"Which he can send another swarm of monsters through whenever he pleases. Meaning the people here are still dead. They just don't know it yet."
"Well we can't stick around here to protect them," Blays said. "We'll have to go tell them to flee into the woods." He jerked up his head. "Or we could destroy the portal to the Becoming."
"Even if Nolost reopens it later, that burns time and resources he could have spent scourging somewhere else. Kelen, that device of yours. Can it track portals here as well?"
"I don't know that." Kelen reached into a pocket. "But I can find out."
He got out his copper object. He spent some time fiddling with it—long enough for Dante to spend more time thinking about how, if Kelen were to be killed at some point, they might be able to go on by using the device themselves, meaning he should really try to figure out how it worked—and then flinched so hard he almost threw the device away.
"Yes," Kelen said. "Apparently it can."
He headed, unsurprisingly, in the direction the bladelings had approached from. There weren't any trees either in the gulch or along the bluff overlooking it and after a short distance Dante realized the slope was almost perfectly uniform, as if the people here had engineered it for some purpose. Stone posts were spaced along the gulch every few hundred yards and low stone platforms arose at irregular intervals. A…holy site? Grazing grounds, with the posts to mark whose range was which instead of fences, which would be washed away whenever the gulch flooded? Could be, but he suspected it was used for something else altogether, quite possibly something he'd never heard of before. Whatever it was, he would never see it again.
"It appears our efforts have not gone unnoticed," Gladdic said, sounding amused.
He was gazing behind them. A mounted figure had departed the town walls and was headed toward them at a fast clip. Whatever his mount was, it wasn't a horse; its frame was slimmer, its gait more bounding.
"If he's hostile, they think mighty highly of themselves, just sending the one of them." Dante came to a stop. "Let's see what they want."
The mount, which Dante decided was some kind of deer, was as fast as any horse he'd ever seen, and the man was soon almost upon them, slowing as he approached. He wore a deep green cape and a wrap of the same color around his head. A guardless sword hung from his hip. While most of the people they'd seen in their recent travels had looked wholly strange to Dante's eye, this man likely could have passed unnoticed in Gask, with dark hair, green eyes, and light skin.
"Greet," he said. The talismans Carvahal had given them made sense of his speech, but Dante could still partly hear his actual words, and they were pure gibberish. "Rovis sends me."
Dante didn't know if that was a person or a place, but concluded it didn't matter. "And greetings to you."
"You are strangers? Yet for us you fight?"
"Yes," Dante said, deciding to take a page from Kelen's book when it came to overexplaining himself.
"Yet why?"
"Because we're all fighting the same enemy."
"We?"
"Rale. The world."
"Everywhere this happens? All the world?"
"All the world."
The man's face fell. He gazed off at the heights of the red-forested mountains. "Then it is over."
"No. Not yet."
"How not? The Wise have looked well, and seen our end. They have just one hope left: that some others will live after we don't."
"There's no need for any of us to die. Not if we can stop those things from crossing over to our world."
"The demons? You know from where they come?"
"Hell," Dante said. "But we mean to destroy all the doorways it has to here. We should have that done within two weeks from now. Maybe less. Between then and now, your people need to keep themselves as safe as possible. Flee into the woods, if you have to. The deep places of the world. Wait until we close the hellgates. That's when you fight back. Not a moment before."
"The sign. What will it be?"
Dante pointed up at the angry reddened sky. "The storms, the plagues, the disasters—all of that should stop. But the demons will still be here. A great many of them. We'll have to purge them. If there's too many of them, it could take generations to finish the job. There could even be times when we need to go into hiding and only return when we've rebuilt our strength. Whatever happens, you must endure. Even if there comes a time when it seems like you must be the last people left in the world. Because you just might be."
"You speak like you see the future!"
"No, but I have seen the past. A time much like this one, when it seemed impossible that humanity wouldn't be extinguished forever. But we endured then. And that's what we'll do now." Orange lightning flashed from the clouds, drawing Dante's eye. "We have to be on our way. Tell the plan to as many people in as many places as you can. Then wait for the sign."
"That I will do," the man said. "Before you go—if you fight the demons, were you sent by the gods?"
"Not exactly. But that reminds me: if you've got any special prayers you really want the gods to hear, you better say them soon."
They parted ways. A half mile later, the four of them found the portal half-submerged in a lake that lay at the bottom of the gulch. The deep, triangular footprints of the bladelings marked the mud by the thousands, but none of the creatures were in sight.
They readied themselves and stepped through, ready for carnage. But the tunnel beyond was empty, too. Dante couldn't be sure, but he thought there was something different to the constellations drifting across the black ceiling and walls. Something sinister.
"So that portal leads to a specific place in Rale," Blays said, motioning behind them. "And that portal—" he pointed to the far end of the tunnel— "leads to a specific place in the Becoming. But this tunnel we're currently standing in is somewhere in Olastar?"
"Yes," Kelen said.
"So is there a way to climb through the wall there and out into somewhere in Olastar?"
"No."
"Well what kind of sense does that make?"
"There's nothing beyond the tunnel walls. It's no different than trying to step into the sky at the rim of a wildway. It doesn't go anywhere. You just get dissolved."
"And here I thought I was about to make a Discovery."
Dante stared at the black circle at the far end of the crossing. "Would it be possible to destroy the Becoming instead?"
"Of Olastar?" Kelen said. "Did you think about your question for one second before asking it?"
"Three or four seconds. It seems it didn't help."
"Can you just destroy Rale? Or the Realm?"
"I can't. But apparently someone like the entity can."
Kelen shook his head in annoyance. "Nolost isn't destroying Rale. He's destroying you. After you're gone, and things have settled down here, Taim will repopulate this world and link it to his new perfect afterlife."
"I don't think that's true. I think he intends to have the entity completely annihilate this plane and start from scratch."
"Even if that's true, it's not the point. The point is just what you said: you could never destroy this place, or even come close. So why would you think you could destroy the Becoming?"
"I'm sorry, I must have been confused by the fact we're about to destroy Olastar."
"Olastar is unique in that way. No other known realm is remotely like it."
"Well, it was an intriguing thought," Blays said. "But now that it's proven to be stupid and wrong, don't we have a job to do?"
Dante took another look down the tunnel. But it had been no more than a wild hope. He would just have to take solace in believing Olastar was as awful as Kelen claimed it was.
"Stay right by the doorway," he said to Kelen. "Once this thing starts ripping itself apart, we won't want to stick around."
The cut on his knuckle had closed some time ago and he reopened it. He called the nether to him and forged it into a long, jagged blade. He drove it into the ceiling of the tunnel. And ripped.
A black slash opened behind the blade, perfectly blank. The nether shrank and fizzled away as he pushed it onward, but the edges of the slash frayed too, shedding bits of ether and nether that blinked out like floating ashes. He shaped another blade and dragged it through the substrate near where he'd made his first gash.
"X-shaped patterns," Gladdic reminded him. "That is what worked best before."
Dante nodded, annoyed to be corrected even though it was correct. He withdrew the blade and carved a perpendicular line through the first one he'd made. The four flaps of the X sagged downward like wet canvas and disintegrated, leaving a square of empty blackness.
"Is it that simple?" Kelen said.
"The tunnel walls are just made of nether and ether," Dante said. "They can be damaged with the same substances just as easily. You don't have to tear apart the whole thing, either. Once you do enough damage to it, it becomes unstable and unravels on its own." He drew up another blade. "You didn't know this? I would've thought your people would be the masters of it."
"It's taboo. Wherever there is a link between two places, Olastar wanted it to be there. Tearing it down would be like if you were to smash a sculpture of a god. Even if it wasn't taboo, our sorcery doesn't damage it nearly this much."
"Like how when nether hits whatever you call that blue stuff, they mostly just bounce off each other?"
"The 'blue stuff' is called soma. But yes, I think you are correct."
Gladdic carved out his fourth X while Dante, distracted by conversation, hurried to finish his third. It would probably only take a few more, but better to overdo it than to underdo it and scamper away thinking the tunnel would collapse on its own only for it to still have enough integrity to patch itself back up after they left.
"What's that?" Blays said.
A ripple was passing down the tunnel toward them. Dante dropped what he was doing like it was on fire. Was it collapsing already? But that made no sense, once it began to tear itself apart, the process would begin where they were already doing the damage. He stepped back from the wall as the ripple passed by just like a gentle swell coming in to a beach. As it passed over the ragged black squares they'd cut from the substrate, the stars there gleamed back into being.
"What the hell?" Dante said. "It's fixing itself?"
He raked a load of nether to himself, readying to shred into the passage walls twice as hard. But as the ripple moved beyond them, the stars faded again, restoring the blank black squares. The ripple rolled to the doorway they'd entered through, which bulged before sinking back to its normal state.
"Anyone know what that was?" Blays said.
"It's already starting to destabilize," Dante said. "Be ready to run."
He summoned a new nethereal sword from thin air. From the corner of his eye, he watched Blays draw the rod from his belt. A cold tingle rippled up Dante's spine much as the swell had just passed through the tunnel. They had been sticking close to the entrance, but Blays now took three long steps back from it, keeping his eyes locked on the oily black surface.
"Uh," Dante said. "Exactly what are—"
The doorway exploded with motion. Dozens of black strands shot forward. They were wiry, little thicker than a man's arm. But their modest size was no comfort. For they weaved from side to side with the grace of a duelist, and each one was tipped with a barbed stinger dripping with foul venom.
"Well that's disgusting." Blays shook the Spear of Stars to battle-length. "You two finish up on the tunnel while I cut a hole through this demon for us to jump through."
Dante had already thrown several black darts at the stingered tentacles, but at Blays' word, he launched his next attack at a portion of the curved wall. The darts struck three of the tentacles, but instead of clipping them in half, they did no more than knock loose some black dust. The nethereal blade, meanwhile, barely penetrated two inches into the substrate. Dante leaned on it with his mind, trying to sink it deeper, but it was like trying to wriggle a shovel down into compact clay.
Blays' spear flashed as he cleaved it through a striking tentacle. Both halves of it fell to the ground, writhing into dust, but a new tentacle had sprung forth before the dying one had even smacked down. Ten of them lashed out at Blays in irregular intervals. He dispatched three—which were replaced just as quickly as the first—but was driven back by the rest. Blue light snapped from Kelen's hands as he shot soma into the tentacles.
"I might have been a little hasty on the not-helping-me part," Blays said. "In fact—"
He yelled out as one of the grotesque ropes slithered around his spear and stung him on the left arm. Gladdic whirled about as Blays fell back, waving the spear one-handed at the pursuing limbs.
Dante turned away from the wall, which he'd barely managed to start cutting into, and launched a barrage of nether into the jabbing stingers, cutting a few of them to the ground. Blays surged back to his feet. From his motions, Gladdic had fully healed him, but his face was deathly pale and marred with angry red squiggles, and he was sweating like he'd spent an hour running in the summer sun.
"That," he said, "hurt. But so will this."
He lunged forward, snapping the spear through the mess of tentacles at an upward angle, then spinning it downward and back up to the other side so that it carved a figure-eight through the enemies. It opened a big enough hole in them for him to take a step forward. But the tentacles were replaced with new ones before Blays could even get out whatever insult he was about to shout at them.
The three sorcerers laid into the wall of horror as well, filling the tunnel with the light of their powers and the smoke of severed limbs dissolving on the ground. But if anything the tentacles seemed to return faster and faster, the stingers jabbing closer and closer with each moment. Their venom smelled so sharply it stung Dante's nostrils and when a droplet of it landed on his cheek it hissed and burned.
A stinger twisted around Kelen's soma and stabbed him in the side. He dropped like his brain had been knocked out of his skull by a bolt of nether. It took Gladdic the blink of an eye to cleanse his body of the poison and get him back on his feet, but even that brief distraction was enough for the wall to push them back step after step.
"The hell kind of demon is this?" Blays said. "I've fought weaker gods than this!"
"Because it is no mere demon." Gladdic's voice was a strained croak. "It is him. We stand before the entity."
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"No," Dante said, shaking his head like he was trying to get a beetle out of his ear. "We would have felt it!"
"You can feel it in the strength of that which resists us!" Gladdic said.
"Quit demoralizing yourself. We can kill this thing!"
Laughter sounded in his head. The others twitched; they'd heard it too.
How many times have I found you now? Nolost spoke. You still don't recognize me?
"That's because you keep getting uglier," Blays said. A batch of tentacles jabbed at him. He cut three to the floor with the flash of the spear, but was forced to fall back another step along the tunnel.
The better I come to know you, the better I can resemble your nightmares. The entity didn't lessen up in the slightest as he spoke. Severed tentacles fell in a steady rain to the tunnel floor, crumbling away to nothing, just to be replaced every bit as steadily. Why are you here, in Crimsonwood? What do you seek?
"As it turns out, we're about to unleash the Double Entity on you," Blays said. "And there's nothing you can do to stop us."
Whatever it is, it will do you as much good against what unfolds as spitting into an inferno. Your last hopes died along with the Emerald Titan.
"If you believed that, you wouldn't be trying to convince us of it," Dante said. "Maybe we're not the only ones working to attain a weapon against you. Maybe we're just here to distract you while our allies finish the job."
I have no need to convince you of the inevitable. There is no longer enough of this world left to resist me.
As they continued to strive and lash against each other, visions flicked across the space between the entity and the mortals—or perhaps they flicked across the mortals' minds. In the first image, fires burned in the sky above an endless field of filth. It looked as though the terrain might once have held a forest, but it had been so fully pulverized that there were no intact branches, stumps, or leaves, just a wet mat of spongy pulp. Swords, spears, limbs, and heads jutted from the mat by the thousands. Despite the orchard of corpses, not a single vulture or crow was to be seen. There weren't even any flies.
The wall of stingers fought them back another couple of steps. The vision soared away from the army of half-buried dead and swung, dizzyingly, to a city so grand it would once have made Bressel look as decrepit as Bressel had once made Narashtovik look before Dante had restored it.
Now, though, its walls sprawled in smashed heaps. Its towers had been toppled like drunks shoved from their chairs. The devastation wasn't as total as in the field of the dead, but that was perhaps only because it was still ongoing: people fled through the rubble-choked streets, hunted down by bladelings, while much much larger horrors stalked about on three long spiny legs, staving in the walls of houses with sweeps of a single boulder-sized claw, which they used to pluck out and crush anyone they found within the wreckage.
Ether quivered, here and there. But it was clear that the battle had already been lost. Whatever happened next would be no more than isolated moments of heroism or cowardice which would quickly turn to tragedy, with all of these moments lost as all the people that had seen them were slain.
There was just one more vision. This one was within a great cavern, its walls studded with glorious raw gems of every color. It was filled with countless women and children, nearly all of whom had their wide eyes turned upward.
The ceiling shook as forces clashed above them. It jolted again, hard enough to throw many of the children from their feet. Then everything went still. The people froze as well. Still staring upwards.
The twelve-foot door at the back of the cavern boomed. Women began to scream, followed by the children. Other women dressed all in white hurried among the crowd. Mothers held their children close as the children tipped back little vials to their mouths. The women then did the same. As the door splintered, and long claws like the legs of spiders poked through the cracks, children and women began to fall to the floor, jerking back and forth as yellow foam poured from their mouths.
Everywhere it is the same, the entity said. Everywhere that is not already dead is now in the act of dying. Those few that remain would rather bring death upon themselves than let it be done to them by what they know is coming for them.
"You lie!" Dante hacked into a mass of tentacles, jerking his head away from the thrust of a stinger. "I've seen our future. And you're not in it."
So that is how you broke free of me after the fall of the Titan. Who showed you this 'future'? Carvahal?
"What does it matter?"
What he showed you, was it a promise?
"A promise? No. But it can be made real. And I think you know it. That's why you're trying so hard to get us to give up."
The entity laughed again. He's done it again. Just like at Aratea, and every time since. It is as if they built your kind to fall for it.
Dante dropped to one knee and slashed his sword through an incoming attacker. "What lies do you speak now?"
At Aratea, just as the champion Rolond suffered a grievous blow and knew that his fight was over, Carvahal slipped into his mind a vision of Rolond fighting through the ranks and recapturing his king from them. But the vision was a lie: Rolond died in the attack, as did his king. But afterwards, when the armies had left, and Carvahal walked among the dead, he was seen smiling.
When the will of a human fails, he shows them the delusion they need to stand back up. They are always doomed, they cannot change their fate. But he has found a way to make them fight on to achieve his goals before they are ushered into death.
"I know what I saw." Dante gritted his teeth, tearing into the stingers as they made another push toward him. Bit by bit, the four of them were still being driven back. Toward the far doorway—the one to the Becoming. They needed to fight through Nolost and jump back out into Rale, but they hadn't even found anything to stop themselves from getting pushed back.
Which left only one option.
"Attack the wall!" he yelled at Blays. "Rip the tunnel apart!"
"But we're still in it—and he's blocking the way out!"
"Just do it!"
Blays gave him a wild look, then spun away from the melee of tentacles and carved into the wall. The tentacles flinched back in response—Nolost had covered the wall with part of himself, that's why the nether had grown so ineffective against it—and Dante seized the momentary lapse to spring forward, cutting into the clumps of limbs with shadowy scythes. Gladdic and Kelen, seeing what he was doing, joined him.
For the first time, they pushed the entity back. For a second, Dante thought they might be able to drive it all the way back to the portal to Rale. Then Nolost shrugged off whatever surprise and pain had afflicted it and came at them in such a frenzy of stabbing barbs that two pierced Dante's cloak as he shuffled back from them.
"The wall's tearing itself apart!" Blays said. "What's the plan now? Hope Kelen was wrong about there being no escape hatch to Olastar?"
Dante held his ground, battering at the tentacles. Seams shot across the ceiling of the tunnel, then wrapped around the right-hand wall and snaked across the floor. The entire tunnel trembled.
"It has been a glorious time together," Gladdic said. "I did not even believe we could defeat the Eiden Rane. Yet not only did we do so, we came within a hair's breadth of defeating his master."
Thick black lines of nothing blotted out more and more of the constellations of stars. Blays had disengaged from the wall to stab and slash at the wall of limbs, his blows growing more and more frantic, but this only brought Nolost to a standstill. Dante wanted to scream at the entity, but the slightest misstep would give it all away, and though their window was all but closed, it—
Remember that none of this matters, Nolost injected into their heads. Your world is already dead. The longer you fight, the more of the corpse you will see for yourself.
The wall of tentacles irised apart, racing to the walls, ceiling, and floor.
"Run!" Dante yelled. "Run and don't stop running!"
But his words were worthless: everyone was already running.
The walls rippled as Nolost retracted toward the doorway to the Becoming. The entity had pushed them further along the tunnel than Dante had guessed and the exit looked terribly far away. The black cracks in the floor kept growing wider and Gladdic sprayed ether in front of them to illuminate the way and help them avoid stepping into a patch of void and dissolving their feet into nothing.
A six-foot-wide strip of ground vanished right in front of them. With a running start, they leaped right over it. As they neared the portal, Dante shot a glance behind them. Nolost was speeding along the walls like an arrow in flight. The ripple of being reached the far doorway just before they reached theirs. The portal surface flickered as Dante flung himself through it.
He groaned as the two halves of his body were yanked in different directions; the trip through the collapsing portal was much worse than it had ever been before. He splashed out into the lake they'd come in through. He'd forgotten about that and accidentally sucked in a lungful of water before he knew what was happening. He sputtered and hacked, struggling to keep his head above water, until Blays grabbed him by the cloak and helped tow him ashore. There was no trace of the portal, and when he spread nether over where it had been, it did nothing.
"Everyone's alive, yes?" Blays rubbed his back. "Nobody got snapped in half by the transfer? Or is currently being poisoned to death?"
Gladdic looked like he was trying not to vomit, and Kelen was wincing in pain even as he applied the soma to himself. But everyone had survived, and was in the process of recovering from any ill effects they'd suffered.
"Excellent," Blays said. "Then let's continue fleeing." He tromped off to the northwest, in the direction of the portal back to Olastar.
"We can't go that way," Dante said. "Not yet."
Blays motioned to the lake. "Got pressing business with the frogs?"
"He might be watching us somehow. The last thing we want to do is show him where we're going."
Blays swore, then nodded. He took in their surroundings, then struck out to the southwest instead, which meant hiking up out of the gulch and back toward the expansive forest.
"First question," Blays said as they started up the slope. "How the hell could you be sure that pulling the tunnel down around us would make Nolost get out of our way?!"
"Because he ran like crazy the last time we collapsed a portal on him, too."
"Yes, but that time he had his whole damn arm in the tunnel. And he was reaching up through it out into Rale. Was that thing in there even connected to the rest of him? Or was it just a little piece?"
Dante shrugged. "I'm not even going to pretend like I know how the entity works."
"Then there was every chance he could have let that part of him get dissolved in the void. And we would have been dissolved with it!"
"Well if he hadn't moved, we could have taken the other portal instead."
"The one into the Becoming? The place filled with nightmarish monsters? That was your idea of a great plan?"
"It's better than getting disintegrated. I'm sure Kelen could have found us a path back to Olastar."
"To Ardos, you mean. Which would have taken days at the very least, and quite possibly months, which means he might as well just search for a portal straight to hell instead, since that's where we'd all be going."
"This bickering is surely as useful as it is interesting," Gladdic said. "Yet it raises a most serious matter. Why did we intervene here? Had we not already decided to stop getting involved in the affairs of outsiders?"
This stopped the conversation cold.
"I mean, yes," Blays said. "But we had nothing better to do. And it seemed perfectly safe."
"Yet it was not."
"Hence the word 'seemed.'"
"Which shows the lesson therein: it is now true that nothing can be assumed safe. Not when we are beset by an enemy of divine strength, with disasters unfolding all around us. Every action we take, no matter how trivial it might appear, could lead to our deaths, and the extinction of the world."
"It sounds like we might like to avoid that."
"Which means in turn that we must forsake any action, no matter how minor or harmless it might appear, that does not directly pertain to the larger actions of…" Gladdic halted himself, glancing up at the sky from beneath his white brows. "The larger actions that are already known to us, and thus need not be spoken aloud."
"Fine. No more getting involved in other people's problems. For real this time."
"And let it be said out loud, and fully understood, as to what that means. We must make our hearts as cold as a winter's beach. No matter the horror before us, or our apparent power to stop it, we must look down on it with the same draconic distance through which Jorus looks down on us."
"All right, I get it," Blays said. "Even if our dear departed mothers were to stumble out from behind that tree and beg us to save them from a bee that won't leave them alone, we'll just give them a wave and promise we'll meet them in the Mists some day."
"Now you understand."
They crossed a sward and reentered the red wood. Dante reached around himself, searching for hints of Nolost. Though the entity's presence was everywhere—in the freakish orange lightning overhead, in the heap of bladeling corpses a couple of miles up the gulch—Dante didn't sense anything active. If they were lucky, the collapse of the portal had shut out the entity's ability to reach this place.
If so, their best course of action would be to return to the wildway as soon as they could, before Nolost was able to find a way back to Crimsonwood and hunt them down. But Kelen insisted they had to wait a full day between their escape from the wildway and their return to it, and it had only been six hours.
Afternoon turned to sunset, sunset to night. They camped in the woods, keeping a double watch and sleeping well into the following morning. The skies had lightened from black to gray while the lightning was almost yellow again. While the forest couldn't be called lively, it was no longer so tomb-like, with birds singing to each other, if cautiously, and black squirrels with scarlet ears and tails scampering out along the branches.
Heartened by all this, the four of them returned to the portal to the wildway in decent spirits. Then they collectively remembered what awaited them on the other side.
"We're sure there's going to be something on the other side?" Blays said. "And that we're not going to step out into a terrible void and fall forever?"
"If it's void," Kelen said, "then you won't do any falling. And it certainly won't be forever. You will be disintegrated, and instantly."
"At least there won't be any suspense, then."
"There won't be any void. It will be the same as it was before Dante triggered the arrival of the Xonos."
"I would say it was the ant made of molten lead that did that," Dante said. "Considering there was no Xonos until it bit me."
"You're the one that didn't get it off of you so that it couldn't bite you in the first place. Regardless, the rules will be just the same as before. No talking. Don't touch anything you don't have to. The only difference will be that we'll be traveling the opposite direction, back towards Gothon. Do not under any circumstances try to continue onward to Pholos."
"Or more Xonos?"
"Yes."
"Got it."
"Then we go on."
They entered the portal and crossed through the tunnel. On the other side, the wildway looked just as it had before the Xonos had brought it to ruin. The same placid semi-circle of sky. The same disorientingly curved earth. A few hawks, some wind in the grass. Aside from its strangeness, it appeared perfectly harmless.
Of course, they knew better than that now.
Kelen watched it to make sure nothing was out of place, then beckoned them to follow. Dante reminded himself not to even touch the nether. When he found himself about to anyway—it was a lifelong habit, as hard to set aside as putting on clothes before stepping out the door in the morning—he laced his fingers together and held his clasped hands in front of him to stop himself from grasping the shadows again.
A silver lining to the fact they'd failed to reach the end of the wildway the first time was that they had less distance to cross to return to the beginning of it. With no setbacks, they might even be able to reach the entry before nightfall. Kelen advanced cautiously but steadily. Every half mile or so he pointed out a portal they were going past, should they need to use the things again.
Gladdic looked unusually tired, eyes bleary, his face hanging in bags. Both nether and ether added decades to the wielder's life (assuming it didn't lead them to death by misadventure much sooner), and he had always been incredibly hale for his age, which Dante probably underestimated, but Dante wondered if the rigors of their journey was finally catching up to him. He knew he could feel it himself.
The landscape was just the same, right down to the river of ants they soon found blocking their way again. After giving each other some exasperated looks, they did some gesturing about strategy before deciding they couldn't do any better than what they'd done the first time. Except this time, after skipping across the squirming swarm and getting to clear ground, they performed an extremely thorough ant check on each other. And a good thing: even after removing all the obvious ones, they found another ant hidden in Gladdic's robes and one in Dante's trousers.
There were no bites this time. No Xonos, either. Some time later, Kelen smiled and pointed over to the initial portal they'd come in through, just a thousand yards further along the field of grass and thorny shrubs. But he'd only just started toward it when the sunlight guttered like a candle in a draft.
Kelen whirled about, pressing the index finger of his right hand to his lips while jabbing sharply at the ground with his left hand. There was no immediate cover and so they pressed themselves into the grass as best they could. The daylight faded with the speed of a stone falling through water until they found themselves in perfect darkness.
Grass rustled somewhere ahead of them. Dante clenched his hands together to keep the nether out of them and reminded himself that animals stirring about in the dark always sounded much bigger than they really were. The sound stopped for several heartbeats. When it resumed, it was much closer to them—thirty feet or less. He could smell something on the wind. Not musky, like a large mammal, but sour. Reptilian.
They couldn't just let themselves get eaten, could they? He moved his hand to his sword. The sound stopped, but the smell kept growing stronger. Until it felt like it was right in front of—
The sky glimmered. Glowing green spots moved across it. It was impossible to tell how high up they were and thus how big they were or how fast they were going: they could have been fireflies, or they could have been the size of wagons.
Whatever they were, they gave off just enough light to silhouette the creature in front of them, which stood ten feet tall and ten feet away. Its upper half was vaguely humanoid. Its lower half wasn't. It shielded its eyes against the barely-there light, spun about, and wriggled off through the grass.
The green spots played against the mile-high ceiling, swimming through the darkness in indecipherable patterns. In time, they broke away, drifting to east and west, and passed beyond the rims of land raised to either side of the wildway. Dante braced himself for more pitch black, but the sky filled with pink, which brightened to yellow before returning to a cloud-spattered blue.
Kelen stood and nodded them onward.
The portal was nestled within a split boulder. Dante was first to go through. He emerged back in Gothon. On a mossy and extremely slippery rock. He fell, throwing his limbs wide to stop himself from plunging into the boisterous river right below him, and was then promptly stepped on by Blays as he crossed through the portal.
"What was that thing back there?" Blays asked once Kelen was through.
"It was a delor," Kelen said. "Servant of the Xonos. Some say they were once normal people who dared to take a wildway, and were captured by a Xonos. But instead of killing the trespasser, the Xonos held him by the legs while shoving his upper half through a doorway into a lower world, resulting in…that."
"Do you believe that?"
"I don't know. But it's hard to think where else such things might come from."
"So how are we getting to Pholos from here?" Dante said. "You said it involved a nearby kingdom?"
Kelen nodded. "Harasphont. It will have passage to Pholos. But it won't be easy for us to attain."
"Get us on our way. And then tell us everything you can."
Kelen oriented himself to the brain-hurting folds of the landscape, then headed in a direction that felt like north to Dante. All in all, they had lost half a day traveling back and forth across the wildway, and a full day waiting out the Xonos in Crimsonwood. The relative lack of destruction in Crimsonwood made Dante think they still had some time to pull down the portals and evict Nolost from their world—at least a week, maybe two—but even if that was true, they'd just lost something like a tenth of the time remaining to them. He doubted they could afford a second such loss.
"Crossing the fields of Gothon as we travel to Harasphont, seeking entry to Pholos," Blays said. "What are we looking for in Harasphont? Something else with a ridiculous name?"
Kelen eyed him. "Everything worth talking about has a name. If the names of this place sound ridiculous to you, that's only because you don't belong here."
"I fully agree with you there."
"It's called an aida, which simply means gatehouse."
"What's the best way to get to it?"
"What kind of a question is that?"
"I think we have reached the point where if I'm asking you a stupid question, that's because I am stupid, and you should just accept it. That's what a smart fellow would do."
"Maybe you're not so stupid, Blays. Maybe we're just different."
"Let's not get too far ahead of ourselves here," Dante said.
Kelen stepped around the mouth of a small burrow, keeping both eyes on it. "But difference is exactly what I'm talking about. The aida is kept away from the public. Worse than the public, we're strangers, and you three are foreigners, which means it will be kept away from us twice as vigorously. The best way to bypass this vigor depends on what you are best at. Are you best at bargaining your way to it? Lying your way to it? Sneaking to it? Killing your way to it?"
"The truth is we're probably best at killing," Blays said. "We've certainly got more experience with it than most. The problem with violence, though, is that once you start to use it, if it doesn't work out, it's really hard to go back and try one of those other things instead."
"How is the gatehouse in Harasphont protected?" Dante said.
"I've never seen it." Kelen sounded more thoughtful than normal. "But the two I have seen were both deep in the palace of the king. I know this much: we will have to earn our way to it."
Night fell not forty minutes later, but they were decently rested and were traveling across open fields without any available shelter, and they didn't stop until they came to the ruins of a crude hilltop fort, which Kelen explained was the last landmark he'd spotted before they'd lost the light, and that they would need to wait till morning to continue.
The night was a quiet one. Day broke little different than it did in Rale, except for the somewhat unnerving fact that there wasn't a sun, at least not one that Dante could see. Their march brought them to a bright green land where a dozen different streams wound through the strange folds of the earth before converging at a cliff. Rather than cascading down it in a waterfall, though, the river flowed straight across the ravine to a second cliff, where it then flowed on in normal fashion, as if there were no laws of nature at all here.
Fortunately for Dante's sanity, the ground smoothed out greatly after that. And became speckled with a comfortingly familiar sight: farms.
These ones were remarkably large, though. Each one was the size of an important lord's, with no family farms or serf-holdings between them. In one field, a group of forty people, both men and women, picked clusters of yellow berries off of bushes and stowed them in big wicker pouches slung over their necks. As they edged along the rows, their movements matched each other so well that it was as if they were working to the tune of some unheard music.
Though they were slight of build like Kelen, their skin had a little more blue to it than Kelen's, presumably because they spent all day working outside, and his features looked more refined. Although that likely had something to do with the idiotic smiles draped over the laborers' faces.
When Kelen first caught sight of them, he froze. A look of utter disgust spread across his face, but this was soon replaced by something like pity or sorrow.
"Those are the people you were telling us about?" Dante said. "The potion-swillers?"
"The dalaxa," Kelen said. "People of the dalax."
"They do look happy."
"They are."
"But I mean really happy. Like they just had their first child."
"Or just finished conceiving it," Blays said.
"There is no one to mind them," Gladdic said. "No field hand with a stick ready to beat them should he catch them sleeping or stealing. For no peasant here ever does sleep or steal on the job."
A few of the peasants looked up as the four strangers walked down the road that had begun at the edge of the fields. At the break in the rhythm of their labor, others glanced up in confusion, but before any of them could say a word of rebuke, the oglers returned to their work, taking berries from the branches and adding them to their slings.
Dante tried not to stare too much. "One way or another, somebody has to work those fields. At least they're happy about it."
Kelen blinked at him. "What did you say?"
"I understand your objections, but in all my travels, the only places that didn't have a great heap of peasants to work the land were the ones that used a great heap of slaves instead."
The blue tinge to Kelen's face deepened. "You are saying your own peasants are miserable. That they might even change places with the dalaxa."
"After seeing these people, I think some of them sure would."
"They would only do this if they misunderstood everything as badly as you do. Do your peasants work hard? Sacrifice their bodies to feed the kingdom? They do. But I've seen them and their lives. They draw pride from their work. They're poor, yes, but they're part of the land and live with the cycle of the seasons.
"And their work isn't the only thing they have in life. They have gods to honor, along with feasts and festivals that bring all the village together. They have lands to cultivate and homes to grow. They have families to cherish and provide for and protect. Their lives are rich in many ways. The peasants you speak of, the dalaxa you see here—they are not the same." Kelen gave him a disgusted look. "If you believe your peasants would be happy here, that's only because you would be happy to do this to your peasants."
"That's enough." Dante took a step toward him. "I know your feelings about this are…strong. But if I speak ignorantly, you must forgive me—and you must remember that while I let others speak far more freely to me than most do, I am still a lord."
The two of them stared at each other.
"You can't hurt me," Kelen said. "Or else you'll never make it to Pholos. But we're not going to make it there by standing here, either. Come on."
He trudged forward along the road. Dante headed after him. Their voices had been heated, especially Kelen's, but not a single one of the dalaxa had looked up from their work, or stopped smiling.
"We've entered Harasphont, in case you hadn't guessed," Kelen said. "We should reach the king's capital by tonight."
It was a pleasant day, spring-like, with phalanxes of gray clouds scurrying about through the sky. Wherever these rammed into an upthrusting fold of land, the clouds poured down rain in outrageous torrents. The road unrolled through pastures sprinkled with sheep-sized horned animals with great fluffy manes. The livestock showed much more interest in the travelers than the dalaxa had.
On Kelen's advice, they left the road and passed around the first village they came to. The buildings were fewer in number but significantly larger than in a Ralish village of comparable size.
"Each compound is owned by a Gorgos and his family," Kelen told them. "Here, they will be worthy tradesmen, merchants, minor lords, and retired soldiers of quality. That kind of man."
"And they're all so rich as to have manors like that?" Dante asked. "Even in a sleepy place like this?"
Kelen shook his head. "Not in the sense that you mean. Their properties are large to accommodate their dalaxa."
"They own them? They're just slaves, then?"
"Strictly speaking, no. They can all leave, if they want."
"But they don't want."
"Almost never. In some places, the dalaxa live apart from the Gorgos, in structures like barns for humans. But some find it more convenient to arrange themselves like this."
The streets weren't exactly packed, but there was moderate traffic near the village crossroads where the merchants were clustered. Most of the men and women there were dressed in shapeless skirts. The women wore shawls draped over their shoulders while the men were mostly shirtless. Few of them wore shoes, and when they did, these were just scraps of leather strapped to their soles.
"I'm guessing the vagabond-looking crowd are all dalaxa?" Blays said. "Are the Gorgos in hiding? Or are there just that few of them?"
"It varies by a place's wealth, and how much labor it needs," Kelen said. "But usually there are about ten dalaxa to every Gorgos."
While most of the people were obviously running about on various tasks, a minority of the dalaxa were seated under little pavilions sipping away at bulb-shaped cups and moving markers around on painted boards. They looked to be enjoying themselves—their expressions were outright dreamy—but as Kelen had told them, there was none of the boisterous revelry of drunkenness. It looked a bit dull, in fact. But apparently this was what they did every day.
The village fell behind them. The surroundings got rougher, with tiny little hills sprouting up everywhere, some as little as five feet high and none taller than twenty, so that the entire ground was pebbled like a lizard's skin. The road slithered between them like the course of a snake and most of the time they could only see ten yards of the path ahead of them. It was within this blindness that they curled about one of the hillocks and all but ran into a uniformed man on the back of an unknown beast. It was nearly the size of a pony, and generally shaped like one, but it had paws instead of hooves, and its face was more dog-like, with front-facing eyes, tall triangular ears, and a distinct black tip of its snout.
"That would be one of the king's rangers," Kelen said. "He'll want to—"
"You there!" The man pointed at them with a shiny wooden rod, dancing his mount closer. "Are you citizens of the realm?"
He rode nearer as he spoke. His mount's feet made almost no noise. Kelen looked to Dante, who gave a small shrug.
"No," Kelen answered.
"Do you understand that you are within the borders of the realm of Harasphont?"
The pair exchanged looks again, and Dante gave an even smaller shrug.
"We do," Kelen said.
The ranger lifted his chin high, which Dante took for a kind of nod.
"Why do you knowingly trespass within the borders of the realm of Harasphont?" said the king's man.
Dante met Kelen's eyes, raising his eyebrows. This time, it was Kelen who gave a tiny shrug. Dante raised his eyebrows higher. Kelen stared back.
"What is the meaning of this?" the ranger said. "Do you brew a lie between you?"
Blays snapped the talisman Carvahal had given them from around his neck. When he spoke, it was solely in Mallish, with no overlay of whatever language the ranger was speaking.
"Just pretend we're stupid foreigners who can't understand him," Blays said. "Kelen, make up a story for him."
Dante blinked his left eye at Blays, a signal they'd worked out long ago to indicate the person had just said something totally wrong or idiotic.
"Oh." Blays lowered his eyes to the talisman he'd concealed in his fist. "Now Kelen can't understand me, either."
"Enough conspiring!" The ranger nudged his mount two steps closer to them, pointing the rod of his station at them some more. "I am hereby taking you into custody, to be questioned under the xiri by—"
White light snapped through the air. And into the ranger's forehead. His head jerked back, but he remained in the saddle, as if contemplating the stormclouds presently smashing into a protrusion of land overhead, until he tilted rightward and dropped to the ground with a crunch. They had only just entered Harasphont, and they'd already murdered one of the king's men.
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"Gladdic!" Dante said. "What do you think you're doing?"
"I am doing nothing," Gladdic said. "For I have already done it. He was about to arrest us, and now he will not."
"But now the next of them sure as hell will!"
"What fault is this of mine? I am merely correcting the error you made when you did not prepare a story for such a meeting."
"I forgot to. There's a lot to take in here!"
"Nobody's going to arrest us," Blays said. "Not when they won't have any body to find. Quit arguing and help me out with this thing."
He moved to the corpse, wrapping it up in the dead man's own cloak with the expertise that comes with much practice. Dante had half a mind to take the man's uniform—it certainly wouldn't disguise them, but it might prove quite useful for Kelen—then decided the risk of being found with it when they entered the capital outweighed the potential value of it. Besides, if they really needed a uniform later, there were obvious ways to get more.
The dead man looked like he couldn't have weighed more than a hundred pounds, but he felt quite a bit heavier than that, and there was something to his shape that made it harder, or at least more awkward, to carry him around, and it took both Dante and Blays to carry him off the road and past a pair of the hillocks, where they decided they'd gone far enough.
Dante could only barely move the earth in the way he was used to, so he brute-forced the nether into chopping a hole in the ground instead. They heaved the body inside, buried it, and returned to the road. The ranger's mount had run off while they were dealing with the corpse, sparing them the decision of what to do with it.
"Now," Dante said, frowning at the dirt under his fingernails. "What was that all about? Why didn't you just lie to him, Kelen?"
"I didn't know what you wanted me to say," Kelen said.
"Anything would have been better than that!" Realizing they were standing around at the scene of the crime, Dante continued along the road, the motion calming him as he went. "Let's just make sure it doesn't happen again, shall we? Why would three travelers from Rale have business in Harasphont?"
"What business do my people have when they travel to your lands?"
"They don't. I'd never even heard of your people until Maralda sent us to you."
"Yes. Exactly."
"Oh. Right. Well that's a problem."
"Yet the solution lies within that same problem." Gladdic gestured about him. "Why are we here? Because Rale is being devoured. We have no way to stop it, so we have come to Olastar in search of safe harbor."
Blays rubbed the back of his head. "You want us to pose as refugees, then horribly betray them after they take us in?"
"That is not my want. But I will."
"That's probably better than anything else we're going to come up with," Dante said. "Now let's try not to kill anyone else on the way there."
They passed two more villages, which looked quite similar to the first one, made mostly of large compounds with a permanent market at the middle. The architecture was the same, too, with lots of arched windows, rounded-off corners, and round roofs capped with grotesque, mischievous tin figures that were either minor demons, or playful spirits.
The only clear divergence between the settlements was in the places where the dalaxa gathered after they were done with their daily labor. In the first village, it had been under prettily-painted pavilions; in the second, it was pergolas strung with flowering vines; in the third, they had big open-sided tents hung with hundreds of little glass bottles and paper lanterns that made the bottles glitter like stars.
While these structures were bright and pretty, the dalaxa's living quarters in the compounds were all very plain. Either they thought of the dalax-halls as their true homes, and decorated them accordingly, or the Gorgos wanted to make sure that the dalaxa always had a wonderful time when they were at their drinking and games.
As Kelen had predicted, they caught sight of the capital of Thippia late that afternoon. The city wasn't as sprawling as Dante had expected, more like one of the compact city-states of Alebolgia than a gigantic seat of power like Bressel or Setteven. It was set alongside a river and while most of it was on relatively level ground, the back quarter of it projected from a sharp fold in the land so that it almost hung over the lower part of the city.
Dante pointed to the upper section, where a series of grand buildings were separated from their surroundings by a wall. "I'm guessing that's the palace?"
"Unless it's there to deceive people into thinking it's the palace," Kelen said.
"Do they do things like that here?"
"I don't know. I haven't been to this world in a very long time, and I haven't ever been to this city."
There was a fair amount of traffic on the road outside it, both coming and going. A fraction were obviously Gorgos, mounted as they were on the dog-pony things, not to mention being dressed in clothes more sophisticated than a bed sheet. But most were dalaxa, smiling happily as they pulled wheeled carts behind them with straps tied around their shoulders and waists. When the dalaxa bothered to glance at the strangers, their wide smiles didn't falter for an instant. Yet the first time a Gorgos looked their way, he stopped in shock, then flipped about and drove his mount straight back to the capital, its paws landing on the road with light thuds.
"Pathetic," Kelen muttered. "They strut around with such lordly airs, but the sight of a few travelers is enough to make them piss down their legs."
The city was surrounded by a wall that was patterned with squares of colored glass, except in the handful of places where it had been battered down and later repaired. At the gates—two tall connected arches—a detachment of a dozen soldiers hustled outside and beelined toward the four travelers.
"You!" Soldiers were often contentious types, particularly the ones assigned to stand sentry, but the people of Harasphont seemed especially so. In fact, given what Kelen was like, maybe it was true of all Olastar. "Are you seeking entry to Thippia?"
"That depends," Blays said. "If we are, is it going to get us executed?"
The soldier blinked to hear an obvious outlander speaking his language. "You don't look like you're of this world! Are you devils?"
"We're not of this world," Dante said. "But we're not devils, either. We're lords on a mission from Rale. We must have an audience with your king."
"They speak like madmen," the man said to Kelen. "Are they telling the truth?"
Kelen shrugged. "If I'm traveling with madmen, would you trust me to tell you the truth?"
The soldier drummed his fingers against his chin, then glanced back at the palace district that almost looked like it was stuck to the side of a cliff. "Not just foreigners…but off-worlders. Gifts or trade…if this were to fall into the hands of another realm, I'll be hanged thrice." He'd been murmuring this to himself, but now raised his voice. "You will come with me. You will stop for nothing, and speak to no one, or you will be harmed. Understand?"
"Understood," Dante said.
"Follow me."
The man turned on his heel and strode back toward the gates. The other soldiers filed behind the foreigners. One of them ran ahead to the gates, delivering quick orders to yet more soldiers there, who then ran off into the city.
"Is this fine fellow really about to deliver us straight to the king?" Blays said, speaking Mallish; he'd removed his talisman again. "If so—"
"No speaking!" The soldier whirled on them, reaching for the elaborate handle of his sword, which looked like a cage for his hand. "And when you are allowed to speak, it will only be in Hypation!"
"Their language," Kelen said.
Blays raised an eyebrow, then gave the man a bow, a gesture they'd found was almost universally understood even if the people in question didn't use it. The man glared at them before turning around and stalking toward the gates again. Blays slipped his talisman over his neck and raised his eyebrows at Dante, who tapped his finger against his lips; Blays nodded.
As they passed under the shadow of the gates, it occurred to Dante that if Kelen were recognized, they could all be in great trouble. He didn't seem to be worried, though, and claimed to have never been here, so Dante supposed he didn't have to be worried, either. At least not about that.
They immediately entered a grand bazaar, where dozens of pavilions hosted vendors selling clothes, spices, little paintings in frames of an unknown greenish metal, and even smaller glass vials of every color filled with gods only knew what. There were nearly no dalaxa to be seen, only Gorgos, but some of these were browsing shawls and jewelry that didn't look like anything a Gorgos would wear. As they left the bazaar, Dante understood that was because they weren't meant for Gorgos: rather, the Gorgos were purchasing things to adorn their dalaxa with. He didn't know if this actually pleased the dalaxa, or if it was just done to impress their fellow Gorgos.
The soldier angled past a pair of compounds so large that they seemed to have multiple sub-compounds within them and came to a locked gate that he had a key for. The grille opened to another road. This one was very straight, wide enough for a large wagon to roll down, and actively guarded by soldiers even though it was almost empty. Because, of course, it was supposed to be empty, or close to it: it was a king's road, reserved for those on the most pressing business of Harasphont. Dante didn't have any such thing for himself and immediately wondered if he should excavate one under Narashtovik.
The road was enclosed on both sides by purple-gray stone walls and there was little to see except when they passed one of the grilles, where they caught glimpses of expansive pavilions packed with dalaxa. Sometimes they got whiffs of vegetable cakes frying in oil, or else a bland, starchy smell of boiling roots that Dante was disturbed to think was the only thing the dalax-drinkers ate. On the whole, though, the city's odors were as mild as all the other smells of Olastar were.
The road brought them to another gate, larger than the one they'd entered the road through, where the soldier flashed a badge of office to another sentry. Beyond, the ground sloped upward: they had entered the palace district.
The Gorgos they glimpsed through the side-grilles were visibly wealthier than the ones they'd been seeing previously, and there were even more dalaxa here than elsewhere. Still, while they often occupied and moved through the same places with each other, there was very little interaction between the two groups. It was almost like they were invisible to each other. Dante supposed, in a sense, that they were.
The previous portion of the city tilted behind them until it was all but hanging over them. They came to a high wall, where the soldier leading them once more proved he was allowed to be there. On the other side, he stopped in a broad courtyard spread out between the wall and the keep, which was comprised of three contiguous round, stout structures.
"You'll wait here!" the soldier informed them. He pointed to the other armsmen. "And you'll watch them. Don't let anyone else talk to them."
The other soldiers responded with a single clap, apparently a form of acknowledgement. The soldier spun about and all but ran into the keep.
The courtyard was no less busy than the street, and as if by gravitic attraction the outlanders drew a small crowd of wary but curious Gorgos, who would have kept a safe distance from the bizarre-looking foreigners even if the soldiers hadn't insisted on it. Several tried to ask Dante where he was from, but after being answered with threats from the soldiers, the gawkers turned their questions to each other instead.
Back at the gates, a rider arrived. He dismounted and his maea (that was the name Kelen had given the strange pony-dogs) was immediately swarmed by a team of smiling dalaxa. As one of them attempted to remove its saddle, he dropped it to the ground.
"You damned idiot!" The rider stomped toward them, removing a cane from a strap on his belt. "What have I told you about the saddles?"
The dalaxa bobbed his head, clutching the saddle to his chest. "Two people, always use two—"
The cane crashed down on his head, ripping open his scalp. His head jerked downward, but he held fast to the saddle, and didn't cry out or even touch the bleeding wound.
"I was just about to ask Haros, sir," the dalaxa went on as if nothing had happened. "But the saddle was already slipping, do you see? There wasn't time."
The Gorgos whipped the cane down upon the man's head again. This opened a second wound, spilling blood into the dalaxa's left eye, which he mopped up without so much as wincing.
"What is the matter with you?" the Gorgos demanded. "Even animals are wise enough to fear pain. You stand there speaking to me like you have the intelligence of a man when you don't even have the wit to care that you're bleeding!"
"I don't understand, sir. Don't you want me to go clean the saddle? I'll clean it till the whole thing shines."
The Gorgos struck him a third time, square in the face. The crunch of his nose sounded across the courtyard. The dalaxa staggered, but his only reaction was to hold the saddle away from his body so he wouldn't get any of the blood spurting from his nose on it.
"Why won't you scream? Why won't you cry? Even if I beat the brains out from your ears, you'd still be looking at me like we were discussing your favorite uncle!"
"But if I have any uncles, I don't know who they are, lord."
The Gorgos cracked him across the nose again. The other man barely swayed. 
"You don't know fear, you don't know what it takes to defend a kingdom from those who would steal it or destroy it, you don't know the frustration of depending on things like you to tend to the most basic affairs. All you know is your stupid tincture!"
The Gorgos turned away from the other man, yelling wordlessly, and flung his cane across the courtyard. Then he lowered his arms to his side and cocked his head. He smiled.
"But that's not quite right, is it?" he said to the empty air in front of him. "You can know fear. You will be locked up for five days—and during that time, you won't be allowed a single drop of dalax."
The dalaxa's face darkened. Blood continued to flow down his chin. "But no, sir. That's not fair. That's just not fair. The saddle—"
"Was already slipping. That's what you tell me, and it is a lie. And that is why depriving you of your dalax for five days is a mercy compared to what I ought to have done to you."
"Sir, I'm not lying sir, you're mistaken—"
The Gorgos snapped his fingers. "Men! Take him to the screamer."
A pair of soldiers had been following this closely, as if awaiting this. They rocked forward and advanced on the bleeding man.
The dalaxa's expression twisted and his blue face went green. He threw the saddle at the Gorgos and ran at him, screaming. The Gorgos sidestepped the saddle and then the charging man. With a laugh, he swept the man's leg out from under him, knocking him to the hexagonal paving stones. Still screaming, the dalaxa struggled to push himself up, but the Gorgos kicked him in the side of the head, delivering him back to the ground.
Dizzied, the man tried again. But the two soldiers were already falling upon him, battering him with truncheons, the sound of it even more grotesque than the cane. The dalaxa's screams became shrieks.
By the time they were done with him, Dante had lost count of how many bones they'd broken. Horribly, almost impossibly—driven, almost certainly, by the dalax—the man had never lost consciousness despite having his skull caved in. Even when they picked him up by his broken limbs and hauled him off, the dalaxa pulled an arm free and reached out for something only he could see. The sound of his unshaped moans only stopped when the two soldiers dragged him into the keep.
All of this had barely drawn notice from the other Gorgos, and none at all from the other dalaxa. Blays looked disgusted while Gladdic looked resigned. Kelen looked impassive enough, but Dante had traveled with him for just long enough to see the wrath tightening the corners of his eyes and mouth.
The dalaxa led the rider's maea off to the stables. One of them picked up the saddle and hugged it tight to her chest, toddling after the others.
The soldier who'd brought them to the palace banged through the oversized front doors and plowed his way back to them.
He extended his left hand. "Your weapons!"
"Correct," Blays said. "They're mine. What do you want with them?"
"If you wish to enter the palace, you must relinquish them."
"But that can't be right. This is like asking me to hand over my hands."
"I am sure we'll get them back," Dante said. "We always have before."
Blays smiled. "This is true. All right, but you better take care of them." He unbuckled his sword belts and passed them to the soldier, then the long knife strapped to his shin.
The soldier tipped up his chin, then let it fall back into a resting position. "And your mace?"
"I don't have a mace. I'm more of a cutting man."
"The one on your belt, sir."
"This?" Blays motioned to the ball-headed rod. "This is just an object of my station. Like a scepter, you see. Look, it doesn't even have a grip."
The soldier bent at the waist for a closer look. "For a scepter, it is not very elaborate."
"My line are very humble folk. That's why everyone loves us so much."
The man frowned, then straightened and moved to Dante. "And you."
Dante relinquished his sword. Gladdic had nothing to hand over besides a knife-of-all-trades the soldier determined was too small to worry about. The same was true of Kelen. With his charges disarmed, the soldier executed another one of his heel-spins and brought them into the palace.
The sun was setting, but the interior was well-lit with blue-white globes that Dante was sure must be fancy torchstones and of which he was very jealous. The ceilings were high and arched. The walls were inlaid with copper designs of parallel lines running between circles filled in with inscrutable symbols. Dante took them for the kind of meaningless designs woven into rugs and tapestries to look nice, but something about the narrow rectangles that connected the circles kept catching his eye. They were full of little X's. X's arranged in ways that almost looked like…constellations. The designs weren't random at all: they were depictions of portals between places and realms.
He might even be looking at a map.
These thoughts wrapped up his mind well enough that before he knew it they were being delivered to what must be their destination. The room was certainly expansive enough to be a throne room. By the looks of it, the king was a proud hunter: he'd filled the chambers with preserved animals of all kinds, most of them big and menacing. One was a tusked lizard the size of a crocodile. Another looked like an oversized maea with much larger jaws. One specimen looked just like a Gaskan brown bear, a creature Dante had become quite familiar with around Narashtovik, while another might possibly have been the source of an animal rumored to exist far to the east across the Woduns that Dante had always taken for fantasy: a terrifyingly huge tiger with canine teeth you could fashion daggers out of.
His gaze caught short. Exotic as some of the creatures were, they all looked like things that could live on Olastar. But what he was looking at now absolutely didn't. Because it was a bladeling.
The room wasn't filled with the fauna of Olastar. It was filled with the fauna of everywhere. The bear and the tiger were Ralish—as were the two human bodies on display: one intact, the other skinned.
His skin was still crawling as the door at the back of the room swung open. A middle-aged woman appeared. A severe-looking man followed behind her. She sailed across the room to a church door-sized table in the middle of the room.
"My time is not spent lightly," she said, as the man stood behind her. "Be seated."
The four of them did as they were told while the soldiers that had escorted them separated to stand beside the two doors. As Dante settled into his seat, the woman closed her eyes and took several breaths of varying length and force. The room was dim, and when the veins in her face and arms began to glow blue, it was apparent at once.
Beside him, Kelen went green. "Lie as little as you possibly can," he murmured. "She is a Rantic. Trained—"
"Speak Hypatian or speak nothing." The woman's words were in a different tongue than whatever Kelen had just been using. She had had to open her eyes and pause her breathing routine, the color in her veins fading slightly.
"Yes, my lady," Kelen said.
The woman resumed her ritual. Once her veins had grown so bright it made Dante's eyes water to look at directly, she opened her eyes. The veins then dimmed until they only glimmered when she turned her head at various angles.
"Now." She looked Dante in the eye. "You say you are from Rale?"
"That's right," he said. "And we're here—"
"What is your name?"
"Dante Galand."
"And yours?" she said to Blays.
"Blays Buckler."
She turned to Gladdic. Her movements were crisp and precise as the king's guard during their drills. "And yours?"
"Gladdic of Bressel."
"And lastly yours."
"Arkelen," Kelen answered without pausing.
She continued to stare at him. "Arkelen of where?"
"Xinis."
The answer was as smooth as the first, but Dante wasn't convinced it was the truth. Kelen seemed infamous here. Too much so to just announce that he was in fact the famous infidel and traitor that other Olastarans had been trying to hunt down and execute for decades. Was he lying, but as little as he had to? Hewing as close to the truth as he dared? Dante supposed, if he had to, that he would try to do the same.
"And you three say you are all from Rale," she said to the others.
"I would think the look of us does most of the talking there," Blays said.
The woman ignored this. She had a swept-back face with a pointed chin and her hair was tied high up the back of her head.
She turned to Gladdic. Wisps of blue light swam past her face and dissolved. "What is Bressel?"
"In happier times, it was a magnificent city," Gladdic said. "The capital of the kingdom of Mallon."
She pointed her index and middle finger at Dante and Blays. "And you are from?"
"We were originally from Mallon as well," Dante said. "But we've spent the last half of our lives as the lords of Narashtovik in the north."
"Narashtovik of where?"
"Of itself. It used to be part of the Gaskan Empire, but we've been independent for most of our time there now."
She narrowed her eyes. Her lips moved soundlessly. Beads of blue light swirled around her head in strings. These were small and swift, but Dante thought they looked like text, though he wouldn't have been able to read it even if it weren't whipping around like that—for whatever reason, the gifts Carvahal gave them let them understand speech, but foreign script remained gibberish. Upon the table, Kelen's hands closed into fists.
"Do you know of Yatsat?" she asked Dante.
"I'm not…sure…"
"If you have the knowledge, you will answer."
"I don't think I've heard of it, no."
"Do you know of Dandanine?"
"No."
"Do you know of Kawadore?"
"No."
"You are lying to me." She stood, blue script disintegrating as her head crashed through it. "You are not from Narashtovik."
"I am its High Priest," Dante said, his outrage far from faked. "And I have been such ever since my mentor was killed when I was barely old enough to be fit to rule."
"Some would even say you're still not there," Blays said.
"You are lying to me." Soma sparked in her hands. "This is established. We will now determine why."
Dante motioned to the blue light. "Whatever manner of sorcery this is, it's misleading you. As I said, I grew up in Mallon, but—"
"You know nothing of what those from Narashtovik would know." More strings of writing flitted around her head. "You mean us ill. Spy? Assassin?"
"My lady," Gladdic said. "The last question you asked of him—the word was Kawadore?"
"Correct," she said.
"Then I believe it is a trio of lakes."
"Wait, she's saying Gallador?" Blays flicked the talisman hanging down his chest. "Are these things working?"
Dante blinked at their interlocutor. "Are you asking about Gallador? The riftlands? Whose capital is Wending?"
She watched him without speaking.
"We were just there a few weeks ago," he continued. "That's the very place I brought my people to try to get them away from the dangers that since brought us here. But I've never heard anyone call it Kawadore. The people who live there certainly don't."
"It is likely from an older tongue," Gladdic said. "One that died between when our world and theirs last shared contact."
The woman stayed on her feet. "You claim to know Kawadore. But not Yatsat or Dandanine."
"Dandanine? Is she talking about Tantonnen?" Blays raised his eyebrows at her. "The place with all the really good bread?"
"Who knows if they were growing wheat there in whatever age she's referring to," Dante said. "But it's east of Gallador. And much drier. Almost a desert."
"That is your answer?" the woman said.
"Yes."
"And what is Yatsat?"
"I…"
"Beats the hell out of me," Blays said.
Gladdic shook his head. "The word is unfamiliar to me."
She turned to Dante. "And you?"
His mind spun in circles. But for all its frantic activity, it turned up nothing. "I don't know. If it was another place near Narashtovik, then it no longer exists."
The woman closed her eyes. She swept her hand before her face, surrounding her head with the soma. It leapt into tangles of illegible script that floated slowly around her head. It held its general shape for several seconds, then pulsed irregularly as sections of it vanished and were replaced with new designs. Was she communing with someone? Dante thought that she was. And not in the way he did with the loons.
She opened her pale eyes. "You will tell me why you are here."
"Does that mean you believe us?" Dante said.
"Answer my question."
"Have you heard what's happening to Rale?"
"Answer my question."
"It's something of a long story," he said, hiding his irritation. "But the short of it is that Rale is being destroyed."
"How does one destroy a world?"
"Usually, they don't. Not if you're mortal, anyway. But Rale is being destroyed by the gods."
She smirked. "Again you lie. There are no gods."
Kelen had told them that the people of Olastar didn't believe in the gods, but that fact had fallen out of Dante's mind, as if unable to find purchase there. Hearing her speak the belief out loud—and with such complete certainty—he almost didn't know what to do.
"K—" He caught himself: he'd been about to call to Kelen, using his real name, an act that likely would have gotten them all killed (or else everyone else in the palace). He needed to settle the hell down before he caused a disaster. He placed his palms on the table and took a long breath through his nose.
"You're right. It isn't the gods," he said. "But it's a figure that's god-like in its power, and so we've been calling it one. It's an entity, known as Nolost. It's inflicting terrible plagues on us. Flooding our lands with horrific monsters. I have seen entire cities ruined by it, every single person within them slaughtered. It's impossible to know how many have died already. But it has to be many millions. More than could be counted."
Dante paused. Not for the effect that it might have on her, but because his mind was rushing through all of the dead that he'd so recently seen, most of them in places he'd never even heard of before. It was too much to think about. Enough to make him despair that they'd be able to defeat the forces from the Becoming that would still be left in their world even if they were able to close down all the portals.
"If it were just the attacks," he continued, "we might be able to fight them off. Maybe. But he's ripping our world apart at the seams. And he's far too powerful for us to stop. Rale is doomed."
"What does this have to do with Harasphont?" the woman said.
Dante had been cleaving very close to the truth. But she had just tossed him into much more turbulent waters. He decided to try to dodge the question. "We are seeking sanctuary. For as many of our people as we can. We seek permission to build a new home here, and must speak to the king to forge an agreement. It's our only hope."
"You want to speak to King Who?"
"The king of Harasphont."
"But you don't know his name."
"Ah…"
"Not to be rude," Blays said, "but we've been in something of a rush throughout all of this. Usually while being pursued by hordes of things that would give a lion nightmares. A friend of ours from another realm told us about this one, and sent us to Arkelen to act as our guide. He's the one that brought us here."
Her eyes shifted to Kelen. "Why?"
"There are only a handful of kingdoms with the strength to enact such a deal," Kelen answered. "Yours was the closest, and every minute counts."
"If you're telling the truth, securing this deal is a matter of your life and death. Do you believe you have enough of value to offer the king for the great troubles this would cause him?"
"I honestly don't know enough about you to guess," Dante said. "But we have great treasures and powers. I believe the arrangement could be of great benefit to us all."
The woman's eyes bored into him. She did one of their strange nods and stood. "That will be all."
"Hara Canthana," the severe-looking man said, the first time he'd moved since taking position behind her. "You forgot to ask one question."
She kept her eyes on the foreigners. "And what is that?"
"This task means everything to them. It can not be allowed to fail. If you were to put together such a mission, who would you send to complete it?"
The anger on her face froze solid. "Foreigners, are you sorcerers?"
Dante almost had to grab the sides of his own head to stop himself from looking at Kelen for guidance. "Of course. We couldn't risk failing in our purpose by sending any but our best."
Expression unchanging, Canthana took a step back to stand beside the severe man.
There was something strange about the man's voice. "Should we kill them?"
"They would send others. Seeking revenge."
"It sounds like their world doesn't have much time for that."
"This is true."
"Pardon me." Blays stood, crossing his wrists above his belt. "But if you're going to kill us, don't stand around debating it. Just do it."
The woman's lips parted. "What sorcery is this, that you understand the words of Elaphrim?"
"If we can do that, the next question you should ask yourself is what else we can do."
"Or what we can do for Harasphont," Dante said. "This isn't a matter you can decide for yourself. It must be brought before your king."
Anger flashed across Canthana's eyes. "Take them to the stones. With full sentinels."
With these words, one of the soldiers flung open the door they'd come in through, and ten men dressed in identical black tunics trimmed with red entered, surrounding the doorway. Local sorcerers, all but surely. Anywhere in his own world, Dante wouldn't have been greatly concerned about being outnumbered by a few court sorcerers. On Olastar, however, where he had great trouble fending off the soma of a single enemy, overcoming ten of them at once felt like an enormous threat.
One of them stepped forward and pointed his finger at the outlanders. "You will follow me." He turned on his heel and practically ran out into the hall.
A pair of left turns brought them to a staircase. Among those who had to deal with such considerations, there was a great deal of argument as to whether it was safer to try to hold sorcerers down in a dungeon, or up in a tower. Most preferred a dungeon, but that was only because none of the sorcerers they knew were able to manipulate the earth as Dante was, and so he was irritated when their captor led them upstairs instead of down.
The trek upwards was a long one. At last, they were delivered to a round, windowless room that could be considered either quite spacious for a jail cell or quite cramped for the lodgings of foreign dignitaries.
"Remain here." Like all the others of his kind that they'd seen, the court sorcerer was shorter than any of them, yet somehow he was able to look down on them. "Don't bother knocking. Or calling out."
"Just how long do you intend to keep us here?" Dante said. "As I told Hara Canthana—"
"No more talking." The man stepped out through the door and closed it in their faces.
Dante pressed his palm to his forehead. "Lyle's balls, are all your people so imperious?"
"Maybe it's not that my people are imperious," Kelen said. "Maybe your people are just passive and meek." He wandered into the room, coming to a stop in its middle. "But no. The dalaxa aren't this way."
"Just everyone who isn't soaked through with a potion that turns them into grinning idiots. Sounds like a wonderful place."
Dante reached his mind out into the walls, trying to find out how thick the stone was and how high above the ground they were, but he couldn't tell much more than that the answer to both questions was "very."
"Suppose they're going to kill us?" Blays said.
"I can't read their minds," Kelen said. "But it's quite possible."
"Suppose if they are going to kill us, that we should have a plan for how to not let them do that?"
"Normally I'd carve some stairs into the outer wall," Dante said. "But the rock here doesn't seem to care what I want from it. So I think the plan is you stab them with your spear while doing your best not to let them know that you're doing it."
"Then you better be ready with a distraction."
"I don't think they're going to try, though. Not until after the king has heard our offer, at least."
"That would be nice. Though if it were me, I would just tell us to get lost instead of deciding to turn us into pig food. Just seems like an overreaction. You know, I think I'm starting to side with Kelen about this place getting what it deserves."
"Maybe so. But let's do our best to not get in any fights with them. I want to hear what the king has to say."
"What? Who cares about whatever old snob runs this pit?"
"We do. Because if we fail to do what we're here to do, then moving our people here might be a much better option than moving to the Realm to be the slaves of the gods."
They gazed about the room, dwelling on this. The ceiling felt too tight and there were no objects or furniture aside from two low stone platforms that some jokester probably meant to be beds. A shallow trough ran across the middle of the room. At first blush, Dante took it for a way to funnel water out of the room, but when he looked closer, he saw that it hadn't been cut out of the stone. It had been worn into it.
"While it may be of use to secure that possibility as well," Gladdic said, "our first goal remains obvious. Kelen, I presume you do not know the location of the portal to Pholos."
"That's right," he said.
"But you are certain that it is within the grounds of this palace."
"You should know better than that by now."
"And we're stuck in here without even a window to look through," Dante said.
Blays gestured toward the curved wall. "What, you don't think you can carve a hole through that?"
"Not without our captors carving a hole in us in response."
"Well we can't stay in here forever."
"Now that you mention it, that doesn't sound like a great idea."
Dante made a circuit of the room, hunting for anything he could kill and reanimate as a scout, but their captors hadn't even had the courtesy to make their jail a pest-ridden hole. With no real hope of success, he moved to the wall opposite the door and tried to move the stone there—if he could open a hole, he could survey the grounds through it, then close it when he was done—but it hardly softened at all.
He stepped back and glared at it. "What was Hara Canthana doing in there with the soma, anyway? It looked like she was talking with someone."
"Correct but also wrong." Kelen lowered himself to one of the bed slabs and sat cross-legged. "It's called agantha. But she's not talking to any one person. She's talking to thousands and thousands of them."
"That sounds…unpleasant. Sometimes I find it impossible to deal with my mere eleven advisors."
"Well, these ones aren't like you and me. For one thing, they're not alive. They're more like a library. One that helps you search it. The agantha doesn't know everything, but there's not much it doesn't know something about."
"That's how she knew about Gallador and Tantonnen. And she used that to test if we really were who we claimed we were."
"Only the last knowledge the agantha has about that area is now many centuries old. Old enough that the names have changed."
"Which makes perfect sense. We don't think there's been much if any contact between our peoples in ages." Dante folded his arms. "But why did she have to go through these games to begin with? You made it sound like she would simply know if I was lying."
"Not immediately. All liars have a unique style to how they lie. It's like a signature. She can't always tell right away when you're lying. But the more lies you tell, the better she gets at telling, until she does simply know."
"By the end, do you think she still thought we were lying to her?"
"She was very suspicious that you were," Kelen said. "But as to whether—"
The door flew wide. A soldier had shoved it open for Canthana, who glowered in at them.
"Strangers," she said. "Get to your feet." She waited until Blays and Kelen obeyed before continuing. "Come with me. For you are to have dinner with the king."
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Dante hadn't known what to expect from his request for an audience, but it certainly hadn't been this, and he scrambled to find something non-foolish to say.
"Thank you," he said blandly. "We are most honored."
Unimpressed, Canthana pivoted away and strode back down the hall, leaving the four of them to jog after her. A silent company of soldiers and sorcerers assembled behind them.
"You're not going to enjoy your meal," Kelen murmured to the others.
"What?" Blays said. "Don't tell me the food's bad!"
"It's wonderful. It's being served to the king. But it's not meant for your kind."
"It's not going to kill us, is it?"
"No. But I will warn you that it will pass out from your body in almost the exact same condition that it entered it."
"But we're going to have to eat it anyway. Or else we'll insult the king."
Kelen smiled and nodded.
"That is why you grew such strange-looking gardens at your home," Gladdic said. "It was food from Olastar."
"I would grow it even if I didn't have the same problem," Kelen said. "Olastarian food is better than anything you'll find in any other realm."
After descending the many landings of stairs down from their prison-tower, Canthana routed through a giant serving hall. The ceiling was high and domed and wealthy-looking people dined at big round tables piled with glistening morsels. The air should have smelled either heavenly or wretched, depending on whether the food was to their taste. Yet Dante caught only thin whiffs of smoke and an unfamiliar roasted meat.
There were servants everywhere, though no more than in some Ralish courts Dante had seen, but the ones here were all dalaxa. Their identical uniforms were elegant and clean, and the work of filling cups and bearing plates wasn't particularly taxing, but it was clear from the vacant smiles on their faces that they wouldn't have cared if they were out plucking potatoes naked in the high summer sun.
As they neared the back of the hall, a table of men and women burst into laughter. Before them, a pair of male dalaxa, who were in fact completely naked, were taking turns slapping each other across the face as hard as they could. Both were bleeding from their noses and mouths, but even after the latest slap knocked one of the men to the ground, he simply stood back up, smiling, and slapped the other man so hard that he fell down too.
They exited into another long hall, but the thick green rug on the ground, pretty blue torchstones glowing from the ceiling, and the elegant portraits painted directly onto the walls told Dante exactly where they were. He was proven right by the pair of arched silver doors at the end of the hall, as well as by the silent sentries standing in front of them with their backs held as straight as the spears in their hands.
Canthana didn't break stride. As she approached, the sentries pulled apart the doors without being ordered. The hall beyond was smaller than the first one, but the curved ceiling was much higher, cathedral-like, with an ornate staircase rising from the back of the room. Several round tables stood in the center, one larger than the others; a silver throne sat on the side across from them. The walls practically sagged with the amount of paintings, weavings, and decorative weapons hanging from them; many of these were so exotic they could only have been harvested from other realms, as the animals in Canthana's office had been.
There were dalaxa in the room, too, but they were standing so motionless in the shadows Dante almost jolted when he finally noticed them.
"Take your seats," Canthana said.
Dante moved to one of the chairs across from the silver throne. Their escort of sorcerers and soldiers filed into the chamber, forming a half circle behind them. Once Dante was seated, he reached under the table, drew his little knife, and cut a nick in the back of his left hand. He didn't yet reach for the nether.
They sat like that for five minutes, then ten, doing very little speaking. Dante passed the time thinking about the best way to ask to be given a tour of the palace grounds without sounding like a villainous spy.
Soundlessly, the silver door atop the staircase swung open. A man stepped forth. Even without the extremely long robe with its tail dragging behind him, or the crown of fine silver wires perched atop his hair, Dante would have taken him for royalty just by the cock of his shoulders and the almost formally leisurely way he walked down each step.
He was short, even by the standards of Olastarians, with a pointed nose that looked to be trying to attract attention to some hazard on the ground in front of him. He looked to be half a decade or more younger than Dante. He wore a casual smile and a shirt woven of silver threads.
"Stand in the presence of King Xanalos!" a man barked behind them.
Dante had stood at once, of course, as had the others, and he silently wondered if the command was a simple formality or an act of hostility toward them as outsiders. Maybe these people didn't even understand how they sounded. Then again, they looked like they could be human, but they weren't. They were something else. Their minds likely were as well.
His Majesty took his time getting down the steps, watching them idly as he descended. He reached the floor, crossed to his big silver chair, and nodded at them. Dante bowed and sat. Nobody yelled at him or started whispering gossip to each other, so he seemed to have successfully understood protocol.
"They said that you look strange," Xanalos said, "but nothing really prepares you to look on a man from another world, does it? You're so big and ungainly! And your skin, it hasn't got any light to it at all!"
"Worst of all, we're considered rather handsome where we're from," Blays said.
The king quirked one half of his mouth and uttered a short laugh. "Then I pity your women. Still, they can't miss what they haven't seen. You have traveled far?"
"In some ways," Dante said, abruptly aware that Hara Canthana was still there, and likely measuring their every word for lies. "You must know our peoples haven't seen each other in an eternity."
"Not quite, not quite. Your kind knows much less of us than we do you. It's of no doubt that many of your legends are based on us, and our visits to you, while none of your kind have found a way to our world in many of your centuries. But that's to be expected, given how unsophisticated your means of travel are, the limits of your scholars, and so forth. Still, I am happy that, despite the grave troubles that I have been told are unfolding in your world, you are well."
"Thank you," Dante said.
"In any event, you are our guests! Taradam. Their arms."
The man behind the king snapped his fingers. One of the escorts scurried forward, carrying the Odo Sein swords and Blays' lesser daggers, and relayed them to Blays and Dante. Dante had to stand up to fit his on his belt, while Blays was somehow able to reattach all of his armaments while staying slouched in his seat.
"You speak our tongue." The king leaned back in his silver chair. "But you are men of few words?"
"Certainly not the case with my vizier here." Dante tilted his head toward Blays. "It's just hard to know quite where to start. You say you've been told of our troubles?"
"Oh, yes. Things sound quite dire."
"Is this the first you've heard of it?"
"Oh no, not at all. But I never expected to have to make it any of our business. Yet here you are."
"As I told Hara Canthana, I think I can make it very worthy of your time."
"I would hope you can. First, though, I should like to get to know you better. To understand the plight of Rale, and Narashtovik, and you, who have come to my hall. And since sharing your food with him is the best way to bond a stranger to you, I would prefer to do so over our meal."
With no more direction than this, the daxala flew into action, streaming away from their shadowed posts and through some well-concealed doors at the rear of the chamber. The king was still the only one seated with them and now and then Dante would look about the room as if taking in some new piece of art and then steal a glance at the soldiers and sorcerers behind them, who were watching King Xanalos raptly.
The first dalaxa returned from the kitchens faster than seemed possible. They bore cups made of cloudy orange crystal, setting two of each in front of the king, then a pair before each of the visitors. One cup contained a warm brown liquid that smelled like a hint of lime peel while the second was filled with a mint green liquid that smelled like it would have curled Dante's nose hairs if he'd actually been able to smell it fully.
The king raised his cup of brown stuff. "Kalt, aged twelve years, and chosen personally by my cupsmaster." He raised it in a toast. "With the blessings of the crown, I welcome you to Harasphont."
He brought the cup to his lips and drank.
Blays lifted his own cup in celebration, smiling at the king. To the others, he murmured, "We're sure this stuff won't kill us?"
"If you start to feel sick, let me know so I don't miss it," Dante said. He drank from his cup. It was bitter, probably, but other than that he couldn't really say. "Delicious."
"Isn't it?" Xanalos licked his lips, set down the cup, and hoisted the second. "But this is the true prize. Talos. From the time of my grandfather. I'm the only one who's tasted it since the time of my father."
"An honor indeed," Gladdic said. "Then let this talos be drank in toast of them."
The king nodded his agreement. Dante took a drink. One that, if he'd been able to properly taste it, probably would have choked him, because whatever it was, it was so strong that he was terrified of how it was going to feel when it passed out of him.
"I'm sure it's exquisite," Blays said. "But there's something so strange about it."
The king raised his eyebrows. "Is something wrong?"
"Well I can barely taste it! It's like my tongue's gone numb. It's been like that ever since we crossed into your world. Can hardly smell anything, either."
"You aren't ill, are you?"
"I can still taste our own food just fine. It's like the stuff here is just too different for my tongue to even know what it is."
"That is remarkable. I hate to think I'm wasting my grandfather's best talos on tongues that can't even taste it!"
"The real tragedy will be if it can't even get us drunk!"
Xanalos laughed heartily at this in a way that couldn't be faked. Dante relaxed slightly. Blays was always a potential liability in situations that involved lots of manners and stuffy propriety, but if they found themselves in the presence of a lord or authority who appreciated someone who wasn't particularly concerned with strict adherence to those proprieties, he could be a great asset as well.
The king's laughter crashed to a halt. Dante's eyes darted upward, fully expecting to see Blays doing something to totally reverse whatever goodwill he'd just earned, but nothing seemed to be happening. At second glance, though, that was wrong: more dalaxa were emerging from the back. And this time, they were carrying food.
There were more trays and platters than Dante could count. Most of it was only recognizable in a general sense: those pinkish cutlets were meat, obviously, but neither the color or the striations looked right for beef, duck, or pork. And those small yellow ovals with little dimples at one end were…olives? Or maybe more like dates? There were eggs in peppered gravy, too, though the green-gray tint of them didn't have Dante champing at the bit to try them. Whatever all of it was, there was enough of it to feed five times as many people than were prepared to eat it.
"Try something from everything," the king said, motioning airily at the now-burdened table. "See if you can't find something that can overcome the affliction placed on your tongues."
Dalaxa filed past them, setting little scoops on their plates until every square inch of ceramic was filled with food. The king had already begun to wait and so Dante used his fork—if you could call it that; it only had a single tine, more like a miniature spear—to stab up a stalk of something wrapped in a well-crisped slice of reddish meat laced with threads of fat. It was probably delicious. At least the texture was nice.
Xanalos leaned back in his padded throne, chewing. "I'm certain you wouldn't lie to Hara Canthana, but I have to say I find your story almost impossible to believe. Your world is truly on the brink of being destroyed?"
"It is," Dante said. "The power of the being that's attacking us is beyond any reckoning. Rale's already half ruined as it is, and the entity hasn't even done the worst of it yet."
"And there's nothing at all you can do about it?"
"If there was, we wouldn't be here."
The king stabbed himself a ball of browned meat and chewed thoughtfully. "Have you tried fighting him?"
Dante laughed bitterly. "More than once. Though I wouldn't say we were eager to."
"But you're still here."
"I'm not sure I take Your Majesty's point."
"It's very simple, isn't it? If this entity of yours was that overwhelming, then surely he would have destroyed you as soon as he got his hands on you. Yet you've survived combat with him. Not just once, but several times. That can't be a fluke, no?"
"It wasn't a fluke," Blays said. "It was a whole bunch of them."
"I just doubt that. I can't help but wonder if there's a way for you to kill this thing—and you just haven't found it yet."
"Whenever we fought him, it's only been a small part of him," Dante said. "Even then, we've barely gotten out with our lives. With no disrespect intended, if we tried to fight him to the death, I know for an absolute fact whose deaths it would lead to."
"Have it your way. But I simply can't imagine a force so powerful that it couldn't be defeated by, oh, two or three hundred sorcerers. You make this thing sound like one of your so-called gods."
"That is because it is like them," Gladdic said. "The gods and entities fought once, when the gods were in the process of creating Rale. The entities killed several gods before it was done. Such is the scope of their strength."
Xanalos quirked an eyebrow and one corner of his mouth. "Do you really believe in such things, these gods and their great wars? Or is this just an old story meant to illustrate the strength of these entities?"
"They are both quite real."
"Yes? If they're that real, I would have to ask why they're not helping you."
"We might pray for their favors, but they are far from our servants. That is not a proper understanding of the gods."
"Gladdic," Dante said. "There is no need to offend the king."
The king ate another of the round bits of meat. "Offend me? I'm not the one with such an overpowering urge to debase myself that I go and invent myself an entire pantheon of mystical lords to bow down to. Our people moved on from such superstitions a good long time ago."
"There is no offense intended," Gladdic said. "I am merely answering his questions."
"Indeed." The king beckoned for a refill of his talos. A smiling dalaxa happily obeyed. "But you do worship them, right?"
"We do."
"And pray for favors, as you said. Do they ever come and do anything to answer these prayers?"
"They do not leave their world to come to ours. But they sometimes answer prayers nonetheless."
"How does that work? Does a giant hand pop out from the void to smite your enemies, or deliver you a sack of treasure?"
"It is nothing so direct. Still, I have known many cases where what was asked for has been given."
"And you take this as proof one of the gods did it. Instead of it being the case that a person asks the gods for a thing, and then works to make it happen by himself."
"We do."
"I can't say I understand your thinking at all, sir. It's very strange to me."
It occurred to Dante that it might not be such a brilliant idea to make the king believe that he'd be admitting a horde of dangerous fanatics to live as his neighbor. Furthermore, on the chance they did fail to destroy this world and its portals, and had to relocate to it instead, they wouldn't be able to continue their belief in the gods as they were used to, would they? The Hypatians would never stand for it. At best, his people might continue their worship in private.
But it would only be a matter of time before someone slipped up, or a spy caught them out. If Kelen's story was any indication, when that time came, they would all be purged.
"If you will excuse me," Dante said to one of the dalaxa hovering over them, but loudly enough for the king to hear, "might you direct me to the privy?"
"See him to it," the king waved. "I hope you haven't found our food not just tasteless, but also disagreeable?"
"Oh, I don't think so. But better to be safe."
Dante rose. The dalaxa grinned at him. "Right this way, lord!"
The king made a subtle gesture. As the dalaxa led Dante to the back of the chamber, one of the escorts who'd been standing silently behind them—undoubtedly a sorcerer—followed after them.
After a couple of hallways, the dalaxa stopped in front of a closed door and bobbed his head up and down. "Oh, right here, lord."
Dante thanked him and entered. The door opened to a short hall with several open windows that led to another closed door. The second door opened to the privy itself. There was much in Olastar that was so weird it threatened to drive him insane, but other than a little blue torchstone that lit up as he entered, the design was just like something he'd see back at home.
It didn't stink at all. Normally he'd thank the heavens for that, but in that moment, it sent his heart racing with worry. But as he stepped forward, his presence stirred up a handful of flies, and he sighed in relief.
He felt out into the nether to try to see if his escort was using it to spy on him. Nothing. Could the man use the soma or neuma to do that instead? If so, Dante didn't know if he'd be able to detect it.
Still, it was a risk he had to take. He drew on a thimble of nether, shaped it into the tiniest pins he could, and jabbed these into the flies.
Careful as he was being, the nether still blasted two of them into a shower of legs and wings. He was left with three intact enough to fly and function, though. He reanimated them. There were vents carved into the upper walls of the room, and he sent the flies buzzing out through them.
All of this took no more than a few seconds, so he took a couple of minutes to direct his scouts in different directions and watch through their eyes. By the time he decided he'd better get back to the meal, they hadn't spotted any massive vaults that might be protecting a secret portal, but he'd only just gotten started.
In the king's dining hall, no Celeset-believers had been hanged in his absence, and the conversation was finally shifting somewhat, to an inquiry about how Harasphont and other such places could even function without a strong faith to guide them.
"You're not asking the right questions." King Xanalos liked to gesture, and was currently using his fork-spear to accentuate his points. "To do so, you must first ask, What is faith for?"
"To teach the people to live in accordance with the laws of the gods," Gladdic said. "So they might live as they are meant to, and not fall astray due to following false paths that might look more alluring or well-reasoned, but will only lead them away from their own nature."
"No, no, no. Your faith exists to get your unhappy masses to behave. Without something to keep them in line, they'd look at the misery of their lives and the splendor of yours, and then they'd drag you and all the other lords out of your manors and split you in half. You believe in your gods because they're the only thing standing between you and the mob."
"What do you know of our beliefs? They are banned here. Your people have not walked our world in centuries. You would try to tell me the shape of an animal that you have never seen."
"Oh, but all faiths are the same. Yours isn't special. You could replace it with another one from halfway across the world tomorrow and nothing would change. That's how you know it isn't about truth or 'living in accordance with the laws of the gods.' It's about tricking people into accepting being ruled by you."
"You speak as though you do not do the same."
The king laughed, glancing about the hall. "How can you say such a thing out loud without being struck down by shame? We have no fear of riots and beheadings and revolutions. Our masses will never rebel. They're perfectly happy to serve, and they always will be." He snapped his fingers at a young woman. Like all dalaxa, her hair was cut close to her scalp—likely to avoid lice. "Isn't that right, girl?"
She gave one of their nods, mouth hanging open in a grin. "Oh yes, Your Majesty! Until the day that I should die."
"Good girl."
She smiled at him, hands clasped behind her waist, and took a step back.
"You would speak of shame," Gladdic said, "and then show me that?"
The king tipped back the last of his talos. "What should I be ashamed of?"
"The heartlessness of what you have done to these people."
"Heartless? You tell lies to your peasants to keep them docile as they plow your fields to make you fat and rich. We actually make ours happy. Choose any dalaxa in this room, and they're as happy right this moment as you have ever been in all of your life."
"But it isn't real," Dante said. "It's just some concoction you've dosed them with."
"When you drink wine until you can't walk straight, and laugh at the silliest things, is that not 'real'?"
"It's not authentic. They had no choice in the matter."
The king leaned back in his throne and rolled his eyes. "If one of your peasants comes to town square and shouts out that your gods aren't real, what happens to him?"
"He's arrested."
"And in many lands he's killed, yes?"
"Some places. Not in my city."
"But you still arrest them. And in many places, you kill them. In what sense do your peasants have any choice?"
Dante drank the rest of his own talos, turning this over in his mind. "If someone dislikes their lot in life, they could run away instead, I suppose. Or take to the sea, where there are no priests listening to make sure you say the right pieties. Or they could just keep their disbelief a secret. But all of these options are a form of punishment as well, in their way."
Xanalos made a swirling motion with his cup. "Then the way we do things is plainly better. Neither your laborers nor ours have any true choice in the matter. But at least the ones in my realm are happy about it."
"But at least we tell ours the truth."
"Yes, so you say. I hope you'll still find the 'truth' just as comforting if you should ever find your head being separated from your neck by a bloodthirsty mob," the king said. Dante began to reply to this, but the king held up his hand. "I have had enough of this and will now move on to more interesting matters. So. If you are to make a new home here—and note that I mean it when I say 'if'—you should know a little something more about it. Would you like a look at some of the culture here in Harasphont?"
"Gods yes," Blays said. "Anything but more debates about who treats their people worse."
"Then bring forth the tibremos!"
Dalaxa scurried out of the way like terriers underfoot. The front doors of the hall opened and through them strode two men. They wore round black hats with absurdly long feathers sprouting from them, and each carried a bow and a bundle of arrows.
"The rules of tibremos are very simple," the king said while dalaxa scrambled about to wheel out two wooden screens to opposite sides of the hall. "The two of them take aim, then trade arrows at each other. But the goal is not to hit the other. Doing that means you lose on the spot! Rather, the goal is to get as close to hitting the other as possible without actually hitting them. The distance of where each shot lands from the body of the other tibremos is recorded and tallied up. At the end, whoever's total distance is the lowest wins. And there you have tibremos!"
Dante didn't know quite what he thought of this, but he had to admit it sounded rather exciting. And surely the sorcerers among those who'd escorted them here would heal any misplaced shots. In the meantime, a dalaxa had refilled his talos, which was excellent, because he could actually feel the first one. He turned his chair about to face the action and settled in.
After a bit of setting up, and some formal acknowledgements of the king by each contestant, they began the game. One stood in front of his wooden screen, splayed his arms and legs, and held still. The other drew back his arrow, aimed, and loosed.
The missile thwacked into the screen a hand's length from the target's right thigh. Several of the dalaxa clapped and cheered, but most of the Gorgos muttered their disapproval.
"Must have been a bad shot!" Blays said.
The adjudicator of the game went to the arrow and marked its distance from the tibremos' thigh on a length of string. Only then was the target allowed to move. He brushed himself off with a flourish that drew a few laughs from the crowd, then picked up his bow and arrow.
His shot whapped into the other wooden screen. Directly between the other tibremos' legs. This caused him to give a little jump and the gallery to break into laughter.
"These people are mad," Gladdic said, though he was chuckling along with them.
"I'm surprised there isn't any gambling," Dante said.
"You can bet there would be if we weren't here," Blays said.
During this, the adjudicator had been taking his measurements with a second string. This required him to fumble around in what appeared to be the tibremos' crotch, and the tibremos responded to this by making funny faces at the crowd. Dante didn't recognize most of the expressions he was making, but he got the gist of it, and laughed anyway.
The adjudicator finished his measurements and stepped back. The tibremos wiped his forehead exaggeratedly, drawing more laughter. Done, at last, with his theatrics, he picked up his bow, nocked an arrow, and loosed it.
The arrow hit the other tibremos square in the middle of his forehead.
As the body fell to the ground, the dalaxa tittered and giggled. Some of the Gorgos booed and flung odds and ends from their pockets at the tibremos who'd taken the shot, who stood stock still, staring at what he'd done.
Blays punched Dante in the arm. "I think that man's dead!"
"He is definitely dead," Dante said. "You don't have that much brains outside of your head and be alive."
"Just as I suspected. So why are we laughing?"
It was such a good question Dante had to sit and think about it. "I don't know!"
"Don't you see?" Kelen sounded as though he should have been horrified, but was quite pleased instead, and was mildly confused by that. "The food, the drinks—he hid it in them. He's turned us into dalaxa."
Kelen was right. And it was the most wonderful thing in the world.
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The old Dante would have asked a bunch of dumb tired questions to make sure Kelen was right about this. But the new Dante didn't even care, and anyway, it was so obvious that Kelen was right that it would be a huge waste of time to bother to prove it. For Dante had been to the afterlife, and to the land of the gods, but he had finally found heaven.
"In hindsight, one of us ought to have refrained from eating for just this reason," Gladdic said. "But praise the gods that we were so foolish!" He lifted his fist to the air. The tears in his eyes were not tears of sadness.
"So, friends," King Xanalos said behind them at the table. "Did you enjoy your first game of tibremos?"
"Too much to even express it," Blays said. "Do they always die like that?"
"Oh no, the tibremos who are allowed to play at the court are all of the highest skill. Something like this hasn't happened here in years."
"I've always been a lucky man!"
A slow smile slid across the king's face. "That must be true. I doubt you ever expected to feel the way you do now."
"It's like the wine of the gods. You should try some yourself, Your Majesty."
"If only I could. Unfortunately for me, I have a kingdom to run, and must remain in my untouched state." He shifted his gaze between them, examining their eyes and faces. Satisfied, he gave the Hypatians' odd nod, which made Dante laugh, and stood. "You will now clear the room."
Without any pause at all, dalaxa flooded from the hall like a herd of mice. A few ran to the dead tibremos and dragged him out through the front door. Nearly all the Gorgos made a swift exit as well, leaving only the king, his assistant Taradam, Hara Canthana, and her assistant.
Blays waved at them. "Oh, are they going to join us? There's plenty of leftovers."
Between all the clatter of dinner being served and eaten, and then the spectacle of the tibremos' duel, things had been rather noisy, if not quite rowdy, pretty much since they'd entered the hall. It was now almost silent. Dante decided to solve this by humming to himself.
The king beckoned to the Hara. "Canthana, if you would. I'd say it's about time we learned who these people really are."
She nodded briskly. "With pleasure, Your Majesty." Her boots clocked across the stone floor as she came to the table and seated herself at the king's right hand. She looked across the four willing captives with unclothed disgust. "Why don't we start with your real names?"
"But we already told you them," Dante said. "My name's Dante, and I run Narashtovik."
"Or what's left of it now!" Blays said. Dante tried not to giggle. "I'm Blays Buckler, by the way. I thought we already had this conversation?"
Hara Canthana looked like she was ready to reach across the table and pick them up by their throats. "And where are you really from?"
"He just told you. Narashtovik. Except for our old friend here." Blays clapped Gladdic on the shoulder. "He's from Bressel, or at least he was. I'm not sure he's got a home now."
"You act like we've been lying to you this whole time," Dante said. "But we'd never do that!"
"Then why have you come to Harasphont?" Canthana said.
"Oh, well we did lie about that part. Sort of."
She looked to the king in triumph. "I knew I felt something wrong in the readings."
"Did I ever doubt you?" the king replied.
She turned back to Dante. "You will answer my question."
"I was about to! We came to Harasphont to destroy Olastar."
This brought everything to a total standstill. Canthana blinked several times. "Do you think this is a joke, slave?"
Dante wagged his head back and forth. "No, it's terribly important. We'll all die if we don't!"
Xanalos steepled his fingers. "Is there any chance the dalax doesn't work on them?"
"It must," Canthana said. "They didn't know we'd given it to them. That means this can't be an act."
"Then I suggest you proceed as if it's not."
Rebuked, she scooted her chair forward and leaned her forearms on the table. "Why do you want to destroy Olastar?"
"Well, the entity we told you about? He's reaching Rale through all of these portals. Most of them through the Becoming, I think, but who knows, I mean he does so many crazy things you just can't know for sure what—"
"Answer my question."
"I am." It was all very odd: Dante could tell that he should be annoyed with her, possibly something much more intense than that, but he just didn't care. Sometimes everything felt so good it was hard to focus, to do anything but sit there and close his eyes and breathe. "Okay…right. Yes. Well, when we destroy Olastar, we destroy all the portals, you see? So Nolost has to stop attacking us. Because he won't be able to attack us any more. It's actually really clever. Before we came up with that I thought we were—"
"How do you mean to destroy Olastar?"
"I don't know."
The king pulled a face. "What do you mean, you don't know? Surely you didn't travel all the way to our world in the mere hopes that you would stumble on a method to annihilate it wholesale!"
"Please, Your Highness," Canthana said. "The process should not be interrupted."
"Oh please. You aren't even using your thalan right now."
She bowed her head. "By your will, my lord."
"Just get back to it, will you?"
She cleared her throat. "The king asked a question of you."
Dante shrugged, shaking his head. "Sorry, but I don't know how to answer it. Our blue friend here's the only one who knows that one."
"How interesting." She eyed Kelen. "And have you been telling the truth as well?"
"Of course not." Though the dreamy look in Kelen's eyes made clear the dalax had him under its spell as well, it still couldn't completely remove the brusqueness from his voice.
"Then let us return to the beginning. Who are you?"
"It's pretty funny you didn't think to check with the agantha on that. I am Kelen. Kelen Diades."
"Kelen Diades!" the king roared. "Here in my throne hall! How did you not catch that?!"
Canthana flinched. "There was so much else to uncover. To be on the watch for. Everyone thought Kelen would have to be mad to try to ever return."
"Yet here he is!"
"Forgive me, Your Majesty! He acted so unassuming! Nothing like the Kelen we're told of!"
"He has been rather quiet, hasn't he?" The king leaned in for a better look at Kelen, then slumped back in his oversized chair. "I suppose he's not so dangerous now, is he? Might even be fun to ask him some much different questions later."
"I would conduct whatever questioning you wished."
"That goes without saying. That's why I keep you to begin with."
Her cheeks turned a deeper shade of blue. She took a moment to compose herself. "Why are you here, Kelen Diades?"
Kelen shrugged. "As he said, to destroy Olastar."
"But what is your specific purpose in Harasphont?"
"Why should Harasphont be special? I only chose it because it was the closest city with a gate to Pholos."
"Then you don't mean to make any moves against the king?"
"Why would I care about your king? Everything here's about to be ripped apart. At least, it was."
Canthana gave a sideways glance at the king. He nodded slowly, seemingly satisfied with that line of questioning.
"What is your purpose in Pholos?" she went on.
"We've been over this," Kelen said pleasantly. "To annihilate this world."
"But how?"
"Don't you know already? Why do you so jealously guard your pathway to Pholos in the first place?"
"The Heartspring." Canthana furrowed her brow, an expression the Olastarians shared with them. "And what? You intend to…kill him?"
"Yes," Kelen said.
She shuddered. The king looked like he'd just walked in on an act of incest.
"And when that happens, Olastar goes with him," Canthana continued.
"Have you ever been to other worlds?" Kelen said. "I have. They're not like this one. Olastar is warped. Contorted. The way it's folded on itself, the bending of existence, that's what allows the portals to exist in the first place. But that's not natural. It should tear itself apart. The only thing that holds it together is the Heartspring."
"Well, this is terrifying," Xanalos said. "Now I'm going to have to wrestle with the decision to tell the other holders of the gateways, so that we can all fortify them even more than we already have, or keep this to myself in hopes this knowledge never spreads beyond this room."
"I wouldn't tell anyone else, personally," Dante said. "You'd be crazy to do that. Especially since all the gateways are already guarded. It's not like we're going anywhere else at this point, is it?"
"Indeed, and your counsel is greatly appreciated. But this is as grave as it gets, and my decision mustn't be a hasty one. Before then, I have another decision to make: what do I do with all of you?"
"Sire, they are much too dangerous," Canthana said. "There is only one thing that can be done with them."
"Hey, are you talking about killing us?" Blays said.
The king flicked his ear, thinking on it. "Yes, you're probably right."
"Don't do that!" Dante said. "You only just gave us the gift of the dalax, and now you're going to kill us? That's not fair!"
"I rarely am."
"Listen, just enslave us or something," Blays said, pointing his finger across the table at Xanalos. "You know damn well I would serve you till the end of time as long as you just keep giving us this stuff."
A fraction of Dante's mind remained clear enough to understand that he should be horrified by Blays' words. But how could he be horrified, by that or anything else, when all of the world was so wonderful? He could only laugh instead.
"Enslave you." The king reclined in his throne, flicking his ear some more. "Look, I've already got tens of thousands of dalaxa. Having four more really wouldn't make any difference to me. Not enough to run the risk that an outsider might wander through and recognize Kelen. It's not terribly wise to use sorcerers as dalaxa, either. They mean well, but they don't always understand what they're doing."
"You make a grave error!" Gladdic rose to his feet and planted his palm on the table. "We could be weapons for you! For Harasphont!"
"I don't know about that. However, you said you run a kingdom, didn't you? Are your people still alive? Or have they all succumbed to this entity of yours?"
"Some have. And to the White Lich before Nolost," Dante said. "But most are still alive. Tens of thousands of them."
"Are you actually capable of bringing them to live here? Or was that all just a lie?"
"The only lie was that that was our only plan. It's actually our backup plan."
"You mean if you couldn't get rid of this world and everyone in it."
"That's right, sire!"
"Interesting."
"Your Majesty?" Canthana said. "What is on your mind?"
Xanalos tipped his head to the side. His crown must have been pinned to his hair, for it didn't move. "Their people are all about to die. Why not bring them here and make them our dalaxa instead?"
"Oh yes!" Dante said. "Let me bring them here so they can be given the gift as well!"
Canthana shifted in her chair. "Can we really feed so many, lord?"
The king held up a palm. "We can put half of them to work on tending new crops. Hell, even if it doesn't work out, we can always just work them to death."
"This is true. Not only would they be dalaxa, but dalaxa that aren't even of our own blood. We could use them for anything."
"Indeed." The king flicked his ear once, twice, three times. "Then it's decided. Lord Dante, go and fetch your people, would you? It's time they learned how happy a life of slavery can be."
 
~
 
He had never been so happy to do nothing.
Before, he'd been the type that had a hard time relaxing. Even if he wasn't actively laboring to build up Narashtovik or take down a foe, and had taken a day of rest, he still liked to do something. Read up on his history. Go fishing, and bright and early in the morning. Visit a neighborhood in Narashtovik he knew little about. Could be anything, as long as it was something.
Of course, he knew that he wouldn't mind working, either. Working was how you got more dalax, and dalax was how he knew it must feel to be one of the gods, in tune with all creation. Working was also the only way to make sure the Gorgos survived, and the Gorgos were the ones who made the dalax. So he would have worked himself to the bone for them even if he hated it. Which he didn't. Because he was a living, breathing part of the whole, and whatever it is that he needed to do, that's what he had been created to do. And it felt wonderful to do what you had been created for.
All of that said: now, he had absolutely no trouble at all lying on one of the stone slabs in their prison tower and staring at the ceiling. He was doing that at that very moment. And he had no idea how long he'd been doing it for.
Sometimes they got to chattering among themselves, little frivolities that he'd forgotten all about ten minutes later. He would've been happy to play some little game, nothing too complicated—something like nulladoon would have been completely out of the question—but they didn't have any of those. Which was fine. It had only crossed his mind two or three times, and not in a pressing way. The urge faded as fast as it had come upon him, and then he closed his eyes and watched himself swim among the stars.
"Do you suppose your people will be able to make it here?" Gladdic said.
"Of course they will," Blays said. "Why wouldn't they?"
"Because the path here is dangerous and long. Too much of both for most."
"Well, I still think they'll make it here. Because it would be bad if they didn't."
It was growing late. Dante didn't want to go to sleep, because he didn't want to lose consciousness of what he was feeling, but he knew that he had to. Anyway, the sooner he went to bed, the sooner he would wake back up.
He slept through to the morning without waking once. They all rose within moments of each other. Somehow it was even better than the first day. How was such a thing possible?
As it turned out, it wasn't. Dante had only been awake for a short while before his nerves began to tingle. Not in a pleasant way. He sat there hugging his knees until it became too much and he had to stand and pace around. The others were blinking a lot, fidgeting, glaring at anyone who made too much noise. Nobody was saying anything. After a while Dante went to the door but it was locked. He thumped his fist against it, but it didn't make much sound.
"Where are they?" he said. "They should be coming here."
"Can you knock down the wall?" Kelen said.
Dante reached out and touched the stone. "I think so. But I don't think I should, they'll get mad and might even punish us. Then again, if they don't come here soon…"
He kept his hand on the wall. It was getting hard to think. Visions flashed through his head like lightning too distant to hear the thunder. Violent visions. They wouldn't do this on purpose, would they? Of course not. But if they were, wouldn't that mean they deserved to be—
The door swung open. A pair of smiling dalaxa tramped in. They carried bowls of food, but all four of the captors ignored that, going straight for the mugs of amber liquid they bore with them. Dante clutched his mug in both hands and staggered back toward the wall, being very careful not to spill any as he sucked the dalax into his mouth. It was the only thing in Olastar he'd been able to taste with any clarity: honey and spices and sweet autumn apples.
It swept through him as soon as the first drop hit his tongue. He exhaled, shuddering, then kept drinking and didn't stop until the mug was empty. The others did the same. Finished, they stood there staring at nothing, shoulders heaving, as if they'd just finished a long race.
"Well," Blays said. "That's better, now isn't it?"
With everything wonderful again, they turned to their breakfasts. These were bowls of off-white root mash. It tasted like it tasted like dirt. While they spooned it down, the other dalaxa departed, closing the door behind them.
"I don't know why we're even bothering with this." Blays laughed. "It's going to be exactly the same when we shit it back out." He gasped. "Oh no! It's not going to work!"
He sounded upset, which was almost enough to make Dante upset, because he didn't think they were supposed to be able to get upset. "What won't work?"
"The plan! That we're doing!" Blays brandished his half-empty bowl. "Even if Nak can get everyone over here for King Xanalos, they won't be able to digest this stuff. They'll all starve!"
"No! No, that…that can't be." Dante spooned up some of the mash and moved it around in his mouth. "Maybe we're digesting it but it just doesn't look like we're digesting it."
"Do you think so?"
"It has to be. Or even if it's not, maybe I can just harvest seeds from Rale for everyone!"
"Will our crops grow here?"
"I'm not sure. But they have to. Or else this won't work."
Blays folded his arms, nodding emphatically. "Yes. They'll grow, I'm sure of it. In any event, we shouldn't tell the king about this. Or Nak. Not until they're all here and have taken the dalax."
"Agreed," Dante said. "Yes. It will all be just fine."
This conversation had almost been unpleasant, so they turned to much lighter things, sitting against the walls or just sprawling on the ground. It felt as though they wouldn't have much of anything to do until Nak led their people to Harasphont, and so Dante was surprised when three Gorgos, probably sorcerers, told him the king wished to see him.
"Oh?" Dante said. "What's it about?"
"It doesn't matter," the woman at their fore said. "You will see him whatever his reasons might be."
"I was just curious!"
They brought him down the stairwell. Then, rather than taking him to the throne hall, they brought him outside. He hadn't been able to see the outside from inside their cell and he spent most of the walk gawking in wonderment at the sunshine and the birds singing from the eaves and all of the Gorgos strolling about, who looked so vigorous and strong and wise that he knew all of the dalaxa must be in good hands.
After passing through a few archways, they came to an older part of the palace. The walls were grimy and cracked and some of them had fallen over into heaps.
"Oh dear," Dante said. "Was there a war?"
"There was," the woman said. "We won."
She stopped in the middle of a courtyard and clicked her feet together. It was pretty sunny—if that's what you could call the sourceless light within Gothon—but Dante didn't mind it. Nor the minutes they had to wait until the king arrived. Xanalos was smiling, but the skin of his face hung heavier than the day before, as if he'd been up half the night dealing with some unexpected troubles of his kingdom. Boy, Dante knew what that was like.
"Hello, Dante!" Xanalos said. "And how are you feeling this afternoon?"
"Beautiful," Dante said.
"Wonderful. I had a little concern that the blessings of the dalax couldn't be fully received by your kind. But I can see that isn't the case." He looked quite pleased, and so Dante was pleased as well. The king pointed to a once-stout tower that was now in very sorry shape. "Do you see that tower there?"
"Oh yes. It looks like it needs some repairs."
"Quite the contrary. It needs to be destroyed. I want you to knock it down."
"Knock it down? Is it that bad?"
"It exists in the perfect condition where it would be just as expensive to restore it as to tear it down and rebuild it, so it's languished in this state for far too long. Mostly, though, I just want to see what you're capable of."
"Well, all right. There's no one in it, is there?"
The king laughed. "If they're stupid enough to go inside that thing, they have no right to complain if it comes crashing down on them."
Dante drew his knife and nicked his hand. He didn't like to think too much now, but his instinct was to liquefy the earth beneath the tower and rip it away, toppling it like that, but that wouldn't work because the earth here was resistant to his manipulations, so…there was really just the one option, wasn't there, to blast it with the biggest wad of shadows he could put together.
So that's what he did. The nether rammed into an already-crumbling spot of the tower's base. Dante turned away as chips of stone exploded into the air. The tower was a big one, and not as decrepit as he thought. Still, he'd hit it with a really good shot, and after a moment of indecision, the tower concluded that it had had enough, and fell over. It was loud.
The king danced back from some flying pebbles, throwing his arm across his mouth to ward off the dust billowing everywhere. But it was all okay again in a few seconds. It was funny how fast something could go from perfectly fine to being mortally dangerous and then back to perfectly fine again. In fact the thought of this made Dante laugh.
"You pulverized it!" the king whooped. "The way it fell! Bang!"
"I always have to act like I don't like knocking buildings down," Dante said. "But I do."
"I've got people who could have knocked it down themselves. But not with a single blow. Are all of the sorcerers on your world this powerful?"
"I've only seen part of my world, not the whole thing. But from what I have seen, I might be the most powerful sorcerer on Rale."
The king rubbed his chin. "And you are my dalaxa."
"That's correct, sire." A thought Dante had meant to ask the king but had forgotten about until that very moment bubbled to the surface. "Your Majesty, I'm worried about my people."
"How's that? Haven't you already arranged everything to your liking?"
"Yes." Wait, had he looned Nak and worked out all the details? Or had he just thought about doing that? Or even dreamed about doing it instead? No, but of course he had. "But I'm just sitting here while they're getting themselves to a portal. The entity could come for them at any time. I could go help them."
"Oh, I'm sure they'll make it. And even if they don't, it won't be the end of the world, ha ha ha."
"Are you afraid that I'll die, and then I won't be able to blow up ruined towers anymore? But what's the point of having power if you're not willing to risk using it?"
The king inspected his eyes for several moments. "It's true. I should be putting you to use. But if I am to send you to aid your people on their passage, and risk losing you, there's something I will have you do for me first."
"Anything, lord."
"I need you to kill Count Medes."
"Okay. Who's that?"
The king made a flicking gesture. "Enemy of mine. He's been scheming against me for years and thinks I'm too stupid to notice. Before you kill him, be sure to tell him that I've known all along. I'd really like to know what he says to that."
"He's a count? If we kill him, won't other people get mad?"
"Oh, some people will be furious, I'm sure. But even if they suspect you of having committed the deed on my orders, that would only be to my benefit. It will serve as an excellent warning to all of my other enemies that I'm in possession of a powerful new weapon."
"How soon can I kill him?"
"Tonight or tomorrow, I should think. No reason to delay. I'll let you know later this afternoon." King Xanalos shoved his brows together. "In fact, you'd better make it the count's entire family. The last thing I want is some vengeful scion spending the next decade plotting how he's going to kill me. Besides, it's always best to commit all of your atrocities in one go."
"Then I'll make sure none of them makes it out alive."
"Good man. Then it will be Medes, his wife, and three children. The eldest is a boy. The younger two are girls. Taradam will get you their descriptions."
"Why haven't you had the count killed before? You've got sorcerers of your own."
"Because he also has sorcerers, and this is the sort of thing you really, really don't want to fail, or you risk looking not just evil, but weak to boot. That's a damn good way to turn half the court against you. Haven't you ever had to have anyone killed before?"
"I normally just do it myself."
"Yes, I suppose you would." Xanalos gave him an Olastarian nod. "Be ready. The sooner you take care of this, the sooner you can go help rescue your citizens."
"Then I am ready right now."
 
~
 
"He's going to let us go help Nak?" Blays said. "And all you have to do is kill a guy?"
Dante nodded. "And his family."
"What a great deal. Then they might be able to join us within a matter of days."
Dante knew that when Blays said "join us" he meant more than simply there in Harasphont. A feeling he knew quite…hang on, what time was it? It felt like hours had passed. Where was he? Yes, it was hours later. He found that he could go back and remember what had happened in the meantime, if he wanted, but also that he wouldn't remember it unless he tried. They weren't up in their cell. That was unusual. Instead, they sat before a table in a small, quiet chamber. And that was because…ah! Taradam had come to him with descriptions of the Medes and where they lived. Dante would go deal with them that very night.
"I know that none of this was in our original plan," Gladdic said. "And yet everything has turned out more wonderfully than we imagined."
"I know," Dante said. "Maybe Taim's scheme wasn't so bad after all."
Blays perked up. "Because it led us here?"
"Exactly."
"Too bad there's no way to get all of Rale here. Taim might even agree to let us do that. But I suppose it wouldn't be easy for him to call off the entity now that it's been unleashed."
It was an intriguing thought, and Dante focused to allow himself to keep following it. Was there a way to do that? They would have to travel to the Realm, speak to Taim…if he would even have an audience with them. Theoretically it could happen, but it would require abandoning Nak to find his way to Harasphont on his own. On the other hand, if they succeeded, millions and millions more could be brought to know the joy of the dalax. Oh! But King Xanalos would never have enough dalax for so many people. No, they would have to keep it for themselves. It was sad, but there was just no other way.
The others wanted to come with him, but the king had made it clear that he only wanted to send a single man. Not knowing how long it might take him, Dante was allowed to have a little more dalax before he struck out that night. He would have liked for a good storm or at least some wind to give him some cover, but nights in Gothon seemed pretty calm on the whole. Or it was just a calm season. He supposed he was about to have many years to learn that, along with all the other details and intricacies of his new home, which he would never leave once they were done shepherding Nak and the others to it.
Taradam had also given him directions to a gate out of the palace district, which he followed. Past it, he found himself out in the darkness in the middle of a landscape that made no sense even when you could see it clearly. There was some moonlight, though—or some whatever-light; like with the sun, there wasn't a clear source of it—but the Medes demesne was supposedly just three or four miles from here, if Dante had converted the local measurements right, and anyway, all of the world was in balance with him and it would lead him unerringly to wherever he needed to be at all times. It was like having the gods on your side, but even better, because you knew the dalax could never let you down.
So he struck out without the slightest sense of nerves or apprehension.
And what did you know: three or four miles later, he spotted candles burning ahead of him. And not in the windows of farmhouses, like he'd seen a few times already. But in the windows of a grand manor.
He entered some trees that were spaced out like they'd been planted rather than grown wild. This brought him to a field of scythed-down grass. Two beasts rushed across the grass at him. No, not beasts: guard dogs. He'd already brought the nether to him, which he sent from his hands into their heads. If they'd been actual dogs, he would have been dismayed, but it turned out they weren't. Really they were kind of grotesque. It was like their knees worked backwards, and they didn't have any ears or tails, and their heads were so thick they were almost round. He left their bodies in the darkness.
Frowning, he slunk over to a shrub and crouched behind it, taking a minute to absorb his surroundings rather than continuing to pad across them like a happy cat. Mostly it was just dark. The candles were limited to a pair of rooms on the right-hand end of the second floor. It was the middle of the night, so they were probably dalaxa prepping something they needed to have ready by morning.
Next question: was he even at the right place? It would do him no favors to burst in and slaughter one of the king's loyal supporters. Fortunately, the Hypatians of wealth liked to decorate their properties with massive trellises where they would coax flowers and vines into growing in the shape of their family crests. The crest of the Medes was a chair (which, although it was golden, and on a navy field, still struck Dante as very mundane for a noble house), and the huge trellis that straddled the path to the front doors was shot through with flowers blooming in the shape of exactly that.
He circled around the manor to one of the dalaxa's entrances. It wasn't locked. Then again, the dalaxa didn't care if you stole for them except for one thing. Inside was darker than outside and he had to draw up the thinnest sliver of ether to avoid crashing into things.
He didn't know where the count was; what next? He could find a dalaxa and con the location of the count's bedroom out of them. Or he could just go and find it. He decided to do that. Upstairs, probably, yes? He took the first staircase he saw. These turned out to be dalaxa's stairs, narrow and bare. The count's bedroom wasn't likely to be near that. There were five floors and he could be on any of them. Hmm. Of course Dante could kill anyone he ran into, but the trouble with making dead bodies was they tended to draw people toward them—that's how all of this had started for him to begin with, after all—and if they raised the hue and cry, then the count's sorcerers would be made ready for him, while the count might be whisked off to a secret location. Blundering around would be a bad idea.
As he stood in the darkness of a room full of shelves and preparation tables and pondered what the hell to do, a well-oiled door flew open and a dalaxa swept inside, lighting the way with a candle. The man swerved toward one of the shelves and snapped up a variety of little glass vials, adding drops of their contents to a cup of who knew what. He was rushing about like he'd be hanged if he was a second late, but he wore a smile the entire time. As soon as he was done administering to the cup, he rushed out from the room without putting away any of the vials.
There was really only one person who could command that level of haste in the middle of the night—two, if you counted his wife, who likely made the dalaxa move even faster than he did—and Dante ran lightly to the door and followed the servant out into the hall. At the same time, he drew a shadowsphere around himself.
The dalaxa beelined for a staircase. The man was making plenty of sound and probably wouldn't even bother to check if he heard Dante behind him, but Dante hung back until they exited the stairwell on the fourth floor. A fast walk brought them to two large, ornate doors. A little bell was mounted on the wall to the right of these. The dalaxa entered. Dante stayed outside, plunging into darkness as the candle vanished behind the doors.
He'd barely gotten settled behind the cover of a tall table set against the wall when the door reopened and the dalaxa exited, minus the cup he'd been bearing. Humming softly to himself, he wandered back down the hall, likely to go clean up his mess.
It had all but certainly been a sleeping tincture. Meaning one or both of them was still awake. Dante decided to give them a few minutes to let the tincture work. Staying out in the hall risked him having to find a place to stash the bodies of any errant dalaxa, but that risk paid off: fifteen minutes later, no one else had wandered by.
He entered the count's chambers. An antechamber led to a very dark place that, judging by the sound of the breathing, was the bedroom. Dante brought up some ether.
"What are you doing?" a man said, groggy and irritated. "I didn't ring for you again."
"The king wants you to know that he knows," Dante said. "And that he's known all along. What do you have to say to that?"
The man's jowled mouth fell open. His younger wife, perhaps Dante's age, slept beside him. The sheets were so smooth they were shiny.
"You're the outworlder." The count sounded disgusted. "He'd send you to do this for him?"
"What's wrong with that?"
"It's insulting and depraved! He has no sense of propriety and the soul of a rapist! Why do you think I would have done this, when there was such a grave chance it would lead to a moment like this one?"
"I dunno," Dante said. "Because every man who's born a count believes he can be king?"
"I don't seek to replace him with myself," Medes said. "I'm much more content stewarding my own lands than I'd be having to handle all of Harasphont. If you knew the list of his crimes, you'd walk away from this room without second thought."
"I don't care what he's done. I'm just here to kill you."
"But you don't have to. I know—he's given you orders, in your state it wouldn't even occur to you not to follow them." The count leaned forward in bed, eyes locked on Dante's. "Listen to me…there are ways to undo what's been done to you. To save you from the dalax. Spare my life, and I will save you and your friends."
"But I don't want to be saved. I love the dalax."
"You only think that because it's bewitched you. After it's over, you'll hate it like the poison that it is. I know you can't think clearly, especially toward what's best for yourself. But if you take what I offer, your friends will be grateful for what you've done for the rest of their lives."
"My friends," Dante said. "But what if they got angry with me instead? I'd be angry with me."
"When they're freed of their false dreams, they will cry tears of joy for what you have saved them from."
"Hmm." It was hard to think about, but it was kind of weird to see Blays pledging his slavery to a total stranger. Of course it had turned out to be the most wondrous blessing, but normally Blays would have killed anyone who tried to drug him like that. "What's the cure?"
Medes leaned further forward yet. "Another potion, like the dalax itself. Completely harmless."
"Except that it would return us to our hated normal lives. Then again…"
"Yes?"
"If you're lying to me, and my friends don't like what I've done for them, we can always just take the dalax again."
The count nodded. "What do you say?"
It was hard to say. He could feel something within him trying to stop him from replying.
But he could also see how Blays and Gladdic's faces would look once they stepped through to the other side with him.
"All right," Dante said. "Let's go and see this cure."
The count nodded and slid from the side of the bed. Dante motioned him to take the lead. As they headed for the door, Dante was already second-guessing himself. He couldn't really not do what the king had ordered him to, could he? Far more importantly, he didn't really want to stop the dalax, did he? Why would he ever want to lose such a—
The count lunged forward, grabbing at a line of chains dangling along the wall and pulling as many of them as he could. Bells twinkled and tolled throughout the manor, some little like the one outside his door, others booming like a church.
Dante gasped. What a prick! He jammed the nether into the count and his wife, whose sleeping tincture must have been very good because not even the bells had woken her up, and then they were dead.
But three others remained. Where might they be? Close? He really should have scouted things out first. Well, too late for that. He was mad for the first time since the morning when his dalax had gotten thin. He burst out into the hall and ran down it. Shouts and the thud of feet sounded elsewhere in the manor. Coming to the next door, Dante kicked it in and flooded the room with light. An adolescent boy shot upright, pulling his blankets up to his chin.
"Who are you?" the boy quavered.
Dante killed him. The act should have felt grotesque, but it filled him with satisfaction, for he was manifesting the will of his king, who had initiated him into the dalax. He returned to the hallway. A gaggle of dalaxa was loping towards him. Probably toward the count's chambers, really, but they were in his way, so Dante killed them, along with the soldiers closing on them.
Blue light flashed behind him. That was no good. He spun about and jumped to the side as he walloped a hammer of shadows into the barrage of soma the count's sorcerer had just thrown at them. He was actually able to deflect the attack into the wall, showering himself with flakes of plaster.
"Outworlder!" The sorcerer edged toward him. She was young and her face was arranged in hard planes, but her eyes darted about him, half frantic. "Who sent you?"
Dante answered with a counterassault of black darts. And by saying, "You should run."
"Was it the king?"
"Yes. I can tell you that honestly because you're about to die."
As he'd been speaking, she had been throwing everything she had at the nethereal darts. While backing steadily down the hall. Blue and black sparks sizzled so thickly that he lost sight of her. But he had no problem hearing her cry out in pain.
A door banged open down the hall. A half-dressed soldier ran out, spreading his arms wide as he scooted two young girls before him. "Run, children!"
They did, and so did he. Dante lobbed some more nether at the wounded sorcerer and chased after the three of them. He caught up to them just before they reached the staircase.
The soldier whirled, sword in hand. "Keep going!" he yelled over his shoulder at the two little girls. "Keep going and don't look back!"
Dante strolled toward him, shadows in hand. "You should get out of my way."
"They're children, you damned monster! May everything you love die before your eyes!"
The idiot had to have known he didn't have a single chance in hell to take down a sorcerer. To his credit, he charged at Dante anyway, sword cocked back over his shoulder, face twisted with a snarl. Dante killed him and stepped over his body while it was still falling.
After running down a flight of the stairs, he caught sight of the girls. As before, he didn't mind what he was doing, really. But he couldn't look at it straight-on either. Fortunately, it was over very fast, and the stairwell was silent while the rest of the manor was rowdy with the hubbub of danger in the night. Dante stood there in the gloom like his feet were nailed to the ground. He felt a twinge of something he didn't think he was supposed to be able to feel. Something the dalax was supposed to stop…
Someone booted open the door above him, breaking him free of whatever had come over him. He ran down the stairs. He had to kill some more soldiers and slaves on his way out of the manor, but then he was outside at last, ensconced in the darkness, the night air soothing and cool on his skin. He jogged back to the city with a smile on his face, for he had done well.
 
~
 
"You idiot!" King Xanalos stomped about his hall, waving his arms about like flagsmen. "You utter failure!"
Dante blinked. It was the following morning, and though he was groggy and tired, he'd been happy to be awakened and summoned to the king nonetheless, for he'd been expected to be rewarded with praise.
"There must be some mistake, Your Majesty," he said. "I did just what you asked me to."
"I asked you to eliminate the House of Medes."
"You wanted me to burn it down…?"
The king pressed his hand across his eyes. "You were to extinguish the bloodline of the Medes. You have not done this."
"Then there's definitely been some mistake, and we ought to clear that up here. Because I killed all five of them. The count, his wife, the son, the two daughters."
"Then why is it that Viridea Medes, youngest daughter of the count, was seen fleeing north this morning by my own men?"
"I…"
"You let her get away! You had but a single task, and yet you let her get away!"
Dante scratched one of the folds of his ear. "I don't understand how this could have happened. A soldier tried to get two young girls out of the manor. I stopped them."
"And you confirmed that both of them were Medes' girls?"
"They looked to be the right age. But it was…well, it was dark."
The king shook his head in disgust. "The other girl must have been a friend of hers. Or even one of the count's dalaxa. If you killed the other daughter at all, and not some poor random child who had nothing to do with the count's great crimes."
"Oops. Well, you can just send someone to track her down then, can't you?"
"This is Olastar, you dimwit! There are doorways everywhere! My men could spend the next ten years hunting her yet stay five steps behind the entire time!"
"Then it sounds like you should just let her go," Dante said. "Anyway, I tried to do what you asked—and I actually did do most of it, certainly the most important part, I would say—so can I go help get Nak now?"
The king's face flushed blue. He stalked forward, though he was much shorter than Dante, and getting closer meant he had to tip his head back further to keep glaring.
"You will do nothing of the sort," Xanalos snapped. "In fact, your people are hereby banned from entering Harasphont. Or any other part of Olastar. I will make it known far and wide that they are infiltrators and saboteurs who seek to see our world obliterated!"
"Well, I think you're making a mistake on that one, sire. You should probably take some time to cool down and then give it some second thought."
The king's eyes bulged. He spun about, putting his back to Dante. "I am letting everyone in your kingdom die, and you are too dim and docile to even be bothered by that. You sicken me with how eager you are to please." He smiled. "But I know the one thing that will get under your skin."
Dante had a suspicion about what this meant. A deep, uneasy one. But he wanted it to be not true so badly that he refused to think about it just in case thinking about it would make it become true. Instead, back in his cell, he told himself the king would soon come to his senses. He wasn't a bad man, after all. Just a little quick to the temper.
In the morning, though, when the dalaxa delivered their morning meal, four bowls sat on the trays. But there were no cups to be found.
"Where is it?" Blays picked up his bowl of mush, as if his cup of dalax might be hidden underneath it. "They must have forgotten it?"
Gladdic stared into his bowl, then lifted his head. "I will ask them."
"Don't bother," Dante said, feeling sick. "The king is withholding it from us."
Kelen frowned. "Why would he do that?"
"Because he thinks I messed up a job."
"Why does he think that?"
"Because I did."
All three of the others jerked their heads around to stare at him.
"But what can we do about it?" Blays said quietly.
"I shall ask the guards," Gladdic declared, more boldly than before. "It might yet be a mistake."
It wasn't. According to the guards, there was to be no dalax for them that morning. It wasn't known when they might be getting more.
"They can't do this," Kelen said. "They simply can't."
"It will be okay." Dante gestured like a dying fish. "They won't just let us not have it…all we have to do is stay strong."
He meant to. Surely they had been through much worse many dozens of times in the past. But as the minutes ticked by, and he felt it draining from his veins, it felt like those same veins were being peeled out of him one by one.
Kelen sunk down against the curved wall, barring his arms over his face. A little later, Dante emerged from the haze of pain to see him lying on his side rocking back and forth. Gladdic stood a quarter of the way around the room with his eyes closed. His lips moved in silent prayer. Blays was seated on one of the stone slabs with his palms pressed into his eyes. He was rubbing his hands up and down his face and at times his nails dug in deeply enough to gouge red furrows into his forehead.
Dante drew on some nether and sent it through himself, the same way he would wipe the soreness from his muscles or purge a poison from his blood. Ah—was it helping? Then another wave of it rolled over him, and he sank to the gritty floor and hid his face.
They did their best to endure. For hours. Of pure and unrelenting misery. Misery that made Dante want to blow a hole through the wall and storm through the palace killing every last person he saw. But even if he were to try, he knew that something within him wouldn't let him.
Blays let out a short, deep-voiced scream. He flung himself to his feet and punched the wall. Hard enough to bloody his knuckles.
"Stop that," Dante croaked. "You'll hurt yourself."
"I'll hurt this wall! I'll hurt them!" Blays kept punching, harder and harder, until Dante heard a small snap. Blays cried out and stumbled back, clutching his broken hand.
Dante shuffled over to him, drawing clumsily on the nether.
Blays waved him off. "Don't bother. I'm done with this. With all of it." He drew his Odo Sein sword.
"What are you doing?" Dante said.
"Freeing myself." Blays gazed across the silver and purple energy snapping up and down the blade. For a moment, the pain in his eyes was replaced with the look of a man gazing upon raw beauty. Then he flipped it around in his hand, drew back his arm as far as he could, and aimed the point of the sword at his heart.
"No!" Dante threw the nether at him, wrapping it around his wrist and elbow.
The tendons stood out on Blays' neck as he strained against the shadowy bonds. "Let me go!"
"Stop it! The dalax is driving you mad. But there will be more of it soon. This is just a temporary punishment!"
"Get your damn spell off me or I'll make you kill me!"
Blays jumped in the air, trying to impale himself on the blade, but his arm was locked in position and it and the sword just rose along with the rest of him. Jaw clenched, he swung around and advanced on Dante with sword held high.
"Think of all the future dalax you'll deprive yourself of!" Dante staggered away from him. "Blays! Just listen to me! Have I ever lied to you?"
"A thousand times! Now hold still!"
"Stop your foolishness," Gladdic said. "This will not solve our problem."
"Maybe not yours!"
"The problem is that we have no dalax. We are waiting on them to bring us more. But we are men of talents. Is there not some way that we can get more for ourselves?"
"Wait." Dante held his arms out from his sides and spread his hands wide, as if he was balancing himself on the deck of a heaving ship. "Wait wait wait. I've got it. My fly-eyes."
Blays took another few steps toward Dante. "Your what?"
"My scouts. I forgot all about them, but never cut my connection to them. Two of them are still there."
"That's your plan? Use two house flies to grab a bottle of dalax and fly it up to us?"
"I don't know the next part of the plan yet. But I can use them to find more dalax."
Blays finally stopped chasing him around the room. "You're sure of this?"
"Oh yeah." Dante waved a hand in the general direction of the city. "Think of all the dalaxa here. They must have thousands of gallons of the stuff. And they're not going to not keep any of it in the palace."
"Yeah. You're right. I would hoard it like a dragon. And no matter how much I had, I'd have a second secret stash with even more of it."
"And I'd keep it down in the deepest dungeon." Dante dissolved the nether locking Blays' arm in place. "So you'll let me try to find it?"
Cold sweat had broken out across Blays' brow. Grimacing, he wiped it away and nodded. "Yes. But please, hurry."
Dante sent his mind through the nether to his two flies. "Gladdic, see if you can treat him at all, would you?"
"I have already tried," Gladdic said.
"Then try again."
Gladdic lifted his hand to Blays, ether sparking in his fingers. Dante badly hoped he'd find a way to diminish the sickness, because he could barely think at the moment, and even nethereal tricks he'd done ten thousand times before felt as onerous as learning a new language. It would be much less challenging to conceive and execute a plan to get the dalax up to them if he could stop feeling like he might keel over at any moment.
But he could worry about all that after he did the most important thing in the world, which was finding some gods damn dalax. As the flies neared the tower, he split them apart, sending one toward the throne hall, and the other down a stairwell. It was mid-afternoon and the hallways were lightly trafficked. Still, he had the flies fly as high as they could, out of swatting range.
The first fly reached the throne-hall. A few dalaxa meandered around, sweeping floors and polishing metal. He sent the fly through one of the doors at the back of the hall and into the kitchens. The pantries held jars and jugs of all kinds, but he didn't see anything that seemed like dalax—and, even though he was searching through the senses of a fly, he was certain that he would know it when he found it.
Then again, they wouldn't just leave it out where anyone could get to it, would they? Otherwise the dalaxa would be swigging it constantly, even when they didn't need it.
It had to be kept somewhere else. Out of reach of the dalaxa. Somewhere that was presumably only accessed early in the morning, when it was time to distribute all of the doses. He could surely find it then, by watching the servants deliver it throughout the palace, and following them back to its source.
But Dante knew that Blays wouldn't make it all the way till morning. He wasn't sure that he would, either.
Well, then he would just have to find it now. As the one fly bumbled around the service rooms in search of anything locked away, the other reached the first basement. As in nearly all such edifices, this held a great deal of storage. Enough to keep the fly occupied for a long time. There were some dalaxa on errands down in the basement, albeit in much fewer number than in the kitchens and their surroundings, and so he should be on the prowl for anything locked up or guarded.
Except for the hallway and whatever sources of light were borne by the handful of dalaxa, though, all the rest of the basement was dark. Even if he did find locked chambers, he'd have no way of seeing what was inside them.
While he ruminated on this, the upstairs fly almost bonked right into a door with a thick padlock hanging from it. There was no possible lock on the gap between the door and the jamb, though, and the fly crawled through it. The room on the other side was spacious and musty, and just enough light peeped through the shutters of its lone window for Dante to see that it was all dry goods.
"Please tell me you've found some by now," Blays said. "Or I'm about to bash my head into the wall and see if there's any dalax inside it."
"The wall?" Dante said. "Or your head?"
"I'll take whatever they've got."
"I'm making progress," Dante assured him, though he wasn't sure if that was true at all. "The basement's awfully dark. But if I keep following the dalaxa around, I should turn up something eventually."
It was possible that part was true. As the fly buzzed about in the slaves' wake, though, taking in as much as it could see, what it didn't see was any dalax. Was he looking in the wrong spot? What if it was kept within a different building on the palace grounds? How and where was it produced? Maybe the process was dangerous or disgusting, like a tannery, and had to be located elsewhere.
He did believe there was a dragon's hoard down in the basement somewhere, though. So he kept his fly there, always following the dalaxa who traveled deepest within it, while removing the fly from the kitchen and sending it outdoors.
He soared it upward until it could see all of the palace district at once. Was there anywhere that was conspicuously surrounded by soldiers? Or conspicuously isolated from its neighbors? As it turned out, there was: a round boulder of a building, some thirty feet high and two hundred across, looking like the cut stump of a giant stone tree. It had few windows, a big single door, a gaggle of sentries around the door, and others posted on the roof. And the ground around it was cleared of everything except for the people walking across it.
He sent the fly thataway. Dante already knew the structure would be filled with dalax, but getting across all that empty space and past the sentries without being seen was going to be a huge—but wait, Blays could shadowalk, couldn't he? Or wait again, could he? Dante wasn't sure if he'd tried since coming to Olastar.
"Yet we can't exactly count on that, can we?" a man said. "And that means we may have to make it happen on our own."
While the man spoke, Dante yanked his mind back to his own eyes, expecting to see Gorgos entering—perhaps Gorgos bearing dalax—but the voices weren't coming from his room, but down in the basement. He shifted his perspective to the fly there. A man and a woman ambled through the hallway carrying a torchstone that shed soft white-blue light in front of them. The man's speech identified him as a Gorgos, as did the quickness in both of their eyes.
She was currently using hers to give the man an arch look. "Don't sound too eager. I might start to believe you would prefer it if they can't get it done on their own."
"Not at all. Though it would provide certain advantages."
They came to a doorway. Locked. Dante had thought this might be the lowest level of the basements, or at any rate hadn't found a way down to any lower floors yet, but the man unlocked the door to reveal a descending set of stairs. He held up his torchstone as they made their way down.
"We should be thinking seriously about eliminating the others," the woman said.
"Risky," the man murmured. "Such an act, if uncovered, would lead to war against us. Even if we executed our actions in perfect secrecy, people would question why this was happening almost immediately afterward."
"I said only that we ought to think on it. Not that we would necessarily decide it was a sound idea in the end."
He shrugged, somewhat condescendingly. After a couple of landings, the stairs came to an end before a locked door. This opened to a thirty-foot long tunnel with another locked door at the far end. Both walls of the passage were perforated with fist-sized holes.
As they exited through the second door, the light of their torchstone seemed to shrink before them. Their footsteps had been echoing, but they now died off into nothing; they had entered a great cavern. There was nothing around them on any side, just the small sphere of bluish light and the black rock beneath them, and it looked as though they had entered another world, like some quiet hell of the Becoming.
A huge light snapped on in front of them. The pair seemed to have been expecting it, and came to an unexcited stop, shielding their eyes with one hand.
"You will lower your hands."
A hooded figure stepped forward. Just from the way he moved, Dante could tell he was a sorcerer. As he had that thought, the man lifted his head and turned it in the direction of the fly. Dante's heart galloped as he sent the fly higher, away from the hooded man's senses. The man gazed upward, face lost in the shadows, then turned to the two Gorgos in front of him.
"Hold still." He lifted his hand. Red light flared from his palm. It wicked toward the two others, who stiffened but held their ground. The neuma touched their faces and trickled into their skin. The two of them weren't even blinking now. The light soon faded, and the sorcerer gave one of their strange nods. "This way."
He turned. The glaring light behind him dimmed. Revealing a wall of oily black metal covered in runes from floor to the faraway ceiling. These rippled like the ocean in moonlight as the three figures approached it.
The man and the woman stopped twenty feet back from the immense wall. The hooded figure drew almost close enough to touch it, then lifted his hand. Blue light strobed from his fingers, the bolts dancing across the surface of the wall. At first the bolts were no more than a foot long, but as they wriggled and jabbed, they grew longer and longer, forking into more and more branches, until they had expanded into a circle of writhing blue lightning thirty feet in diameter.
The pulses of light painted long shadows behind the three figures. Then, quick as a snap of the fingers, the lightning vanished.
Where it had been flashing, the runes had been erased, leaving a thirty-foot black circle against the wall. The three Hypatians stood their ground. Within the circle, a single spot of silver light began to twinkle. Then a second. Then scores of them. Until the whole thing sparkled like the Celeset on a winter's night.
The sorcerer glanced back at the other two, then stepped forward. As he touched the starry surface, he blinked from sight. The man and the woman walked toward the wall. Without slowing down, they collided into it, and disappeared.
A quarter of a minute later, faint silver sigils appeared within the black circle, brightening until they matched the luminosity of the thousands of others spread across the wall.
Up in his cell, Dante blinked. "I found it."
Blays thrust both fists in the air. "Finally some good news! Now how do we get it up here?"
"I didn't find the dalax. I found the portal to Pholos."
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The others creased their brows in befuddlement.
"The doorway," Gladdic murmured. "I had forgotten all about it."
"Me too," Dante said. "I went down to the dungeons searching for the dragon's hoard. And found this instead."
"And you want to…pass through it."
"What I want is three kegs of dalax. But the king said something else to me, when he told me he was going to punish us. He's not going to let Nak bring our people here after all."
Gladdic winced. Making the gesture appeared to hurt him as well, for he had to rub his forehead before replying. "Then we are in an impossible bind. For we must travel to Pholos, and cut the strings of this world. But we must remain here, and consume the dalax."
"That's how it might look to you. But we don't have to keep taking the dalax. There's a cure for it, one they keep secret. We could find it and take it instead."
Blays folded his arms tightly. "Why would we want to do that?"
"So that we can finish what we came here to do. So that our kingdom of Narashtovik, and all the rest of Rale, won't have to die."
"But I don't want to leave. I feel wonderful here."
"No you don't. You just tried to stab yourself in the heart."
"But I will feel wonderful again. I have to."
"I don't want to do this either. I can barely force myself to speak the words. But I think once this is behind us, we're going to be horrified we ever felt this way."
Blays punched him in the face. Dante was already in enough pain that this hardly added anything to the pile, but it staggered him.
"You son of a bitch!" He swung back. Blays tucked his chin, absorbing most of it on his shoulder, and socked Dante in the ribs.
"You spend too much time with your books," Blays said. "You can't even hit me right!"
In response, Dante stomped Blays' foot and shoved him as hard as he could. The combination sent Blays hurtling toward the ground, yet he was somehow able to lash out with his other foot, kicking Dante's knee out from behind him. They hit the ground together.
They scrambled back to their feet. As they prepared to rush each other, Gladdic interposed himself between them like a frail, bony wall.
"Stop this madness!" he shouted. "I feel the same wrath beating in my heart. But we are not ourselves. Push your heads back above the surface of what is drowning us and breathe until you have come to your senses."
Dante stepped back, brushing himself off as he glared at Blays, who watched him with narrowed eyes.
"We have to do something," Dante said. "Or else we'll just keep turning our pain on each other like this. I'll find both the dalax and the cure. We don't have to decide which to take until then."
He moved, a little painfully, over to one of the stone slabs and sat down, readying to send his mind back into the flies.
"No," Gladdic said. "You cannot do this."
"You just said—"
"It will take far too long. You do not even know what this cure of yours looks like."
"I don't have any other choice."
The old man shook his head slowly. "We do not have to waste time plumbing the reaches of the palace. Not when we can find the objects of our desire in mere minutes—by capturing the king and making him give them to us."
Dante's mouth fell open. "Now there's an idea."
"Yes!" Blays pounded his fist into his palm. "Break down the door and let's go!"
"Wait!" Dante held up one hand. "Give me five minutes to find him first. Once we start this, we can't slow down until it's done."
Blays looked unhappy, but he nodded. Dante sent the fly in the dungeon to land on the ceiling of the cavern and shifted to the second one that had been hovering over the isolated and guarded outbuilding. He zipped it over to the main palace and directed it to the throne-hall. The king wasn't there, so Dante sent his scout up the stairs Xanalos had descended when he'd first greeted them. These led to a cushily-decorated office, where the king sprawled on a chaise chatting with Taradam.
"He's right behind the throne-hall." Without bothering to ask if they were ready—every part of him hurt, his mind most of all, threatening to tip over into frenzy—Dante moved to the door, lifted his hand, and blasted straight through both the door and the padlock on the other side.
A pair of soldiers were spinning colored rocks on the rug. The game momentarily caught Dante's eye, but they had both given strangled shouts of surprise, leaped to their feet, and looked to be about to start yelling. Dante pulled his gaze free of the rocks, killed them both, and strode to the stairwell.
Two flights down, he ran into three dalaxa jogging up the steps. They glanced at him curiously but didn't say anything. He should have killed them anyway, but something stayed his hand. The third of them gave him a small wave as they passed by.
Another pair of soldiers down on the ground floor had to be put down, though. The throne-hall doors weren't guarded, and that was all the killing Dante had or got to do for the moment: before he knew it, he was gliding up the stairs at the back of the hall.
The look on King Xanalos' face when Dante shoved open the door was worth all the dalax in Harasphont.
"What are you doing here?" The regent rose to his feet, throwing back his shoulders. "You are in defiance—"
Taking a cue from Blays, Dante punched the small man in the stomach. This doubled him over, bringing his face much closer to the ground, presenting Dante with an excellent opportunity to knee him in it. Taradam pressed his back to the wall, frozen in horror.
"You will speak when I allow you to speak," Dante said. "Get to your feet."
Disgust rolled down Xanalos' face like sweat. Blays searched the two of them, not kindly, but neither was armed.
"How are they acting like this?" Taradam said hoarsely. "The dalax shouldn't allow it!"
"For the same reason they can't taste our food," the king said, all but groaning. "It doesn't affect them quite the same as it does us. It only works to a point."
"I told you to hold your tongue," Dante said. "Now bring us to the dalax."
"You have to be the stupidest creatures I've ever known. You do realize that as soon as you've taken more dalax—"
While he'd been speaking, Dante had been wrapping a ribbon of nether around the king's left pinky. Now, he pulled the ribbon tight. The man's pinky fell to the ground with a light splat. He blinked at the bluish blood shooting from the perfectly neat wound, then tried to scream, only Dante had been waiting for that, and used a little more nether to clench his mouth shut.
Dante waited for the king's muffled whines to calm down to whimpers before going on. "I'm going to tell you a second time: take us to the dalax. And to the cure."
The tears leaking from the king's eyes mingled with the sweat that had popped out across his skin. "The dalax I can do. But I don't know what you're talking about. There isn't any cure."
Dante looped a black ribbon around the king's neck. "Lie to me again and I'll cut your fucking head off."
Xanalos met his gaze. Vile as he was, there was still something lordly about how he kept his composure despite the pain and threat of death. "Count Medes. He tried to bribe you with it."
"Too bad for you it didn't quite work, or we wouldn't be in this position right now. Now we'd better be moving. This drug of yours has made me unstable. I might kill you at any moment."
The king's eyes twitched. He walked out into the hall. He had no doubt hoped that someone would be there to raise the alarm, but Dante had already confirmed it was empty with his fly, and they moved deeper into the palace without passing a single other figure. Blood dripped from the king's hand all the while, tight as he might be gripping it with his other one.
Xanalos brought them to a locked door and nodded to Taradam, who shot Dante a panicky look.
"Unlock it," Dante said.
The man fetched a key from his pocket and turned it in the lock. Complicated machinery clonked within the door. It opened lightly, but was much thicker and stouter than it appeared, practically as strong as the front door of a fortress. Dante understood why when he got a look at the treasure room on the other side.
Silver, even gold, a greenish metal he'd never seen before, jewelry and beautiful crafts and ceremonial weapons and all the rest of what you'd expect to see in the king's treasure hoard. But Dante had eyes only for the stacked kegs, which he knew at once were brimming with dalax, and the much smaller red jars shelved beside them.
"The dalax is in the barrels," the king said. "The cure is there in the red jars."
"You're not getting sneaky and trying to poison me, are you?" Dante wandered closer to the kegs. "If you are, you should know that I'll be able to heal myself before it works. If your poisons can even hurt me in the first place."
"They are just what I say they are. But there's no reason to bother with the cure. You know you want the dalax."
Dante glanced back at him. While what he'd just said might be true, Dante didn't quite think it was friendly advice. "I haven't decided yet."
Xanalos once more held his composure. "Either way, you must swear not to kill me. Not when I brought you here instead of betraying you, as I could have with a single shout."
"Sure. Now shut up."
Dante turned back to the kegs and jars. They'd passed multiple gleaming chalices on their way to the wall, but there was no need to go back for one when he could just pull the bung from a keg and guzzle it straight from the source. The taste of it would be the sweetest of his life, and the relief from the pain—both the stabbing and twisting physical pain, and the burning madness in his brain that he was only just stopping from overrunning him—would be more intoxicating than the dalax itself.
"I should take the cure," he said, out loud. "That's what I should do."
"But you can't," Blays said. "This is where the gods fated us to wind up all along. It might have taken years to deliver ourselves here, going through some of the wildest struggles in all history—but that's why we've been given such a great reward for putting ourselves through all of it."
"Maybe you're right. That would explain a great many things."
"So why not open that keg there and partake of the blessing the gods have bestowed on us after all our hard labors?"
Dante reached toward the keg stacked in front of him, then came to a stop. He had always thought that the great turn in his life had come when he was just a child, there outside the ruined church, where he'd found the true Cycle in a hidden chamber under the earth. Strange to think that all of that had been nothing more than a means of delivering them to Harasphont, where the true great turn in his life came not from a holy book, but from a simple drink. Eternal paradise awaited.
His hand shook. For he could still remember, with perfect clarity, how it had felt to hold that book, the weight of it in his hands, the age of it, and know that he was about to become everything he'd ever dreamed of.
He sighed, shuddering, and reached for the cure. When his hand made contact, he blinked. He had fully meant to pick up one of the little red bottles. But his fingers had closed around the bung of one of the kegs.
He swallowed. Did the best he could to brush the wasps and nettles from his mind. Yet he couldn't lift his hand from the keg of dalax. His people were dying! The entity was still raging across Rale! They'd already lost precious days in this place, and who knew how few they still had left to them! He had to let go!
He closed his eyes, preparing to blow the kegs up with the nether and remove all temptation, if that was what it took. But he knew he wouldn't be able to do that either.
As a scream mounted in his brain, a vision flashed across his closed eyes. The same one Carvahal had shown him after the destruction of the Emerald Titan. The vision of the faceless woman with the little boy and girl, both of them with black hair and gray eyes.
He wrenched his hand away from the dalax and grabbed hold of one of the red jars. Its stopper was so well-stopped up that he thought he'd have to smash the damn thing, but then it sprung free with an audible pop, spilling a little. Before he could have any first thoughts, let alone second ones, he tipped it to his mouth and poured.
It tasted strongly of herbs. He had no idea what kind, as they were surely all Olastarian (or were they?), but it was one of the only things he'd been able to taste here other than his own food, and the shock of it was like being stung on the tongue. Was he being poisoned? He threw his mind into the nether in his stomach. No. He wasn't being poisoned.
Just the opposite.
He sank to the floor. Something inside him was wailing like an abandoned infant, despairing that he'd never know the dalax again. But the rest of him felt like he had just awakened from a nightmare that had been going on for so long he'd forgotten who he was when he was awake.
"You took that stuff?" Blays grabbed the sides of his head. "You idiot!"
"He did." Gladdic sounded surprised. He moved to the shelves. The effort made him lean forward like he was fighting against a wind strong enough to capsize ships, but he made it, and lifted a jar in his trembling hand. It took him a full minute of closed-eyed concentration before he was able to find the will to open it. Yet open it he did, and he drank it down, and soon found himself slumped on the floor next to Dante.
Throughout all of their current endeavor, Kelen had been stumbling around like a zombie, saying almost nothing. It was half a wonder he'd even been able to follow them through the palace. He didn't look to understand what was going on, so he turned out to be the easiest: Dante just opened a third jar of the herbal stuff and told him to drink it, and he obeyed.
"There was a cure," Kelen said once he'd thumped down next to Gladdic and gathered the wits to speak. "All of this time, and there's been a cure all along."
He looked like he would have murdered Xanalos if his body and brain hadn't been as mixed-up as a midden heap. Keeping one eye on that situation, Dante got down a fourth bottle.
"Here." He held it out to Blays.
Blays snorted. "I don't want anything to do with that. Now you get out of the way of that keg before I have to show you how it's done again."
Whatever Gladdic had done to him earlier with the ether back in their cell had made Blays slightly less insane, or else he would already have emptied one of the kegs down his throat. But it was his turn now, and the look in his eye made it clear that he would happily commit violence if Dante tried to stand between him and the dalax any longer.
"But all the rest of us have cleansed ourselves of it," Dante said. "If you were to take it again, you'd be staying here by yourself."
"I can't help that your brain is the size of a testicle. I'm not going to throw away the gift of the gods just because you decided to walk away from it."
Even knowing how the dalax warped its subjects' mind, the words stung. "In a short while, there won't be any more dalax. There won't be any more here."
Blays shrugged. "That's what you've been telling yourself. But we all know you're not going to defeat Nolost. We've just lost too much time here. Face the facts already, if you can stand to."
"You don't know that. And you can't know that. Not until we try."
"You go and do whatever you want. But we all get to make our own choice, and mine is with that keg there. Get out of my way before I have to embarrass you."
Blays pulled back his shoulders. Dante hadn't really thought that reason would work on him, not in his current condition, but he'd hoped that the bond between them would be old enough and strong enough to break the hold the liquid had on Blays' mind.
No such luck. So he would, as Blays had said, have to face facts.
Blays bounced on the balls of his feet and charged at him. He'd already filled his hands with shadows, though, and used them to root Blays' feet to the ground. That made Blays fall awkwardly—and possibly break an ankle, but that couldn't be helped just then.
"Let go of me!" Blays hollered. "Get your filthy shadows off me!"
Dante did the exact opposite, using more of them to glue Blays' arms in place. With all four of his limbs disabled, Blays couldn't do more than wrench his torso around like a wounded worm.
"I know you carry betrayal in your heart," Blays said. "You will always choose yourself, in the end. But I never thought you'd do that to me."
Saying nothing, Dante worked loose the stopper on the jar and kneeled. As he tipped it toward Blays' mouth, Blays lashed his head about, and the liquid spilled worthlessly instead.
"Drink it!" Dante said. "You drink it up, or else I'll pour it down the other end of you instead!"
He was quite serious, but Blays kept thrashing around anyway, rolling his eyes and snapping at Dante's hand as he moved the jar in for another attempt. Dante grabbed him by the hair and slapped him with the shadows: not hard enough to meaningfully harm him, just enough to stun and disorient him. He pinched Blays' nose shut with his other hand and poured fluid into his mouth. Blays swallowed instinctively.
"I'll never forgive you for this!" Blays spluttered. There was more, but he gargled as Dante tipped more of the herb-water down his throat.
Maybe the cure was already working, or maybe Blays had exhausted his will to struggle. Either way, he stopped resisting then, taking swallow after swallow until the jar was empty.
Dante stood and dropped the shadowy chains from Blays' arms and legs. Blays stayed on the floor, breathing heavily, staring up at nothing.
"Dying gods," he said. "That was the worst best experience of my life. Or maybe the best worst experience." He popped to his feet. He was soaked in sweat and he was shaking but his eyes were clear. They landed on the king. "Time to die."
"Hold now!" Xanalos lifted both palms, voice sharp with affront. "You swore not to take our lives! Are you oathbreakers now?"
"I am whatever my enemy forces me to become. But you've just given me a better idea." Blays threw his empty jar in the air, spinning it end over end, and then snagged it. "Time for you to drink up and find out how the other side lives."
"I don't think so. I made no such agreement."
"I wasn't in my right mind when we made our deal," Blays said. "Now I am. And I find that my right mind is very, very angry." He moved toward the king.
"Taradam! Go for help!"
The king's aide glanced about himself in panic, then made a dash for the fortress-like door, lifting his knees high as he ran. Blays took one sideways step towards him. His sword appeared in his hand as if by magic. It then appeared halfway through Taradam's skull, producing a crunch that Dante had almost but would never quite get used to. Taradam's eyes rolled toward the steel now jammed between them, then he keeled over.
Blays snapped his blade free before the falling corpse could yank it away from him. "Well, your majesty. Would you prefer a cup, or do you like it straight from the tap?"
"Stay away from me." Xanalos pressed his back to the wall, sliding along it to his right. As Blays stepped toward him, he burst forward, making a break for the door.
Blays punched the king in his nose, crunching it. Xanalos wailed. Blays grabbed the smaller man by the hair and dragged him across the room until he was under the keg. He jerked his chin at Dante, who pulled loose the bung.
Dalax gushed from the keg. The king did his best to fight loose, but Blays was nearly twice his weight, and was a fighting man whereas the king had the build of a heron. Blays soon forced several gulps of dalax down the man's gullet.
After that, the king drank his fill by himself, and was happy to do so.
At last, Xanalos sighed and fell away from the keg, scooting about until he could rest his back against the wall. He turned his hand slowly back and forth before his eyes in rapture.
"Those like Kelen have said that we are savagely cruel for what we do to the dalaxa," he said. "But the dalaxa are the luckiest people in all creation."
"I'm happy to see you share their fate," Kelen said.
"What's the point of this?" Dante said.
Blays was watching with folded arms. "It's funny."
"But they're just going to cure him. Even if you smash all the red jars, they'll just make more."
"We're about to go destroy all of Olastar. He'll be dead soon enough anyway. Before his world ends, I want him to understand what it was really like."
"Right. Well, your royal highness," Dante said, turning back to the king, "you just sit right here until someone finds you. In the meantime, you've got all the dalax you could ever want."
"I'll do just that." Still bleeding from his broken nose, Xanalos reached up at them in farewell. "Thank you for what you've given me. When I feel the mysteries of the dalax, I can believe that the gods might be real after all, for only they could gift us with such wonder."
It seemed likely he'd babble on about the dalax for as long as they'd let him, so they got out of there. Dante closed the door to the treasure room and gave it a light slap. "I'm surprised you didn't loot any of his stuff."
"I thought about it," Blays said. "But I wouldn't want to carry it with me."
Kelen met eyes with him and nodded.
Dante sent his fly ahead of them. Almost at once, it ran into a half dozen soldiers who were marching about with a purpose. He could have killed them without any trouble yet, but the cure had wiped away the fury of a dalaxa kept away from his dalax, and he ducked into a side room instead.
"The staircase is kind of far from here anyway," he said while they were waiting. "I'm going to see if I can find another one." He sent his fly out to do just that.
Blays took a seat on an ornate chair. "I'm…sorry about that, by the way."
"About what?"
"Back there. I couldn't see any way out of it. I couldn't even imagine wanting to get out of it. It was like I was…consumed."
"That's just what it's made to do to you," Kelen said.
"Maybe so, but that didn't stop the three of you from fighting it off."
"I didn't do anything. Except whatever I was told. It's like the king suggested, your bodies are different than ours."
"That makes it worse," Blays said. "Even with that advantage, I still wasn't able to hold out."
"You do have a fondness for such things," Dante said. "But that's why we travel together: to do for the others what they can't do for themselves." He slipped the fly under a doorway and clicked his tongue. "Speaking of, I've just found us a much closer staircase. I suggest we—"
He was cut off mid-sentence by a bent-sounding horn. They all looked at each other, but nobody needed to say a word: they'd been found out.
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"Way forward looks clear," Dante said. "Go."
They fanned out into the hall, muffling their steps by sticking to the rug that striped its middle. After the placid drift of the dalax, which had felt like floating weightlessly on blood-warm water—if that water also permeated every fiber of your being, and made those fibers sing in time with the heavens and the stars—it felt almost as good to be back in command of their own minds, exerting their bodies in struggle.
Though it felt rather less great when they turned a corner into a corridor that had been vacant just a moment before and found a host of Hypatians spilling into it.
Dante had been hoping to get down to the gateway without having to massacre anyone else. Especially dalaxa. Which was a bit stupid, considering he intended to go kill every last one of them on earth as soon as he got through the gateway. But he didn't hesitate to sweep a barrage of nethereal darts down the hallway.
Blue light shot from the hands of the defenders. Dante swore violently. He struck at the soma with flecks of nether that looked like a cloud of buzzing flies.
"The staircase is right behind them," he called to the others. "They knew where we were going."
"Xanalos knows exactly why we're here," Blays said. "He must have told his people where we'd be headed if the alarums started up."
Kelen sprayed soma down the hallway in a defensive screen, deflecting most of the attacks. Plenty others made it past him, though, requiring both Dante and Gladdic to pour everything they had into chipping away at the foreign sorcery. Dante was so distracted with his duties he didn't notice what Blays was doing until he'd snapped out the Spear of Stars and charged.
"Don't worry," he said. "This will only hurt for a moment."
Shielding their eyes against the glare of the spear, the Hypatian sorcerers turned their assault on Blays. Dante ran behind him, pelting the soma with nether while lobbing some of it at the enemies to distract them. In past fights, the spear would have ended the skirmish in moments. This time, though, while it drew some of the soma toward its tip, where it was absorbed while the spear glowed even brighter, some of the blue bolts held course. Straight toward Blays.
"Aid him!" Dante shouted, though he feared they wouldn't have time to unless they were already doing so.
He drew forth a massive amount of nether and shot it down the corridor like a geyser. His vision grayed from the strain of it and he fought to stay in command of it as it streamed past Blays and flooded into the soma. A black flash shot down the hall. When it cleared, all the soma was gone—except for one last blue bolt, all but hidden by fluttering, dissolving ash. It whipped past the spear and into Blays.
He yelled out, swinging the spear to the side for balance as he fell to one knee. Dante had almost caught up to him and the head of the spear slashed toward his head. He dropped into a slide. The blade of the spear whisked so close to Dante's head it clipped some of his hair. Coldness radiated from it like watching a snowstorm from behind thin glass, and as it passed by, he heard a chorus of angels singing in a language that not even the talisman of Carvahal could translate.
Dante slapped nether across Blays' wounded hip, but he was already fighting to his feet on his own. Blue soma whined past them toward the enemy, trailed by ether.
"What the hell just happened?" Blays shook the spear. "Don't tell me this thing is broken!"
"There's something very wrong with this place." Dante pumped shadows at the Hypatians, driving them back on one flank, though he wasn't sure if he managed to wound any of them. "It's like nothing here can properly interact with anything from anywhere else. It all just kind of glances off each other."
"And there's more of them throwing their stuff than there is of us throwing ours."
Which was precisely why, despite Dante and Gladdic being clearly more skilled than any of the Hypatians, they were barely keeping up their defense despite Kelen helping with the soma.
"We'll head to the other staircase," Dante said, jogging backwards toward the others. "Those guys are short. We can outrun them."
He sent his fly buzzing down the hall to scout the way. Almost immediately, it ran into a second group of Hypatians. Many of these were common soldiers, but sorcerers trotted among them, too.
"Reinforcements coming the other way," he said. "We're about to be cut off!"
Gladdic grimaced as he fought off a flock of blue lights that had closed to within feet of him. The four of them edged back. Even with Blays swinging the spear about and scooping up as much soma as his weapon could absorb, there was no chance of advancing.
"Well," Blays said. "Time to see if this works here."
He rippled unsteadily, flickering in and out of view. And disappeared.
The substrate of the nether rattled and bucked. Dante could feel Blays rushing forward through it, the nethereal commotion following with each of his steps. Dante didn't know if the Hypatians could use the nether—he'd never seen one of them do it—but as Blays neared the knot of enemy sorcerers, three of them lifted their heads in confusion, momentarily distracted.
Blays popped back into being directly behind them. He swung the spear sidelong like a bat. Light seared across the hallway. The sorcerers cried out, grabbing at the soma in a mad panic, but only managed to loose a few stray bolts of it. The spear absorbed them all as it battered into the crowd. Where the blade made contact, it cut through everything it touched, sending halved bodies every which way. Where the shaft made contact, it struck with the force of a giant swinging the trunk of an uprooted tree. If those it hit weren't killed at once, they were when they slammed into the wall an instant later.
Blays stood alone, spear curled behind his back. Gore made unpleasant noises as it slopped down the ceiling and walls. Dante was already running toward Blays and grimaced as he saw the condition he was in. From what Dante had seen, none of the sorcerers had managed to hit him with anything. Yet his clothes were shredded and frazzled, and his face and arms were crossed with oozing red cuts.
"I don't think I should do that again," Blays said.
Dante gathered nether to heal him. "What the hell happened?"
"We should get out of here right now."
He took his own advice, running to the end of the hall and opening the door there. As they headed down the steps, the first of the second group of Hypatians rounded into the hall. Their pursuing footsteps were soon drowned out by screams of horror as they came to the aftermath of the spear.
The four interlopers reached the bottom of the stairwell and Dante led them out into the basement hallway. Three dalaxa clustered not far down it, heads cocked in wonderment at whatever had been happening upstairs. They turned to the outlanders with friendly smiles as Dante and the others ran past them.
It turned out they were in a different hall than the one Dante had explored with his fly, and he had to backtrack once, bringing them into view of the crowd of soldiers and sorcerers that had followed them into the underground. The foes attempted to pelt them with soma, but Dante sprinted around the closest corner and found himself on familiar ground. As soon as he refamiliarized himself with which end of the passage was which, he ran as fast as he could to the stairwell leading to the lowest level of the palace.
"Keep your eyes open," he said, voice echoing around him. "There will be at least one sorcerer ahead of us."
They came to the bottom, where Dante wielded the shadows to cut through the locks on the doors as quietly and discreetly as he could. This turned out to be a total waste of focus, though, because he could hear their pursuers entering the stairs above them, and he now had to turn around, gather the shadows, and slam them into the staircase wall, collapsing it and filling the way behind them with rubble—an event that was about as discreet as a tornado.
He turned away, coughing from the dust rushing past him, and joined the others in the huge cavern.
"It's just ahead," he said. "It will look like a huge wall of runes. Kelen, you're going to have to do something to it."
"Which is?" Kelen said.
"I'm not sure. Something with the red stuff."
"Neuma."
"You'll have to…attack the wall with lightning. In a circle."
"Attack it with lightning?"
"I'll show you. As best as I can, anyway."
Stone grated behind them, but it was heavily muffled. Ahead, an agonizingly bright light stopped them short. He had forgotten to warn them about that.
"Don't worry," he said softly. "Just follow my lead."
He brought the nether as close as he could without actually drawing on it. The hooded figure emerged from the light. Dante couldn't make out his face, but he didn't sense that the sorcerer was yet drawing on any of his own powers.
"Who are you?" The man scowled, leaning in for a better look. "What are you?"
Dante stabbed a blade of shadows through the man's heart. He fell down dead, but he was a sorcerer, and so he stuck a second blade through his head as well.
"He should be the only one," he said. "But I wouldn't say that now's the time to get too relaxed."
Walking forward, the burning-bright light dimmed. Revealing the wall of runes. Dante thought he was at the right part of it, but he badly hoped it didn't matter.
"So." He pointed up at the wall. "What the guy I just killed did to open this thing was to jab it with little red lightning. And then keep expanding and forking the lightning until it formed a circle about thirty feet wide. Like this."
He demonstrated with the nether. A single finger of shadows danced across the silvery runes. It branched into three strands, then seven; at once, there were too many to count. And yet it continued to fork outward, expanding like a stain, writhing like the river of ants they'd crossed in the wildway.
Once it was roughly the same size as the one the dead man had made, Dante gestured up at it and took a step back. "Like that. But with the neuma."
"I don't know how to open it," Kelen said. "I've never seen a style like that before."
"Me neither. Just imitate it and see if that's enough to do the trick."
Brows bent in irritation, Kelen splayed his hand at the wall. Red light streamed to it and spread across it chaotically. It twitched and sizzled as it widened in diameter from a couple of inches to a foot, and then five feet, and then thirty.
"Stop there," Dante said.
"Is it working?"
"Uh…no. But it's the right size."
"Then I've done something wrong."
"Maybe I'm wrong. Try making it a little bigger."
Kelen sent more neuma into the wall, expanding the circle until its lower edge was touching the ground.
"Right," Dante said, trying to remember the exact process the Hypatian sorcerer had used and realizing that accurately memorizing it should have been the most important thing in the world to him. He'd tried to do so, but not as hard as he should have. He'd been lost in the throes of the dalax, though. It would be a horror if they had found a way to escape from it, only for its ongoing consequences to cost them their lives after all. "Now…stop. Everything. Let it fade away."
Kelen nodded and cut off the stream of neuma. He dropped his hand. The circle of lightning dimmed and calmed. Then disappeared altogether. The wall was no different than before.
Blays glanced back at the dead body of the sorcerer. "Maybe you shouldn't have killed that guy."
"We're going to figure this out," Dante said. "We've only just started."
"I don't even know what form to shape the neuma in," Kelen said. "Am I supposed to just leave it as pure light? Or actually attack the wall with it? Or something else altogether?"
Stone rattled dryly in the distance. The stairwell was too far from the light to see. Dante had lost his flies during the skirmish upstairs. But, as Blays had just pointed out, there was another body right in front of them. He reanimated the dead sorcerer and sent it trundling toward the stairwell.
"Try something different," Dante said. "It doesn't matter what."
"It would be a lot nicer if you knew what I was supposed to do," Kelen said.
"Well, I don't. So you can either get to work on finding out what that is, or we can wait for them to break through the rubble and come kill us."
Kelen muttered something and sent more neuma to the wall. He expanded the circle of lightning as before, but this time it made a crackling noise. When he reached the right size and let the neuma fade away, a bit of smoke rose from the wall, but it still looked unchanged.
Dante's zombie reached the stairs. They remained blocked by debris, but a lot of heavy scraping was coming from the other side of the blockage. As another hunk of rock was lifted away, a shaft of light speared through the rubble and into the room the zombie was standing in.
"Try again," Dante said. "They'll break through in another minute."
Kelen sighed testily. This pierced Dante with the sudden urge to kill him, which had to be an aftereffect of the dalax. Kelen swooped his arms dramatically as he struck the center of the wall with a little red thunderbolt. He continued to gesticulate as he drew the circle wider, the neuma reaching out for new ground like inchworms spreading across the bole of a tree. He broke out into a chant. Dante's talisman couldn't translate it, though, and he suspected it was gibberish, and that Kelen was making fun of him. 
To stop himself from punching him, Dante shifted his mind back to the zombie. Who at that very moment was watching as a blast of soma battered through the rubble. Two soldiers vaulted through the gap, followed by a sorcerer whose hands were aglow with blue.
The sorcerer froze when he saw the zombie, then cocked his head. "Master Naian?" He gawked at the zombie's forehead. "Are…you all right?"
Dante made the zombie execute an Olastarian nod, then veered back to his own mind. "Get ready. They've made it through."
He was already bleeding from a number of cuts and scrapes, and the nether came readily to his call. Blays fetched the rod-form of the spear from his belt. In the stairwell, the Hypatians pushed more debris out of the way, gathering in the short passage beyond. Two of the sorcerers murmured to each other, eyeing the zombie. One of them lifted his hand. Dante saw a spark of blue. His connection to the zombie went dead.
Red lightning sizzled behind him, making his shadow dance before him. He frowned at it. When the dead sorcerer had undertook his ritual, the shadows cast by it had been stark and sharp.
Dante's was indistinct. Almost gray.
"Make it brighter!" he yelled.
Hundreds of feet away, little blue lights bloomed in the darkness as Hypatian sorcerers entered the cavern.
Maybe Kelen was glad to finally have clear directions. Or maybe he realized they were about to die, and there was no more time for sulking. He brightened the circle of lightning without any hesitation.
Blays nodded across the cavern. "What do we do when they get over here?"
"Fight them?" Dante said.
"Not sure I'll survive another jaunt through the shadows." Blays shifted his grip on the rod. "I guess we'll just have to see what happens."
Dante glanced about for anything he could put to use. But the cavern was empty, and its stone wouldn't listen to him. All he could do was wait for the blue lights to draw closer.
As soon as they felt close enough, he unleashed a tremendous volley, hoping to put the enemy far enough on the defensive to keep them there. Soma flashed from a dozen different hands, snapping into the nether. Gladdic joined in with the ether. Even with just the two of them, the attack was effective enough to kill a few of the Hypatians outright.
But the defenders whittled most of it away. And fired back. Dante had already launched a second assault and had to divert it into a defensive posture against the incoming wall of solid blue, splitting his bolts, which were big enough to kill a man, into the smaller pieces that seemed more effective at knocking the soma off course. This took down maybe a tenth of it. Gladdic rattled off a round of his own while Dante readied his next.
"We won't be able to stop it all," Dante said. "Blays, you might want to get out that spear!"
Blays swung the rod forward and to his side, slinging it out into the shining spear, and dropped into a fighting crouch. Dante shot off another volley of counter-nether and immediately started work on another. The volley tore into the soma, shaving off another fraction of it, but not enough. He was barely going to have time to hit it a third time.
"Humans!" Kelen yelled. "It is done!"
Dante spun about. Starlight glittered on his face. Constellations drifted across a giant doorway.
Blue light gleamed on his back. There was no time to wait, or even to speak. Dante leaped through the doorway, and entered the core.
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They were still traveling through layers of Olastar, rather than between differing realms, and there was no tunnel to walk down. Instead, he was shot right out into Pholos. That didn't mean there was no feeling of transition, though. As soon as he crossed over, he bent at the waist and clutched his arms to his stomach, which was squirming around like a worm on a hook.
Unpleasant as this was, he forced himself to straighten up and check on the others. Kelen had jumped through ahead of him. Behind him, Gladdic and Blays were both doubled over in nausea.
"Vomit while you're running," Dante said. "They'll be right after us."
"No!" Kelen's voice cracked like a young man's. "Do not do that!"
"We can't fight that many at once. We'll be slaughtered!"
"The gate's already closing. They won't be able to reopen it for several minutes."
"But they—"
"Shut up!" The smaller man swung his fist to his side, scanning the dark sky. "Look around you. Do you see any arad?"
"Any whats?"
"It looks like patches of grime. Or midden-heaps. If they're here, they'll be floating in the air."
Their surroundings were quite dim, almost cave-like, and Dante was only now making sense of them. They were standing on a mesa, the portal fading behind them. Most of the ground ahead of them was too dark to see except for little islands of lighter-colored rock spaced out here and there. This in itself was confusing enough to the eye, but much worse, Dante couldn't tell where the land ended and the sky began. It appeared to be the same structure as Gothon, where the land curved upward instead of downward, and so wrapped around them on all sides.
"I'm not seeing anything," Blays said. "You said this stuff looks like grime? What is it?"
"The sign we have to go back right now." As he'd been looking about, Kelen had been in a slight crouch, ready to run. He straightened. "I don't see any, either. We should have time to proceed. But keep your eyes out for them at all times. Now we just need to find an onas." He jogged along the edge of the mesa, gazing downward.
"And what is an onas?" Dante glanced down at his talisman. He was so used to it translating everything that it was always a little jarring when it couldn't, though that usually only happened when his own language had no equivalent word for the one in question.
"It will look like a boat."
Dante hurried to catch him. And almost fell over. His body felt much lighter than it should, and had ever since entering Pholos. He'd thought that was just one of the disorienting effects of traveling through the portal, but now that he was moving, it felt like something more than that. Still jogging, he jumped forward. He'd had to leap for his life on enough occasions that he knew quite well how far he should be able to fly. On this jump, he landed several feet further than he should have.
The curve of the mesa brought them to a blank dark wall. Kelen spun about with a scowl and trotted back the other way. The portal was now entirely gone, with no more than a few hints of glittering star-like lights to mark where it would return if the Hypatians decided to come for them. As they came to the other end of the mesa, which also terminated against the wall of stone, Dante realized he had no idea why they were looking for a boat when there was no water to be seen.
"It's not here." Kelen crossed his arms tightly and started back toward where they'd come through. "But that's impossible. Even if someone's using the primary one right now, they always keep spares at hand. We must have missed it."
He trudged onward, muttering steadily. The talisman didn't understand a great deal of the words but Dante didn't bother to ask Kelen for a translation, as they appeared to mostly be curses. Thunder rumbled in the distance. It wasn't particularly loud or threatening, but Pholos had been almost entirely quiet before this, and they all skidded to a stop. Kelen stared in the direction it had come from. The thunder came again. It was followed by something entirely different: a painful, metallic groaning.
"What," Blays said, "was that?"
"It's nothing to fear," Kelen said. "Probably." Despite this reassurance, he kept his gaze fixed on the sky—or whatever it was that was hanging over them. His frown gentled as he glanced at something else a little to the right. Then his frown grew as deep as the chasm in front of them. "Burn them to ashes! Why would they leave it there?"
"Have you found your boat?"
"Out there." He pointed to one of the lighter-colored portions of rock several hundred feet ahead of them and a little uphill. "Xanalos had already guessed we meant to make use of his gateway. He must have ordered his people to move the onases away from the dock, where we wouldn't be able to reach them if we happened to make it this far."
"Truly dastardly, dragging it a whole minute's walk away from here. Well, I guess we'd better get started."
Kelen laughed. "Look around you. What exactly makes you think we can just walk to it?"
"Is this the kind of land that feet don't work on?"
Kelen ran his hand down his face, drawing a deep breath through his nose. He lifted his chin. "There's no time for this. Wait here. Don't try to follow me."
He backed well away from the edge of the mesa. Then he bounced on the balls of his feet and sprinted forward.
"What in the name of the gods are you doing?!" Dante yelled.
But Kelen had already come to the ledge. He jumped forward as far as he could. Rather than leading with one of his feet, though, he jumped headfirst, raising his arms before him.
"That's a new one," Blays said. "Is he…flying?"
Whatever he was doing, it wasn't falling. Instead, he was traveling forward in a straight line, already forty feet away from them.
"Not so," Gladdic said. "He is already slowing."
Dante was just noticing this himself: and it looked as though Kelen would stall out less than halfway to the light-colored mound of rock and the oval-shaped onas that was tied to it. Kelen shifted his posture, swinging his arms down to his side. He thrust them out in front of him again, then swept them back to his body.
"Is he swimming?" Blays said.
"He's…" Dante trailed off: for Kelen was now doing something with the soma, blue fairy-lights spinning slowly about him, and it was clear that whatever it was that he was doing, Dante didn't have the faintest idea what it was.
So he stopped talking and watched. Kelen still looked to be slowing down, but the rate was much more gradual. After a few seconds of tracking his progress, Dante thought he'd make it.
A few more after that, though, it was obvious that while he might have the distance, his trajectory was off. He was going to sail to the left of it. Kelen was already reacting to this, though, tossing out more soma. The blue light blinked in agitation, then went out. Kelen struggled his limbs—he was too far away now for Dante to see exactly what he was doing—and shot out a new round of soma.
The blue light was a lot more excited than it had been before, zagging around on Kelen's left side. He kept sailing straight forward. One of the fairy-lights blazed bright and popped. All at once, nearly all of the others went out too, as if a great gust of wind had just blown open the shutters behind an altar full of candles, snuffing them. As the last of them died away, Kelen tumbled toward his right.
He had just enough time to straighten himself out before he half landed, half crashed into the island-like spur of rock. Which Dante suddenly realized was actually an island. He had no clue if all of Pholos was like this, but the part they were in was mostly nothing but empty space.
And they were, apparently, intending to sail across it.
Kelen gathered himself and started fussing with the onas. Dante glanced back at the rock wall where the portal had been. He thought some of the lights upon it were twinkling brighter than before, but he couldn't be sure.
After a couple of very long minutes, Kelen shoved the onas off from the island. It drifted forward, wobbling, then slowly veered to the side. It rolled to its left, or perhaps more accurately to port, threatening to capsize—if such a thing was possible—yet Kelen was able to wrestle it back out to level. After a little more fussing about, he straightened course, making way for the platform.
Red light fell across the ground in front of Dante. Behind them, a small circle of neuma rippled on the stone wall, growing wider before his eyes.
He cupped his hands to his mouth. "Hurry! They're opening the portal!"
His voice seemed to die on the air. Kelen gave no sign of having heard him. Dante pointed his finger skyward and shot forth a flare of ether. Kelen didn't acknowledge it, but he must have seen it.
Blays drew the rod from his belt. "If they start coming through that thing, what's our move? Stand and fight?"
"What's the alternative?" Dante gathered the shadows. "Fling ourselves into the abyss?"
"Well, yes. Exactly that."
Dante couldn't decide if that was a real option or a completely insane one. He backed a step closer to the ledge. Soma glowed around the onas; it was gathering speed. The circle of neuma on the wall was now an arm's length across.
As Kelen neared, he didn't slow down. Instead, he waved his arms to his left. "Move!"
Dante walked briskly across the platform until Kelen waved his hands above his head for them to stop. The circle of neuma grew like a cancer, already twelve feet in diameter. Kelen carried straight on, a course that would bring him crashing into the platform fifty feet to their left—yet as he made his approach, he slewed the onas hard to port. The vessel banked with far more agility than it had shown to that point.
Kelen leveled it out, running it parallel to the ledge of rock from just two feet away. "Get ready to jump!"
When it came within twenty feet of them, Dante dropped into a light jog. The portal was still expanding, nearing completion. Gladdic traipsed at the rear and was the first to be overtaken by the onas. He turned toward the ledge and leaped. Kelen stood, snatching at Gladdic's robes and pulling him down into the vessel. Blays was next: he leaned over the edge, and rather than jumping, gently collapsed into the onas in a way that required far more agility than it looked.
It swept alongside Dante. He threw himself toward it—forgetting that he was lighter on his feet than he was used to. He passed high over the vessel, kicking his feet as if that might somehow slow him down. Blays had just gotten settled, and sprung upwards, grabbing the heel of Dante's boot while snagging his own toes on the gunwale. Gladdic fell forward, clinging to Blays' leg. Blays contracted his body, drawing Dante down with him into the onas.
"Did we make it?" Blays said. "I can't—"
They were all tossed to the side as Kelen heaved the vessel about. Soma flickered in their wake. Dante righted himself and turned around. The portal had expanded to its full size, its red light glaring across the platform. Yet it was several more seconds before the first of the Hypatians spilled through it, falling into defensive crouches, hands wreathed in blue. They glanced about themselves, but Kelen had extinguished the soma, and the onas glided silently through the darkness.
The Hypatians looked around in confusion, calling out questions to each other, falling into quick arguments. At last one of the enemy spotted the onas and called out angrily, prompting a blue volley from the Hypatian sorcerers. They were distant enough that Dante, Gladdic, and Kelen were able to bat it down before it grew close enough to threaten them, though, and the Hypatians' second volley fared even worse. There wasn't a third.
The onas creaked softly as it sailed through the nonexistent waters. They were nearing a house-sized boulder hanging in the nothing like something in the Mists and Kelen steered the onas away from it by leaning on a long stick jutting up from the bow.
"Are we safe yet?" Blays said.
"There is no safety in Pholos," Kelen said. "Though this may be the most safe we will be while we're here. Still, be on the watch for the lurkers."
"What do they look like?"
"You will know them when you see them."
"Now that you've confirmed we've reached Pholos," Dante said, "do you mind finally telling us what the hell we're doing here?"
Kelen smiled thinly. "Killing a god."
The three outlanders looked at each other.
"You're telling us there's a god here?" Blays said. "And that we're going to…ah…kill it?"
"That's why I didn't tell you earlier. If you knew what we had to do here, you would have walked away from Olastar and not looked back."
"Wrong," Dante said. "As insane as it would have sounded—as it does sound—we wouldn't have had any choice but to press on."
Kelen shrugged. "Maybe. Or maybe you would have convinced yourself that it would suddenly be a better option to go try something else. More important than that, though, I didn't bother to tell you about Pholos because I never thought we'd make it this far."
Dante peered into the distance, but he couldn't see what lay ahead of them other than rocks and more darkness. "So how are we going to kill him?"
"I wouldn't know that. You're the ones who've fought gods before, not me."
"Fighting a god is a much different thing than killing one."
"You're not listening to me. I haven't done either of those things. Any advice I tried to give you would be worse than the advice you could give yourself."
"I have a suggestion," Blays said. "I get out my spear, and then I stab him with it."
"Let us pray it is that simple," Gladdic said.
"We're talking about killing a god. Are you sure we should be praying about this?"
"The spear could be enough," Dante said. "It was enough to slay the White Lich, after all. But why is there even a god here in the first place?"
Kelen motioned to their dim surroundings, the hunks of rock suspended in midair. "My world—my former world—is not a natural one. Its outer shell is little more than a reflection of the many lands it links to. Its interior is bent and warped against the laws of creation in ways that allow the portals to exist and for new ones to be created. Breaking the laws of the gods requires the power of a god. The Chained God."
"If it's that unnatural, why create it in the first place?"
"Because once the gods began to create the other worlds—even the afterlifes—they discovered only they had the power to travel and move things between these places, and it was painful and dangerous for them to try. Everyone else—and everything else—was stuck where they were. To allow for safe movement from one place to another, they had to create Olastar."
"But then they discovered that the creation of Olastar required them to sacrifice one of themselves."
"Then you know the story."
"Not at all. That's just the logic that follows from what you've told us."
Kelen nodded. "That is just what happened. At least, that is what our stories tell us, if we really think we can remember the events of a time so distant."
"Who was chosen?" Dante said. "And how did they choose him?"
"When the gods made Olastar, they quickly discovered it was unstable. They tried everything they could to stop it from collapsing. Nothing worked. They discussed letting it fall apart, and walking away from their great plans, but they couldn't bear to let go of what they were building. In the end, after everything else was exhausted, they found themselves staring at the cold truth: the only thing with the power to keep Olastar intact was one of them.
"At first, they tried to get one of their own to volunteer. But they all understood the cost—if anything, they underestimated it. Only one choice remained to them. The only question was who would be sacrificed. So they came together and drew lots. There are two different stories about what happened next. The first is that the lots were fair. You can guess the second version of the story."
"I'd still rather hear it," Dante said.
"I know," Kelen said, though with a slight smile. "In the second story, obviously the lots were rigged. Taim wasn't about to let himself be sacrificed by a stroke of bad luck, and none of the others were any keener about it. I've got deep doubts that we can know the real story, given how much of the maneuvering was in secret. Whatever the truth of the matter, it's said that there was once a god by the name of Wessen. Wessen was the half-brother of Gashen, but while Wessen's mother was carrying him, she refused to repay the debt she owed to one of the Old Spirits, who then cursed her for it. Gashen had been born healthy and strong, but when Wessen was born, it was obvious that something was wrong with him."
The onas had been passing through a region of open air, but it now approached a field of scattered stones. Most were quite a bit smaller than the ones they'd been seeing previously, but they were still more than large enough to hull the onas—Dante wondered vaguely if that would even make it "sink"—and some of them were drifting about, threatening to cross paths with them.
Kelen paused to thread the ship through the thickest part of the rockstorm. As they passed a bed-sized stone, Dante thought he saw something move across its surface. But when he lit it with a bit of ether, there was nothing there.
"Wessen was born small and sickly," Kelen went on once they were through the worst of it. "And unhappy. He didn't talk much. He gave few signs of what he wanted to claim as his realms when he came of age. Some feared he would become the lord of plagues and sickness, or of madmen and malcontents. There were rumors he performed strange experiments on animals, trying to warp them into grotesque, mixed-up shapes, so that he could release them into the world and make it as ugly for everyone else to look at as it did to him.
"None of those fears came to pass. Instead, when the day of his age came, Wessen thought for a moment, and then announced that he would like to be the lord of poetry, and of wandering alone in the wilderness, and of the things carried on the wind. This was unusual—gods, as you well know, are expected to claim loftier domains, like Phannon and the sea, or Gashen and war—but everyone was relieved enough that they had no objections.
"Things became much better after that. Not perfectly quiet; if there's one thing the gods are powerless to stop, it's their own bickering and scheming. But the times were normal enough. Still, Wessen never truly became one of them."
"That's why they sacrificed him?" Blays said. "Because he was a weirdo?"
Kelen snorted. "They might have chosen him anyway, for that very reason. But that wasn't the reason. Supposedly Carvahal's plan was to arrange for Taim to draw the bad lot and then install Gashen as the new head of the Celeset. He probably also had a plan within that plan to then blame his own crimes on Gashen and take over for himself. But this is all rumor and speculation.
"What actually happened—or what is said to have happened—would have been shameful even if it had been committed by a lowly mortal. Silidus had taken notice of Wessen. Her moods, like the moon she rules, go through phases, and she decided that Wessen was much more interesting and intelligent than they had thought of him, a sensitive being who surely kept special insights secret to himself. And she decided that even if they were secret, he still might share them, if only someone finally befriended him."
"Once this idea took root in her head, she would sometimes join him on his walks through the wilderness. She asked him questions. About himself and what he thought about things. The kinds of questions he hadn't been asked out of kindness since he'd been a child. Wessen enjoyed her company, and soon spoke more and more openly. Silidus was right: he did have insights, things that none of the others knew. Unfortunately, none of those insights are known to us, so don't bother to ask.
"Unfortunately, also, for Wessen, Simm was watching them. And Simm had been lusting after Silidus for a long time."
"Simm lusts after everyone," Blays said.
Kelen shrugged one shoulder. "Do men like that care? Silidus was supposed to be his. So he saw her and Wessen together and he thought they were becoming romantically involved. He was wrong—Silidus was secretly seeing someone else entirely—but the thought of it consumed him. When it came time to set the lots, Carvahal put his scheme in place, but he didn't have any idea that Simm had a scheme of his own.
"They drew their lots. Wessen chose, but of course there was no choice at all. He was doomed to become the Binder of Pholos. Sensitive as he was to the hidden ways of things, he tell that something was off, and he insisted that he'd been cheated. He argued with such passion that it's said that several of the gods believed him. Not that it mattered one bit—no one was going to take up his cause when it meant they'd have to do the whole thing over and there was a chance they might be sacrificed instead.
"When words failed to convince them, and they came for him, he fought back. And he fought with such wildness and spirit that it finally erased all doubts that he wasn't truly one of them. But there was only one of him. They subdued him, and they brought him here, to Pholos, where they bound him so that his strength could be employed to stop Pholos from wrenching itself apart. That was ages ago. Before your own world even existed. He's served here ever since, suffering for it all the while."
"Suffering?" Blays said. "From being alone all this time? Or from getting wrenched around?"
"Both, and more. Like I told you, the structure of Olastar is unnatural. Pholos most of all."
Blays tipped back his head at the void surrounding them. "Now that you mention it, sailing across empty nothing is a little strange."
"The same warping of the world that allows for the portals creates cracks in its core. The cracks aren't stable. They're getting bigger every moment. As they grow, pollutants seep through them. Especially from the Becoming. Something about how this matter enters Pholos, through these cracks, corrupts it, and as it builds and builds, it starts to dissolve the fibers of this place. If nothing was done, the fabric would eventually fly apart, and all of Wessen's strength could do nothing to stop it. Instead, it must be cleansed."
The onas was veering a little off course and Kelen exerted some soma to push it back in the right direction. As he spent his sorcery, Dante tried to watch how he did it, ever mindful of the possibility of the position they'd be left in if anything happened to their guide, but it was like Kelen was drawing it out of thin air.
"That's what I was looking for when we first stepped through. The arad. The debris," Kelen said. "Once there's more than a little of it, the cleansing can come at any time. But it always comes eventually."
"But you believe we have time to reach Wessen before the next one," Gladdic said.
"We should have plenty of time—if nothing slows us down on the way."
Dante stared at another floating rock as they slipped past it. "What exactly is this cleansing? If we happen to get caught in it, how do we survive?"
"We don't. That's the other reason they needed a god in the core: a god is the only thing capable of surviving the storm. As to what it is, it's both neuma and soma. A terrible surge of both that froths across Pholos and doesn't stop until all of the arad has been pulverized. Even after the worst of the storm is over, it leaves a storm of burning rocks in its wake that have been churned up by the blast of sorcery." He turned around to give them a significant look. "Here's one thing to help you understand Gothon. When the arad is pulverized, it leaves behind a residue. That residue is the key ingredient in dalax."
"That explains a few things about why the doorways to Pholos are so heavily guarded!"
"And coveted. Obviously places that can't produce their own dalax have to buy it from those who can. There are more than a few suppliers, so the price is rarely able to climb beyond all reason, but it can happen. We have fewer wars than your world. But when we do have one, it's usually over control of a source of the dalax."
"Why can't people without a doorway use the wildways to reach Pholos and gather the residue?"
"They can try. But it's a near death sentence for anyone who isn't a sorcerer. Whoever you send can only bring back as much as they can carry, too. Trying to use pack animals just gets you killed, they make too much noise. It's something that's possible, but the results are so poor it would be the end of your kingdom if you had to rely on it."
"It's not possible to create new doorways between Gothon and Pholos, is it?"
"Why would you assume that?"
"Otherwise any kingdom that didn't have a doorway would just construct one of its own."
Kelen nodded. "You're correct. There's no known way to create new doorways."
"You wanted to put an end to the dalaxa, didn't you? Did you ever think about destroying all the doorways to Pholos? Cutting off the supply for good?"
"Yes. We tried. That can't be done, either, they just repair themselves. The only way to end the dalax is to end Olastar itself." Kelen normally had an irritable edge to his voice, but as he said this, he took on a tone of both eagerness and reflection. "We've gotten off course, though. As a god, Wessen is one of the only beings who can weather the storm. But it still hurts him. It hurts him greatly. He went insane countless eons ago."
"So not only do we have to kill a god," Blays said, "but we have to kill a batshit insane one."
Gladdic shrugged a bony shoulder. "I should think I would rather be tasked with killing an insane god than one with a clear and functional mind."
"To think we'll still have to fight off all Nolost's legions after this."
"If we come to see that time, at least it will no longer rely on the three of us alone. Rather, all the world will be fighting alongside us."
"Is that everything?" Dante said. "What else should we know about Wessen? Or Pholos?"
"There's nothing else that's relevant," Kelen said. "All we have to do is get to Wessen and kill him. Then your job is done."
"That does raise one more small question," Blays said. "Say we find him, we kill him, and Olastar explodes, all according to plan. Does that mean we get exploded with it?"
"I don't know. I've never destroyed a world before. If it doesn't happen right away, we might have time to make it back out."
"Meaning we'd have to get back to the doorway, cross through to Gothon, find a portal back to Ardos, and then find another portal back to Rale. All before all of the portals collapse altogether."
"Yes."
"Excuse me just a second, I need to kiss my ass goodbye."
This turn of the conversation set everyone alone with their thoughts. They were skimming along about as fast as a sloop with a good wind, and had already put several miles between them and the platform, which Dante could no longer make out. Everything looked more or less the same. Without any landmarks, he didn't see how Kelen was going to find his way back to the doorway. Even if he could, it would probably be occupied by Hypatians. The palace they would have to escape through obviously would be as well.
It was somehow only now occurring to Dante that they had embarked on a suicide mission. One that, one way or the other, was about to come to its end. It felt tremendously, cosmically unfair. To save the world, only to die for it? And not even to save it—just to give it a reprieve, the chance to save itself, a chance they'd never get to see the results of. After they were sure Wessen was dead, would it be better to immediately kill themselves, to make sure that they were sent to the Pastlands? For if they died after all of the portals were gone, he feared they would simply cease to exist in any form, anywhere.
By the gods. Were they about to doom all the people of Rale to the same fate? A brief mortal life, followed by a void of infinite length? Would such lives even be worth having? A few decades, with no knowledge of the gods and their ways, and then annihilation? Surely the people would sooner or later realize their condition. How would they react then? Mass madness, he thought. Even widespread violence. Not in the sense of the war of one kingdom on another, or the occasional squabbles and murders of the city streets, but senseless and everywhere, until even the most well-ordered realms fell into cruelty and misery.
It was almost enough to make part of him hope they were going to fail. Compared to the future they were planning to help create, maybe it would simply be better to let Taim wipe everything clean and create a new existence instead—one that worked as it was meant to, as a mortal reflection of the heavens, with a much longer and more serene life after the first one for those who'd lived that first one well.
These thoughts felt so dangerous he was badly tempted to speak them out loud to provoke one of the others into arguing him out of them. But he feared he might be right enough to cause doubts in them. Besides, they were headed to their deaths, right? At long, long last, after all they'd endured—all of the violence and combat, including against each other, especially in the case of Gladdic, but even once with Blays, long ago though that time now felt—the hour was now before them. At the very least, they deserved to die with the pride of having undertaken the most valiant act they could. The others didn't deserve to be burdened with the thought that they might have condemned everyone they'd meant to save to a living hell instead.
Ahead, the empty space became a lot less empty. At first Dante feared it might be the detritus Kelen was so leery of, but it turned out to mostly be more rocks, many of them more greenish or reddish than gray. Dante didn't know how familiar Kelen was with operating the onas, but he'd already improved markedly since he'd started their voyage, and he threaded neatly between the silent lumps of stone like a bargeman who grew up on the river where he makes his living.
Pockets of light appeared within the darkness like a few late-night travelers carrying lanterns with them along almost-black city streets. Kelen looked to be avoiding these pockets.
"Is there something wrong with them?" Dante said. "The lit-up parts?"
"Lights attract things you don't want to meet."
"But I thought—"
"Don't say a word." Kelen's gaze had jerked up and to his left while his eyes had gone as stony as the boulders drifting around them.
Whatever had alarmed him, Dante couldn't spot it. Kelen had snuffed out the sparks of soma he'd been using to propel and guide the vessel and he now wrenched on the steering stick, throwing the others about. When he straightened the onas back out, it was headed straight for the closest rock, one big enough to carve a house out of. Without the soma, they were bleeding speed, but the rock was only forty yards away.
They were on it within moments. Dante slumped down in the onas and braced himself against the gunwale. Just before they were about to crash into the boulder, he glanced up and saw something move into the fringe of one of the spheres of light. Something alive. Its edges rippled like a sheet in the wind as it moved across the darkness.
At first it looked to be the size of their boat, if much stouter and rounder, but as it glided forward, more of its mass was brought into the light. What he'd taken for its body was just its head, if you could call it that—he didn't see any eyes, just a host of mouths, with instruments that might or might not have been tongues flicking around inside them.
Below the head lumbered its body—no, strike that, two segments of a body, each an uneven oval at least three times the size of the head. Long, stick-thin limbs, or possibly antennae, poked out from these two segments, twitching and swiveling about. Both the head and the segments were a sickly gray mottled with dull yellow. It was so hateful to the eye that Dante would have thought it was from the Becoming, but its features were too well-defined for that, and it had too much color to it, too.
He was so absorbed by the horror of the thing that he momentarily forgot they were about to slam into the rock until Kelen jerked hard on the steering-lever, swinging about while killing their speed so much that they all had to brace their arms and legs against the inside of the hull to stop themselves from getting flung out of it. The maneuver left them just feet away from the boulder, arranged parallel to it instead of nose-on. They were still drifting toward it, and as they were about to bump into it, Blays reached up with flat palms. He touched them to the rock, letting his elbows bend as he absorbed the last of their momentum.
They were now hanging underneath the boulder, which filled nearly all of their vision. Kelen crouched motionless, gazing up at it. Dante drew the nether close, waiting.
A few minutes went by. Eventually, Kelen sat back in the hull, relaxing his shoulders. Dante pointed to his own mouth. Kelen gave a short nod.
"I thought you said only a god can survive the storms here," Dante said.
"That's true."
"That's funny, because I've met a few gods, and none of them were blobby abominations that looked like something fished out of a cursed sea."
"We're here, too. None of us are gods."
"You're saying it got here the same way we did. Or in through the cracks you were talking about?"
Kelen nodded again. "Mostly from the Becoming, we think."
"Things from the Becoming don't look like that. They look more like models for things. They're all smooth and don't have many features."
"Traveling through the cracks warps them somehow. It could be that they're getting smashed together with things from other places that are also adjacent to the cracks, or it could be that the cracks are unnatural, and the act of passing through them twists your body into something equally unnatural. Sometimes you can see the creatures changing in front of your eyes."
"But every time a storm passes through Pholos, they're all killed."
"That's another small benefit the storm provides."
Dante frowned. "If something that big got here, just how big do the cracks get?"
"They're still small. Or else we'd be seeing debris. That thing is much too big to have come through in its current shape. At first, it probably wasn't any bigger than a lastos." Seeing Dante's blank look, Kelen made a rolling gesture. "It's like a rat."
"And it got that big just since the last storm?" Blays said. "What the hell's it been eating?"
"Good question."
They'd been talking just above a whisper, and while Kelen seemed to think that was safe enough, he waited several more minutes before informing them it was time to move on. Blays gave them a light shove away from the boulder, then Kelen drew on a sprinkle of soma and propelled them forward.
He cut off the stream and used the steering-stick to heave them about. They sailed clear of the boulder and back into open space. After being stuck tight under the boulder for a quarter of an hour, the airscape felt almost frighteningly yawning.
Kelen let them coast while he examined their surroundings, then muttered something to himself and pumped a healthy dose of soma into the onas until they were cruising along just as fast as they'd been before. Even then, it wasn't fast enough to outrun the three-segmented creature when it unfolded from behind a tumbling rock and launched toward them.
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Kelen shouted some words the talisman refused to translate and poured more soma into the vessel, nudging its speed to what was presumably the fastest it could handle. Though it was still some ways away, the creature extended some of the limbs hanging under its body much further forward than they looked possible of reaching.
Dante scuttled around to face it and launched a volley of nether toward it. Gladdic did the same with the ether. The creature didn't waver as it sailed closer. Both forces struck it head-on, pounding into its gooey-looking skin. But this was like throwing small stones into thick mud. The bolts sank into it, spraying some ichor around, but left few marks.
"Tell me you know how to kill that thing!" Dante threw another cluster of bolts.
"I've got an idea." Blays crawled to the back of the onas and got to his knees, drawing the rod from his belt.
"We can't let it get close enough for you to use that!" Kelen said. "If it damages the onas, we'll be stuck out here."
"Then tell me you know how to kill that thing!"
"Sorcery."
"We're doing that," Dante said. "We're barely scratching it."
"That's because they're all but immune to sorcery." Kelen adjusted course to avoid a rock. "But that's the only thing that might kill it."
Dante's second attack hadn't fared any better. His third was about to strike it in the face again, but he split the volley in two, sending half toward the legs while trying to steer the remaining half of the bolts into its mouths, which kept opening and closing like a diseased fish. He managed to get three or four into its gullets, but it showed no sign of pain.
The nether did clip through one of the legs, though, breaking off the last two or so feet at the joint. Not much, considering the joints further up the legs were thicker. But it was a start. He shot forth another round.
"There's no time," Blays said. "It'll be on us in another quarter of a minute."
"I just wounded it. I might be able to—"
Blays pointed to the right. "Kelen, swing past that rock!"
"Why?"
"Do it!"
Kelen used both the soma and the steering-stick to veer hard to port, veering just past the rock he'd adjusted away from earlier. In the stern, Blays stood. And jumped. The onas bounced as he pushed off from it.
"What in hell!" Dante halfway stood, but it was already too late.
He spent half a second blinking, then battered the creature with more nether, concentrating on its legs. There was no way this would kill it before it was upon the onas. Nor did he have any hope of wrecking all its limbs before it could use them against the vessel. But there was a chance he could do enough damage to persuade it to leave them alone.
He glanced up. Blays was just coming to the rock they'd swept around. He had swung his body about to land on it feet-first, which was insane, since he had too much momentum and would just bounce off it even if he tried to cushion his landing with a crouch.
As his toes touched down, he bent his knees. Dante gritted his teeth. Just as he'd guessed, Blays should have tried to land spread-eagle or something. As it was, Blays just…
…jumped again. Out into open space. A move that made even less sense, as it sent him flying off to the side. He cocked back the rod. The creature shot around the side of the rock, on a course that would send it right into Blays—or Blays right down one of its mouths.
The thing didn't have any eyes that Dante could see, but it shifted its head toward Blays the instant he flew in front of it. It rolled its head about to align one of its mouths to him, opening it wider and wider, wider than should have been possible, until the gaping maw took up half its head, needle-thin tongues and prongs shifting about within. Blays had no way to alter his course. And probably wouldn't have anyway. At the last moment, he thrust the rod forward into the Spear of Stars.
The creature hesitated. But only for a blink. It snapped its head forward, mouth wide enough to swallow Blays with room to spare. Blays was yelling something, but Dante couldn't hear what. He fired a burst of nether toward the thing as Blays punched the spear down into its mouth.
Light flashed from its gullet. A torrent of viscous matter spattered from it and over Blays. The creature swung its head sharply to one side, then the other. The spear was lodged deep in its flesh and the weapon would have been ripped from Blays' grasp if not for the cord that he'd thrown around his wrist as he activated the spear. As it was, he was slung side to side like a rat in the jaws of a terrier.
Droplets of ichor showered through the air. The thing wrenched its head about again. The spear popped loose and a fountain of gore spewed from the wound. Blays found himself spinning about while drifting alongside the creature. He stabbed at it again, but its head was just beyond the reach of the spear.
Though it had no eyes, it somehow glared at Blays. Then began to rotate its bulbous body. Dozens of spindly, pointed limbs twitched from its underside. One jabbed out at Blays. He swung the spear like a staff, intercepting it, breaking the limb in half with a brittle snap. Another stabbed at him and he flicked his wrist to bring the spear about in time, cracking that one in half too.
But it was already thrusting at him with two more. Somehow, Blays blocked and broke one of them. The other pierced through his gut, its tip punching out his back.
The creature tried to pull free its leg for another stab. Blays grabbed it tight with his free hand. As the limb drew back, it drew him down toward the body. He rammed the spear straight into its belly.
Light bloomed in the watery flesh beneath its skin, illuminating snarls of veins and fibrous matter. The creature's entire body shuddered. Blays yanked the spear loose. A cataract of gore gushed from the thing's guts. In its pain, it had retracted the limb Blays was impaled on even closer to it, and when Blays made his next stab, he drove the tip of the spear four feet deep inside its core.
The thing exploded. Gooey slabs of it flew in all directions while legs were thrown around like twigs. The only part of it that didn't burst into unrecognizable pieces was its head, which twirled away from the wreckage gnashing its multiple mouths at the empty air.
Blays tumbled away, motionless, the leg still jutting from his body.
"To Blays!" Dante shouted. "Fast as you can!"
During the battle, Kelen had swung the onas about and brought it to a stop, leaving them a short jaunt away. Soma blazed around them as he sped the onas forward and heaved about to bring them alongside Blays. Dante grabbed his cloak and pulled the leg free, throwing it to the side. Gladdic sank a pool of ether into the wound. Dante couldn't tell if Blays was breathing. As the last of the ether faded away, Blays flung open his eyes and coughed up blood.
"That was kind of fun," he said. "Until it really wasn't."
"You smell terrible." Dante wiped ichor off on his pants. "In fact, maybe we should just tow you behind the ship."
They settled themselves and Kelen got back underway. He steered as if he expected another attack at any moment. Or for some unknown fold of the world to break apart and engulf them, ending it then and there.
But as they sailed across the void—though Dante was now sure it was something more than void, something like ether or nether, likely another byproduct of the bent and creased layers of Olastar, that created so many things that shouldn't be—they traveled, for the moment, in peace.
 
~
 
Blays spent the next thirty minutes trying to scrape the gore off himself without using any of what little water they carried in their skins. He was moderately successful.
The path ahead became clustered with little rocks that kept clunking against the hull even with Kelen doing his best to avoid them. Eventually, he had to detour around the area altogether, muttering to himself until the air thinned out enough for him to get back on course.
"How much further do we have to go?" Dante said.
"I don't know," Kelen said. "Going to see the Chained God is forbidden."
"Because, being a god, he's not supposed to exist."
"In most kingdoms, only a handful of lords and sorcerers know he does. Most are just told that Pholos is a yawning void ranged by terrible monsters that undergoes regular cataclysms."
"Which, from what I've seen so far, is true."
"There's nothing of value here besides the residue that goes into the dalax. That's collected by special crews of people who in most places are vetted by one of the king's highest viziers. It's very rare for anyone else to be allowed through the doorways. It's not hard to keep the Chained God a secret. Most people know very little about Pholos other than it's here, and it's nowhere that any sane man would want to set foot in."
"That's funny. Because it seems to me like you do know a lot about Pholos. You even know how to maneuver this onas."
Kelen turned from the steering-stick to give him a look. "I tried to see him, once. To find out if there was a way to destroy the dalax-debris after the storms are over, or to change the storms somehow so that the debris would turn into something useless. I trained and prepared to venture to the core of the Core. But I never made it."
"What happened?" Blays said.
"I was betrayed. If they'd been a little smarter, they'd have launched their attack when I was starting my voyage. But they didn't want to risk staging an attack in Pholos, and did so in Gothon instead. I escaped, because I know my way around better than any of them. But I never had another chance to get inside access to another doorway, so I never got to attempt my voyage."
"Sorry to hear that."
"It doesn't really matter. I would have found another way to try it if I'd thought it had any actual chance to work. It was just a silly dream."
"Kind of like our voyage?"
"So I thought. But I'm starting to believe." Kelen returned his attention to the steering-stick. "All of that said, I do know that Pholos is smaller than Gothon or Ardos. I don't think it will take much longer."
Dante kept his eyes out, but either they were getting lucky, or it hadn't been long enough since the last storm for too many of the creatures to have populated Pholos yet. Around an hour later, a fuzzy shape appeared in the distance. Getting closer revealed it to be a scratchy tangle of fibrous matter somewhat like the tumbleweeds he'd seen in the Collen Basin. Except the largest of those had been five feet across while this was more like thirty. And instead of being round, it was more like two lumps squashed together. Kelen stared at it steadily.
"Is that the debris?" Dante said. "Or whatever you call it?"
Kelen nodded once. "Yes."
"Is that a bad sign? Is a storm coming?"
"A storm is always coming. But it's not here yet. Right now, all that means is we're getting closer."
Now that he'd confirmed what it was, Kelen appeared to lose interest in the debris. As they slid past it, Dante leaned over the gunwale. Deep within the thicket of gray strands, a black crevice hung open. Within it, dim shapes stirred, groping toward Pholos.
During their travel, they'd heard distant thunder every few minutes. All at once, it grew much closer, a dry, creaking shudder that made Dante's bones hurt. But Kelen ignored this, too, slowly swiveling his head to search for more of the things he'd called lurkers.
His eyes locked on something below them and to port. He adjusted the onas until they were aimed at whatever he was looking at. Dante strained his eyes. He thought he could just make something out, but it was so dark against the background he couldn't be sure. Slowly, it resolved. An angled line hung across the sky like it had been drawn there, stretching as far as he could see in either direction.
"What is that?" Dante said.
Kelen made a slight adjustment to their course. "One of the chains."
"What, he's actually bound up in chains?" Blays said.
"It's right there in the name."
"Yes, but a lot of the time that's just fanciful language. Like Antillar the World-Strider couldn't really stride across worlds. He just had long legs."
"Well, the Chained God is a god locked up in chains. That one right there is going to lead us straight to him."
Kelen gradually adjusted their course as they got closer to the chain until they were running parallel to it from a distance of a couple hundred feet. The way Kelen had talked about it, Dante had expected it to be an actual chain—links big enough to break an elephant's back, forged from some unbreakable god-metal by Barrod himself—but it looked more like a solid beam. "Solid" in the sense of it simply being a smooth, unbroken line: whatever it was made of, it was semi-translucent. Its deep blue color suggested it might be concentrated soma, but if so, it barely gave off any light.
It was only after a minute of staring at the beam that he noticed there were small things moving around within it. He couldn't make out more than their vague shapes, which varied, but it was their movements that gave him pause. Mostly, they drifted about like sticks in a river, brought wherever the water decided to take them. Sometimes, though, one of them took a sudden jump in another direction, or accelerated in fast spirals, or weaved about through the others.
"The motes in the beam," Dante said. "Are they alive?"
"Not like you or me," Kelen said. "But it's hard not to think they're animated by a spirit of some kind." He glanced about the onas and gave the steering-stick a couple of waggles, confirming that everything was still operational. "Stay watchful. The creatures don't like to get too near to the god himself, but they're sometimes drawn to the chains."
Other than the fact they were levitating two hundred feet above the chain, it was almost possible to believe they were now floating along down a river. Rocks hung to all sides, along with occasional thickets of debris.
Gladdic pointed ahead of them. "There."
Dante hadn't been able to see the first one until it was almost on top of them, but the creation Gladdic was pointing to glowed with an off-white light as it passed from behind a massive boulder several hundred yards away. Kelen jerked the onas around and coasted to the cover of the nearest rock. Within a minute, the creature moved into view, picking its way from one boulder to the next. It was already moving away from them, but they waited until it faded into the gloom before they came out of cover.
For a time, they saw nothing besides the now-familiar rocks and the vaguely sinister patches of debris. Another peal of the dry thunder sounded around them. As it did so, the chain brightened and flickered.
"Not far now," Kelen said, nodding upward. A second beam hung high above them, only just visible. It was running in the same direction as the one they were following. Rather than being deep blue, it was a dark maroon. "Dante, I have the feeling you're about to ask me if the chains are made of soma and neuma."
"Well?"
"Yes."
"Good."
Over the next few miles, the second chain sloped slowly downwards, coming towards them. As if converging on a single point. This hypothesis was confirmed by the appearance of a third chain, also blue, that was aligned in a different direction from the other two, but grew closer to them both with each passing minute.
"There it is." Kelen's voice sounded stuck in his throat. He steered the vessel toward an exceptionally large rock a few hundred yards ahead of them. By the time they reached it and came to a stop beside it, Dante could finally see what Kelen had spotted. It was closer than it felt like it should have been, as if it hadn't been obscured by distance, but by a shadowy haze in the air.
A few miles ahead of them, a dozen or more of the beams came together. They met at the form of a man so colossal it made Dante feel woozy to look at.
"Are all the gods that big?" Kelen said. It was perhaps the first time Dante had heard real wonder in his voice.
"Not even close," Blays said. "Don't get me wrong, when you're standing next to one of them, they make you feel like a scrawny little kid. But that guy's taller than any tree I've seen."
"By a ways," Dante said. "Outside of Weslee, anyway."
Kelen glanced back at them. "How can there be such a difference in their size?"
Blays shrugged. "Those chains don't look very friendly. Maybe they stretched him out."
"Even in the Realm of Nine Kings, the gods don't manifest in their true form," Gladdic said. "Perhaps this is closer to that form. Or perhaps they discovered this was the size he needed to be to perform his task, and used their powers to enlarge him."
As tall as he was, his arms and limbs were emaciated, almost stick-like. Long dark ragged hair spilled down his shoulders, but his back was to them and they couldn't see his face. His clothes were in tatters, blotchy, pale skin visible through the rips and tears. His arms were held up and to the sides by the chains while his legs were bound past shoulder-width.
Dante had expected the chains to be manacles. Shackles around his wrists and ankles, maybe one around his neck. But the chains weren't cuffed to him—they were pierced through him. Not unlike the creature's leg when it had impaled Blays. But Blays had been gored through in a single place. The Chained God was speared through his arms and legs, his gut and chest, hanging on them at the stygian center of this world.
A red beam passing through his shoulder yanked back, tearing at him. He danced in the air as the chain jerked about, entire body going taught against the other beams, until his limbs were stretched so hard it seemed impossible that his arm wouldn't be ripped off. After an excruciating ten seconds, the chain went still, and the god went slack on his suspensions, too exhausted to even lift his head.
The dry, creaking thunder reached their ears. It lasted ten seconds as well.
"Well," Blays murmured as it was fading. "Let's go put him out of his misery."
Kelen started the onas forward. The Chained God grew larger before them. On the earlier parts of their journey, Kelen had mostly kept a straight course unless something got in their path, but this time he moved from rock to rock so there was rarely clear line of sight between them and the god.
"You can tell who's behind it, you know. He tries to keep it secret—to make it look like there's no one in command of it—by making it suddenly blow in different directions, churn up great storms out of nowhere, and other insidious tricks. But it's him. Everything the wind does is for his purpose."
The voice wasn't any of their own. It was higher-pitched and tremulous, though on some words it folded into something much harder. There was only one plausible source for it, but the voice of the immense god should have rumbled deeper than the thunder of the shuddering of Pholos. Instead, he sounded like a sensitive young man, sometimes angry, sometimes afraid, rarely if ever at peace.
"But it was still beautiful. It still spoke truths. Even he couldn't make it lie like he did." The Chained God lifted his head, searching the rock-strewn void. "Where has the wind gone? Did he steal it from me? Of course he did. Of course he did. After all, it's his to control, he always resented me for what I came to knew. I'll kill him!"
He struggled against his chains. This must have hurt, a lot, but he kept it up for several seconds before going limp again.
During this, Kelen had steered them behind another rock, bringing the onas to a halt. "Before we get any closer, I thought we might want to decide what we're actually doing."
"Simple," Blays said. "We float up to the back of his head, where I'll stab him with my spear."
Dante shook his head. "We can't do that."
"Why not? He's not going anywhere."
"He'll feel the soma Kelen's using to propel the onas."
"Are you sure? He sounds totally out of his mind."
"Even a crazy god is still a god. We shouldn't call any attention to ourselves until the moment we strike."
Blays turned to Kelen. "Can he hurt us? He can't even move."
"It's said that he still has many powers, when he can remember to use them," Kelen said. "I wouldn't want to give him any chance to fight back."
"Well how else are we going to get to him? I don't suppose he's fond of naps?"
"I wonder if you can shadowalk here," Dante said. "Then again, even if you can, he'd probably feel you coming."
"I don't think I'd make it anyway. If the shadows were that bad in Gothon, I can't imagine what they're like here."
"We could get as close as we dare, then wait until one of the chains starts pulling on him again to go in. He seemed exhausted afterward. Kelen?"
"The least bad idea I've heard so far," Kelen said.
"This is a disgraceful conversation," Gladdic said.
Dante raised an eyebrow. "I thought it was a pretty decent plan."
"It had not occurred to you until this moment that we might want to employ a more sophisticated scheme than strolling straight up to his face?"
"Technically, my suggestion was to stab him in the back of his head," Blays said.
"I have been dwelling on the matter since we came to the first of the chains. One thought I had was to get the onas as close to one of them as possible, and follow it there to the god, in the hopes the activity of the soma within the chain would mask Kelen's own use of it."
Kelen folded his arms. "That one could actually work."
"Its flaw is that the Chained God is far larger than I imagined, and from what I see, none of the chains would deliver us to a part of his body where Blays might immediately strike a mortal wound. Hence we would have to use the soma to move away from the chain to a vulnerable part, and in the process we would likely be exposed."
"It would still give him less time to react. Unless you've got a better idea…"
"I believe that I do. If the problem is that the god might feel the use of the soma, and lash out against us, then the most logical course is to not use the soma."
Kelen narrowed his eyes. "But the onas can't move without soma. Unless you're planning to kill him from here."
"I do not—but the onas does not require the soma. Look how many rocks lie between us and him."
Kelen stared at Gladdic a moment, as if expecting a trick, then looked out into the open space. When it clicked, he jerked back his head. "You can't be serious."
"Why not? Should the worst happen, you can simply use the soma to put us back on course, and we will be no worse off than any other attempt, where we would have been employing the soma all along."
"Am I following this?" Blays said. "You want to hop from rock to rock?"
"It is a long time since I last went for a swim, and I fear I never will again, in my condition," Gladdic said. "But when I was much younger, there was a pool fed by a high waterfall where we would go to swim when summer was at its worst. It was all but sheer cliffs on the side where the falls poured down, and if you could find a spot to cling to and then push off with your legs, you could travel for some distance underwater without even needing to kick your legs."
"You want to rock-hop. Literally. And you want to do it all the way to Wessen."
"As I said, there is no real danger if we fall short or miss our course at some point. The process will take longer than the alternatives, that is all."
"I suppose it's a lot less stupid than it feels like it should be. All right, why not?"
The density of the cloud of rocks thickened on the way to the Chained God, but they were still too sparsely spread out to employ Gladdic's plan just yet. Kelen was thus obliged to use more soma to drive them in closer. They were still well beyond the range at which Dante or any other sorcerer he'd known could feel someone else's powers being used, but he wasn't at all sure that was true of Wessen, and he was relieved when one of the chains began to spasm, making the god dance in agony. He then felt guilty for feeling relieved by that. Then again, they were about to put him out of his misery for good, weren't they? Better for him to be too distracted by pain to notice them, then. The tugging of his bonds was hardly the first time the Chained God had been through it.
Thunder rumbled as the fabric of reality shook. Eventually, the chain stopped jerking around, and Wessen slumped again. He still hadn't stirred by the time Kelen brought them in to a rock and they prepared to make their first jump.
This was more awkward than Dante had prepared for, as they had to climb their way from the back of the rock around to a spot where they'd have a good angle to jump to the next one, dragging the onas around with them. Given how light everything was in Pholos, it wasn't a grueling ordeal, but it took a few minutes to get done.
And there were an awful lot of rocks to jump between them and the god.
"I'll steer. When I give the word, you two jump as hard as you can," Kelen said to Dante and Blays.
"And what shall I do?" Gladdic said.
"Enjoy the ride."
Dante and Blays dismounted, clinging onto the back of the onas. The jump itself was going to be trickier than he'd thought, too: they were going to have to push off at just the right angle while holding the vessel at a different angle. He and Blays shuffled and grappled about until things no longer felt completely awkward.
"Are you ready?" Kelen said. "Jump!"
Starting from a full squat, they launched themselves free of the ground. The onas shot forward, but it was yawing to starboard, spinning—Blays had jumped harder than Dante. Kelen steered against it, straightening them out, but the maneuvering killed some of their momentum, and as they coasted toward the next rock, they came to a stop a good twenty feet away from it. Kelen had to use the soma to push them the rest of the way to it.
"Don't push off quite so hard next time," Dante said as they clambered around the rock while carrying the onas on their shoulders. "We have to get this down before we get much closer."
Blays eyed the many, many rocks ahead of them. "At least we'll have plenty of chances to practice."
They got themselves into position, aimed themselves toward the next rock, and jumped. They still spun a little—from Dante's side, this time—but Kelen corrected it at once, leaving them soaring steadily toward their target.
"They all have a voice and they all have a name." Wessen hadn't spoken in some time and the sound of his words would have made Dante jump if his legs weren't dangling into nothing. "None of the others know this even though they were the ones that created them," the god went on. "But even the smallest little mouse has a name and he carries it inside him where it is safe. His name is what makes him brave—and if you think a mouse isn't brave, then you've never lived a life as a mouse.
"If you learn their name, then you can hear their voice. That's when you'll come to understand why each creature is the way they are, and it all fits together, one seamless piece even though it's made from millions and billions and trillions of tiny parts.
"Mortals have names, too. But most never learn what those names are. That's why most don't know why they are the way they are, or how to be brave, or how to fit together in one big whole. When you see one that does know their own name, though, they stand out like the sun."
During his monologue, they'd made a smooth landing on a rock and hoisted the boat onto their shoulders to bring it around to the launch on the other side.
"Do you think what he's saying is real?" Blays said.
"I think he's been tortured into madness," Dante said.
"Yeah, but if we do have secret names, he makes it sound like we ought to figure out what they are."
"Kelen did say he had learned things no other gods knew," Gladdic said musingly. "That wisdom was deemed lost forever. But perhaps Wessen is still speaking it—just in a place where no one will ever hear it."
The following jump went off without a hitch. As did the next several after that. When they were a bit past halfway to the Chained God, one of his shackles snapped tight, tugging him up and down through his stomach. He gasped, choking. After a few seconds he went silent, head lolling about as the rest of him convulsed on the chains.
Dante thought he must have fainted. But a moment after the chains went still, a soft, tremulous song floated out to meet them.
Their talismans couldn't translate any of it, but the tone made it obvious that it was a sad one. They made rockfall, lugged the onas around to their next launching point, and shoved off, drifting silently as Wessen continued to sing. Another minute later, he finished his song and nodded to himself.
"Do you think she remembers me?" he said to the darkness. "I still remember her. I remember her voice. I remember her laugh. I remember her laugh as bright as fresh-forged copper. I remember she used to make her own candles and she smelled like the beeswax she made the candles from. They were wary of her at first, the little ones, the way they're wary of everyone, but by the end, they started to let her learn their names.
"I bet that stopped the second I was gone." His tone had just shifted from sadness to venomous bitterness. "Was it worth it? To cast me into hell, and give up all the names of creation for all the rest of time? She knows what she did. What she lost. They're the ones who belong here, not me. Some day, one of the entities will find out I'm here, and I will speak to it—and it will listen. We will tear down all of it! All of it! And only when they're weeping at the ruins will we put them to their deaths."
The Chained God slumped, as if he'd just been racked by his bonds. "But I can't remember…her face. Everything else, I see it like it was yesterday. Why can't I see it? Even one last time? What has been done to me?"
The hair stood up on the back of Dante's neck. Hanging onto the onas, he and Blays crouched, readied, and launched. Their path was true and as they came to the next rock Kelen slowed them until they were hanging right beside it. He found a crag to grab hold of and brought them in.
They climbed up the rock until it flattened out enough to walk across, then carried the boat to their next launching spot. Dante and Blays bent their legs and propelled them into the void once more. They had settled into the rhythm of the process and though Kelen sometimes had to make minor adjustments to their course with his steering-stick, they were making steady progress. The impossibly huge figure of the god grew a little larger with each jump.
"What was I saying? What was I saying just a moment ago?" The god's voice, irritated and confused, became plaintive. "So much becomes black. Sometimes I fear years have gone by with no memory of them, like I've just woken from sleep so deep I can't remember any of my dreams. Maybe that's a blessing, to forget. What is there to remember here, except for pain, and tedium, and solitude?
"But I don't want to forget what came before. So much of it is already gone." Wessen shuddered on his chains. "What happens when I lose the last of it? Will I be anything more than meat on a hook? What if…I already am? What if I've already forgotten everything, including that I've forgotten, and this is no more than a few minutes back in the light before it's snuffed out again?
"That's what's happening, isn't it? I can—I can feel it. And I know that every time I return to the darkness, the darkness lasts a little longer than the time before. There will come a day when the darkness lasts so long that it becomes forever. Will I know it, when I'm having my last moments in the light? I think I will. Maybe I'll remember her face then. One last time."
After another couple of jumps, the crew of four closed to within a few hundred yards and Kelen had to stop at the next boulder to lay out a rock-hopping course that would bring them to the back of the god's head. Wessen had been quiet for several minutes but he began to sing again, the sound of it faltering in and out, like a man lying on his back in the street so drunk he doesn't even know that he's singing.
The next jump was their longest yet. By the end, they were drifting so slowly Dante didn't think they'd make it, but Kelen produced a thin rope with a hook from the bow, swung it in a circle over his head, and snagged the rock, pulling them home. When they came to the far side of the boulder, the Chained God was almost close enough to hit with a stone. Blood leaked from his lower back from the last time he'd been convulsed by his bonds, but his other wounds had already scabbed over.
They readied and leaped. Their path took them directly over a chain of neuma that penetrated Wessen's right thigh. It hummed, barely audible under the god's half-slurred singing.
"Sometimes the tedium gets even worse than the agony," Wessen said abruptly. "When the pain becomes too sharp, the mind, it goes somewhere else, becomes somewhere else. But when there is nothing, the mind becomes everything, picking and biting at itself, running in circles until it's exhausted, but still unable to stop itself, even though—because—there's nowhere else to go. And it goes on like that until you start to wish for the pain to come back so that it can take your mind away from you.
"I had almost forgotten how it felt to feel anything else. I had absolutely forgotten how good it feels to be angry, free of any self-pity." The Chained God lifted his head. "At last, I'm not alone—and I want to know how long you've been listening to me."
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Floating through empty space, Dante and Blays swung about to look at each other. The expression on Blays' face mirrored Dante's own.
Dante bit the inside of his lip until he tasted blood. He didn't yet touch the nether. He could feel it stirring ahead of them, though.
"He knows," Dante whispered. "Be ready for the spear."
Blays nodded and ducked his head around the side of the onas, which had been blocking his view. Whatever he saw made him grimace. "What's the plan?"
"Try not to die?"
Before, the god's voice had been somewhat underwhelming. Even a little whiny at times.
Now, though, he filled it with the full force of divine command. "Stop conspiring and answer me!"
The words struck Dante's head like a mallet, dizzying him. He felt compelled to respond. "Ah…a few minutes, I suppose."
"By what right do you have to listen to me?"
"It wasn't really intentional," Blays said. "Don't worry, we won't tell anyone what you said."
The god was silent for a few moments. "You're not from this world. You are from Rale?"
Blays glanced at Dante, who shrugged. "Born and raised!" Blays said.
"Just one minute. How are you approaching me without an onas?"
"We have an onas."
"No you don't. I don't feel any—" Wessen threw back his head. "You are sneaking up on me somehow. I don't like this!"
"The trip was further than we expected," Dante said. "Only one of us knows how to wield the soma, and his powers became exhausted. We had to propel our vessel by other means."
"These sound like lies to me. And why are you approaching from my back? Come around where I can see you and look into your eyes."
There had been enough rocks to leap to where they were, but there weren't enough encircling the god for them to push themselves around to his front, and Dante found himself immediately ensnared by his own lies.
"That would be difficult," he said. "As I said, our sorcerer has—"
"No, it should be all right," Kelen said breezily. "I've been resting for hours now. I should have recovered more than enough of my powers to grant such a request."
Dante shrugged and pulled himself into the stern. Blays did the same and slapped the side of the onas. Kelen called to the soma and blue fairy-lights danced around them as the vessel lurched forward. After all of the stop-and-go rock-hopping they'd been up to before this, it felt like they were going violently fast.
The god kept his head hung as they circled around it, his long dark hair concealing his face. Only when Kelen cut the soma and they drifted to a stop directly in front of him—though still keeping their distance—did he lift his chin and shake the hair from his eyes.
His face was as gaunt as a dungeon captive's. His nose was narrow and sharp and there was something cruel to the shape of his lips. His eyes were deep-set and the irises were almost the same color as the pupils, a semi-metallic slate gray. His gaze was feverish and his eyes flickered with sporadic lights that didn't seem to be reflections, but coming from within.
"Humans." His voice bore a mild wonder. "I only got to look on you a few times after we created you. I never thought your kind would survive this long."
"My understanding is there have been at least a couple times when we almost didn't," Dante said, pointedly avoiding the fact that this was itself one of those times.
"You're mortals—and you're not surprised to look upon me?"
"In truth, we didn't know you existed until earlier today," Blays said. "And while we may be mortals, we happen to be extremely well-traveled ones. We recently had dealings with more than a few of your peers."
"Others. The others. You've seen the others."
"I can't recall offhand whether we spoke with every single one of them, but—"
"How are they?" The metallic shine of Wessen's eyes had dulled away, almost as if he'd suddenly gone blind. Yet he was staring at Blays with intense hunger.
"As it turns out, they vary tremendously. Some were quite kind, considering they could have smited us if they'd cared to. But others were real pricks."
"Are they all still alive?"
"Yep. Well, twelve of them are. I suppose I don't know how many there used to be."
"That would be all of them. All who stayed in the Realm, at least." The god continued to stare. Something churned within the dullness of his eyes. For an instant, it sharpened into a cohesive image—figures that Dante knew at once were gods, seated around a table heavy with drink and food, singing and laughing—and then it dispersed. "What business would you have with figures such as them?"
Blays hooked his thumb into his belt, which was usually a sign that he was deciding between telling the truth and spinning up a comically big-balled lie. "Well, while we were off battling our worst foe in a foreign land that was in the middle of a civil war, some giant idiot broke the seal on the sepulcher that had been imprisoning an evil and insanely powerful lich. Who very quickly built up a huge army of the undead and started slaughtering everyone in sight to build up even more undead.
"This was all somewhat alarming, so we tried to put a stop to it, but the 'insanely powerful lich' part of the deal proved to be something of a stumbling block. By the time he overran another kingdom and was talking about turning the entire world into his undead slaves, we realized things were pretty serious. So we found a way to travel to the realm of the gods in search of the only weapon powerful enough to kill the lich. Annoyingly, they didn't want to give us the weapon, even though by tradition they were supposed to let us try to win it. We tried to bargain for it, but that got sabotaged. So we stole it instead.
"Needless to say, that was an unpopular decision among some of them—especially the fellow we stole it from—and a lot of troubles ensued from there. In the end, though, they weren't quite clever enough to stop us—and we, er, might have had some help from some of the others—and we got away, spear in hand. A spear that was then used to kill the lich. So you could say our business with the gods was kind of complicated."
"That is quite the story," Wessen murmured. "Do you still have this mighty weapon? Or did you give it back?"
Blays shrugged. "Well, we still have some other business to wrap up, so we haven't had time to return it just yet—"
"You've been careful not to tell me what you're doing here yet. But you just did, didn't you? They gave you the spear—and they sent you here to kill me!"
He lunged forward on his chains. They ripped into him, drawing blood from a dozen points, but his face was wrenched with frenzy. A gigantic axe-blade-shaped wedge of nether appeared before his face. He lobbed it skyward and swung it straight down at them.
Dante yelled out and scrambled for the nether that he'd been keeping close all the while. White light glared from Gladdic's hand and blue light from Kelen's. They launched all they had within blinks of each other, the three powers shooting through the darkness. They rammed into the axe-head, punching holes in it, knocking chunks from it, but much remained, and Wessen reshaped it mid-flight, shrinking and smoothing it back into a deadly wedge.
Dante grabbed more nether. They would have just enough time to get off a second burst. He wasn't sure it would be enough. The Chained God packed together another attack, identical to the first, and threw it toward them.
Light seared from behind him. The onas rocked as Blays jumped into the prow, the Spear of Stars shining and holy in his hands.
"Stop this madness!" he shouted. "The gods weren't the ones who sent us here!"
The second wave of nether, ether, and soma plowed into the first of Wessen's attacks just twenty feet in front of the onas. A battered hunk of nether emerged from the cloud of sparks set off by the clash, still speeding toward them. Blays lowered the head of the spear and stabbed it into the lump of shadows. They burst apart with a purple flash, flying away from the spear but then jerking to a halt and reversing course as they were sucked back into it.
Across from them, the god's dull eyes, eyes like those of a statue, flashed with an image of a mound of corpses burning in fire. Blays flicked the tip of the spear and shot forth a javelin of the same nether the weapon had just absorbed. It streaked past the god's second attack toward his face.
Dante was reasonably sure the Spear of Stars could contend with the second axe-head of nether Wessen had thrown at them, along with the third one he was just now putting together, but he wasn't going to take any chances with a god. He rattled off a salvo of nether at the incoming wedge, chipping away at it. As Blays drove the spear into it, absorbing it, the javelin he'd launched struck Wessen in the face—he hadn't even bothered to try to block it. It opened a scratch in the god's cheek that welled with a single drop of blood.
Blays twirled the spear and slung the nether back at their foe. "Wessen! Come back to your senses! Wessen!"
The god had just thrown his third attack. He blinked. The latest batch of shadows he'd conjured stopped expanding, hanging before him in the air.
"My name," he said. "How long has it been since I heard my own name?"
His eyes glistened. When he blinked again, the dullness had been washed from his eyes, leaving them like gleaming hematite once more.
He didn't do anything about the last cleaver of shadows he'd flung at them, though, obliging Dante, Gladdic, and Kelen to hammer away at it before Blays punctured and dispersed it with the spear. Once the burst nether had all been sucked into the pulsing purestone, Blays planted the butt of the spear in the prow and straightened from his fighting crouch.
"You can probably kill us, if you want," Blays said. "But before you do, you should at least know the truth about why we're here."
"What else can be the truth?" Wessen said. "You carry the weapon of the gods. You could never have gotten here without their help. You are their pawn and their tool."
"We weren't sent by the gods," Blays said softly. "But we are here to kill you."
Hurt and surprise flashed across the god's face, as if his father had just said something unexpectedly cruel to him. "Why would you want to kill me? What have I ever done to you?"
"Nothing. This is about what the gods have done to us. They've betrayed us, just like they betrayed you."
The god narrowed his eyes. "You're not making any sense. If you're lying to me, know that I won't kill you right away. I'll keep you alive as long as possible, in as much pain as possible. And no one in all history knows more about that than me."
"I swear to you on the souls of my mother and father I won't tell you another lie. In fact, everything I told you before, about the lich and the spear and the gods, all of that was true. But I left something out. The reason Taim didn't want to let us have the spear is he wants our world to die. There's a flaw in his afterlifes, you see, and the only way to start over is to wipe out everyone on Rale, too. He hoped the lich would do that for him. But when we stabbed that hope to death, he had to come up with a new plan. So he set an entity on us instead—Nolost."
"Nolost." Wessen spoke the name as if he didn't recognize it. He scowled, blinking some, then his eyes went wide. "Nolost? He's sending Nolost against you?"
"He already has."
"Out of all of the entities, Nolost was always the most anti-divine of them all. He'd destroy everything if he could. It was always our responsibility as gods to bring new life into being and to set that life with rules that it could follow and flourish under. To set Nolost loose on you is the deepest act of treason Taim could ever undertake!"
"We're not too pleased about it ourselves."
"Will none of the other gods help you? They could stand against him."
"Some are helping us indirectly. They got us to Olastar, among other things. But they won't fight him openly. There's too much fighting among the gods already, it would make them too vulnerable. And frankly, I think they're afraid that they might die in the fight."
"Not without reason. Such things have happened before."
Blays nodded. "We've tried everything we can think of to stop this. In the end, we only had one choice left. To destroy Olastar, and with it, all the pathways Nolost is using to attack Rale."
"And the means of destroying Olastar is to destroy me." Wessen considered the man speaking to him. "I will admit that's very clever. Or, it's almost very clever. But the 'almost' has made it very stupid instead."
"Running off to fight a god is rarely a brilliant idea, I'll admit, but when it gets down to stupid or nothing, you have to go stupid."
"What is it to kill me? To kill me is to remove me. If you wish to remove me, I suggest simply…removing me."
Blays slapped his palm to his forehead. "You want us to cut you loose."
"That possibility truly never occurred to you?"
"I know we cut impressive figures, but we're winging everything at this point. We're lucky we still have brains left to come up with a plan as simple as murder." He gazed across the numerous red and blue beams lanced through the god. "At the risk of saying something even dumber, surely you must have tried to break them yourself at some point."
"Countless times. Nothing worked. But much of my strength is exhausted just by being on the chains. Nor did I have a weapon such as yours."
"Yeah, it's a pretty good one. Think it'll work?"
"It might." Wessen looked across the four of them. "Once you were done with me, how did you intend to return home?"
"We didn't."
"You intended to die here?"
"We intended to rip Nolost's gruesome tentacles out of Rale for good. Unfortunately for us, that appears to require going down with the ship."
"So there is still nobility left in the worlds? Though I suppose it's much easier to sacrifice yourself when you know that you'll die anyway if you don't."
"We've been forced into this position," Blays said. "Doing what we have to to get out of it doesn't make us noble."
"But isn't that just the story of life? People are put into situations, that are often none of their own doing, and then must choose what to do in response. No more, no less."
"Oh, don't get me wrong. If we pull this off, I'll pat myself on the back so hard my friend here will have to heal my broken shoulder blade."
"Then why don't we make that happen?" Wessen stretched his arms and legs, though it must have hurt, making the beams passing through him tremble and sway. "Cut me loose, and I will open you a doorway back to Rale—and then I will open another to return me to the Realm."
"You can do that? Open portals?"
The god gave him a lopsided smirk. "I am the one who bends this world so its cracks can be connected to others. No one knows more about the doorways than I do."
"Even so, I didn't think it was possible to make new portals to or from Pholos."
"That's probably true of everyone who hasn't been in Pholos since the day of its creation. It is not true of me."
Blays turned to the others. "Well?"
"Can we trust him?" Dante said.
"Worst thing that can happen is we cut him loose, he doesn't open us our portal, Olastar collapses, and we die with it. Which is the same thing we were expecting to happen five minutes ago."
"All right. Let's do it." Dante pointed to a red beam piercing the god's left biceps. "Start with that one. But don't get too close to his—"
A jolt racked Wessen as a blue chain strung through his right shoulder pulled taut. He bounced and twitched on the lines as they struggled against the warp of Olastar, his eyes squeezed shut, his teeth clenched so tight the mortals could hear them scraping against each other. Sweat shot across his brow while blood leaked from his shoulder.
Dante looked away until it stopped. Wessen hung from his chains, breathing hard, head lolled forward, sweat-damp hair hanging down his face like it had when they'd first circled around him. After some time, he lifted his head and shook his hair to the sides, gazing at them with eyes as dull as soot.
"Wessen?" Blays said. "Is that, ah, you?"
A block of nether cohered alongside the god's head.
"Wessen!" Gladdic barked. Ether burned from his uplifted hand. "Look into the light and return to it. Soon, you will suffer no more."
Wessen shifted his gaze to Gladdic and the ether. The dullness faded from his eyes until they were alive again, the light of the ether reflecting within them.
"There shouldn't…" He coughed, lips staining red with blood. "Shouldn't be another quake for a while. You should begin your work on the chains."
"Sure thing." Blays seated himself in the boat. "Just tell us if anything starts to go wrong, will you?"
Kelen conjured up the soma and steered them around to run along the underside of the chain Dante had indicated. Once they'd gotten a safer distance from Wessen, Kelen slowed and brought them up higher until they were hanging some nine feet beneath the beam.
Blays stood and moved to the prow. He gripped the spear and stared up at the half-translucent line of neuma. It was wider across than the onas. "If I stab this, we're sure it isn't going to explode or something?"
"I'll keep close watch on it," Kelen said. "Be ready for the onas to start moving very fast."
Blays gave a distracted nod. Dante suddenly realized that nobody had any idea what was about to happen and so he pulled a cloud of nether to himself and spread it above them like a flock of birds frozen in flight. Blays muttered something under his breath, adjusted his grip one last time, then stabbed the spear upwards and out in front of them.
The tip sank into the beam. Light flashed within the maroon chain as if through murky water. Blays retracted the spear, waiting in case a lethal blast of neuma was about to spray everywhere. Though the cut remained open, nothing came out of it. Blays cocked his head and struck again, slashing at the beam this time. The spear's bladed tip slid through the beam like it wasn't even there, opening a cut in it a foot deep. Blays drew back his weapon for another slash.
The beam heaved upward. Blays threw himself down into the onas as Kelen kicked it forward as fast as he could, scooting away from the chain. They'd only gotten a few feet from it by the time it settled down, though, hanging there just as it had before.
Blays glanced over his shoulder. "You all right?" he called.
Wessen laughed. It wasn't a happy sound. "I've had worse a million times before."
Something sank in Dante's stomach as he realized that rather than being the exaggeration it sounded like, it might actually be a gross underestimate of the number of times the god had been tortured. Dante couldn't even conceive of the pure length of time that Wessen had spent here, let alone what had been done to him across that span. As he dwelled on this, Kelen brought them back to where they'd been before. Blays hefted the spear and took another swipe across the gash he'd started cutting into it.
The chain bucked again. Kelen was more ready this time, and sped them away from it as soon as it so much as twitched. Perhaps it was an overly cautious move. But it turned out to be a wise one. For as they coasted to a stop, and Kelen began to turn the onas around, a burst of red light shot down the beam toward Wessen, traveling faster than any arrow. When it struck him, he gave out a long scream of agony.
Kelen had moved them further from the beam during this, and Dante had been dazzled by the surge of crimson light. So it was a few seconds before he got a good look at the beam.
"Did it just…heal itself?" he said. "And get bigger?"
"I was afraid of this outcome." Wessen's shoulders heaved. "The chains repair themselves, just as my body does. That is how both they and I last eternal."
"Should I stop?" Blays said. "That one sounded like a bad one."
"I will live." The god rubbed his face into his shoulder to wipe the tears from his cheek. "You must try again. Sever it as fast as you can, before it has the chance to undo the damage."
"Right," Blays said when Kelen had brought them around to the chain. "Well, here we go."
He slashed quickly at the beam above them, his methods less like a warrior fighting off foes and more like a hunter flensing the hide away from the meat it's adhered to. After his fourth cut, the neuma thrashed about like a living thing, dropping so close to the onas that they were almost absorbed in it. The hair lifted on Dante's arms and head.
"We can't let it touch us!" he yelled.
Kelen drove their vessel downwards, giving them multiple feet of clearance while staying close enough to the hitching chain for Blays to continue to strike at it. He swung the spear back and forth as fast as he could, ripping into the underside of the beam, but sometimes it jerked the part he'd been working on away from him, forcing him to start carving a new section up from scratch, while at other times it pulled the beam out of reach altogether. Blays was still gouging manically into the neuma when light flashed from up the chain.
"Get down!" Dante said.
Blays hurled himself into the hull, shrinking the spear as he did so to avoid cutting the boat in half. Kelen drove downward from the chain. Dante threw a nethereal shield above them just as a shock of red light pulsed along the beam overhead. The light struck Wessen with a grotesque sizzle. It was only then that Dante realized the god had been screaming the whole time.
The beam was now completely undamaged. And it appeared slightly thicker than before. They stared at it in frustrated silence while Wessen recovered enough to lift his head.
"It won't work." His voice was little more than a whisper. "We're only making them stronger."
"Is there any way to hold them still?" Dante said. "Can you…pull them tight or something?"
Wessen laughed at this. "If I could do that, I could stop them from hurting me altogether."
"Surely there must be another way."
"There is. You already know what it is. Bring me to my end."
"What?! We can't do that."
"It was only a few minutes ago that you were creeping up behind me with the intention of stabbing me in the back of the head."
"Yeah, but that was before we spoke to you. And learned there might be another way."
"That way has failed. This is all that remains."
There was a moment of silence that quickly became several moments of silence.
"Are you sure about this?" Dante ventured.
"Today I felt hope for the first time in an eternity. It was the sweetest thing. I had forgotten just how sweet it is. It reminded me of what life itself is like. You take yours for granted, I expect. Perhaps not so much at this moment—I believe you when you say you'll give your lives on this venture—but surely before it; and surely you believe that if you make it through to the other side, then order will return to your lives soon enough, and you will return to the normal things of life: you will eat your meals, laugh with your friends, raise children, make visits to the market, watch the sun rise, feel the bite of winter's eve, a woman's hand in your own…" Wessen laughed softly. "But I don't need to go on about such things. You all must know them quite well."
He narrowed his eyes, peering into the distance, as if he might catch a glimpse of the things he spoke of. "For me, however, those minutes of hope I just felt were only a reminder that I have nothing approaching life. The closest I come is the delusions my mind shows me when I slip into madness. We gods fear death far more than you mortals, for it's not supposed to happen to us. But even death must be better than the sickly shade of my existence, where I am not a being, but a helpless instrument—and will never be anything more again."
He smiled then, and seemed surprised by that. "Besides, there is comfort in it, too. Let me be sacrificed to save your world; that's a fine thing. But I think I will take even greater pleasure in knowing that I will finally have my vengeance on those that put me here. Everything they built will be cleaved apart, with no way to put it back together—unless they decide to sacrifice another one of themselves to the chains."
"That separation will be unfortunate for us, too," Dante said. "But after learning how the doorways are kept open, I'm less sad about closing them than I was before."
Silence overtook the lot of them. Wessen shrugged his shoulder that wasn't shot through with a chain. "There is nothing left to say, then. Let us do what must be done."
Blays gazed down at the spear in his hands. "How would you like me to…?"
The god's eyes glinted with amusement. "It doesn't matter. There is no pain that can be worse than what they've already done to me. The heart, I suppose."
Blays nodded. "Kelen, if you'd, uh, bring us forward."
"Not so fast. I can't open your portal for you after I'm dead. Tell me where in Rale you want to return to and I might be able to remember it."
"I can do better than telling you about it," Dante said. "I can show you it."
He lifted his right hand and filled it with nether, sending the shadows into the air between them and Wessen. He hadn't been practicing his illusions as much as he should have, considering how useful they could be—it just wasn't a skill he enjoyed—and he found it harder than it should have been to wrestle the nether into the shape of their destination: the norren town of Cling, just to the east of Gallador, where Nak had chosen to lead their people to in hopes it would be less chaotic there than it had been in Gallador. It had been years since Dante had last been to the town, but he still remembered the pitch of the norren roofs, along with the forests that surrounded it.
Wessen stared at it, frowning slightly, then nodded in recognition. "Yes, I remember this place. But when I knew it, there was no town there. No forest, either."
"But you're sure it's the same place?" Dante said.
"I helped create it. We all did. Something no mortal can truly understand is that when you create a world, it becomes a part of you. With enough time, I could remember every hill and valley in Rale."
He looked up then, his amused expressing growing steely. He pulled back his shoulders and splayed the fingers of his right hand. Ribbons of red and blue light wrapped themselves around his knuckles. One of his chains began to shake. Others followed. It wasn't as violent as when Pholos heaved and wrenched him, but blood began to seep from the points where he was impaled.
He didn't seem to notice. He sent the soma and neuma streaming out before him. Fifty feet away from him, the two energies seemed to hit an invisible wall, spreading out across a flat plane, weaving themselves together in designs that were not the clean angles of geometry, but organic tangles and graspings, like vines overtaking the wall of an old house.
It spread into a circle thirty feet wide and stopped. The two forces blazed painfully bright, then faded into ashes and peeled away, revealing a hole into nothing, one that made Dante feel like he would fall down it if he kept looking into it for too long.
Wessen grunted as two of his chains yanked him forward. Dry thunder rumbled about them as a dark shape sped toward the other side of the hole in the air. It struck the back of the hole in silence, vanishing. As the chains continued to pull at the god, stars sprung up across the face of the doorway.
The thunder dwindled to nothing. The chains grew still. Wessen was doing some wincing, and his forehead had broken out in sweat, but he wasn't in bad enough shape to need time to recover.
"There you are." He smiled at the portal. "One last work of creation."
"Thank you," Dante said, then hesitated, not quite sure how to proceed.
"Stop being so sentimental, we only just met. Get on with your business."
Blays tapped Kelen on the shoulder. Kelen piloted the onas forward until they hovered in front of his chest. Patches of his skin were visible through the rips in his shirt, enough for Dante to see his chest thudding with the beat of his heart. A heart that was probably massive enough for Dante to climb inside.
"Sorry for this," Blays said.
"It's fine." Wessen closed his eyes. "Put me to my peace."
Blays drew back the spear, whispering something to himself. He took aim and drove it straight at the heart of the god.
Wessen's eyes flew open. He blinked down at his chest. "Can't you stab me any harder than that?"
The spear had only sunk an inch at most into Wessen's flesh. It probably wasn't even enough to fully pierce the skin. Blays withdrew the spear and, with a funny look on his face, punched it forward with all of his might. This time it produced a small flash, and a brief but not especially loud crack. It looked to have pierced slightly deeper, but the difference was so little it was impossible to be sure.
Blays braced his feet against the hull and leaned forward, straining all of his muscles behind the spear. It dug no deeper. He withdrew it and rammed it forward again, and again, at first measured and methodical, but becoming increasingly wild, almost frenzied.
He stopped, breathing hard. He'd done an impressive job of shredding a tight circle out of Wessen's shirt, but he'd only drawn a few dribbles of blood. After catching his breath, Blays struck a few inches to the left of his first efforts, presumably on the theory that he might have accidentally been trying to stab through a rib or some unknown piece of extra-tough divine anatomy. But none of the blows he landed there dealt any more damage than his previous attempts.
He withdrew again, wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. Recovering himself, he leaped forward, thrusting the Spear of Stars into a stretch of exposed skin that hung between two visible ribs. He exhausted himself again without producing more than a few more scratches.
Wessen laughed hollowly. "This isn't going to work, either."
Blays planted the butt of the spear beside him. "Should I try your eyes? Or, I don't know, the roof of your mouth? I can't believe I'm saying this."
"It isn't where you are striking me that won't work. It's that you are striking me. Even with your spear, you could cut at me for a thousand years and hurt me less than one bout of the chains does. Don't you see? It is hopeless. This is my fate forever."
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"I don't understand," Dante said. "You don't think you can be killed? At all?"
"Once, I'm sure such a weapon would have ended me," Wessen said. "But the process they used to turn me into this changed me. Eons of punishment have as well. I survive an apocalypse multiple times a month. Any weakness in my body was burned out of me tens of thousands of years ago."
"But if you knew this, why did you have us even bother trying?"
"I didn't know it. I feared it. Still, I let my hope overwhelm me."
"But everything can be killed. Entities and gods—even entire worlds. Nothing is beyond the cycle of the nether. There must be some way to kill you."
"There must. What I am telling you is that you don't possess it."
Dante stood up so that he could pace around as he thought, but there wasn't room for any such thing in the onas. "We might not have that power. But Carvahal must. We know where he is right now. If you can open us another portal, we can go speak to him and bring him here."
Wessen laughed, almost groaning. "No god would ever come to Pholos. Besides, if he'd had any interest in such a thing, he'd be here with you already."
"You don't know that for sure. Once he learns we can't do this on our own, he might change his mind."
"He won't. The others would cast him out for it. More likely they'd kill him outright."
"But this can't be where it ends. There must be some other way. Maybe we could lure Nolost here. Surely he's strong enough to kill you."
Wessen shrugged his non-chained shoulder. "Likely so."
"No," Gladdic said. "Nothing will cause him to abandon his work on Rale until it is completed."
"He would if he thought his work was about to be thwarted. Like when he came for the Emerald Titan."
"His mind may be beyond any understanding, but he is not irrational. If we were to lure him here, he would surely discern our true intentions, and thwart us again, rather than blindly striking out at Wessen."
"Shit odds are still a lot better than the ones we've got right now."
"It would be our most desperate play yet. And that is truly saying something." Gladdic gazed at him steadily. Even coldly. "I wonder if the Eiden Rane would have had the power to end this god's life."
"Ah yes. If only we'd kept the White Lich alive so we could somehow befriend him and convince him to solve a problem that never would have existed if only we'd never killed him but somehow convinced him not to kill all of us too."
"I mean no such thing. What I am saying is that we may be able to wield his power to achieve what we cannot."
"We can't exactly resurrect him. Even if you think you know how to do that, what are we going to do? Force him to do our bidding at spear-point?"
Gladdic took a moment, gazing off into the distance. "It is all but impossible to make oneself a lich from out of nothing. But it is much more attainable if you possess the essence of a former lich."
Dante stared at him, then groped for the pocket he kept it in, though he could already feel it hanging against him. "The lichstone? What about it?"
"It should be possible to access its contents—and for one of us to become a lich himself."
This made Dante do some sputtering. "You knew what this thing was the entire time? Why didn't you tell me?!"
"I wished for all knowledge of the lich to die with the lich. You saw the threat they can pose to our very existence."
"Yeah, and this whole time I've been afraid it might become the Eiden Rane again."
"There was almost no possibility it could have caused us harm, and if it began to, we would likely have been able to stop it with little trouble. Meanwhile, there was no need to tell you of its potential, when that might some day tempt you to try to make use of it."
"I've already experienced what it's like to be one of those things," Dante said evenly, "and I don't think I'd be tempted to do it again except in the gravest possible circumstances. Even then, I'd use it in the service of preventing calamity, not causing it."
"That may well be your intention. But were you to ever take on the mantle of the lich yourself, you will surely find your intentions twisted into much darker places."
"Yet taking on the 'mantle of the lich' appears to be exactly what you're suggesting we do now."
"I would not have dared to at any other time. But it is the only road I see any last hope within." The old man met Dante's eye. "And it is why I must take on the mantle myself. Once we finish Olastar, if I should start to turn toward the darkness, you can destroy me as well."
Dante's brows drew together. "How do you know all of this, anyway?"
"When in the course of my studies I learned of the lich, he both fascinated and repulsed me. While the immense danger of such a being was obvious, I wondered if I could harness such a power for myself without losing myself to it. My quest for knowledge brought me to a wild hermit named Galan Lanya who lived deep in the swamps of Tanar Atain. He refused to tell me everything I wished to know, but what he did tell me was enough to convince me that I must restrict my research to matters no darker than the Andrac."
"Whatever we do next is going to be the last effort we can take. Do you seriously believe we can do this?"
"It is possible, yes. But we must return to Tanar Atain."
"Can we get back in time to get back here before Nolost finishes his work?"
"That would have been impossible until a few minutes ago. Now, however, Wessen can fashion us a doorway directly where we need to go."
Dante rubbed his hand down his face. "I don't like it. We can't just run off on a wild goose chase when we're standing right in front of our objective."
"What other choice is left to us?"
"We should at least speak to Carvahal first."
"I told you he won't help you," Wessen said.
"How would you know what he'll do? You haven't seen him in tens of thousands of years." Dante grimaced. "Ah, sorry. But—"
The god shrugged the one shoulder. "Don't apologize. It's true. It's your world. Do what you think you must."
"Can you open more portals as easily as the one you made to send us home?"
"I'm not without limit. I wouldn't want to open more than two or three per day. Even that might be enough to destabilize Pholos and trigger a cleansing—which could also cleanse it of my new portals."
"Meaning we could be trapped on the other side." Dante squeezed his temples. He could feel time dribbling away from them like blood from a wound. "Open one to Carvahal. Whether we return with him or without, it shouldn't take more than a few minutes."
He conjured up an image of the precise place in Yent they'd left from. Wessen stared hard into it, then closed his eyes and whispered to himself, frowning all the while. Whatever might be troubling him, he nonetheless was able to repeat the ritual he'd used to create the first portal, and a second one soon hung in the air a hundred feet from the original.
"Oh," Blays called behind them as Kelen headed them toward it. "Anything you want us to pass along to him?"
Wessen raised an eyebrow. Then shook his head.
Kelen stopped the onas beside the yawning portal. Dante stood, positioned himself, and leaped. After all the practice he and Blays had gotten, he soared into the portal just as he meant to.
He crossed into a tunnel where things acted normal again. Meaning he immediately fell to the ground, and hard. He crawled out of the way as Blays entered behind him and fell right where he'd been lying a second earlier. He didn't say anything of it to Blays and was rewarded for it when Gladdic fell on Blays a moment later.
The four of them crossed to the portal's exit. As he stepped through it, it occurred to Dante there was a chance Carvahal wouldn't even be there: they'd been gone for days, after all, and he surely had celestial business to attend to.
But not only had Wessen opened the portal not a hundred feet from the spot Dante had shown him, but both Carvahal and Maralda were standing right in front of it, watching them as they stepped forth into the jungle.
"Lyle's balls," Blays said, clapping his hand to his nose. "I never realized how much smell there is here."
After their almost odor-free journey through Olastar, the scent of sun on leaves and the dampness of the earth was nearly enough to make Dante fall over. He sneezed several times in a row.
Carvahal looked them up and down in a blink, light flickering in his eyes. "You've failed?"
"We made it to the very core of Olastar." Dante measured his next words. "And there we found Wessen."
"Yes, I imagine he's the one who made that nice portal for you. Why haven't you killed him then?"
"We couldn't. Even the Spear of Stars could only scratch him. We need you to come back with us, through that portal, and bring his misery to an end."
"No," Carvahal said.
"But if you don't help us, we'll all die!"
"And that's quite unfortunate. But if that's the sad truth of things, I suggest you get as many of your people off Rale as you can before it comes to its now-inevitable conclusion."
Dante could feel himself flushing. "But why not? This could all be over a minute from now."
"Nine different reasons, starting with the fact I'd be killed for it."
"We could take credit for it. We'd never mention that you were involved at all."
"Yes, I'm sure your clever propaganda will allay their suspicions when you have no way of getting it to the Realm. They already know I've been abetting your little games. I'm the one who fought Taim with you, remember?"
"But they don't even know we're doing any of this, do they? We can just—"
Carvahal didn't step forward, but his presence suddenly loomed over Dante like the cliffs that had dropped a landslide on them on their way to find Kelen. "You need to appreciate how much I have already risked for you. Including those many things I have done to protect you from your enemies that you know nothing about. I might be infinite, but my patience is not."
His presence and voice made Dante want to run right back through the portal, and it was a while before he could get himself to speak.
"Let me know if you change your mind," he said thickly. "Until then, there might be one last thing we can try." He reached into his pocket and withdrew the heavy white lichstone. "Remember this?"
"Yes. I also remember telling you I don't know how to put it to use."
"As it turns out, Gladdic does."
Carvahal swiveled his head to regard Gladdic. "How interesting that you didn't see fit to speak up about that!"
"You were correct about the danger of it absorbing the one who tries to make use of it instead," Gladdic said. "I saw no use for the lichstone at the time, and wished that it could eventually be disposed of. But if Rale is about to be destroyed anyway, it no longer matters if we accidentally cause the Eiden Rane to be reborn. There would even be a cruel humor in reincarnating him just in time for him to witness the fact that all his machinations eventually led to him being annihilated alongside us."
"Well, should that happen, I suppose I'll have to do the laughing for you."
"But do you think it could work?" Dante said.
"It sounds like you should be asking your well-informed friend, not me."
"I mean if one of us takes on the power of the lich, would that be enough to kill Wessen?"
Carvahal folded his arms and rocked on his heels. "By itself, maybe not. Alongside the Spear of Stars, maybe so."
"That's the best you can do?"
"I never fought the lich. I can only guess what he was capable of. Or what you'll be capable of if you're able to take on his aspect. Then there's the matter of what Wessen has become after all this time. That's an awful lot of unknowns, isn't it?"
"A lot more than I'd like," Dante muttered.
"Well, I'm not hearing any alternatives. Aside from the request you made of me, and I think I've made my stance on that matter quite clear. So it sounds like you ought to try."
"That's what I was afraid of. We'd better go get to it, then."
"One more question first. How long do you expect all of this to take?"
Gladdic tipped his head to the side. "If all goes fair, it could be as little as a day."
"And if all goes foul?"
"The swamps of Tanar Atain are a tangled maze. If one finds oneself lost in them, there is no limit to how long it can take to get back out."
"See that it takes no more than nine days."
"Why, ah, that specific?" Blays said.
Carvahal gave them each a look. "Because in a little less than ten days, Rale will cease to exist."
"You're sure of that?" Dante said. "How do you know?"
"How do you think?"
"Divine revelation?"
"With a man of such unparalleled genius leading you, I am sure your mission will be a smashing success."
Dante looked to Maralda, who hadn't said a word since greeting them. "I don't suppose you'd help us kill Wessen?"
She shook her head sadly. "It would be a death sentence for me as well. I have already gotten myself far more involved in the affairs of men and gods than I ever again wanted to."
"I understand," Dante said, though understanding did little to dampen the flame of anger at their refusal to do something that would be so simple for them. "I'm getting tired of saying goodbye. The next time we see you, I dearly hope it's to tell you that it's over."
"Good luck," Carvahal said. Maralda waved.
The four of them headed back to the portal. Jogging down the starry tunnel on the other side, the reality of it kicked Dante in the side of the head. Ten days. He supposed it was nice to know precisely how long they had left instead of the possibility of being blindsided by extinction at any moment, but it was intensely morbid to know exactly when it would all come to a stop. It was so short, too. Just ten days. Every hour that went by was one of just 240 they had left to spend. On the other hand, they had close to 15,000 minutes left at their disposal, and that at least felt like enough to do something with.
They spent the first of those minutes crossing to the other side of the portal.
Entering the doorway there was a bit of a risk—if the onas had moved, or somehow been destroyed in their brief absence, they might be totally doomed—but when Dante gave a light leap through the portal, he emerged to find himself skimming directly toward the vessel. He grabbed hold of it and pulled himself aboard, then helped catch the others as they followed.
Across from them, Wessen hung from his chains, sweat beaded on his brow. He'd been racked again.
"Well?" he said without looking up.
"Carvahal won't help us," Dante said.
"I told you he wouldn't."
"Does it make you happy to be right?"
"I haven't known what happy is for a longer length of time than you can hold in your head."
"Well, as productive as this conversation is," Blays said, "that means we need a portal to Tanar Atain. When you've recovered, of course, sir."
"Oh," Kelen said.
He was staring down at something in the distance that didn't make any sense to Dante's eyes. It looked as though a pen the size of a tree had been used to scribble across the open air.
"That's it, isn't it?" Dante said. "The debris. That's bigger than anything we saw on the way here."
"More will follow," Kelen said. "Hacking at the chains, opening new portals—we've accelerated the next cycle."
"Then it's a good thing we won't be here for the next few days."
"You don't understand. When the cleansing comes, it's not in the form of a lightning bolt, some sudden surge that's finished before you know what's happening. It goes on for hours. Sometimes it can even last for days."
"Meaning that even if we succeed in Tanar Atain…"
"We might find Pholos suffering a cleanse, and inaccessible to us until the storm ebbs."
"How will we know that it's happening from outside?"
"We won't." Kelen looked him in the eye. "We'd have to send someone in to check."
Dante had been keeping one eye on Wessen to make sure he wasn't about to cross over into dull-eyed madness, but when at last the god raised his head, his eyes were clear and bright.
"Show me where you would go," he said.
"That would require Gladdic to tell me where we're going," Dante said.
"You are familiar with it," Gladdic said. "We are going to the Riya Lase."
"That place?" Blays said. "It always creeped me the hell out."
Dante began to draw the location in the air between them and the god. "Why the Riya Lase?"
"To take on the power of the lich, we must locate the source where he first obtained it, and expose the stone to the light there," Gladdic said. "But…we face a problem."
"Don't tell me the problem is you don't know where the source is."
"I do not know where the source is."
Dante jerked his head away from his work. "Gladdic, how in the hell do you expect us to find it when—"
Gladdic waved his hand. "The Riya Lase is a place of great and ancient power. And the White Lich was imprisoned there for many years. I believe we will find something there that can direct us toward the source of his creation."
"And if we don't?"
"Then there are other places we might try instead."
"Places that will probably take us days to get to and—"
"Then we will return here and request that Wessen build us another portal!" The old man's face had gone red, his eyes flashing with an anger Dante had rarely seen since they had stopped trying to kill each other and allied against the Eiden Rane instead. "What is the point of such doubt and fear at a time like right now? You are right. There is no certainly we will find what we seek at the Riya Lase. Or anywhere else in those foul swamps before our short time expires. In my own heart, I do not believe that we will. Even if it is still possible to uncover a mystery so old, its knowledge so eroded by time, it feels as though that can only be the work of months, if not years. Not a few days."
"But we have to try anyway."
Gladdic nodded. "I will go by myself, if need be."
Dante pressed his hands together. "If we had another course of action to consider, I'd say it's time to split up and chase after them both. But we don't. We'll go with you to Tanar Atain."
"Do you think you speak for me?" Kelen said.
"I'm sorry?"
"Rale is your world, not mine. I have no wish to enter it."
"I wouldn't presume to insist you must," Dante said levelly. "But I think you'd be of help to us there."
"I won't be going." Kelen folded his arms and looked out at the debris scrawled across the sky. "There is another option left to me. It's a thin chance—but if I have time to speak to Maralda by herself, I might be able to convince her to do what Carvahal won't."
"But if she does, we'll be stuck in Tanar Atain when the portals collapse." Dante pursed his mouth. "Doesn't matter though, does it? If you can talk her into it, don't even hesitate. We'll find our way home in time."
He finished conjuring up the spectral image of the Riya Lase. Wessen regarded it, swimming through his memories of creation until he remembered its place in Rale, and then opened yet another portal. Kelen brought the onas alongside it.
"Wessen." Dante stood. "We only have ten days left before Nolost brings our world to its end. If we're not back before then, you won't see us again."
Wessen started to say something, but one of his chains jerked about, likely in response to the portal he'd just opened. Dante bowed his head to the Chained God, and leaped through the portal.
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Islands of bone topped by ghostly white trees bubbled the surface of the blood-colored swamp. Wessen had managed to send them right to the Wound of the World—and even better, the grotesque white mesa that housed the Riya Lase stood right in front of him.
What Wessen hadn't managed to do was set the portal above solid ground. Dante dropped straight down and plunged into the water.
It was cool, but far from fatally cold, and after the initial shock, Dante kicked his way to the surface, trying not to get any of the water in his mouth or eyes. He had just gotten a few strokes away from where he'd made impact as Blays and Gladdic plunked down into the water themselves. He treaded water, waiting for them to emerge.
"What are you doing?" Blays said as soon as he popped to the surface. "Have you forgotten about the ziki oko?!"
In fact, he had. Dante cursed and thrashed toward the nearest source of solid ground, a heaped-up pile of bones scattered with a few leafless white trees. It wasn't thirty feet away, but Gladdic shouted out just moments later. Behind them, the water churned and foamed, the disturbance speeding toward them many times faster than they could swim.
Gladdic wasn't going to make it. Dante's brain lurched back to the time when he hadn't quite gotten away from them. What they'd done to his legs. He pulled up the nether, but the water was too thick and opaque to make out any of the ziki oko—or even to be sure they were ziki oko, and not something even worse native to the Wound.
Gladdic swam onward, his face resolute. The thrashing patch of water raced toward him. Dante lifted the nether, about to separate it into needles and just shoot them down into the water, then he gasped so hard he inhaled some of the red liquid. Coughing, he swept the nether under the surface. And into the ground some ten feet below it.
Praying he wouldn't find more bones or grimstone there, he tried to grab hold of it. It moved. He yanked a rectangle of it upward. The land slammed into them from below, tossing them above the waterline.
They found themselves two feet above the water stretched out on a gloppy mound that was already sliding back into the swamp. Dante hardened it, purging it of water as he caught his breath. The water around the islet frothed angrily.
"You know," Dante said, "when I first learned how to move the earth, I never imagined it would end up so useful."
"When I first learned how to use a sword, I instantly knew how useful it'd be." Blays picked himself up and shook some of the muck off him. "Suppose you can build us a bridge?"
The white hill stood fifty yards from them. In some ways it resembled a temple more than a hill, with a huge ceiling held above the floor by a great many pillars. The "pillars" were far from straight and orderly, however: they rose at every which angle, and looked as much grown as carved, something like a very messy spiderweb made up of very thick strands. It was as dreamlike and unreal as anything they'd seen in Olastar.
Dante reached into the muck and lifted. With no idea of the tasks ahead of them, and how much they might require him to draw on his powers, he kept the causeway thin as he extended it toward the landmark. He was pretty sure the Tanarians had had a name for it, but he'd forgotten it as soon as he'd left the place well over a year ago.
Small ripples broke the surface next to the causeway as they advanced along it. He had the idea they were being made by something much larger than it appeared. Whatever its intentions, it kept them to itself as Dante brought his bridge to the ledge of the white hill and stepped onto its surface.
A canoe rested on it ten feet away from them. Blays took a look inside it, then glanced up at the tangled webbing of the structure. "Suppose someone's in there already?"
"I suppose their corpse is," Dante said. "That boat's bone dry."
"Then I suppose they won't mind us using it when we leave."
They entered the cavern that opened beyond the pillars. The ground was all grimstone, white and bone-like. Red pools clotted its surface.
Blays glanced back at the bleak, overcast light behind them. "That means some of the Tanarians survived the lich, doesn't it?"
"There is no guarantee," Gladdic said. "That vessel could have been left here by one of the last of them, who came here in desperation, searching for a means to stop the Eiden Rane after we were driven from this land."
"Yeah, but Tanar Atain is pretty big, right? And most of it is swamps, brambles, man-eating fish, and man-eating lizards that are also psychotically big. It isn't exactly easy to sweep it clean."
"When he was restoring his power, the Eiden Rane took many of its villages, including the remote ones. Then he took entire cities, leaving nothing but the dead and the Blighted, who he surely sent out into the wilds and reaches to scour any who survived. It was well within his power to take every last soul from this land."
"Maybe so. It was definitely a pain in the ass to kill him, so I wouldn't want to underestimate him. But this is one of the harshest places I've ever been to. Not just the land, but the history. With all that the Tanarians have been through, I'd bet some of them made it through this as well."
Gladdic didn't argue the point. The cavern narrowed. A strip of red water clung to each of the walls, the strips widening as they advanced until they had to walk single file along a path of grimstone wedged between two thirty-foot-wide pools.
"There may or may not be Tanarians left alive," Dante said. "But what about Blighted? They didn't just drop dead when the lich did."
"That's one of several reasons I didn't want to come back to this place," Blays said. "That, and the fact it feels like we're walking through a giant corpse."
"I suppose if there are any lurking in the pools, they'll be too sickly without the lich to be any threat to us." Dante glanced up from the waters. "Gladdic, if you're able to take on the mantle of the lich, what happens to all the Blighted still out there? Will they regain their strength?"
"I do not know for certain," Gladdic said. "Though I suspect the return of their master would bring the return of their vitality as well. You should at least pray that it does."
"Why in the world should I do that?"
"Because if I am able to take on the mantle of the lich, then I will also take command of the Blighted."
Dante blinked. "That could go a hell of a long way to fighting off the rest of Nolost's forces once we've got him out of Rale. Got any other tricks up your sleeve?"
"I expect I will discover further abilities as I learn more about my new condition. But all will depend on whether I am able to maintain control of myself, and not fall into the darkness that is the very heart of lichdom."
Dante had been starting to feel some perverse pangs of jealousy at this talk of commanding armies of Blighted and discovering demigod-like powers. But Gladdic was about to sacrifice himself, wasn't he? Sooner or later—whether it was after they killed Wessen, or sometime after they drove the last of Nolost's hosts from the land—he was going to succumb to the malice of the lich.
And then they would have to put him to an end, too.
The air smelled like he had a nosebleed. They came next to a spot where red water filled the entirety of the path forward. The walls were scorched and the ground was littered with bones, many of which were wrapped in rags or withered skin.
"Speaking of the Blighted," Blays said. "If I'm not mistaken, these were the first of them we ever met."
Dante scowled at the perfectly calm water. "There's going to be more of them in there, isn't there?"
Blays kneeled and picked up a few leg and arm bones. "If there are, we learned enough about them since then to know they're too dumb to avoid getting tricked."
He underhand tossed one of the bones into the water, generating a healthy splash, and followed it up with another. Before he needed to throw a third, a pair of V-shaped ripples moved toward them. Step by step, two Blighted emerged from the water. The things never looked healthy, but these ones looked like sick old cats who'd spent the night out in the rain. When Dante killed them with a quick burst of nether, they almost looked grateful.
The ground sloped up, bringing them clear of the water, and then into a forest of blade-like protrusions of grimstone. There were no other surprises, though, and they soon exited the caverns onto a ridge. It had started to rain while they were indoors, heavy intermittent drops that hit the grimstone with loud splats.
They hiked their way up. As they crested the ridge, the rain was coming down hard enough for Dante to pull up the hood of his cloak. They stood on the rim of a bowl of land a quarter of a mile wide. The surface was gnarled with formations of grimrock and spangled with lumps of iridescent iron-colored rock that bled bright red water as the rain washed down them.
They tramped down the bowl toward the hillock at the center of it that held what was left of the Riya Lase. Bodies were strewn about here, both of Blighted and of humans, though they were so rotted away that it was sometimes hard to tell which was which. Axes and swords rusted in the rain.
At the top of the hillock, the huge shards of the Riya Lase lay in heaps. They appeared to be iron, too, but for all the time that had passed since they'd last been to the site, there wasn't a fleck of rust upon them. A body lay face-down in front of the wreckage. Unlike the others, which were mostly skeletal, along with clumps of hair and twisted skin, this one was intact. And fresh enough to stink.
"Guess we found our canoe-ist," Blays said.
"So," Dante said. "What now?"
Gladdic wandered toward the iron slabs. "It is strange to return here, the source of all this strife. Even stranger to recall that all of this is your fault."
Dante felt his face redden. "I had no idea what this place was. I'd never even heard of the Eiden Rane. Anyway, I never would have been out here in the first place if not for your obsession with dominating every land Mallon could get its hands on."
"I suppose it is of no use to comb through the remains of that which cannot be changed." Gladdic kneeled to touch one of the cracked slabs. "And it is true that, whether in another year or many hundreds of them, it was only a matter of time until the Eiden Rane would have fought free of all the restraints these people kept him trapped within. Perhaps it was our fate to face him in our time instead of theirs."
"Again, what's the plan here, then? It's been way too long since he left this thing for there to be anything left to follow."
"Do not be so sure. Some connection to the source may remain, no matter how obscure. He spent ages within the Iron Prison. Despite his death, I can still feel his presence in it."
Skeptical, Dante closed his eyes and sent his mind into the wreckage of the Riya Lase. He grunted and fell back a step as a surge of cold shot through him.
"All right, maybe I was a little hasty. Still, even with a trace of him left in this, there's no way you're going to be able to follow it back to this so-called source of yours when it's been eight hundred years since it turned him into the lich."
"Again, do not underestimate what might be possible. We are not dealing with anything like the rules you have been used to in the past. We are dealing with the White Lich."
Dante bit his tongue. After a glance around their rain-beaten surroundings—he was sure they were alone, but his brush with the hint of the lich in the Riya Lase had spooked him—he closed his eyes again and returned his focus to the iron shards.
The coldness came for him again. This time, he brushed it off, and it faded. Though he suspected that didn't mean that it was gone.
All he could feel was ether. Ether so bright it was like it was blinding his mind's eye. He didn't think he could do very much with that, so he attempted to "squint" that mind's eye, cutting back the overwhelming ethereal glare. Still, he saw nothing. Just when he was about to conclude there wasn't any nether at all, he glimpsed a tiny thread of it, tucked away in one of the many runes carved into the surface of the iron.
Moving quickly so he wouldn't lose it, but carefully so he wouldn't snap it, he isolated the thread and sent a small stream of his own nether into it. He crouched and set his hand on the metal. It felt almost cold enough to burn him. He didn't pull away. Gently, he drew the thread to him until some of the nether reached his hand.
The faintest of pressures appeared in his head.
"I may have something," he said. "I can barely feel it, but I think I've got a link."
Gladdic glanced his way, but continued his own work with the ether. Still crouching, Dante turned in a slow circle, trying to get a better feel for the nethereal thread. But it was too subtle to get a sense of anything more definite than that it was connected to something, somewhere.
That meant he either had to find a way to amplify the sensation, or make himself more sensitive to it. The latter was an intriguing thought, but the former was much simpler, and so he just tried feeding the thread more nether, starting with a few drops until he was reasonably confident it wasn't about to burst apart, then increasing it to a generous trickle.
The thread widened, undulating as it expanded. It was soon five times its original diameter, and the pressure in his head had increased even more than that.
"Got it! Whatever it's linked to, it's in that direction." Dante pointed north-northeast. Then tilted his head. "No, more like over there." He adjusted his arm a few degrees eastward. Then a few degrees more. "Oh shit. It's moving."
"The thing it's linked to?" Blays hooked his thumb in his belt next to the rod tucked into it. "Is it, er, alive?"
Dante waited a minute longer, hoping his instincts were wrong, then swore some more. "No. I don't think it's even an actual link. It's just moving around in a circle like the hand of a clock."
"What does that mean?"
"I don't have the slightest idea."
"Well, please get one. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner I can stop hating it."
Gladdic sent some ether into a slab in front of him, its light reflecting off the wet iron and the grimstone it rested on. Dante concentrated on the movement of the pressure in his head. It was still sweeping slowly about. Could he stabilize it somehow? Given that he didn't even know if it was a real link to anything, should he even bother? He muttered something that wasn't quite words and moved to a different chunk of iron. He isolated another thread of nether within it, brought it to him, and used the same process to expand it until it was big enough for him to sense the direction it was linked to. This accomplished the feat of giving him not one but two threads of nether meandering through a pointless circle.
He turned away from the remnants of the Riya Lase to clear his head. Rain beat down on the grimstone and on the tattered remains of the dead from a battle that felt like it had taken place many years ago instead of just one. He said a prayer to Arawn that Kelen would succeed in his task, because he was already doubting they would in theirs.
"Ha!" Gladdic said.
Light sprung up behind Dante. The way Gladdic was leaning forward to inspect it made it clear that the ether wasn't his own.
"What've you got there?" Dante said.
"I am not yet sure. I sensed a pattern within the ether, and brought it forth."
"But the ether's filled with all kinds of patterns. That's kind of what it does."
"This was one that I had not seen before. What does this look like to you?"
"A heap of old cotton?" Blays said. "Or the hairball of an albino cat?"
"I can't tell," Dante said. "Can't you make it any clearer?"
"That is just what I mean," Gladdic said with a flourish of his hand. "It resembles an image that is attempting to resolve itself, but cannot do so. I will see if I can convince it to show us what it wishes it could."
He pulled a skein of ether to himself and sank it into the slab the blurry image was hovering over. Dante spent a couple minutes watching him, at which point it became clear that whatever he was trying to do was probably going to take a while. Dante wandered to the other side of the rubble and isolated a third strand of nether just to make sure the first two weren't just anomalies. They were not.
He stared at the pile of broken iron until it occurred to him that there might be parts of it he couldn't see. Maybe even underground chambers. He sent his mind into the grimstone beneath the rubble. It wasn't true earth, or perhaps more accurately it was earth but also something else, but he could still feel the shape of it even if he couldn't move it, and that was enough for him to discern that there weren't any hidden underground chambers. Meaning the lich had just been stuck in that iron box for however many scores of years. That must have been unpleasant.
"I have tried everything I can conceive of," Gladdic groused some time later. "None of it has so much as caused the image to flicker."
"You're still doing better than I am," Dante said. "There's hardly any nether for me to work with. And what little there is is just doing a lot of nonsense."
"I share your frustration."
"Great. So what do you want to do about it?"
"Continue our efforts. We have only just arrived here."
"And we can only spend so much time here before we need to admit to ourselves we're wasting what little time we have left. If we don't come up with something soon, either you need to figure out some other part of the swamp to look at, or we need to go back to Pholos and see if there isn't some other way to end Wessen's life."
Gladdic gave him an unreadable look, though Dante was pretty certain it was an unfavorable one, then drew more ether to the tips of his fingers.
Feeling at a loss, Dante walked down from the hillock and wandered around through the protrusions of grimstone and the lumps of iron-like rock. He checked a few of the corpses, but most were dead Blighted, who had carried nothing but the simplest of weapons, and in many cases hadn't even worn clothes. As for the rest, most of their possessions had rotted away in the rain, humidity, and heat. There was certainly nothing like an ancient scroll laying out in exquisite detail where the White Lich had originated from. He tried checking the corpses of the Blighted for connections—if the lich was still connected to his source in some way, and the Blighted were still connected to the lich somehow, then maybe they had a link to the source as well—but found none of any kind.
Dante trudged back up the hill. Gladdic was still fooling around with the blurry light that he claimed held a coherent image somewhere within it. Dante took a look into several more pieces of iron, but the scant shreds of nether inside them were no different than the ones he'd already tried out.
"We'll give it till nightfall," Dante said. "If we haven't made any progress by then, it's time to move on."
"I might not be some clever sorcerer," Blays said, "but I can't help but notice these things are completely coated in runes. Gladdic, you wouldn't happen to know what they are, would you?"
Gladdic scowled at one of the oversized lumps. "They are of the Inarian script. Though the languages differ, it is the same script the Tanarian scribes used."
"I thought the Tanarians were banned from learning to read and write."
"Indeed, so that their rulers could rewrite history as they needed. But those same rulers still needed records to be kept, and so their scribes were taught in secret, under punishment of death if they ever revealed their abilities, or taught them to anyone but their apprentices."
Blays jerked his thumb at one of the biggest slabs. "So what does it say?"
"I do not know. The Inarian language vanished centuries ago."
"Son of a bitch. Well, there goes that idea." Blays looked up. "But can you read Tanarian?"
"Yes," the old man said slowly, as if speaking to a dog. "But I have just told you the words are Inarian. They appear to me as nothing but gibberish."
"You're going to read them out loud." Blays fetched Carvahal's talisman out from under his doublet and gave it a shake. "And these things are going to tell us what you're saying."
Gladdic laughed out loud. "That is either the most clever or the most foolish idea I have ever heard. Let us see which." He cleared his throat and moved to a nearby piece of iron. He leaned over it and narrowed his eyes. "'Within these walls, hell is captured.'"
His eyes widened. The words he'd just spoken were absolutely not the Mallish the three of them typically conversed in. If anything, the staccato rhythm and stresses of the words sounded like Tanarian, though Dante had heard enough of that language to know they weren't of it, either—but maybe an older form of it, like the ancient names of Gallador and Tantonnen that Hara Canthana had tried to test them with.
"What I just read," Gladdic said. "Did it make sense to your ears as well?"
"You sounded like you have a crazy accent or something," Blays said. "But I made out every word."
Dante folded his arms. "I can't believe this might actually work."
"Damn it, I should have made you bet me on it."
The next order of business was to piece together a full inscription and not just a fragment. The pieces were incredibly heavy, to the point that many were immovable, at least without a team of oxen. Fortunately, though, many of the sections of runes appeared to be repeats of others, and Dante supposed that if it came down to it, they could figure out how the various slabs would have fit together, and then copy their runes onto a piece of parchment to get the full message.
While he contemplated this, Gladdic located one of the largest fragments with the most complete-looking text.
"Within these walls, hell is captured," he repeated slowly, reading out loud. "Break these walls, and hell will be put to you. Do not break these walls, unless you are hell-killers."
"Well, I have to say they weren't wrong about that one," Blays said.
"What was bound here was bound here by great magics," Gladdic continued. "Magics learned and created for this task and this alone. It was Gada Lain that learned them first: he traveled far, to Unadane and then to Rixhuen, and lands south of unknown name. There, he learned the binding of demons from those who had long fought them. There, he sharpened his talents until he was greater than those who taught him. In jealousy, they enslaved him, and made him to bind their demons, and this was so for many years.
"But praise to Gada Lain! Never did he forget where he was from or what he'd come to do. He laid his schemes, piece by piece, and when his schemes were made he then waited, and when the moment came he acted, and when he was free he fled from the lands south of unknown name, and when they came to capture him again, he fought them and he killed them.
"To Indara he returned, and to his disciples he taught what he had learned. The knights of the order had tried to kill the White Lich, but even their wicked weapons were too little. The last hope was Gada Lain. Again he laid his schemes, and he trained his followers, and when the moment came, to the Wound of the World they lured the White Lich.
"A fierce battle here they fought! The ground will bleed for all time with the blood shed on that day. Yet the White Lich, who had defeated all others in all corners, could not counter Gada Lain's mighty magic: into the Iron Prison he was bound, into it he was sealed, may he be held here forever. That is the story of how Gada Lain, who gave so much for this land, became its savior."
"That is where it ends." Gladdic ran his fingers over the iron surface. "The next section is not words at all. They are sigils, ethereal in nature, and related to the binding process."
"That can't be everything," Dante said. "It's nice to make this a monument to Gada Lain, it sounds like he was a fine fellow, but what happens when he dies? Wouldn't you want to leave something permanent to tell later generations how to deal with the lich if and when he escapes?"
"It might well be argued that that is just what this story does. You do not like it because the answers within it are to travel to a distant land full of demons to learn an ability that is irrelevant to us here."
"Hang on, are you sure it'd be no use? Could we imprison Nolost in the Riya Lase?"
Gladdic's eyebrows leaped upward. "It might be possible in theory. But I do not believe it would hold him for more than a handful of years before he broke loose. In any event, ten days is far too little time to learn how to make such bindings and then recreate the Riya Lase, especially one at the scale needed to contain Nolost."
Dante glanced out at the crimson swamps surrounding them and the more normal ones off in the distance. "And I suppose even if Gada Lain's lineage survived all that time, and had preserved his knowledge, they were all killed when the lich went on his rampage."
"All but surely."
"Damn. For a moment there, I thought we were about to figure this whole thing out. But the inscriptions are useless to us. We came here for nothing."
"We do not yet know that for sure. There are more runes left to be read."
Gladdic launched into a reading of the next batch. This, however, was just a story about a woman named Jeramayain, who so hated sorcerers who used their powers for evil that she'd traveled from a remote kingdom just to join the battle against the White Lich. She'd actually been able to turn him back at one point, allowing thousands of Indarans to evacuate, but she had died in the effort.
Not what they were looking for, though it did provoke Dante into promising himself that, if they were somehow able to hold off Nolost in the end, he would have to commission a great many statues, murals, and memorials to all of the people who had fought for them along the way. Alongside all the rebuilding they'd have to do. It was going to be decades before he was going to be able to rest, wasn't it? The very thought of it was exhausting.
"The ways of Gada Lain are the only reason we are still alive," Gladdic read. "But these ways are not easy; few can learn of them; it may be that only Gada Lain can master them. If the ways fail, if the ways are lost, then the day will come that we are lost with them.
"But there may be a last way. When light turns to darkness, turn darkness to light. When a star crosses the heavens, you will see the way of the enemy, and fight back as one."
"Well?" Dante said. "What's it say next?"
Gladdic shook his head. "There is no next. The section ends there, and is followed by more runes of binding."
"Then it must pick back up in the next piece of text."
It didn't: the next piece was a lengthy tale about a flotilla of canoeists who, although quite cunning and daring in their deeds, had nothing to do with the previous section. As usual, it was followed by binding-runes. There were four more tales after that, each one about a brave sorcerer or warrior who had fought against the lich.
"Within these walls, hell is captured," Gladdic said. "Break these walls, and hell will be put to you." He looked up. "The runes are repeating themselves. There is nothing else left."
Dante turned away and uttered a testy sigh. "Then there's nothing to the runes, either. That means I'm right. We're done here."
"Are we?" Blays said. "The runes told us there was another way of dealing with the lich. We're just too dim to get what they were trying to tell us. Gladdic, read that part about turning darkness to light again?"
Gladdic did so, then looked up, watching Blays.
"Assume that's not just a bunch of cryptic mystical metaphors," Blays said. "Assume it's actually telling us what to do."
 "Turn darkness to light?" Dante raised his hand and stilled his mind and sifted ether down over the iron panel Gladdic had been reading from. Nothing happened. "Gladdic's already touched everything here with light."
"Then that's obviously not what it's telling us to do, is it? Try following it to the absolute letter."
"The thing about that is I have no clue what the letter is. 'When light turns to darkness, turn darkness to light'—it sounds like we have to wait until nightfall, and then shine ether around the place. And then…look for a shooting star?"
"You could do that. Or you could do a bunch of other things in the meantime in case you're wrong about what it means and don't want to waste several hours we don't have to spare."
"Fine. I'll just treat the instructions as literally as possible."
Dante pointed over the wreckage of the Riya Lase and summoned a glob of nether into the air. Next, he drew up the ether and, after a moment's thought, pushed it into the nether hard enough for the two forces to start to boil each other off. He slowly poured more ether to replace what was being consumed by the nether. Until all traces of the shadows were gone, and only light remained.
"Right." He tipped back his head. Rain pelted his face, falling from the solid gray sheet of clouds that was still hiding the sky. "So where's the star?"
"Right here." Gladdic snapped his fingers. A bolt of ether leaped from his hand and zipped across the Riya Lase. As it sped away from them, Gladdic curled his finger, causing the bolt to tumble apart into embers that soon winked out into nothing.
Leaving them standing there with nothing to show for themselves.
"Damn," Blays said, "it really felt like that was going to work. Well—"
Ether shimmered over the iron rubble. Dante glanced at Gladdic to see what he was doing, but the old man was frowning at it in confusion.
"That isn't you?" Dante said.
To answer this, Gladdic took two large steps back from the slabs and filled his hand with nether. Dante decided both of those things were a great idea. Over the Riya Lase, the ether assembled itself into the same fuzzy shape it had repeatedly shown Gladdic earlier.
This time, though, it continued to sharpen. Into something flattish but textured. Color came next: mostly shades of green, though there were blackish patches too, and it was all deep blue on its left edge. As the colors deepened, the rest of the image snapped into place, a remnant of ether twinkling near its right edge.
Blays clapped his hands. "It's a map of Tanar Atain."
"What are you talking about?" Dante said. "The geography's all wrong."
"That's because it's on its side. Look, just tip your head over."
Suspicious this was a trick to make him look stupid, Dante shot a glance at Blays before doing so. "You're right. So what do you suppose it's trying to show us?"
Blays walked closer, pointing toward the middle-right side of the map. "I'd say that bloody smear there is the Wound. And I'm going to go way out on a limb and say that sparkly spot to the right—meaning to our north—is where this place is telling us to go."
Given that the twinkle of ether still hadn't faded, Dante thought this all but had to be right. "But what are the odds this is actually a map of where the lich became the lich?"
"The runes told us this is where we'd see the way of the enemy and fight as one. That sounds kind of exactly like what we're looking for."
"I hope you're right. Because we're about to stake our lives on it."
Dante made a copy of the map while Blays shielded his work from the rain with his cloak. As soon as Dante finished, they turned and jogged away from the Riya Lase, feet splashing in the blood-red puddles, knowing that not a minute could be spared until either their task was done, or they lay dead.
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The swamp rolled out before them. Not the unearthly blood-and-bones swamp of the Wound of the World, but the kind found everywhere else in Tanar Atain: stagnant waters, sometimes too shallow for even a canoe to navigate, sometimes deep enough to hide a swamp dragon; countless little islands dense with trees and shrubs; brambles and vines everywhere, blocking many potential pathways that had looked clear from a distance. Without a guide, it could be an atrocious labyrinth, where even with a good swift boat you might be lucky to progress a mile forward for every hour spent battling the terrain.
Under normal circumstances, then, they might not have been able to get to the marker on the map within the ten days left to them. Yet less than an hour after leaving the Riya Lase, they were—they hoped—within a few miles of their destination. For they had simply hopped back through the portal and had Wessen open another one deeper into the swamp.
None of them had ever seen the place they wanted to get to, of course, and so Dante hadn't been able to show Wessen the exact location. Meaning they could be much further away than they knew. Or, if Wessen had gotten something confused, even in the wrong part of the swamps altogether. Lots of it looked very similar, after all. They were supposed to be deep inland, if you could really call such conditions "land," but for all they knew they'd stepped out just two miles from the coast.
With that thought, Dante killed three more of the abundant flies and sent them ranging high in the sky. Within a minute, they'd gained enough elevation to see they were totally surrounded by swamp. With mountains far ahead of them, and no sign of the coast. So they were probably not insanely far from wherever they were trying to get to.
"So," Blays said. "What exactly are we looking for now?"
"I can't even guess," Dante said. "But given that there's only ever been one lich in Tanar Atain, and that there must have been many sorcerers who would have wanted to become a lich, especially once there was a monstrously evil one they needed to kill, it's either very hard to get to, very dangerous, or both."
"Or the White Lich destroyed it after he made use of it."
That thought was troubling enough that Dante nearly dropped his paddle.
"What about you, Gladdic?" Blays said. "I don't suppose you're keeping any more secrets from us? Like the secret of the ancient directions to the lich-making mill?"
"I doubt that any of the stories I have heard knew the truth," Gladdic said. "But one of them holds that the way was shown to the man who would become the lich by a ball of light that appeared to him in the deep swamps, that then led him to a cavern that held an even purer light. The one that would make him like a god."
"I hope you're right. Because if we're waiting for a talking ball of light to show up, I'd say we can do that just as easily by sitting our asses down on one of these islands rather than paddling until our arms—"
Something thumped into the bottom of the boat. Dante jerked his head about, but the waters were too murky to see much of anything. They hadn't run aground, though, so with luck, they'd just bumped into an old dead dree.
Something struck the hull again. Hard enough for him to feel it beneath him.
"Have the ziki oko found us?" Blays thrust his paddle into the water like a spear. "They must be pretty hungry now that there's nobody left to serve as dinner."
"I guess," Dante said. "But I don't remember them ever attacking a canoe—"
The thing hit them again. Hard enough to splinter the hull just in front of where Dante was sitting. Water flooded into the canoe. He pulled the nether to him, scrambling back from the hole. A pale white limb reached up through it—no, not a limb, but a creature, like a snake without any scales, though its head was eyeless, and when it opened its mouth it splayed outward like a hand, revealing a circular maw of irregular fangs glistening with black venom.
It darted at his crotch. He smashed it with the nether, splattering pulp across the canoe—and Blays, who'd been sitting in front of him, and had turned around at the commotion.
"Get us to an island!" Dante yelled. "We're sinking!"
He paddled hard to their left, reorienting them to an island just to starboard. The hull splintered again as another of the things punched its way up into the boat. Gladdic, who couldn't paddle, was waiting with the ether, and sliced it in half. The severed end thrashed about in the pool of water growing in the hull, its multi-part mouth flapping open and closed. Gladdic hit it again, dashing it apart.
Dante continued to paddle like a madman as a third and then a fourth of the creatures speared up into the canoe. Gladdic dispatched them both. Water swirled around Dante as the boat filled like a cup from a pitcher. Before things could get any worse, he raised the earth beneath them to lift them clear of the water, extending a short bridge to the island just ahead of them.
Blays rolled out of the boat dripping wet. Dante and Gladdic hadn't fared any better. They jogged to the higher ground of the island and spent a minute wringing out their clothes while keeping one eye on the water.
"Well, it was a good ride," Blays said, gazing at the perforated canoe. "Should we commit suicide now? Or just sit here until doomsday?"
"The boat isn't an issue," Dante said. "I'll harvest us a new one. The real question is whether those things keep coming for us. We never saw anything like that here before."
"That is because did not yet exist," Gladdic said. "They are of Nolost."
"Do you think he knows we're here?"
"If he knew that, we would be battling him as we speak."
Blays stared up at the sky. It was as cloudy as at the Wound, but it was only drizzling rather than pouring. "Everywhere else we've been lately has been half torn apart by the plagues. But those things were the first signs of Nolost we've seen here."
Dante shrugged. "Maybe he's not expending any of his strength in Tanar Atain because it's already been depopulated."
"I don't think he has to worry about exterminating us kingdom by kingdom when blowing the world apart will pretty well take care of that for him."
"But we can resist him in the meantime. There must have been some chance we'd be able to fight him off if all of Rale's sorcerers could concentrate on him instead of being assaulted by constant disasters."
"Maybe. Or maybe making constant disasters is just Nolost's idea of fun."
Once they'd recovered a bit, Dante found a promising-looking tree and set to working harvesting it. Coaxing it to grow into just the right shape proved more challenging than he remembered, and it took three tries before he had something water-worthy. They dragged it to the far side of the island. Gladdic shined ether into the water, illuminating some sluggish fish, but they didn't see any of the snake-things. They launched the canoe and started back out.
Dante had been hoping quite intently that his flying scouts would find something for them, whether that be the strange light Gladdic had spoken of, important-looking ruins of some kind, or a cavern. After another hour of paddling, though, with the day growing long, the flies hadn't seen anything of notice for many miles in all directions. Not that it was possible to see much of anything: from above, the swamp largely resembled a dense forest, with only the occasional snippet of water visible. Whatever rested beneath the canopy could only be seen by delving below it, which allowed for far less expansive exploration than from up high.
The sun set slowly. They kept pushing as all the light was bled from the slowly-moving waters. Even then, they continued, peering into the thickets and trees for any hints of light besides what Gladdic was using to guide the way. Back home, it was still winter, but Dante wasn't sure if it ever got truly cold in Tanar Atain: at that moment, it was only somewhat cool, just enough to be uncomfortable in wet clothes, though not enough to have needed a fire that night otherwise. The local bugs didn't seem to have had any troubles with the season, either: they'd done plenty of buzzing, clicking, and chirping during the day, and as the darkness unfolded over the swamps, they got so loud that the three humans had to raise their voices to be heard.
They brought the boat ashore a couple of hours later, when Dante was all but sure there were no mysterious lights anywhere near them. They ate their dried beef and thick crackers in silence and as they stared out at the waters they spent more time thinking about eating the fish in them than about any dangers lurking there.
"We have to figure out a better way," Dante said. "Even if Wessen has sent us close to the source, we could spend all of the next nine days searching without ever finding it."
Blays picked some salted meat from his teeth with his fingernail. "Have you tried asking that chunk of the lich you've been carrying around this whole time?"
"The lichstone. Of course." He dug it out from the pouch he carried it in, then glanced up at Gladdic. "If I start messing with this, I'm not about to accidentally bring him back to life, am I?"
"I do not believe such a thing is possible without the source," Gladdic said. "But I would be very careful anyway."
Dante intended to do just that, and spent several minutes just examining the thing, feeling the shape of it with his mind, trying to pry into the ether and nether within it. Even this got him almost nowhere, though: the stone was almost opaque to his efforts, so much so that he wasn't even sure there was any nether in it. Eventually he admitted to himself that if he wanted to get anywhere, he was going to have to start poking at it.
It sat on the ground in front of him, soft ether wafting within it, glowing white and blue. Anyone who saw it would call it beautiful. Yet there was something unnerving about it, too, as if you wouldn't want to take your eye off it for fear it might start moving.
"Well," he said. "All right."
He brought some nether to hand. After the lich had died, and Nak had shown Dante this stone that was his only remains, Dante had tried to destroy it, with as powerful a strike of nether as he could wield. It hadn't so much as scratched the thing.
Even so, as he approached it this time, it was with the care and finesse of a physician cutting a bladder stone out from the king. He brushed a drop of nether across its surface. When he was sure the lich wasn't about to leap free of the stone and strangle him, and that he wouldn't be sucked inside it to be its slave for all eternity, Dante tried to sink the nether inside it. Yet the stone refused to absorb it just as polished steel would refuse to absorb a drop of water.
He dismissed the nether, summoned a pearl of ether, and touched it to the stone. This caused the ether to dim, and to take on a blue hue that matched the lichstone, but the stone itself showed no change, and refused to let the ether mingle with it. Dante drew the drop into a crystalline spine and gave it a mental tap. Then a harder one. When he hit it harder yet, the spine burst apart, its fragments sifting to the ground and going dark.
Feeling Gladdic's eyes on him, Dante looked up. "Any suggestions?"
"I do not think anything you do will be at risk of damaging it."
"Yeah, but I've got the distinct feeling that if I make the wrong move, it will damage me." The talk of damage stirred a thought in his mind. He got out his knife and pricked his knuckle, then squeezed it until a drop of blood fell on the stone. As soon as it made contact, the ether in the stone spun so quickly it became a blur of light. Dante jerked back. "Now that's something. Ether doesn't normally react to blood."
"Suggesting there is an element of nether within it after all," Gladdic said. He made a thoughtful noise. "Or that the ether is structured in an unusual fashion. One that might mirror the nether in some way."
On the off chance the solution could be so simple, Dante fed the stone a few more drops of blood. Each one provoked the ether to spin some more, but always in a different direction.
"You see that?" Dante said.
"Each spin should be an exact match of the last," Gladdic said. "Or else in a clear and repeating pattern. While the Eiden Rane was a being of ether, he was nevertheless alive—or something close enough to it—a realm that is usually dominated by the nether. There may be a contradiction within this—or a synthesis."
"So I'm looking at ether that acts like nether. Well, that's going to be confusing. Then again, maybe that's the solution. I can't access it with regular ether. But maybe I can if I approach it with ether that acts the same way it does."
Even trying to think about this made his head hurt. So he tried not to do any more thinking. Instead, he drew forth more ether, then sent it to the stone. Rather than letting it take the orderly approach the ether normally manifested with, he made it flow like nether, coursing its way forward like water finding its way downhill. It came to the stone and glanced off it like two pieces of glass clicking against each other.
Frustrating. But he already knew his next effort. He called to the nether. And shaped it into a circular grid. Once he was satisfied with the patterns within it, he extended them into a cylinder. As he brought it to the lichstone, he focused on forcing it to stay in the order he had drawn for it, seeing that it stayed locked in place rather than weaving about like it wanted to. This would have been a challenge for most, but it didn't tax him much.
The cylinder made contact. But it didn't scrape or bounce off the stone. Heart beating, Dante moved his mind to the forward-most end of the cylinder. And found that it was making the slightest of ripples. He quieted it until it was as motionless as the night stars appeared to be.
The front end of the nethereal cylinder sunk into the lichstone.
"Think I've got it," he murmured. As careful as he knew how, he guided the nether forward. More and more absorbed into the opaque sphere until all of it was gone from sight. "I have done…something?"
He had expected that bridging it with the nether would open up a connection to it, as it would in virtually all other circumstances. But the object continued to deny all the normal rules.
He hadn't attained a connection to the stone. But he could still feel and guide the nether he'd gained entry with. His sense of it was much hazier than usual, though, like the difference between gazing into clear water and that of the swamps, and he had to focus hard to gain some clarity.
The shadows moved within the narrowest of gaps between the outer layer of ether and a second one underneath it. He watched the underlayer's movements. It too flowed more like nether than ether, though in a different way than the outer one. For the briefest of moments, a gap opened in the second layer, but it closed before he'd registered what it was.
He stopped trying to make sense of its movements and just let himself feel them. Another gap opened, just when he felt it should, and he sent the nether streaking inside. Not all of it. Just enough.
He couldn't yet make out his new surroundings. He never had time to even try. A force rushed toward him—more than a force, a presence—and he shielded his mind against it but it roared over his defenses like a tidal wave. As it poured over him, threatening to drown every speck of his being, a pair of immense eyes opened before him, shifting through every color of blue in creation.
 
~
 
The light seared his eyes. He tried to close them but they were already shut. He shielded them with his hand, peering through the cracks between his fingers.
The light was coming from the Spear of Stars. Which Blays was sticking in his face with intention to stab.
"Are you you?" Blays said. "If you are, say something only you would say."
"You need to bathe more often."
"There are lots of people who would say that. Still, it's not a very lich-y thing to say. I think we're all right." He stepped back and collapsed the spear down to its rod.
Gladdic let the ether fall from his hand. "What happened?"
Dante sat up and rubbed his throbbing head. "Something came at me."
"But you were able to fight it off?"
Dante laughed. "I got destroyed like a bottle of rum after Blays has a long day."
The old man leaned forward and stared into his eyes. "Does any of it remain within you?"
"Everything feels normal. Aside from the stabbing pain."
"That could be the pain of an alien presence attempting to capture your mind."
"Gladdic, I of all people would know what it feels like to be taken over. This is nothing like that. It was just a defense mechanism of some kind."
The wooziness had decreased enough for Dante to feel like he could probably get to his feet without falling over, so he tried. His balance was fine enough, but the pain was enough to make him fall over by itself. He clutched his head, turning to one side as he bent over. Somehow, this had the effect of helping tremendously.
He held still. And looked into his mind. A light glowed within it, rippling like the surface of the sea.
"I think I know where the source is."

 
 
 
 
 
 
20
 
 
"It's kind of the White Lich to just tell you that," Blays said. "Maybe dying and going to hell made him turn over a new leaf."
"I opened a connection to the stone," Dante said. "Whatever it's pointing us to, we're practically right on top of it. It has to be the source."
"Unless you have finally located the Prime Body," Gladdic said wryly. "How did you create the connection?"
Dante explained how he'd made the nether act like ether to gain entry, where he'd then had to contend with another layer of ether that acted like nether. "And if the power within the lichstone is derived from the source, don't be surprised if we have to do something similar with it when we find it."
Distancing himself from his link to the stone as much as he could, so that it was merely a constant presence rather than an overwhelming pain, Dante turned in a circle until he found where the feeling was most intense.
"That way," he pointed. "It can't be far."
"Right," Blays said.
"What?"
"Between all the jumping about, I have no idea what real-time it is. But it feels like half past I'm a walking corpse. Before we go any further, I have to get some rest."
Dante exhaled. Getting knocked unconscious, combined with the thrill of discovery, had given him a brief third or fourth wind. But just being reminded how tired he'd been brought it all crashing back down on his shoulders.
"I hate to give up a single hour right now," he said. "But you're right. And if we're going to contend with the source, I have the feeling we're going to need our wits about us. I want to move out by dawn, though. If there's any weird lights out there waiting to lead us to their secrets, I want to be able to see them."
They probably could have gotten away with making a fire, but even a small risk didn't seem worth the comfort it would have given them. Dante's dreams that night were unnerving. Voices from the darkness telling him to commit unspeakable acts. Though they woke well before dawn, and he was still tired, he was glad to get up.
"Nine days left," Blays said after they'd taken a few minutes to wake up. "Well, I guess we'd better get this one started."
Dante reoriented himself to the feeling in his head, which wasn't one of pressure, like normal, but something more like cold. They carried their replacement canoe down to the shore and shoved off. Their paddles slushed through the water as the bugs sang and screamed at each other from the boughs. Dante had never considered the swamps of Tanar Atain a pleasant place, but that morning in the darkness, as perhaps the only living souls for hundreds of miles in every direction, it felt wholly at rest. Just as it must have in the very first days after the gods had created it.
The coldness in his mind solidified by the minute until it felt like a glacier was wedging itself inside his skull. After less than three miles, the trees thinned until they could regularly catch sight of the still-dark clouds. The islands reduced in number, too, most rising just a few inches above the waterline. This quasi-clearing lasted for about two hundred yards before more islands closed back in around them, along with thicker and taller trees. Almost at once, the cold feeling diminished for the first time since he'd opened the link to the lichstone.
"Stop," Dante said. "It's somewhere right behind us."
They heaved the boat about and headed back to the semi-open water, slowing as they reached the middle of it. Dante directed them in to one of the few islands. No trees grew on it, just grass and some gnarled shrubs.
"Seeing anything?" he said.
"I can barely see who just said that," Blays said.
Gladdic called up a few balls of ether. He sent them wafting around the area, the pale light wavering on the slowly moving waters. Dante had recalled a few of his flying scouts and he sent them buzzing about through the air.
"The only lights I'm seeing are our own," he said. "But if it was right out in the open, people would have been stumbling over it all the time. It's probably hidden, like the portals. We might even have to do something to activate it."
"Hey, floating ball of light!" Blays called into the still air. "We could really use a hand with something!"
"I would not do that," Gladdic said.
"Why? You think there are monsters out there?"
"This place gives me the feeling that it is very old, and not friendly."
"Then the sooner it gives us what we want, the sooner it can go back to sleep."
After a few more minutes, Dante's scouts had criss-crossed the entire clearing. He sent them to search a wider circle of territory while they climbed back into the canoe to take a look at the other islands. The next one didn't have any more features than the first, and they searched the whole thing in just a couple of minutes. Dante felt down into the surface for hidden doors or tunnels or the like, but found nothing but soil.
The sky to the east lightened from black to gray. A line of pink appeared above the treetops. They were just wrapping up the last island as proper dawn broke, hard yellow light glaring through the openings between the islands of clouds.
Blays set his hands on his hips. "We're absolutely sure that it's here?"
Dante pressed two fingers to his forehead. "This gets weaker outside of this open area. Even you must realize that means it's somewhere here in this open area."
"That's only if what you're feeling really is a link to the source."
"What else would it be?"
"The ghost of the White Lich reading your mind and playing a trick on you to waste our time and get us all killed searching for something that no longer exists?"
"But if we die, he dies too."
"He's already dead. I doubt being a little more dead would make much difference to him."
Dante wasn't so sure about that—even if the lich was somehow still conscious within the stone, he would likely rather bide his time for however long it took for him to get a chance to reemerge—but it was true that he didn't have the faintest idea how to find what they must be so damn close to. It was even possible the source wouldn't let itself be found except by someone it wanted to: the stories, after all, had said that it had shown itself to the sorcerer who became the White Lich, not that he'd found it for himself.
Though that story also had something else to say about that. "The lich supposedly found the source in a cavern, right? I don't suppose there's one around here?"
He certainly hadn't seen any caves in the islands within the clearing. None of them were even tall enough to host such a thing. But he hadn't gotten a good look at a lot of the perimeter yet, where the islands were big enough to host a cave, and the trees were thick enough to hide it. He sent most of his scouts low through the branches while flying one high across the clearing on its way for a more elevated look.
Three-quarters of the way across the mostly-open water, Dante brought that fly to a halt. As he rerouted it, he reached his mind down through the water and into the swamp-bed beneath it.
"It feels like we're right on top of it," he announced, "because we are."
Blays bulged his lower lip, then jerked up his chin. "It's underwater."
"Under a lot of mud, too. Much deeper than I've been searching. I thought it was the bedrock, but it's a structure of some kind. Meanwhile, the shape of this clearing isn't natural. It's shaped like an eight-pointed star. Whatever we're looking for, I think it's this whole place."
"Then we're looking for a hidden doorway down to it?"
"Any such thing should be easy for me to spot. Unfortunately, however, I'm going to be too distracted searching for it to do any paddling."
Blays gave him a dubious look. Dante closed his eyes and made a show of summoning up the nether and sending it down through the waters to the mud below.
Blays started them off. The tunnel had to be hidden in one of the islands and so he headed from one to the next. Dante reached his mind into them, searching well below the surface in case they'd hidden the entrance through the simple trick of burying it. As they combed their way across the clearing, clouds gathered overhead like a crowd assembling to watch them. It began to drizzle, the drops so small they made no sound as they hit the water.
The storm broke open halfway through their search, the rain hissing into the swamp, falling straight down in a way that suggested it would continue like that for a long time. It still hadn't abated by the time they came to the last of the islands.
"Nothing at all?" Blays said. "Could it be down under the water somewhere?"
"I wasn't just searching the islands," Dante said. "I was searching the swamp bed, too. I didn't see an entrance anywhere. Just a bunch of loose muck."
"Suppose the way in is hidden past the perimeter? Out in the trees somewhere?"
"I could feel the edges of the structure, too. There was nothing there, either."
"Then the tunnel's way down there somewhere, and feeds into the underside of it."
"Even if there is a tunnel, the other end of it could be anywhere out there in the woods. It could take days to find it. It will be much faster to make our own. Take us in to that island."
They made landing. The ground squelched under Dante's feet. It was almost soupy, like it was made of powder. Still, he didn't think anything of this until he reached his mind into it and tried to compress it into stone. He was able to squeeze some moisture out of it, but it didn't want to cohere into anything more than a thick, gritty paste. Head spinning, he tried again, using different sections of muck, but none of them were any better.
"Something's wrong. I can't get it to stick together as stone." Dante paced about, splashing across the little island. "Impurities in the soil, maybe. Like with the grimstone. Too much dead matter and not enough dirt. It could even be some side effects of the things Nolost is doing to Rale. But I'm not going to be able to get it down to the structure."
"Then can you bring the structure up to us?" Gladdic said. "Shape some of its stone into a passage?"
"Not a great idea. That thing's been down there for a long, long time. If I start restructuring it and it starts falling apart, it'll flood. And we won't have any way to get the water back out."
"Then how do you propose to gain entrance?"
Dante heaved a sigh. "I'm going to lift the whole thing out of the water."
The old man frowned. "You have the strength to do this?"
"We're about to find out."
He supposed the island they were standing on was as good a place as any to work from. He cut the back of his knuckle. The heavy rain washed the blood away immediately, but the nether didn't care. He breathed deeply and steadily as he reached down into the ground, and then through the structure beneath it, until at last he came to the end of the shaped stone, and back into dirt.
Once there, he searched outward in four directions, following the underside of the building to its edges. The thing was big. He'd moved much bigger sections of earth than it in a day before, but that had been over the course of hours. He didn't think he'd ever moved anything close to this size all in one swoop.
He breathed a few more times, taking in the shape of it, getting a read on the ground underneath it. Then opened himself to the nether. It poured through him like the rain beating down from the heavens and he channeled it down through the water and the muck and the stone and the dirt at the very bottom. He took hold of the base of the structure and lifted.
It didn't move. He took in and thrust down even more nether, a great river of it, flooding it into the earth. The island trembled; the rain-lashed surface of the swamp sloshed back and forth. He felt the building give way like an arm popping loose from the shoulder.
He pulled as much ground as he could muster into the gap underneath it. Nether continued to flow through him to the deep earth as he pushed the building up from beneath while pulling it toward him from above. The island lifted from the water inch by inch, then foot by foot as his efforts gathered speed. All of the other islands around him were rising as well, giving the impression that it was actually the swampy forests surrounding the clearing that were sinking, and as the clearing continued to gain height the water within it poured over its sides into the perimeter, churning it into a filthy, muddy froth.
Dante's hands shook as he sent more shadows streaming into the depths. He fought to control his breathing but it kept getting faster as he struggled to keep his hold on the giant stone structure while continuing to scoop earth into the hole he was creating beneath it, tamping the ground down as much as he was able.
Mud and slime slid from the edges of the eight-pointed plateau. A twinge shot up Dante's spine. All of him was shaking now, a cold sweat springing up from his skin. They were already higher than some of the trees beyond the clearing, but there was still much to go. He halted to collect himself, but he could feel that if he stopped for more than a few seconds, the building would start to slip from him. He'd only recovered a fraction of his strength before he had to continue extracting it from the deep muck.
It sounded like the rain was falling harder than ever, but that was just a rushing sound in his ears, one that became a roar. His sight grew dark around the edges. The ground beneath him trembled and he slipped to one knee. They were no longer on an island: nearly all the water had poured down the sides of the platform, with only a fraction of it still caught in numerous puddles.
It felt like a hand was shoving down on his neck as he got back to his feet. They were now more than sixty feet in the air. Almost there. His vision tunneled as he drew the last few feet of it free of the ground.
He sank to his knees, whole body buzzing. The core of him stung where the nether had almost burned him. Any more of it, and it surely would, but he tunneled his mind into the earth beneath the risen structure. It was holding firm. He fell forward onto his hands, panting. The air smelled of mud and muck and soggy tangles of exposed aquatic plants.
"You alive?" Blays said.
"That," Dante said, "was hard."
"You look every bit of it," Gladdic said.
"You're definitely going to have to handle the lichstone. I'm not even sure how much strength I have left."
"Such was always the plan."
"Right," Blays said. "How do we get down to the door?"
Dante shook his head. "There's a protrusion on top of this thing. I'm almost sure it's an entrance."
When he was ready, he got to his feet and drew a strand of nether to him—a very slim one. Even that small amount made his insides seize up, and so he had to wait a few minutes for the threat of netherburn to subside enough for him to turn his attention to the earth piled on top of the structure. It was quite damp and loose, though, and he was able to swipe it away easily. Revealing a part of the structure proper. One that resembled a small temple—or perhaps a burial vault. It bore a single door on its face.
Blays stepped toward the entry. "How likely do you suppose it's managed to go all this time without being flooded?"
"Not very," Dante said. "But now that it's above ground, it'll be a lot easier to drain it if we need to."
He approached the doorway, feeling as though his sense of cautiousness might be somewhat unnecessary, considering it had been buried underwater and underground for what was likely centuries and that nothing could possibly be alive in it. Then again, with such a place, living things weren't his main concern.
The door was covered in dirt. Dante moved into the dirt with his mind and scraped it away. A point of light shined from its surface.
"Ether," Gladdic said. "Be wary."
As Dante had suspected, the surface of the door was crowded with markings. He reached out to touch them, then stopped himself. "Are these runes Inarian,?"
"They are." Gladdic looked them up and down. "Shall I read them out loud?"
"Why wouldn't you?"
"Because they might be a curse."
"I don't see how we can get any more cursed than we already are. Read away."
"Whatever brought you here, turn away and go home." The words Gladdic spoke were from a language Dante had never heard other than when Gladdic had also spoken it at the Riya Lase, yet he understood them perfectly. "Turn away and go home, because the light here is not the light that warms, but the light that burns. It will burn you too. If you are still here, do you wish to be burned into ashes, dispersed by the wind?"
"I think this is the first time I've ever been threatened by a door," Blays said.
"Those who would seek the light do not see that they will be blinded by it. Once they are blinded by it, they will become lost. Once they are lost, they will be claimed by the light. Do you think you will fare any better? To fare better, you must hide your eyes from the light, you must look away from it. Only when you look away from the light, and look to the shadows cast by the light, will you move past the gates, and deeper into the mystery."
Gladdic stopped reading and cleared his throat. "It is more than a threat, or a warning. It is a set of instructions that goes on for some time. Decipher it, and we may enter."
"Screw this," Dante said. "I don't have any idea what it means. And I don't need to play games with it when I can do this instead."
He lifted his hand. Keeping one eye on the spot where the ether had gleamed, he pulled the shadows to him and sent them into the wall beside the door. This was stone, and so he simply drew it aside as easily as he would open a curtain.
The ether sparked from the door. Dante looked to it, then quickly averted his eyes in case that would draw its attention. It burned angrily as he stepped past it into the vault.
Gladdic lit the interior. It was round, fifteen feet in diameter. It smelled moldy and damp, but it wasn't especially wet. Either the layer of swamp bed had stopped it from flooding, or the door had held its seal all those years.
The walls were inscribed with mold-covered runes. In other times, Dante would have insisted on reading them all, but he gave them no more than a cursory glance as he moved to the stairwell in the middle of the vault. This was a spiral, and its steps were so short his toes hung over the edges of them. Built for slight-bodied Tanarians. Or their ancestors.
The stairs brought him to a much larger room with a high ceiling held up by square pillars. Despite the airiness of it, it smelled stale, with an undercurrent of old smoke from the burning of something noxious.
Blays tipped back his head at the dark ceiling. "If this place was sealed tight against the water, what are the odds the air hasn't gone bad?"
Dante skidded to a stop. After a moment of near-panic, he produced some nether, sent it a few feet from him, and squeezed it until it burst into an angry red flame.
"Fire has to breathe just like we do, and it looks to be breathing just fine. Anyway, I'm sure your brain can survive on much less than the rest of us."
He snuffed the fire. The pillars were painted with uncanny images of sorcerers speaking with faceless figures, sacrificing animals, fending off grotesque creatures, and waging battle. He had seen images like them in other similar places, and didn't give them much thought except to confirm that this was such a place, and to examine the style of the art itself, which had a pinched, pulled quality to it, as though it had been made by someone whose eyes literally saw the world in a different way.
However, one of them stopped him in his tracks.
"That's Arawn," he said.
"What of it?" Gladdic said.
"I thought the Tanarians didn't believe in the Celeset. They had a batch of weird stories instead."
"This place was not built by Tanarians."
"Fine, it was built by the Inarians or whoever. But that means the Inarians believed in the Celeset."
"Perhaps." Gladdic moved closer to the image. "Or perhaps they knew nothing of the Celeset, and saw this event with their own eyes."
Dante cocked his head. There could be no doubt the figure in the painting was Arawn: not only did it physically resemble him—or, at least, it resembled what had been said about Arawn; Dante hadn't seen him in person—but there were various images associated with him integrated into the piece, like a one-eyed dog standing in the trees behind him, and a large black moth with white markings on its head hanging from a tree trunk off to his left.
As for Arawn himself, he wore his black cloak, the hood swept back to reveal a face wrenched in anger. His hand was outthrust and nether spewed from it like invective. It was aimed at another figure, equally tall as Arawn but broader and stronger, like a man who wrestles bears. He was facing Arawn, and so his back was almost fully turned from viewers of the painting. He wasn't wearing his armor or carrying his great weapon, either.
Even so, there was no more mistaking him than there was Arawn.
"Is that other fellow the White Lich?" Blays said.
"His skin's glowing blue," Dante said. "Who else would it be, the village charwoman?"
"Well, it could be a different lich. Maybe our guy became the White Lich by doing the same thing we're trying to do with that guy's lichstone."
Dante looked around them, up at the heights of the ceiling, at the pillars and their paintings. They looked old, but not ancient. Though it was impossible to say how things should age when they'd been sealed up and buried for who knew how long.
"If so, that would mean there have been at least two liches," he said. "Yet in all the time we spent in Tanar Atain, we never heard any stories about such a thing."
"As previously noted, that could be because their rulers repeatedly lied about everything in history. For all we know, there were five hundred liches, and when they were done terrorizing the natives for the day, they liked to come home and unwind by reading each other poetry."
"I think there was just the one lich. And I don't think that's really Arawn—or more accurately, that might be Arawn in the painting, but it wasn't Arawn in real life. It was probably just some sorcerer who they started telling legends about. Like in the Collen Basin, when they thought I was the avatar of Arawn."
"What do you think, Gladdic? You're the expert on this land."
"I do not believe that anyone born outside Tanar Atain can ever become an expert on it. Even those born here rarely grasp the whole truth of their home and its history. It is too mysterious a place for that. But this temple—for that is what I think it is—feels like it holds secrets that even those who know Tanar Atain best have never heard of."
Dante had a look around at the other pillars and walls to make sure they weren't about to walk right past something vital. And to see if there was anything else involving Arawn or the lich. There wasn't, at least not anything that he recognized, and so they hunted about for another staircase.
As Dante moved between two close-set pillars, the floor seemed to shiver, just enough for him to feel it. He shifted his sight to one of the scouts he'd left circling above the clearing to make sure the temple wasn't about to be sucked down into the mud like Blays swallowing an oyster. It was still raining hard, enough so that it had started to wash the mud off the top of the temple, but there didn't look to be any sinking, tilting, or sliding going on. Maybe he'd just imagined it.
There didn't seem to be a staircase, but there was a door in the far wall. Like the entry to the temple, it was engraved with runes. Gladdic read them out loud, but they were just another weird-sounding riddle, so Dante shook his head and swept the wall open. Revealing nothing but more stone. He felt around with his mind, discovering that there was a staircase behind the door. He opened a passage to it and descended the aggravatingly narrow steps.
He didn't know what to make of the next room. As expansive as it was, there was little to it aside from a score of low platforms or altars, each of which bore a single object, almost all of which appeared completely mundane: a blanket, a cooking pot, a bracelet made up of little swamp-snail shells. There was even a pair of shoes, nothing more than a couple pieces of leather-cushioned wood with some straps attached, whose grungy condition looked to be as much from having been used as from the ravages of time.
Only one object looked to have any real value to it, a metal gauntlet with shimmery mottled patterns all over it that suggested it was made of star iron. Just looking at it made Dante suspicious that it was capable of some kind of sorcery. He was extremely tempted to take it with him for study, but he was genuinely convinced this was the kind of place that could lay a curse on you for doing things like that, and the last thing he needed at that moment was to be cursed.
Blays gazed down at the pair of dirty shoes. "What the heck do you make of this?"
"Not sure," Dante said. "Could be the possessions of people sacrificed to this place."
"That's where your mind goes?"
"You asked."
"I should really know better by now."
"This is a temple. Kind of a grim one. Meanwhile these things are up on altars. It's not much of a stretch."
"In that case, why don't we keep moving?"
There was little else in the room besides the altars and they had no trouble finding another rune-encrusted doorway. Dante bypassed it as he had the others and headed down the stairs. The walls of the stairwell were packed from top to bottom with runes. He hoped they wouldn't need to read them to figure out how to attain the source, the light of life, because it would take all day.
At the bottom, he walked out of the staircase and into a forest.
"What?" Blays said. "Are we back outside?"
"An outside with no sun?" Dante said. "And black trees?"
"Oh, so you're saying we're back in Olastar."
Part of Dante's reply had been mere bravado, because the scene in front of them was plenty disorienting. Spindly black trees were scattered around the chamber while not one but two black streams flowed from one side of it to the other. Grass grew from the ground, which wasn't stone, as it yielded underfoot. It was by all accounts a placid meadow, except for the two small problems Dante had referred to: one, it was indoors, and until a few minutes ago had been underground. And two, it was all in shades of shimmering blacks and grays.
"Hello?" Dante took a few steps forward. "Is anyone here?"
"Who are you expecting to be here?" Blays said. "The guardian spirit of the forest?"
"If there is anyone here, it's got to be something like that."
"Good point. I'll keep an eye out for him."
Dante stopped a few feet from one of the trees. It didn't have too many branches, nor too many leaves, almost like it was more of a suggestion of a tree than the real thing. He reached out to it with his mind. He'd already guessed what he would find, but it still came as a surprise.
"It's nether," he said. "All of it. Kind of like how everything in the Mists is ether."
"How is that possible?"
Dante shook his head. "After all we've seen, I'm about ready to just give up on trying to understand what's possible anymore."
He kept the nether close at hand as he moved forward, trying not to touch anything other than the ground underfoot. The air smelled like the shadow of dew on grass. There didn't appear to be any insects or wildlife and there was no wind to stir the leaves, and so the only sound was the pair of gently rustling streams. He came to the first of them and crouched on the bank.
"I feel like we really shouldn't wade into this," he decided.
"Can you part it?" Gladdic said.
"Probably. The real question is if I can part it without it trying to bite me."
Dante stepped back from the bank and cautiously extended his focus into the stream. It felt like regular nether, though there was something about it that he couldn't quite place. Bracing himself, he drew a mental line from one shore to the other, then pulled it apart like a seam. The ground he revealed lay one to two feet lower than the nethereal waters, and was dry.
"Wait until I'm to the other side." He bounced on the balls of his feet, then jogged lightly into the stream bed. Nothing reached out to strike him, and he ran up the opposite bank and backed away from it.
The others followed. The black water on the upstream side was starting to back up, and so Dante withdrew from it, letting it resume course. It was flowing as normal just a few seconds later.
He strode toward the second stream. It flowed in the opposite direction of the first, but otherwise looked and felt the same, and he parted and crossed it just as easily. He could just make out the far wall ahead of them, and made his way to it without encountering anything more threatening than a couple of trees.
It was nothing but blank, unadorned stone. No doorways to be seen. Not even any runes.
Dante felt down through the rock. "This is the bottom of the structure. The source has to be here somewhere."
"Unless it is not," Gladdic said.
"It better be. Or have you forgotten that this was your idea?"
"That does not mean I thought it was certain to work."
They made their way around the perimeter of the chamber, parting the streams again when they came to them. There was nothing on any of the walls. No entrancing lights, either, nor the cavern that such a light was said to have led the White Lich to. With nothing else in the room standing out as worthy of further investigation, Dante headed to the mouth of one of the streams. Its nether seemed to be appearing from nowhere. And where it flowed into the wall, it appeared to be disappearing to nowhere.
Dante rubbed the inner corners of his eyes. "Gladdic, I don't suppose you've heard any stories about a place like this, have you?"
"As you know, one version of the lich's story speaks of a cavern," Gladdic said. "I would assume that before it sank into the swamp, the only part of this temple that was above ground was its entrance, meaning it is the cavern."
"But it didn't say anything about what the lich did in the cavern?"
"Only that the light appeared to him, seemingly on its own. Though in another version—one that makes no mention of a cavern, only a sojourn into the deep swamp—the sorcerer sells his soul to obtain the light." Gladdic raised his voice and called across the chamber. "If that is the price, then let it be known that I will pay it!"
This earned no response except from Blays, who exhaled and sat down on a rock.
Dante reached into his cloak and retrieved the lichstone. "Do we need to activate this in some way?"
"Maybe so," Gladdic said. "But anything we do with it in this place runs some risk of pulling forth the mantle of the lich without meaning to. It is time that I take custody of it."
Dante felt the weight of the stone in his hand another moment, then passed it over to Gladdic. "I'll break my connection to it, then. I wouldn't want it to get…confused."
He severed the link as neatly as he could.
Gladdic drew some nether to him. Despite everything they'd gone through together, including witnessing him summoning dozens of actual demons, it still felt blasphemous to watch a priest of Taim wield the shadows. Gladdic drew them out into dozens of thin strands, then wove them into a lattice full of swoops and curves.
"I used a grid-shaped pattern to access it," Dante said.
"I know what you used," Gladdic said. "I do not believe the specific form of the pattern matters. Only that there is one."
Dante watched skeptically as Gladdic finished his work and guided the delicate sphere (he hadn't even bothered to make it a cylinder) up to the lichstone. While he kept the black threads of the pattern still, he made them glimmer like ether. It made contact with the stone and came to a stop. Dante crossed his arms. Gladdic furrowed his brows at the sphere. With a soft flash, its leading edge began to sink into the lichstone. They both watched intently as the rest of the sphere dissolved beneath the pearly surface of the ether.
"The new layer you're looking at looks chaotic, but it moves in patterns, if you can train yourself to see them," Dante said. "Every now and then, a hole will open in the pattern. When it does, slip the nether in to open the connection."
"Indeed," Gladdic said. "But I am not trying to make a connection to it."
Without having any nether of his own under the surface of the lichstone, Dante couldn't see what Gladdic was doing. "What's happening?"
"Nothing is happening. I am simply observing it."
"Well, if anything starts to go funny—"
"Then I may ask for your advice at that time. Until then, be silent, that I might find what I am searching for."
Blays shook his head at Dante.
Dante was apparently supposed to feel chagrined, but he only felt more annoyed. He was the only one with any experience with the lichstone, after all. And was more skilled with the nether to boot. In fact, there was a real argument that he should be the one attempting to take on the mantle of the lich, not Gladdic. He'd already been a lesser lich. It was almost a sure thing that that would better equip him to resist being overcome by the forces of the stone than someone with no experience with such matters.
Gladdic muttered to himself under his breath and sent a second batch of nether in behind the first. He moved his hand about in slow graceful movements punctuated by sudden savage lunges. The lichstone dimmed. But not in a way that suggested it was diminished. More in the way of an eye narrowing in anger.
Dante glanced to his left. "What was that?"
"What was what?" Gladdic said.
"You didn't feel it?"
"No."
Gladdic hadn't looked up from the stone during this. He was still moving his hand about in fits and starts, but Dante couldn't feel whatever was going on under the surface of the stone. Something else, though, twitched at the very periphery of Dante's consciousness.
"Well did you feel that?" he said.
"I did not, Galand, for I am very intent on not disturbing anything that should not be disturbed. If something is happening beyond the stone, I suggest you investigate it, and ensure that no calamity is about to befall us."
This was rude but true. Dante withdrew, circling widely around Gladdic and the lichstone rather than walking right past them, then headed in the direction of the twitches he'd felt—or thought he'd felt.
Something flashed behind him. He whirled around, but Gladdic looked untroubled by whatever the stone had just done. Meanwhile, something was fluttering around in Dante's senses. It was already fading, but he'd finally gotten a decent line on it, enough to redirect him toward the pair of nethereal streams.
He stopped in front of the nearer of them. The sensation twitched again, hard enough to almost make him twitch, but he could no longer tell which direction it was coming from. Was he standing right on top of it? He felt down into the ground, but felt nothing out of the ordinary (other than the fact the ground was made out of nether, anyway). He looked up. Nothing there either.
He moved several steps upstream, hoping to get a better angle on wherever the sensation was coming from, but the next twitch of it felt like it could have been coming from ahead of him or behind him. He gritted his teeth, gazing at the dark surface of the stream. A stream, he supposed, that could be obscuring whatever it was that he was feeling. He swept the nether to the side, exposing nothing more exciting than some black dirt.
He tried upstream and downstream, to similar worthless results. The nether flowed past in a chorus of ripples. He wondered if he should bother to try exposing the bed of the other stream. He supposed he had nothing better to do. It was only thirty feet away, meandering slightly, practically if not entirely identical to the one he was standing in front of.
Except that it was flowing in the opposite direction.
The twin rivers of Duset were very common in stories and discussions involving Arawn. They were his symbol of the Celeset, after all. And in every instance Dante could recall, they always flowed in the same direction.
He glanced back at Gladdic, of a mind to go discuss it with him, but the old man was in a bad mood, and interrupting him would just make him more annoyed. Unfortunate, because what Dante was about to attempt might possibly cause a disaster of some kind. But there was no other way about it, was there? So Dante reached into the nether of the stream in front of him and pulled it in the other direction.
He was expecting resistance of some kind, perhaps even a violent struggle. But the river of nether happily reversed direction as easily as a snap of the fingers, almost as if it had been waiting for this, and began flowing toward the near wall instead of out of it.
Dante took a step back. Nothing stirred from either the stream he'd just reversed or the one beyond it, and the chamber was as quiet as ever. Glumly, he glanced behind him. Gladdic was still fussing around with the lichstone, to no better effect than Dante's attempts. What were they missing? It certainly felt like they were in the right place. The connection he'd made with the lichstone had all but guaranteed it.
But he was afraid they were in the wrong time: and that the light they searched for had been extinguished a long time ago.
He lowered his gaze to the ground. His shadow stretched out before him. He stared at it, vaguely troubled by it for reasons he couldn't explain. Then he spun around.
Between the twin streams, a ball of light hung in the air. Dante brought the nether to him with a jerk. The light swelled and sharpened.
A shimmer ran down its face. "I am…awake."
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The ball of light was a yard across with a halo around it. It was as pure as the ether, but its surface churned and eddied like the nether, and it slowly expanded and contracted, "breathing" in the same way the shadows did. Sometimes Dante thought he could see a flicker of a face within the light, but then it would shift into a patternless swirl.
"Are you the source?" Dante said. "The light of life?"
The light ignored him, rotating to its left, then rolling back. "We are no longer buried beneath the swamp? How?"
"That was my doing. Were you trapped here?"
Drawn by the glow, Gladdic and Blays had run to join Dante. They drifted to a stop to either side of him.
"What'd you do?" Blays said.
"Is that it?" Gladdic said.
"I don't know yet," Dante said. "But whatever it is, it can talk."
"Trapped," the light said. There was a strange buzz to its speech, like it had three or four voices instead of one and they were all slightly out of sync. "Yes, I was trapped."
"Then I'm glad we were able to free you. And I hope you're what—or I should say who—we've been searching for."
"You lifted all of this free of the mud? How?"
"I am a sorcerer. I know how to manipulate the earth. That's how I could feel your temple was buried here, and that's how I unburied it."
"Sorcerer." The light rippled. It turned slowly to its right, then its left. "There is something wrong."
"We're not here to do you harm. We're here to—"
The ball jerked around to face him. "No. There is something wrong with the world."
"You can tell that? From in here?"
"You can't?"
"This is the only place we've been to in the last few weeks where it wasn't immediately obvious. Our arrival here is no coincidence. Rale is under siege by the entity known as Nolost. In a matter of days, he will finish tearing the world apart. To prevent this, we need to take on the power of…" He paused: he had no idea what this thing's relationship had been with the lich, if they'd had one at all. "…a being who is no longer with us. We believe we need your help to do that."
"You believe?"
"In large part, we're working off very old stories. Ones we're not at all sure are true." Dante motioned to the lichstone in Gladdic's hand. "But that was once a part of the being, and it led us here."
The ball of light rotated toward Gladdic. It contracted slightly. "Then he is dead."
"If such a being can ever truly die," Gladdic answered.
"How is it that you came to possess his drogor?"
Gladdic didn't hesitate. "We are the ones who killed him."
The ball contracted further. Dante gripped the nether.
"I was sure that he would one day enslave all creation," it said.
"He nearly did," Gladdic said. "Before the arrival of the entity, the Eiden Rane was the deadliest foe any of us had ever faced."
"How did you kill him?"
"With this." Blays got the rod from his belt. "The—"
"Oh. The spear of the gods. I had thought that would do it. But I thought your kind had lost the knowledge to cross over to the godsrealm."
"Yeah, we had to figure that one out too," Dante said. "Ironically, we might never have done so if the lich hadn't started using portals to try to destroy us. Am I wrong, or are you sounding like you wanted him destroyed?"
"More than anything. He betrayed me—and he betrayed Arawn."
Dante choked on his own saliva. While he was recovering, Gladdic said, "The White Lich was created by Arawn?"
"He wasn't supposed to be. He was supposed to be something much different. That was what made it a betrayal."
"The Eiden Rane brought about the most important change in my life. One that returned me to the ways of the gods after I had led myself down a false path. Yet for all I have learned of him, I still feel as though I do not know how he came to be in the first place. If you know that tale, I would hear it."
The ball of light considered this. "I'm not sure that Arawn would want me to tell you that."
"We're the ones who cleaned up his little problem here," Dante said. "I think we deserve to know what caused it."
"You are arrogant to make that demand of me. You wouldn't do so if you understood what I was."
"I'm also the one who just freed you from your prison."
The ball expanded a little. Dante hoped this was a sign of dissipating tension, like letting out a long breath.
"You say you want to take on the power of the lich," it said.
"I wouldn't say we want to. But we have no other choice."
"I hope that's true, because if you try this, it will go badly for you, nothing will turn out like you hope, everything will become worse and more cruel." The light's voice was even enough, but when it flickered, it revealed a fleeting glimpse of a face stony with anger. "But maybe if you hear his story, you'll be less likely to commit the same betrayal he did."
"We lost so much fighting him. Surely that will help prevent us from becoming like him."
"I don't think that will make any difference at all. The power you want to take on, it isn't vulnerable to reason or sentiment. But I will tell you of it anyway. That way, when you do succumb to it, you will know exactly how you've failed—and know that you were no better than he was."
Dante tried not to let any of his exasperation leak out onto his face, and though he had a few different things he wanted to reply with, he held his tongue as well, reminding himself it was usually better to keep quiet and get what you want than to speak out and win the argument while losing the prize.
"The events I am to tell you of are the events of a time long past," the ball of light said. "I don't know how long ago, because I don't know how long I've been here. But it would have been many of your lifetimes ago. Long enough ago to have lost every memory of it. For even legends can be worn down to nothing by the rough grinding of time. Those mountains, those peaks that overlook the swamps: they were once no more than a few hills."
"The raising of the Woduns," Blays said. "We do know about that one, in fact."
"Then you know of the Days of the Terrors from the Depths? Maybe I have nothing to tell you after all."
"Never even heard of such a thing. The business about the Woduns was lost until we rediscovered it, too. Had to travel to several different lands and kill a bunch of people just to learn the truth. Hard to imagine how word of a gigantic new mountain range goes missing, but all kinds of stuff from back then seems to have been lost. Almost makes me think it was lost on purpose."
The light rotated up and down, nodding. "You're not wrong. The losses happened in part because the chaos of the time left many records burned, and many record-keepers killed. But they also happened because the events of that age were covered up and lied about to prevent anything like it from happening again. Especially something as cataclysmic as the lifting of the Woduns.
"Many were killed immediately with the raising and ripping of the land. Many more were killed in the months after when the clouds of dust and ash choked the sky and smothered the crops. And yet more were killed in the years after, when their homelands transitioned from places they had known and worked for centuries to things altogether foreign and unknown. I am told this land was much different then, though I wasn't yet here. From grass and streams and grazing beasts to murky waters filled with monsters that seemed to spring up from nowhere. Many left it, seeking less hostile lives. But others were drawn to it by rumors of secrets and treasure.
"Silver—even gold—gleamed in the cracks of the new hills that stood on the fringe of the new swamps. Many came to mine it, building whole towns where not a single home had stood before. But warlords soon came to take it for themselves, driving the settlers and miners down into the swamps, to make new lives where no one else wanted to. They thrived there, and it wasn't long before villages grew into towns, and towns into cities.
"But things other than silver and gold had been unburied by the upheaval. Vile beings had been sealed away underground in a much earlier age. For a long time after being freed, they stayed hidden, preying on those who hiked too high into the hills in search of metals, growing their numbers, reacclimating themselves to life on the surface. But with each year, they grew hungrier. Just as the people of the swamps looked ready to emerge from the long apocalypse that had enfolded all the world, and begin their golden age, the demons sprang forth.
"The warlords of the hills had hired sorcerers early on, and had since developed orders of them to protect their hoards. But they knew nothing of what they faced, and were overrun before they knew what was upon them, and all of the forts and their mines were slaughtered.
"When the demons had eaten their fill, they descended to the swamps. Even though these were much harder to travel, and swarming with creatures dangerous enough to pose some threats to them, the invaders advanced almost as swiftly as they had through the hills. But the Inarians, as they had come to call themselves, had something the warlords hadn't: the sorcerer Bade.
"Bade was skilled, especially for his age. But Bade wasn't liked. He had no master, and all Inarian sorcerers were supposed to have masters. He didn't even have a wife, and even young Inarian sorcerers were supposed to have wives, or husbands, in hopes they would produce more offspring like them. All he had was his twin brother Wate, who was also a sorcerer, though not as talented, and his aging mother.
"But Bade's isolation is what saved the Inarians—because if he'd had masters and oversight, he would never have been allowed to experiment in the wicked arts, which he'd been doing ever since hearing rumors of the dark stirrings in the hills. As the enemy advanced into the swamps, he tracked down a lone demon, and with the wicked arts, he slew it.
"When the high sorcerers saw what he'd done, they begged him to teach them what he knew. He did without hesitation, but as his own skills developed in battle, he remained the best of them. Within days, the Inarians were fighting back in earnest, and more demons fell to them than in all the fighting for the hills. Still, it wasn't enough—there weren't enough of them, and there were too many of the enemy. They had slowed defeat. But defeat was still coming. Bade could see it as clearly as the streams that fed down from the hills."
The ball of light rippled in a way that suggested it was thinking or remembering. "That was why he abandoned the fighting. The others thought he was fleeing, and cursed him as a coward and a traitor to his people, but he wasn't running away. He was traveling to the wilds of the swamp where he'd built a shrine to Arawn, and there it was that he shed his blood on the altar and prayed for deliverance. Most of his people were pagans, forgetting the true ways as they migrated first to the hills of gold, and then back into the swamps of muck, but Bade had studied widely on his own, and had taught himself the path of the Celeset, and believed.
"To Arawn, he asked for aid. He asked for any means for his people, who had persevered through so much else, to be allowed to survive the scourge of the demons. Arawn listened to his words, thought on them, and then answered: he would send Bade help."
"It sounds like you mean he spoke to Bade directly," Dante said.
"He did," the light nodded.
"And then gave him direct aid, too?! I haven't heard of any credible cases of true intervention since the days of the Cycle. Even then, it was very rare."
"Arawn had already been watching the Inarians, and the things that had crawled forth from the cracks in the earth. For they were the long-lost children of an age that had died so long ago that no person, culture, or tradition on Rale even remembered it."
"You're talking about that other batch of demons?" Blays said. "The ones the vain sorcerers made that then turned on the sorcerers and killed almost everyone on the planet eleventy thousand years ago?"
The ball swiveled to face Blays. "But all memory of that time has been buried, for a time that feels long even to the gods."
"We got a look into the past during an earlier trip here. Didn't look like a very fun time to be alive."
"It was a very sad one. Especially for Arawn, who knew the nether was to blame—along with the ambitions of the mortals who had wielded it to such ends. He saw what was happening in the hills and the swamps, and he didn't think it was just for the Inarians to suffer for deeds done by different people aeons before their time. And it wasn't just the Inarians who would suffer. Arawn foresaw that if they fell, all the rest of the world would soon fall to the demons as well. With the world so weakened in the aftermath of the Woduns, he feared all humanity would be exterminated. That was what made Arawn decide to intervene even though the gods had long withdrawn from direct contact with their creations.
"Even so, what he gave to Bade wouldn't guarantee the Inarians victory. The gods rarely work that way. If that was all Arawn wanted, he would have simply sent his own hosts to fight the war. But his gift was enough to grant them the possibility of victory, or at least survival. While the Inarians fought their foes, retreating across the swamps and bleeding more with every battle, Arawn worked for three days on the weapon he would offer Bade. What he came up with was something entirely new, meant to fare especially well against the nethereal nature of the demons: an alternate form of ether, almost a hybrid form of it, that bore some qualities of nether as well, letting it more readily pierce the defenses the demons bore against sorcery.
"When he was finished, he sent a light to Bade, and the light told him to get his brother Wate and follow it to the Vault of Salvation. There, if they proved their wisdom and skill, they would be able to claim Arawn's new weapon for themselves.
"The brothers left the battle and hurried here to the vault. But they found the entrance was shut to them. To open it, they had to answer the Riddle of Rainfall, which Wate managed to do after realizing all the world mirrored the nether itself, and was built in its image. They entered the vault and descended into the Hall of Memory. But there the door was locked as well. This time it was Bade who achieved the Feat of Reason, delivering them to the Hall of Emptiness.
"The doorway there stymied them for no less than twelve hours. Just as Bade was ready to curse Arawn and abandon the vault, he had an idea, and he and Wate worked together to overcome the Task of the Knife's Edge. Having just endured the Task yourself, you must understand how relieved they must have been when the last door finally opened."
"Yes, the Task of the Knife's Edge," Dante said. "I don't even want to talk about that one."
The ball of light rolled up and down in the air. "The brothers came at last to the Hall of Light. Well-studied as he was, Bade saw immediately that the flow of Duset was false, and he corrected it: and this freed me from the shadows.
"I congratulated them on having proved themselves worthy of the power that I guarded, and then delivered Arawn's message: if they took on the Light of Life, and returned to the battle to fight side by side, they might yet save their people from the demons. Together, they swore to do so.
"Wate kneeled. I offered him the light, and he took it upon himself. His being glowed and his body grew and his face shined with the peace of strength. When he stood it was as one who had become something part mortal and part something more. Bade then kneeled. I offered him the light, and he took it upon himself. His being glowed and his body grew—but his face snarled with the thirst of power.
"He turned on his brother then, his twin, lashing out with the light. He had always been more clever and more potent in his sorcery, and when it was finished, Wate lay dead, and Bade had taken all of the light into himself. With it, he became something beyond mortal. So much so that his original body could no longer contain what he now was. It lay curled on the floor next to his brother, as if both of them were dead, slain by this strange monster that stood before me.
"I cried out and told the figure that he had doomed himself. He rose to his great height, looked down on me, and smiled. Then he walked away. The first thing he did was hurry home to secure his original body somewhere safe. But his mother was there waiting for him and his brother to return. Despite the great change in him, she knew at once that it was Bade, as well as what he'd done, and she screamed it out to him and told him to leave.
"In his coldness and his fury, Bade reached out his hand, and drew the light out from within her, bringing it to himself. What remained of her then was something no more human than the body of himself he carried in his arms. She was a servant, mindless, bound to die in pursuit of her master's will."
"His own mother?" Blays said. "She was the first of the Blighted?"
"She was," the light said quietly. "Seeing the void in her eyes, knowing nothing but hunger and hate, the White Lich discarded the last part of himself that had been Bade. He gathered her possessions and he brought them here, turning the Hall of Emptiness into a shrine for her—or perhaps a shrine to what he had become. Then, to ensure that no one else could ever find the light and take it on to challenge his rule, he sank the Vault of Salvation into the swamp, where no one could ever find it but him.
"With his safety preserved, he returned to the battle. With his new powers, he found that he was strong enough to stand against the demons, and he soon destroyed them to the last. In this, he had ended the threat to all the peoples of the world, and made Arawn's will real. But what he had become made him an even greater menace to his own people, who he claimed and Blighted mercilessly.
"But his own ambitions were too much for him. The sorcerers, including many he'd trained for battle himself, discovered a way to neutralize him. Then they imprisoned him, just as he had done to me."
The sphere dimmed momentarily.
"And you've been here this whole time?" Blays said. "Didn't it ever occur to Arawn to, uh, I mean…"
"Release me? After the way Bade betrayed him, he vowed never to interfere in the affairs of mortals again. To let them do as they would, and suffer the consequences for every one of their mistakes. I did not enjoy his decision, but I accepted it. And before his voice left me, he said something of great consolation. He said he believed that if I were to stay here, then there might still come the day when the light might be used to right the wrong that had been done in this land."
"I don't know if we're what he had in mind," Dante said. "But we might just do the trick, whatever your doubts of us."
"If the light is still here," Gladdic said, "can we not set aside the lichstone altogether, and take on the light itself?"
"Not possible," said the ball of light. "What was left of it has faded too much over the centuries. But there should be more than enough to transfer the mantle of the stone to you."
"Yet you believe that if I attempt it, I will succumb to the lure of the light just as Bade did."
"Are you a saint?"
"Far from it."
"Then I don't see how you will fare any different."
"Nevertheless, it is what must be done. We shall see if my desires for power and rule are as dead as they feel in my heart."
The light tilted to the side, as if unsure what to make of this statement, then reoriented itself. "If things continue as they are now, I will cease to exist alongside the rest of you soon enough. Then why not put the light to use one last time? Even if it can only repeat its tragedy."
Gladdic inclined his head. "We should not burn any more time. If you are ready, then so am I."
"I will need to tell you of the process. But there is something that must be discussed before that." The light shifted toward Dante and Blays. "If the light brings forth his darkness, he will try to kill you, just as Bade slaughtered his own family. You must be prepared to destroy him, as you did the White Lich."
"I would hope the gods' sense of humor isn't so cruel as to turn Gladdic into our friend while we fought the lich together, only to make us kill him as the lich." Blays drew the rod from his belt and expanded it to the full brightness of the spear. "But I'll be ready."
"Very good." It swiveled back toward Gladdic, its ether roiling about like stirred waters. "If you used the stone to find your way here, then you must know how it functions."
"I would not go that far," Gladdic said. "But we did discover that its outer layers are ether that acts much like nether, just as you described the light of life."
"That is correct. To bring the light of the stone within yourself, then, you must bridge this light with its opposite."
"Nether that acts like ether. But that is how we accessed the stone in the first place. That only allowed us to form a connection to it. There was no flow of light from it to us."
"That is because you didn't provide the spark that lights the fire: ether, acting as ether. I will do so using my own light. The moment I do so, the light of the lichstone will then begin to flow into you. But you must guide it carefully. It will seek to go straight to your shadow-heart."
"My shadow-heart?"
"The nether you keep at your core, and that you carry with you until death."
"We call that nether a trace, after the trace of it left behind when a person dies. But I think I prefer your version."
"You must stop it from reaching your shadow-heart, your trace. For if it does, it will replace it, and you will become something unrecognizable from the person I'm now speaking to."
"Then I will not let it reach what it seeks. Is that all that I must do?"
The ball made a buzzing sound. Laughter. "That is only the beginning. Once all of the lichstone's light has transferred to you, you must integrate it with yourself so that it flows in harmony throughout your body, much as the nether within you already does. But that is only the physical process. Spiritually, you must resist all the temptations it raises within you. All of the despair it will provoke you with. It will insist that the only way to resist the darkness is to seize the great power before you and wield it beyond all human judgment and morality. But if you can reorder your body while holding your mind fast, you will find that you have taken on the mantle of the lich—while preserving what is you."
"Is there more?"
"You will find that that is more than enough."
"Then let us begin."
Gladdic closed his eyes and bowed his head, praying—Dante didn't know if the priest still sent his prayers to Taim, or had switched them to a less hostile god—then held out his hand palm-up. Shadows climbed from it like smoke from a fire. As they twisted and writhed, he took hold of them one by one and wove them together. But that implied there was some level of artistry or craft to the process: instead, Gladdic appeared to have been taken possession by a malevolent spirit and driven mad, for he was just lobbing the strings of shadows at each other, or wrapping them haphazardly around each other until they were hideously knotted.
There was no expression to be read from the ball of light, and thus no way to tell if it approved of this process, or if it also thought Gladdic had gone as insane as he appeared. With the nether an unholy mess of tangles, Gladdic snapped his hand to the side. The entire thing sprung outward like a divine revelation, transforming in a single movement into a beautiful and perfect interlacing of black threads, as if an angelic spider had spun a web not in two dimensions, but three.
As the ball of light glowed a little brighter—approval?—Gladdic floated the design toward himself and sank it into his chest. "I am ready."
The ball unfurled a tendril of ether. Rather than the cold purity the light normally shined with, this was warm and bewitching. As it spiraled through the air toward Gladdic, he fetched the lichstone from a pocket of his robes and held it in his palm.
Gladdic took a long breath as the light of life approached him. It came to a stop in the air between the lichstone and Gladdic's chest. With a flash, it disappeared.
Gladdic gasped, spine stiffening like a post. The lichstone flared violently. Gladdic's knuckles whitened around it. A beam of perfect light arose from the surface of the stone, then bent toward Gladdic—and pierced his chest.
He gave a muffled cry, then steeled himself, shuddering as the light passed from the lichstone to him. He scowled. Dante felt the nether moving within him.
"That was well done," the ball of light said. "It had almost found a way past you."
"It acted even more quickly than I expected," Gladdic said. "But I believe I have thwarted it."
His breathing evened out as he took on more light. He appeared to be right about having thwarted its efforts to replace his trace, too, for a full minute passed without any apparent troubles.
"I've been dying to ask," Blays said quietly to the ball of light. "What exactly are you?"
"I am the light of life," it answered.
"I'd put together that much. But are you alive? Like a person?"
"I don't know what it's like to be a person."
"Most of us have a pretty hard time with it, too. But you were created? By Arawn?"
"Humans were also created by the gods."
"A really, really long time ago. Enough that I'm starting to wonder if we're the same creatures as we were back then, or if we've wandered away from the gods' vision as much as the Mists have. Anyway, I just get the sense that you're different. You could say my first clue was that you're a talking ball of light."
"I have a mind," it said. "I can think, and speak, and act. There are some things you've said that are very strange to me, but I think I've understood most of it. But I can't tell you what I am, or how much I am like or unlike humans. Outside of Bade and Wate, you are the only humans I've ever met."
"A fratricide, his victim, and the three of us. That's some rough company."
Dante had been keeping both eyes on Gladdic, but nothing had changed other than the lichstone getting a little dimmer.
"So you know Arawn," Dante said.
"I knew him once," the light said. "I haven't seen or spoken to him since the lich was first locked away."
"What is he like?"
It made a chiming noise. "Mostly, he is removed. He is a man who likes to create forms of order that can sustain themselves, and then step away from them. That is his favorite thing of all: when a system attains enough internal order that it requires no tinkering or correction from outside."
"Then what does he think of Rale?"
"He thinks enough of it to have wanted to save it."
"In the days of the lich, maybe," Dante said. "But the end is much closer now than it ever was then, and I don't see him doing anything to stop it."
The ball of light pulsed slowly. "I wouldn't be so sure of that. If the gods are working against you, yet you are still here, it seems certain that other gods are working for you as well. Possibly in ways you'll never know about."
"Let us hope."
The lichstone was now so dim it would barely be enough to read by. Gladdic remained focused—intensely so—but the few movements he made weren't panicked. He was whispering to himself as he worked. Or maybe he was whispering to the stone.
The lichstone went dark. Gladdic lurched forward, grasping his hand out for balance. Dante took one long step toward him, nether in hand, but Gladdic had already righted himself.
"Did it work?" Dante said.
Breathing deeply, Gladdic turned about. His face and hand glowed with a pale blue-tinged light. He worked his throat, but the sounds that came out were unintelligible.
"Are you all right?"
"I…am." Breathing hard, Gladdic lifted his head. His eyes were two different shades of blue: one as pale as a spring sky, the other as deep as the open sea. "I am…alive."
"Something's wrong," the light said. "The lichstone—it should stay dark."
The last time Dante had looked at it, it had been dark, as dead as any other lump of stone. Now, though, a sharp white light shined within it.
"What does that mean?" he said.
"He's turned," the light buzzed. "You have to kill him. You have to kill him now!"
"Gladdic?" Dante edged back and brought the nether to hand. "Gladdic, do you know who I am?"
"I know who you are, Galand."
"Are you still you?"
The old man laughed. "I have become more than I have ever imagined."
He stood, smiling coldly, and took a step toward Dante. His eyes were as blank as frosted panes of glass. Dante shaped the nether into a score of bolts and prepared to let them loose.
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"Stay right there," Dante said. "Do you hear me, Gladdic?"
"He might wear your friend's face, and claim his name," the light said. "But that is not Gladdic!"
"Blays?" Dante said.
"He's acting strange for sure." Blays held the Spear of Stars, but hadn't yet pointed it at Gladdic. "But what's he supposed to be acting like?"
"You must listen to me!" the light said. "You must destroy him!"
Gladdic advanced another step toward Dante. Dante lifted his hand, sending the bolts of nether swarming around it. "Gladdic! Stay where you are! Stay right where you are or—"
Gladdic began to take another stride, then rocked backwards like he'd just bounced into a wall. Dante backed away. The blue-white light seeping from Gladdic's skin brightened and his form grew blurry, as though ensconced in thick mist. He seemed to leap to both the left and the right, then slowly recohered. As the two images became one, the lichstone flashed brighter than the sun.
Dante reeled away blind, trying not to fall over. He sent the nether to his eyes, but even with its help, it was a few seconds before he could see again. When his vision cleared, Gladdic was lying on the ground, motionless.
A node of ether hung in the air beside the old man. It stretched upward and downward, touching the floor as it climbed above their heads. Both the upper and lower ends forked into two branches. With a surge, the X-shaped light became a skeleton. A ripple passed down it, clothing it in flesh. A second ripple covered flesh in skin. The next ripple sheathed skin in armor and clothes.
These were ripped and tattered. As were his skin and flesh: a third of his face was bare bone, as was his left hand, and his lower back was nothing more than exposed spine. His body was emaciated, and as tall as he was, it looked like he could snap in half at any moment.
Still, despite all of this, Dante knew at once what he was looking at.
"Bade!" the light of life wailed.
Dante slung the nether at the enemy. The White Lich grimaced and knocked it aside with a wave of his hand.
"You tried to take my power for yourself," he said. "But such power is mine alone." He conjured a great cloud of ether and sent it scorching toward Dante.
The Spear of Stars crackled with light as Blays leaped between them. The ether bent toward him, spinning in tight circles around the spear before getting sucked into the purestone.
"Maybe it slipped your mind that we already killed you once," Blays said. "And you look a lot less sprightly than the last time we did it."
He swung the spear at the lich, unleashing the ether he'd just absorbed. The lich had been concocting a second attack but was forced to divert it into countering the one Blays had just sent at him. The air filled with a blizzard of disintegrating ether.
"Bade," the ball of light called. "You don't understand what you're doing! You mustn't fight them!"
"I must kill that which would kill me," the lich answered. "And I must have my revenge."
He burst through the storm of ether. Blays was waiting for him, and jabbed at an exposed patch of his chest. The lich had found a stout blade for himself, though—it appeared to be the head of his glaive, meaning that it was only short in comparison to his own towering height—and he swung it in the path of the spear.
The two weapons met with the clang of steel on ice. The lich's blade bounced backward, but stayed intact. With his left hand, he shot a blast of ether past Blays at Dante. Blays sprung at him, driving the spear forward, and the lich leaped backward, bending out of the way of the attack.
They were right upon each other. Close enough that when the Eiden Rane fired off a quick volley of ether at Blays, one of the white bolts was able to slip past the spear. It clipped Blays on the shoulder. He grunted and fell back.
Dante was still fighting off the lich's attack on him: though he was clearly diminished from the heights of his power, he was still a terrifyingly adept sorcerer, stronger than anyone Dante had ever seen outside of the actual gods, and it took all Dante's talent to snuff out all of the ether. Blays, in the meantime, had had to scuttle back several steps, taking simple jabs at the lich to keep him at bay as blood soaked his shoulder.
"Bade, you were chosen by Arawn!" the light spoke to the Eiden Rane. "This was supposed to be his temple—and yours. The man who would save humanity!"
"I saved humanity from the demons just as I was asked to," said the White Lich. His voice still had its coppery, crystalline quality, but it was much hoarser, as ragged as his clothes. "But Arawn did not see far enough. I meant to reforge his mortals into something greater than the flawed and weak beings they had become."
He unleashed another hellish blaze of ether on Blays, who had to dance backwards, twirling the spear's tip in tight circles, practically one-handed, to gather up the attack and redirect it to the purestone. Before the lich could hammer at Dante again, Dante send a smudge of shadows skimming over the ground toward Blays. He feared the spear would swallow them up as well, but either it somehow could tell they weren't hostile, or it was too busy protecting Blays from the front to do anything about them. He sent them to Blays' shoulder and smoothed over the wound.
The purestone pulsed with captured ether. With a yell, Blays slung all of it at the lich, then charged forward and leaped into the air. The lich had just thrown more ether at the light that Blays had launched at him, but as Blays fell toward him, he shifted the ether to an assault on Blays instead, hoping to disable or kill him before he could land his blow. Bolts of unblocked ether tore into the lich's already-shredded body. It swirled madly around the spear, too, but none was able to slip past. Blays slammed the spear into the lich's chest.
The lich staggered backward, assaulting Blays with so much ether Blays had to retreat to allow the Spear of Stars to absorb it all. The lich pressed a hand to his wound, reeling to the side. The glow of his skin flickered.
Dante jogged forward, hurling nether at the lich's ethereal attack while keeping one eye on Blays. He had recovered somewhat from the raising of the temple, but his strength was still depleted. They would have to press the advantage and end this now. As soon as Blays had absorbed enough ether to whip it back at the lich, Dante rerouted his nether to the enemy.
Black and white light popped through the room as the White Lich fought frantically to defend himself. A handful of strikes made it through, punching into his ghoulish body.
"I don't know how you got out here," Blays said. "But we're going to put you right back into that stone."
He edged forward, spear ready for another strike. The lich continued to reel to his right, toward the first of the two streams. Well before he reached the first of them, he surged forward, rushing ahead with impossibly long, fast strides. Before Dante could make sense of what he was doing, the lich fell upon the ball of light, snatching it up in his hand.
"Bade!" yelled the light. "Release me!"
"You were created to serve me," said the Eiden Rane. "And I will see that you do."
The light strobed erratically. Ether streamed from it and up the lich's skeletal hand, spiraling along his arm. Spectral steam wafted from him as the light sank into his body. The wound Blays had punched into his chest began to close, along with several of the smaller perforations opened by bolts of ether and nether.
"I was not created to serve you," the light spat. "I was created to serve what you should have been. You are not a god!"
Blays had ran to catch up to the lich, but as he got near enough to slow down and take on his guard, the lich stopped him in his tracks with a blast of ether.
"I may not yet be a god," the lich said. "But I was on the brink of becoming one. After all, the gods themselves were not always gods."
He tore apart Dante's barrage of shadows with one hand while squeezing more ether from the light of life with the other. The last of his wounds webbed over with ether.
"But I will not become a god of the old order," the lich continued. "Instead I will become something new. Something with the clarity to see where my designs have gone wrong, and the will to correct them no matter the cost."
Dante had been bludgeoning him with nether, but the lich shredded it apart as easily as Dante would walk through a cobweb. The light of life flickered, crushed in the lich's hand, which had regrown the flesh but not yet the skin on two fingers. The lich began to laugh.
"We have to stop him!" Dante called. "Before he recovers his strength!"
He jogged forward, cutting the time the lich would have to react to his attacks—and in turn cutting the time he would have to react to the lich. As he launched his assault, ether flared from behind him. Gladdic lay on the ground propped up on the stump of his arm, his hand outstretched toward the lich. As the last of the light flew from his palm, he collapsed unconscious.
Blays drew back the spear like a fishing rod, then whipped it forward, discharging all the ether he'd caught in the purestone. He sprinted in directly behind it. The lich grunted, falling back as he fought to knock down all three assaults at once. Stray bolts peppered his body. Overwhelmed, all but lost in the spray of colliding sorcery, he couldn't spare any nether to drive Blays back with.
As Blays slashed at him with the spear, he struck out with his blade. With a crisp ping, Blays knocked the weapon from his hand; stung, the lich pivoted away. As he turned his other side toward Blays, Blays gave the spear a backhanded twitch. It sliced into the lich's hand, severing two fingers, one skeletal and one fleshed. The light of life fell from the lich's grasp and fluttered toward the nethereal stream.
"Time to die," Blays said.
The lich turned and fled.
Blays yelled out in surprise and chased after him. Fearing a trap, Dante bolted forward, throwing nether at the White Lich's back. The shadows came reluctantly. He forced more into his hands anyway. The lich disappeared into the doorway to the stairs before Dante could aim them at him.
Blays slowed, letting Dante catch up some before passing through the doorway. Dante swore and tried to run even faster. The stairwell flashed with ether as he entered. Blays said nothing, so he'd either been saved by the spear, or struck dead on the spot. Dante leaped up the steps, catching sight of Blays unleashing a wave of stolen ether from his weapon.
The lich smashed apart the side of the stairwell, sending hunks of rock hurtling down at them. Dante swept his hand to the side and softened them to mud. He ducked his head as it spattered down on his back. As they reached the landing to the next floor, the lich tore down the doorway in front of them, damming it with rubble. But Dante dissolved this just as easily, slipping a couple of times as he rushed after the lich.
"I'm not sure what you think you're going to find out there," Blays yelled. "You already murdered everyone in the whole damn swamp!"
The lich was faster than them, but he'd forgotten where the next door was and had to change course, letting them gain enough ground for Dante to harass the enemy with nether. He didn't waste much—there was no hope of killing him until Blays was in spear range—but it was just enough to slow the lich as he defended himself.
The lich didn't bother to smash down the next doorway when he passed through it, but he did spray some ether down the stairs at Blays.
"My power was never yours or your frail friend's to wield." The lich's icy, cracking voice echoed through the stairwell. "It was crafted by Arawn to fit me. Only my hands can command it!"
He leaped up the steps three at a time, gaining ground on them. He burst into the room of the painted pillars and bounded toward the far doorway.
"I'm not sure if you've noticed," Blays said. "But he's going to get away!"
Dante thought about knocking a pillar down in front of him, but he feared that might drop the ceiling on all of them. But he could do something with the floor. He cast his mind ahead of him. As the lich's right foot touched down, Dante softened the stone beneath it into mud. The lich's foot plunged into it and Dante hardened it back into rock.
The lich swung forward like a hammer. This would have shattered a normal man's leg, but though he grunted in pain, the lich's bones held firm. He righted himself, planted his left leg, and pushed. Dante tried to liquefy the ground under that foot as well, but the lich was ready for him. He shoved Dante out of the nether there and then shoved his way from of the trap, stone cracking as he pulled his leg free.
Blays shouted in frustration as the Eiden Rane dashed forward just before he could close with the spear. The lich tossed some ether behind him, but it popped and fizzled into a blinding cloud before the spear could draw it into its stone. Dante knew it was harmless, just meant to confuse and distract them, but he couldn't help holding his breath as he ran through the twinkling fog.
He emerged in time to watch the lich start up the staircase to the temple entry. Dante followed, but they were falling behind again. He felt ahead of the lich into the stone, meaning to pull it shut across the stairwell, but the lich felt what he was doing and blew it apart with a twitch of ether.
The echo of the lich's heavy footsteps ceased—he'd gotten outside. He had enough of a lead that Dante wasn't sure they'd ever seen him again, but when he and Blays scrambled out into the grim, damp vista atop the temple, the White Lich was standing at its edge, gazing out at the swamp.
He turned and fixed his shifting blue eyes on Dante. "You raised it from the waters?"
"It's no wonder no one ever found it," Dante said. "But we've gotten pretty good at unearthing old secrets."
"I suppose I should thank you for releasing me. But it was a strange experience, my time in the stone. I had a great deal of time to think. Such thoughts are different when you don't have a body. They become more transcendent. Less tied to the irrelevant details of the day and the place you happen to exist within. After a while I began to be able to see the future unfolding in my thoughts. Soon after that I learned not only how to see the future, but how to feel it. The texture and the taste of it.
"What I saw of that future was as bleak as grimstone. A world of death and decay and despair. I can feel it in the air right now. It will not be long before I am the only man that still walks this earth. I see this lasting for a very long time. Possibly for all eternity.
"Yet as I dwelled on this fate, another feeling came to me. The feeling that I could not stop what was coming but that I could find a way to rebuild from the desolation. The more I thought on this the more certain I became of it. The solution stood like a mountain before me but I ascended more of it with each day. It was not long before I looked up and saw the summit.
"That was just two days ago. Minutes ago, I was pulled from the stone—and its clarity was lost to me. As was the solution I had discovered. In your arrogance to claim my power for yourself you have robbed me of finding the way out from the doom that lies before us. You will soon die. You will die, and when you do, I want what I have just told you to be the last thought you have.
"Farewell. We will not meet again."
He turned and stepped off the edge of the temple.
Even with the knowledge that the lich was far beyond mortal, seeing him step into the void from such a great height made Dante yell out in surprise. He ran across the roof, stopping well short of the edge in case he slipped on the wet stone.
The swamp was astir with the falling rain, meaning there were no ripples to tell where the lich might have gone. Yet as murky as it was, Dante could still make out a faint blue-white glow swimming beneath the surface toward the cover of the trees beyond the clearing. He sent three of his undead flies to follow the lich, though Dante suspected the lich would detect and destroy them if they got close enough to see him beneath the trees.
Blays watched from beside him. "Did our last hope just throw itself off a sixty-foot temple?"
"We've done crazier things ourselves," Dante said.
"Well, I'm not about to try it myself. So stop staring and build us a staircase down from here."
"There's no point. Even if we could catch him, my power's almost exhausted and Gladdic might be dying."
"But we'll lose him!"
"No we won't. He just absorbed half the light of life. We'll use that to track him."
"Even if we know where he is, that won't help us if he keeps moving. We've only got so much time to run him down."
"Then we'll have to trust in the gods. But I don't think he'll keep running for long."
"What makes you so sure?"
"Because even after draining so much of the light of life, he was still beat to hell. Compared to how strong he used to be, I think he's feeling skittish. Maybe even outright scared. He'll want to undo his weakness as quickly as he can."
"By Blighting a bunch of people?"
"Yep."
"Then we'd better really hope that he didn't kill everyone here the first time. Otherwise he'll have to travel all the way to Alebolgia—and we'll run out of time."
After watching a few moments longer, they hurried back down through the temple to the bottom floor. Gladdic was awake but remained sitting on the shadowy grass, taking sips from his water skin. Dante explained what had just happened.
"Then what is to be done next?" Gladdic said.
"It seems plain to me. We run down the lich and we kill him. Then I'll try to take on his mantle instead."
"You will do what I could not."
"I'll try. But if I'm going to have any hope of doing so, I need to know what just happened."
"There is little to tell, in part because I do not know how it should have been done instead. I felt the light entering me. Its glory. Its might. It had the elegance of the ether yet the liveliness of the nether. I felt a sense of completion—I knew that it was done, and that I indeed wore the mantle." He blinked, gazing into the distance. "But then I felt his presence awakening in the stone and working to fight free of it. I tried to stop it, to push him back inside and seal him away once more, but he was too much to stand against. Even so—I might have stood a chance."
"But?"
"At the height of the struggle, he whispered to me a promise that if I were to let him free, he would still make me his equal. I did not give in to this, but I hesitated. The intoxication of such power is even greater than the dalax. It made me wish that his offer was true, even though I knew that even if he could offer me any such thing, he would only kill me instead. However, that moment of hesitation was enough for him to gather his will. That is when he pushed past me. As for how he reconstituted himself, I cannot say."
"It looked to me like he just rebuilt himself with the ether," Dante said. "Or maybe he used the light of life that was inside the stone. But unless we can do the same to turn ourselves into a lich, I don't think that part matters."
"Hold on," Blays said. "Can we do that?"
"Ah. That would make things a lot easier for us, wouldn't it? Light of life—" He stopped mid-sentence. "Gladdic, you haven't seen the light anywhere, have you?"
Gladdic did some more blinking. "Did the lich destroy it?"
"It was still here when we left."
Dante didn't voice the possibility that it could have died, if that's what balls of light did, in their absence. Within the minute, though, he'd noticed that the closer of the two streams was flowing in the wrong way again. When he reversed its course, the ball of light recohered. It was shivering, though, and it descended slowly until it rested on the tips of the grass.
Dante kneeled across from it. "Are you all right?"
"Please, don't hurt me." The light's voice, which had once sounded like it was made of multiple tones, had condensed to just one.
"I'm not going to hurt you. I'm going to help you, if I can."
"Who are you?"
Dante grimaced. "My name is Dante. You told us your story, and of Bade. Don't you remember?"
"I…" The light rose a few inches. "I told you that?"
"And I'm grateful you did. It made a lot of things make a lot more sense."
"If I told you that, then we must be friends."
"We only met today. But we're going to need your help."
"What do you need of me?"
"We just revived the White Lich. We—"
"You brought him back? Why would you do such a thing?!"
"It was an accident," Dante said hastily. "Light, you've been damaged. I need to know if I can restore you somehow."
"He stole much of my light from me, didn't he? I'm starting to remember." The light swiveled slowly from side to side. "I don't think anything can be done for me. Only Arawn can restore the light of life. But I will do my best to do what you need of me."
"We need to find the lich and kill him. Then I need to try to take on his power. I'll need you for both of that."
"I'm going to leave the temple?" The light sounded both hopeful and frightened. "I haven't seen the sunlight in so long."
"Maybe it will do you some good. Gladdic, can you walk?"
The old man gathered himself and, with effort, got to his feet. But he was only upright for a moment before he sank back to one knee. "I will need another minute."
Dante nodded. A thought had been tickling at his mind, ready to be born. Finally, it came to him. "Then I'll be right back."
He jogged upstairs to what the light had called the Hall of Emptiness. After a quick glance between the many little altars and the objects lying upon them, he picked up the bracelet of swamp-snail shells and tucked it into his pocket. When he got back downstairs, Gladdic was back on his feet.
Rather than traipsing everyone to the top of the temple and then building a staircase back down from it, Dante merely walked to the wall and swept it open.
It still hadn't stopped raining, though it was more lackadaisical than the downpour earlier. The air smelled cleaner.
"It's so bright," the light said.
"Just wait until the sun comes out," Blays said. "You'll be in talking-light heaven."
With a sigh, Dante realized the canoe was still on the top of the temple.
Retrieving it required both him and Blays to do a lot of lugging and swearing, as well as expanding the stairwells in multiple places. At last, they waddled it outside. Gladdic had fallen asleep on the ground. Dante let him sleep while he used the light to open a connection to the lich. As it opened, he drew back, bracing himself, but the sensation wasn't strong enough to be uncomfortable. Good news for him. Bad news for the rest of them, including everyone on Rale, because it meant the lich had already gained meaningful distance from them.
They launched the boat and struck out to the southwest. The lich had indeed killed Dante's flying scouts when they drew close enough to see him and so Dante raised a few more, sending them high up to scout the quickest paths and make sure nothing awful was lying in wait for them. The clearing and its temple vanished behind them, swallowed up by the trees.
"So we've got what, four days at the most to catch up to him?" Blays said. "Any more than that, and we won't have time to get back to Pholos."
"In that event, all it means is we give up on destroying Olastar and pray Kelen comes through for us instead," Dante said. "So even if we won't have time to return, we should still hunt down and kill the lich just in case Kelen does succeed. The last thing we need is to be dealing with the White Lich and all of Nolost's armies at the same time."
"If time's running out, I say we let the lich go while we take one last try on Wessen. I don't think Kelen has a chance in hell of convincing a god to do something she obviously doesn't want to."
"Do you think we have any better chance of killing Wessen without the power of the lich?"
"Not really. But if it's all going to end, I want to die doing something that could have stopped it."
Dante drew his paddle through the water. Rain hissed on the trees and fell in fat drops from the leaves. "You're right. I don't think we can kill Wessen by ourselves. But if we somehow find a way, the first thing we'll do is come back here and destroy the White Lich for good."
Even as he said this, though, he realized it would be impossible. They could kill the lich, and reduce him once more to the stone, but destroying the stone itself was something Carvahal had offered to do for them. As soon as they collapsed Olastar, they would never see Carvahal again.
He dwelled on this as they navigated through the waterways. He supposed that if it came down to it, they could always sail back to the Plagued Islands and throw the lichstone in a volcano.
His arms were tired after the first couple of miles. It was still the middle of the day, and they were falling behind even with two of them paddling, but the raising of the temple and the subsequent battle had wrung him all but dry of nether, exhausting his mind. Realizing that he was going to be worthless even if they somehow caught up to the lich, he drew in his paddle and tried to find a comfortable position to slump down in.
He woke some time later to two different sensations: first, a severe crick in his neck. And second, a sudden increase in the tingling of his connection to the lich. He sat up in the canoe, excited, until the tingling decreased just as quickly.
It was darker than before he'd gone to sleep, though he didn't think it was quite sunset. Gladdic was still out cold. The light of life rested in the hull in front of Dante. It was quite dim—not because it was damaged, but to draw less attention from anything that might be out in the swamps—though it hadn't said anything since they'd shoved off, either.
"Oh, finally ready to take your turn?" Blays said.
"I'm afraid you can't stop paddling yet. I think the lich is doing something. I need to figure out what."
Blays muttered something unkind. Just a few minutes later, though, the tingling waxed and waned again. Once it steadied out, Dante slowly turned his head from left to right until the sensation picked up a little.
"I think the lich is moving," he said.
"As opposed to the thing he's been doing ever since he jumped off the temple?"
"I mean he's no longer moving in a straight line. He's breaking in different directions."
"Why would he be doing that?"
"I don't know. Maybe he got lost."
"In the swamp that he's lived in for eight hundred years?"
"He spent most of that trapped in the Riya Lase."
"He's not lost," Blays said. "I think he's searching for something."
Dante picked up his paddle and pitched in. The tingling gained and lost intensity several times over the next hour. This made it hard for Dante to be sure about something else he thought he was feeling: that the overall level of it was slowly increasing.
"We're gaining on him," he said once he was certain. "Still a ways out. But we're finally catching up."
He paddled harder. He drew on the nether to test it and found it responsive: he'd recovered a good deal of his strength. The canopy and the clouds made it seem later in the day than it truly was and the light held as the tingling mounted. As the afternoon lengthened, the sensation suddenly began to increase much faster.
"I think he's stopped," Dante said. "Unless he's weakened enough to need to rest, he might have just found whatever he's been looking for."
His arms were getting tired again and he used the nether to refresh them. They hit a dead end of trees across their path and had to backtrack, but even with that setback, he could tell they were still gaining ground. Until roughly an hour later, when the prickles in his mind steadied out again, and then retracted just enough for him to notice. Glumly, he announced the lich was on the move again.
Roughly two miles after that, Blays quit paddling and pointed to a lump ahead of them. "What's that?"
Dante already knew what it was, though. A body. Floating face-down. It was twitching now and then, but not because it was still alive: something was nibbling on it from under the water. As they drew closer, he saw that it was missing great pieces of flesh from its arms and neck.
"Those bite marks," Dante said to Blays. "What do they look like to you?"
"Disgusting?"
"They're too big to be ziki oko. To me, they look human."
"I am appalled that I somehow have the experience to say I agree with you."
"Though I doubt the things that made them could still be considered human."
Blays stared at him a moment, then jerked up his chin. "Blighted."
"It makes perfect sense. The lich returns to life. But he's a shadow of his prior self. He's wounded, depleted. Despite devouring part of the light of life, he's still not even back where he was when he first broke free of the Riya Lase. So the first thing he does is find some people to Blight—and begin to restore himself."
"Then some Tanarians yet live," Gladdic said. His voice was thick from sleep.
"We'll take a quick look around," Dante said. "But I doubt there's much else to see here."
They resumed paddling. Aside from the canal-filled cities, the more remote villages of the swamp had tended to be man-made clearings with fish pens and aquatic agriculture surrounding a large central island or cluster of them. What they found now was something far more primitive.
Some of the islands had ropes strung between them, tied from one tree branch to another, and these, though well-hidden, were what led them to discover a settlement they might otherwise have missed. The landscape had hardly been touched, with simple structures, some of them little more than lean-tos, scattered across a host of natural islands. The shelters were tucked back between screens of trees and shrubs, as were their canoes. Some fish nets were strung out in the water, but they likely would have missed them if they weren't on the lookout for such things.
The body wasn't alone. They found several more in similar condition. But not nearly enough to populate the whole village. Just enough to satisfy the raging hunger of the newly-created Blighted.
As they neared the end of the village, and found what was little more than a bloody skeleton poking from the shallows of an island, Blays stopped paddling.
"This is the best plan we've got?" he said. "Just keep on chasing the White Lich, wherever he goes?"
"Maybe he'll do us the kindness of settling in for a good long nap soon," Dante said.
"If we're counting on the lich to slow down, or stop moving altogether, I don't think we're ever going to see him again. But maybe we can get him to come to us."
"How do we get him to do that? By offering him a tasty new village to devour?"
"Well, yeah."
"Okay, that might actually do the trick. But how are we going to acquire this village?"
"If this one existed, it can't be the only one. I don't think he knows where they are, either. That's what he was doing earlier: he must have seen something that made him think people were nearby, then started veering around trying to find where they were. You can do the same thing—only you can do it much better."
"With my scouts." Dante glanced up at the few scraps of sky he could see through the trees. "We'd have to get it done fast. Before he gets too far away. We don't have much daylight left, either. We'll have to get lucky."
"You can probably enhance your luck by using a thousand bugs instead of three."
Dante figured that trying to divide his attention between that many of them would drive him insane, but the general principle was true. There was no shortage of flies, either. He gently killed each one he spotted, reanimated it with a dab of nether, and sent it up into the skies, pressing them to buzz forward at speeds that would probably rip them apart within a few hours.
He wasn't even sure they had a few hours, though. And the flies were already dead anyway, so they were just going to have to deal with it.
As soon as he had two dozen up and on the move, they piled back into the canoe and continued their pursuit of the lich. Dante moved his mind from fly to fly, staying with each one just long enough to confirm there was nothing of special interest below it.
After another mile of travel, the lich stopped moving again. Dante directed two of the flies he had in the lich's general vicinity to beeline closer. A few hundred feet ahead of the closer of the flies, a pale glow arose from the water. Dante had been halfway expecting the lich had found another settlement to absorb into himself, but the only movement was the flight of bugs and the ripple of the water when fish breached.
Yet something had caught the lich's attention. He stood motionless, silent, waist-deep in the water, staring into the distance. If he had any of his new Blighted with him, they were keeping themselves underwater, and Dante didn't want to risk sending his scout close enough to confirm.
They were only a few miles away. Close enough to have a chance to catch up to the enemy without the need for any machinations. As Dante contemplated this, one of his flies caught sight of one of the last things he expected to see way out in the deep swamps, especially when it had been raining all day: a pall of smoke.
Smoke was typically one of those things you could spot right away from all the way across a valley. Yet he hadn't been able to see it until his fly had come within a single mile, presumably due to the fact the smoke had been broken up by the treetops.
"I think I just found another village," he said. "But there's no point changing course when the lich is just standing there staring—"
Even as he was saying the words, though, the lich broke free of his trance and slipped back under the water. He was headed eastward now, though, on a course that would take him not far north of the village. Dante reoriented their path toward the smoke.
He sent the fly in closer, too, on the off chance it was just a lone hermit or madman who would be of no interest to the lich. As it neared, a patch of trees wobbled back and forth. Dante would have taken it for the wind, but there wasn't any.
Just as he was about to get a bad feeling in his stomach, the trees went still. Then dropped straight down. A great gout of dark smoke tinged with yellow shot up from the ground. After the initial rush, its volume slowed, but more continued to pump forth. Where it touched, grass drooped and leaves wilted.
"What in hell?" Dante said.
Blays glanced back from paddling. "What's going on?"
"Some kind of hell. It just opened up in the ground. It's got to be Nolost's work."
"That's a bit strange, isn't it?"
"A poisonous crevice appearing from nowhere wouldn't even make the top five hundred strangest things I've seen in the last few weeks."
"But it's strange that it's here. Nolost doesn't have infinite power, does he? So he's been deploying it in the places and manner that will best crush any resistance to him." Blays twirled a finger at the trees enclosing the waterway. "Does it look like there's a lot of resistance brewing around here?"
"We're here. And so is the lich. Either one of us could be enough to draw Nolost's attention. In any event, we'll need to change course."
"To avoid sailing into the poisonous crevice? I think I can agree to that."
"That, and to avoid the monsters coming out of it." For the air had cleared just enough for Dante to make out the creatures dashing through the swirling smoke: deep slate in color, with vague features that looked only half-finished. They looked related to but not a full match for the bladelings, with long, sleek heads and limbs so loose they either had many joints or no bones at all.
"So what's the play here?" Blays said. "Lead the horde into the lich and let them do the dirty work for us?"
"Not sure how we do that without leading the horde into us. I say we forget about them and keep chasing the lich. We'll just have to hope he eventually stops or backtracks enough for us to catch up." Dante reoriented them away from the fissure that they'd unwittingly been paddling toward in favor of a direction that might possibly intersect the lich if he slowed down a lot.
"What about you, light?" Blays said. "I don't suppose you've got some insight into what ol' Bade is like that we can use to trick him and then kill him?"
The light brightened a bit. It still wasn't anywhere as lively as it had been when they'd first met, but it looked to have recovered a little. "I think you are right about him. This is likely the first time he's been scared in a long time. Maybe even since he became the lich. Whatever you do, you mustn't let him know you're following him. If he finds out that you are, I don't think he'll stop running for a long time."
"The Blighted," Dante said. "He's got a few score of them now. He could be trying to use them to watch out for us."
"Then we'll just have to steer clear of any misshapen freaks starving for our flesh," Blays said. "I don't think he'll try much long-range scouting with them, to be honest. Doesn't have enough of them to pull that off. I think he'll use them as a screen. When we're ready to close on him, it will have to be in a way where he can't just bolt from us, because that screen might give him advance notice."
Dante wasn't sure how they could do that. Under cover of night, maybe? With enough darkness and a shadowsphere, the Blighted probably wouldn't even be able to see them. All right, not as difficult as he thought—it just shrank the window they'd be able to attack the lich in down to less than half the day.
"The creatures from the Becoming," Dante said. "They're on the move."
"If you're about to tell me to paddle harder, it's going to be with your skull," Blays said.
"They're not coming our way. Or toward the lich. But they sure act like they've got a job to do."
"Send one of your flies ahead of them?"
Dante nodded and redirected two of his scouts. The flies likely wouldn't have been able to keep up with the creatures on dry land, but there wasn't much of that to be found in Tanar Atain, and he quickly outpaced them. After a few minutes, he blinked.
"What in the world?" He peered through the eyes of one of the two flies. "There is another village here. And the people in it are still alive."
Blays took in his paddle for a minute to rest his arms. "Think the White Lich knows it's here?"
"I think he might suspect as much. But Nolost's little horde definitely knows it's here. If we don't beat them to it, there won't be anything left for the lich to be interested in."
"Ah. So we're paddling harder after all."
Dante was no happier about this than Blays was, but he still hadn't figured out a way to use the nether to make boats go faster, so more paddling was all they could do. While the creatures weren't especially great swimmers, they weren't confined to the water, and when they came to an island they scampered ashore and galloped across it, moving much faster than the canoe ever could. This, combined with the fact they were traveling in almost a straight line instead of having to weave around the islands and contend with the undergrowth that sometimes clogged the channels, gave them a significant advantage.
"They're going to beat us there," Dante said. "Within two minutes of arriving, they'll slaughter the entire village."
"Can you throw a wall in front of them?" Blays said.
Dante shook his head. "Too far away for that."
"You may not be able to stop them physically," Gladdic said. "But you may be able to do so mentally. Use your illusions, and show them an image of their master."
"Nolost?" Dante rubbed his mouth. He double-checked the creatures' current advance and opened a small cut on the back of his hand.
He wreathed himself in a mass of nether and threw the shadows up above the trees. As they came to the far range of what he could control, he brought them to a skidding halt, closed his eyes, and envisioned Nolost—or, since they'd fought him in several forms, the version they'd faced in the tunnel, the long grasping hand with its vicious claws.
The skill wasn't one he practiced enough, and the distance made it yet more of a challenge. But these difficulties were offset by the fact that Nolost was virtually the same color as the nether, as well as the even more useful fact that he didn't have a face to replicate. The illusion hung in the sky, immense and commanding, its fingers reaching and curling in the direction of the oncoming horde.
The creatures halted like they shared a single mind, sitting back on their haunches and staring up at their lord. They appeared so rapt that Dante halfway thought they might stay frozen there until he dismissed the illusion. The canoe sliced through the swamp, paddles stirring the water to both sides.
They passed the horde at a distance of a few hundred yards. Still the creatures waited for the orders of their master. As the canoe gained distance on them, Dante's command of the shadows began to falter. The huge illusion flickered to a flat gray. Several of the creatures looked to each other in confusion. But it wasn't until the image of Nolost disintegrated into a shower of black dust that they finally sprung forward and continued their race toward the village.
This was now just ahead of the canoe. Like the one the lich had Blighted, it was hidden, with simple thatched structures nestled in the thick brush. The people here were still alive, though, which meant they still had to undertake the business of keeping alive, and many were out and about, checking fishing lines and nets, gathering greens, and drawing water, some of which they poured through simple filters of pebbles and sand.
They were coming up on a pair of inhabited islands and as they broke clear of the shrubbery the people there stood and stared at them. Two of the locals turned and sprinted away while the rest hurriedly produced wooden spears and short, simple bows.
Dante held both hands up above his head. "Demons!" he shouted. "The demons are coming!"
Technically, the bladeling-like beings weren't really demons, but he doubted the people living in tents made of leaves would quibble about the subtleties. 
"There are demons?" said a man with a spear who was quite tall by Tanarian standards but would have been about average in Narashtovik. "And where are they?"
"Right behind us. Let us ashore without stabbing us and we'll help you fight them off."
"But there are only three of you. And one of you is old, and you do not look so strong."
Dante had resumed paddling and glared at the man as they neared the bank of the island. "We're sorcerers. We've killed many things like these before. But if you don't want our help, I'll be happy to let them hack you into dog food."
The man frowned and glanced at the others, several of whom looked like they had no business being warriors, and was met with shrugs. He nodded and stepped back from the bank.
Blays drove the canoe right up into the mud and vaulted into the shallows. "Go round up your people and bring them back here."
The man's forehead wrinkled. "But we must fight for—"
"Go! Before they're overrun!"
Startled, the Tanarian rocked back on his sandaled heels, then spoke quickly to the others. Some ran down to the shore and hopped into canoes while others scampered back across the island. The tall man and two others stayed put, either to aid in the defense of their home, or to watch out for treachery from the outsiders.
"They are here," Gladdic said.
Down the channel, dark shapes plowed through the water, their flexible limbs spinning behind them like the wheel of a mill, driving them forward. The Tanarians shouted out in shock: they had managed to go all this time without having seen such monsters. Dante brought the nether to hand. Blays extended the spear to its bright glory, drawing a second round of shouts from the men, who backed up the shallow slope.
"Probably a good idea," Blays said. "I tend to have too much fun with this thing."
Dante lobbed a few exploratory bolts at the closest of the beasts, testing how hardy they were. The nether punched through their shiny, chitin-like hides without trouble, but they only showed minor signs of pain, and hardly slowed down. A second round of bolts stopped them dead, however, their corpses sinking gradually below the murky surface.
"Looks like we'll be able to take care of them," he declared.
Blays leveled the spear. "You had doubts?"
"There's kind of a lot of them."
Ether flew from Gladdic, shredding into the creatures. Their limbs thrashed at the water in dying spasms as they drifted below the surface.
Blays brought his spear upright and set its butt against the ground. "At the rate you're going, I won't even need this thing."
A group of the things split off from the main body, making way to the nearest island, where they'd have better cover. Dante picked off several of them, but it didn't do anything to deter the others, who launched themselves from the water and into the undergrowth.
Gladdic was still battering the ones coming straight for them and the water was growing thick with purple viscera and dark gray body parts. Dante joined him, turning the scene into a charnel house. Just as he was starting to think Blays might be right, the horde, acting as one, slipped beneath the surface.
"They're learning," Blays muttered. "They're monsters. They shouldn't be able to learn."
The three of them backed away from the shore. The three Tanarians looked shaken but stoic. The water rippled everywhere and all of the disturbances were heading toward them. Dante shot a handful of darts into the water before deciding it was pointless.
"They are almost upon us," Gladdic said. "Stand ready."
Mere feet from the waterline, the creatures leaped forth, rushing up the banks. Dante and Gladdic cleaved into them as Blays stepped forward and dropped into his crouch, the light of the spear gleaming on the water and the shiny carapaces of the enemy. A few of the beings made it past the storm of nether and ether and Blays flicked the spear back and forth, eviscerating them.
The next wave flung themselves over the falling bodies and scrabbled at Blays, trying to grab hold of the spear. Dante and Gladdic blasted them apart. Blays yanked the spear clear of their tentacles, reared it back, and slammed it down on the next batch of them. It struck with a blaze of light. Guts and muck spewed dozens of feet in the air.
This gave them enough breathing room to back up a few steps further. Despite the carnage before them, the creatures were relentless and fearless, and another score of them surged forward, acting more like a wave crashing into the shore than a pack of living creatures. Blays snapped the spear across them, cutting several in half and sending bits of them spinning away. Dante and Gladdic put down the rest.
"Friends!" called the man with the wood-tipped spear. "They go for our people!"
Up the shore, the swamp boiled as the group of creatures that had split off from the initial advance emerged from the water, heading inland. Dante threw some nether at them, but he had no hope of striking them all down before they got out of range. Instead, he reached down into the earth and lifted a wall in front of their faces.
Several of them plowed straight into it and bounced off, stumbling the ones behind them. Befuddled, the others hesitated, trying to make sense of what had just happened as Gladdic fired a volley of ether into their backs. Those that weren't immediately killed ran alongside the wall, but Dante extended it before them, curving it back toward him. By the time some had the sense to turn and run the other way, Gladdic's ether was already on its way toward them, cutting them down as they fled.
During this, Blays had just been able to hold off the horde in front of them, but he was bleeding from his elbow and forehead and his teeth were gritted tight. It was usually a bad sign when he stopped talking. His injuries didn't look to be hampering him, though, and so Dante lashed into the creatures, adding more carcasses to the carpet of them that lay between Blays and the water.
Yet he'd only just got to work on this when the ones before him, when they dropped, were no longer replaced by more. Instead, the humans stood in a sudden silence, watching the troubled waters of the swamp begin to calm.
Blays straightened. "Suppose that's all of them?"
"It felt about right," Dante said. "I'm not seeing anything through my scouts."
The spear-carrying Tanarian trotted over to join them. Though he hadn't done any fighting, he was breathing hard. "What were those things?"
"Oh, just beings from another world." Blays shrunk down the spear. "You haven't run into anything else like that recently?"
"If they had, they would not be standing before us now," Gladdic said.
"You might be right, but you still shouldn't say it."
"This is happening all across the world right now," Dante said. "And it's only going to get even worse. That's what brought us here. We need to speak to your leader."
The spearman looked him up and down. "I suppose you've earned that much, yes. Come with me."
He marched up the low hill of the island. His two countrymen kept a slight distance from the foreigners, watching constantly from the corners of their eyes. Trees rose before them, branches heavy with scraggly green and white moss that obscured what lay behind it. The spearman parted it like a set of curtains, letting them through.
On the other side, a small group of people goggled at them. As they passed, the onlookers joined the procession, though they kept even more distance than the two warriors. It was dark under the trees and the air smelled of fish and cut wood. A number of simple shelters were scattered about, most of them incorporating trees and shrubs. The forest floor was littered with fresh wood chips.
The ground began to slope downward. Dante assumed they were going to have to hop in a canoe and travel deeper into the settlement, but a procession of Tanarians was marching up the hill to meet them. As they closed on each other, the spearman held up a hand to the foreigners and jogged over to meet the others.
He approached a woman whose tunic—called a jabat, Dante recalled—was slightly nicer than the others', in that it had only been mended several times instead of a whole lot. Her dark hair was tied behind her head, with small braids woven above her ears.
She stared at the newcomers as the spearman bowed to her three times and then leaned in to speak. After a few seconds, she appeared to cut him off, stalking up the hill toward them as the spearman jogged after her.
She stopped before them. Her eyes were gray and stony. "What are you doing here?"
"We came to stop you from being overrun by a pack of demons," Dante said.
"We would have been fine."
This was among the last things Dante would have expected her to say and he made a coughing noise. "At the risk of being disrespectful, if you go take a look at the pile of corpses we just produced, I think you'll revise your opinion."
"Go away," she said. "You are not welcome here."
"At the risk of patting myself on the back, we just saved all of your lives."
"You are the ones that brought the so-called demons here. We have never seen such things before your arrival."
"These days, wherever there are people, sooner or later the demons show up, too. If this is the first time you've encountered them, consider yourselves very lucky."
"I know how to protect my own people." She pointed south, the direction they'd arrived from. "You will leave our lands and forget you were ever here."
Dante looked to the spearman for help. "Can you tell her what we just did back there? We need your help with something. Without it, we're all doomed."
"Lord Sadan," the spearman said. "The demons would have caught us unaware. They outnumbered us by several times. It was only through terrible weapons and sorcery that the outsiders slew them. I don't know why they are here. But I do know that if they were not here, we no longer would be either."
She turned to look at him. "Do you think that I'm wrong? That they didn't bring the demons themselves?"
"All I know is what I saw, lord."
"So you vouch for them. Then you will pay the penalty if they are here to wrong us."
He nodded, face rigid, not meeting her eyes.
Sadan turned back to Dante. "You are outlanders. You are here because you want something of us. But we have no wish to give a single thing."
"If I were in your shoes, I'd probably be telling me to go to hell too," Dante said. "But this isn't the time for that. The Eiden Rane has returned to Tanar Atain."
"No, you're lying. We saw in the signs that he's dead."
"Until a few hours ago, he was. But you need to check whatever the signs may be, because he's back."
She shot him a lethal look, then turned around and twirled her hand above her head. A spindly old man came running up the hill to join them. Before he'd even done anything, Dante knew exactly what he was: a very minorly talented nethermancer who was highly respected by his own people nonetheless by virtue of the fact that most communities of this size had no sorcerers at all.
He bowed his head to Sadan. "Lord?"
"You will check the signs, Coto," she said.
The man cocked his head and started to ask a question, then nodded. He uttered some words Dante's talisman couldn't translate, likely because they weren't real words, then produced a small bone knife and drew a small cut on his right cheek. Then, though it was completely superfluous, Coto drew a matching one on his left cheek.
Rather than the jabats everyone else wore, he was dressed in an orange robe that ended at his knees. He reached down the front of it and withdrew several snakeskin pouches. Poking among them, he selected one, teased it open, and extracted a pinch of black powder. He set this in his other palm and held his hand away from his body.
In his empty hand, he called forth a glob of nether. He brought it to his mouth and blew on it. The shadows swept toward the hand holding the powder. When the nether touched it, it burst into a dark and eerie flame. Within it glimmered the image of a face: pale, grim, and glowing. And with it, the now-familiar ever-shifting blue eyes.
"He lives," the nethermancer said gravely.
"How did you do that?" Dante said.
Coto stared at him, puzzled. Meanwhile Sadan's face turned bright red. She jabbed a finger at Dante. "You brought him back!"
"Not on purpose," he said. "We had to—"
"What evil have you brought here? He has already killed all but two tribes of the Tanarian people!"
"We're the ones that killed him in the first place. We can do it again—but we'll need your help to do it."
She shook her head hard. "We will not stay and be slaughtered. May you be cursed for what you have done." She spat at his feet, turned about, and walked away.
Dante drew the nether. The other sorcerer jerked his head about. "Lord Sadan!"
She turned back, eyes fixing on the shadows. "What are you doing?"
"I'm killing you," Dante said.
"What?!" Her head jolted back like he'd struck her. "Are you mad? You can't do that!"
"You're about to find out how wrong you are. I need your people's assistance. If you won't give it to me, then I will simply kill you and appoint someone who will."
"My people would all die rather than serve you."
"They might think so now. But it's amazing how persuasive a stack of fresh corpses can be." Dante shaped the nether into a dozen black darts.
She swung her head toward her nethermancer. "Stop him!"
"I…" The old man kept his eyes locked on Dante. "Yes, lord."
"Don't," Dante said. "Or you'll die too."
"Then death is my fate." Blood still gleaming from his cheeks, Coto brought the nether to both hands.
Dante sighed and gathered far more. The old man took one step back, then made himself stop. But he couldn't stop the shaking of his hands.
Dante knew it wouldn't be his proudest moment. But talking hadn't worked, and they didn't have time to try anything else, so brute murder it was. He rolled his new nether into more darts and took hold of them.
"Stop this!" Dante had been carrying the light of life in his pocket, but it struggled free, sinking toward the ground. It flickered, then brightened and lifted itself to chest height. "I was sent here…to protect this world. You are about to ensure its destruction."
"I don't have any other choice," Dante said.
"Not you. You." The ball rocked a few inches in the direction of Sadan. "You must listen to him."
"What are you?" she said.
"I am the light of life, that the Eiden Rane betrayed in the swamp's hour of need. If you don't listen to these people, you won't be serving those that you lead. You'll be serving the bidding of the lich."
Sadan glanced between them, then back to the light. Cracks of uncertainty appeared in her anger. "It is said that if one sees the light in the wilds, that one must follow it or be damned. But I won't be a slave to it."
"That isn't what I asked of you."
She drew a long breath through her nose. "What do you want from us?"
"A great power is on the brink of erasing the entire world," Dante said. "Most places have already suffered terribly. But we know how to expel the entity that's attacking us. We believe we're the only ones that can. To do so, we needed to take on the lich's power—but when we tried, he revived himself and escaped."
"What does any of this have to do with us?"
"We don't think we can catch up with him. He moves too quickly, and I don't think he ever gets tired. But he was heavily weakened by death. He's looking to rebuild his strength. He does that by Blighting people and taking their essence into himself. Thing is, there isn't exactly a lot of people left here. You're the only ones we know about."
"You want to use my people as bait."
"Yes."
"How will you do that?"
"I haven't worked that part out yet."
A new kind of doubt began to enter her face. "But you're sure that if you can bring the lich here, you can kill him."
"We did once already, when he was much stronger."
"It is said that if the lich ever lays his eyes on you, you may have just enough luck to escape him once. But if he sees you a second time, death is guaranteed."
"What about when he sees you for the twentieth time?" Blays said. "Because I think that's about what we're up to now."
"I will trust our ways over the words of strangers. If you wave us in front of the lich, and something goes wrong, we all die. I won't be part of any such plan."
"If you don't participate in it, you'll all die for sure."
She shook her head. "There's a reason we've survived for so long while so many others became one with the swamp. We'll do as we always have, and we'll live through it like we always have."
"And how did you survive before?"
"Don't think you'd believe me even if I was to tell you."
"Try me."
Sadan considered him. "The old ones said that in the early years after they came to the swamp, something evil bred in the hills. It was trapped, though. Trapped under the earth. Until the ones that worked the mines got too greedy, and broke them free.
"What broke loose was vampires. What the vampires wanted was human blood. Once they'd cleaned out the mines, and the forts around the mines, they came down to the swamps for more. We tried to fight them, but we soon learned how foolish that was. The clan-fathers met to decide what to do. Wasn't much to talk about. If something's come to kill you, and you can't kill it, there's only two choices to it: run, or hide.
"Decision was made to run. To the southeast, though they didn't have much idea what was there. Only one of them had a different idea. If the vampires had come out of the mines because there wasn't anybody to feed on there, they weren't about to go back to the mines, were they? So instead of dragging everyone to a foreign land that the vampires would just invade the second they finished with the swamps, they led the clan up to the mines instead."
"Now that was some excellent thinking," Blays said. "I hope they gave that man a second wife."
"It is what earned him his wife," Sadan said earnestly. "They came to the mines and found them empty, with all the supplies they could want left behind by those who'd been killed. That's where they waited until the Eiden Rane arose and cleared out the vampires. And that's where they waited until the sorcerers found a way to lock away the Eiden Rane. 'When the swamp ripples, head for the burrows,' they'd say. Only when it had calmed down would they crawl out from the mines and head back to their homes. That's what they did every time the lich broke loose. The last time was no different. This one won't be, either."
"You have a much more accurate understanding of the history of Tanar Atain than most here do," Gladdic said.
"We've always kept to ourselves. That helped. When you preserve your lives, and your independence, it's a lot easier to preserve your history along with it."
"So you're set on doing this again," Dante said. "Cowering in your holes."
She shifted her head toward him. "Call it what you like, foreigner. I'd call it keeping my people safe when they've already been through hell. If you think your insults are more likely to get me to lend you a hand, you're some kind of stupid."
"I can't tell you how many times I've told him the same thing," Blays said. "He's just not a born diplomat, I'm afraid. More of the grunting brutish type."
"Wouldn't matter how sweet his words were. When the lich shows up, you run and you hide, or you die. That's all there is to it."
Dante bit his tongue. He doubted killing her and replacing her with someone who'd do his bidding was going to work. Even if he could find a willing and able puppet, the others would just run away to the hills the first chance they got. What was he going to do? Kill them all? That would somewhat defeat the purpose of using them to draw in the lich.
"I understand the wisdom of your traditions, Lord Sadan," Gladdic said. "It is right to follow the old ways, for those same ways are why we live and thrive in the present."
Sadan squinted at him. "Why do I get the feeling I'm about to hear a 'but'?"
"However, when new challenges and dangers arise, sometimes new paths must be cleared to lead the people to somewhere they can thrive once more. I would like for you to see something. Please, follow me."
"Don't know what you think you can show me to get me to throw my people into the mouth of the leviathan."
Gladdic said nothing more, merely held out his hand to the south. Sadan rolled her eyes but started walking in that way, accompanied by her hedge sorcerer and the various warriors that had come with Dante and the others. They made their way across the island until Gladdic stopped them at a vantage on the slope with a full view of the southern banks.
That view was not a pleasant one: many hundreds of dead demonoids. Though in some ways their smooth, identical bodies looked more like mangled clockwork than slaughtered corpses, that only made the sight of them more alien and malevolent. Especially when they were soaking in their own viscera and ichor.
"That is what the entity who besieges the world sent against you," Gladdic said. "And that is but a minute fraction of the horde that looks to scour every kingdom, capital, and village of humankind. There is no mine deep enough to hide from this. Even if there were, it would be futile. In less than nine days from now, the fabric of our reality will be ripped into pieces. Everything everywhere will cease to exist. If you take your people up into the hills, it will do nothing to honor your ancestors. Instead, it ensures the end of their line."
Sadan gazed down on the aftermath of the massacre, the bodies like broken shells jutting from the shallows. Her jaw worked. "You killed all of them?"
"We have fought off far more, and more than once. But he who commands them is even more terrifying a foe than the Eiden Rane."
"Who you claim you killed."
"I'd doubt us too," Blays said. "But it makes a lot more sense once you understand that I've got this." He snagged the rod from his belt and twitched his wrist. The spear shot forth to the fullness of its celestial glory.
Sadan jerked back her head in surprise, but managed not to be staggered. "That looks like a weapon of the heavens."
"Good eye. That's exactly where we stole it from."
She scowled at them, trying to read their faces, then shook her head. "Swear to me you aren't telling me any lies."
"So sworn," Gladdic said.
"Swear that if you are lying, may you be taken by the lich, and tortured by him for nine thousand years."
"So sworn."
She spat again, though this time it seemed to be at herself rather than Dante. "We'll help you lure in the lich, if we can. But the second we're done, I'm taking my people to the mines faster than a ten-legged hop-lizard."
"Gather them up, then," Dante said. "We'll leave immediately."
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They were on their way in less time than he'd feared it would take to muster a whole village: these people were used to abandoning a place, and quickly, when their lord gave the call. He'd also feared that a full flotilla, including children and the elderly, would travel at the pace of a zero-legged hop-lizard.
But these people were Tanarians, and they were more than used to the waterways of the swamp. They were born to them. As a whole, they weren't able to travel quite as fast as Dante and Blays could. But they weren't noticeably slower, either. With the lich zigzagging around again, there were times when they managed to close the gap a little.
"Okay," Blays said after they'd been underway long enough to get into their rhythm. "Does this mean we have a plan?"
"Not in the slightest," Dante said. "But I thought it was better to figure it out on the way than to wait until we had it to get moving."
"I suppose if we're really lucky, we'll catch up to him without needing any plan at all. But if it comes down to it, we could just light the swamp on fire."
"It's about to be too dark for him to see the smoke. Anyway, unless he's up on a bare hill, of which there are none here, he won't be able to see it through the canopy."
"And some clever trick involving the nether is probably out of the question, too?"
"If it's sorcery, he'll recognize it. No matter how cunningly I disguise it as something else. Not only will it not work, it'll give away that we're on his tail."
Blays pushed his paddle through the water contemplatively. "Then what all does that leave us?"
"A pair of empty heads. Do you have anything, Gladdic?"
The old man gazed ahead. Most of the time, "pretty" was among the last words Dante would use to describe the swamp, but twilight had fallen, and the flotilla was lighting the way with little lanterns whose light danced on the oil-tinged waters, turning them iridescent.
"You are correct that we cannot use sorcery," Gladdic said. "A fire is not a hopeless idea, should we have nothing better; so long as there is moonlight, smoke may still be seen at night. Noise, perhaps. Should we get close enough, some simple shouting would be enough."
"We can't depend on getting that close," Dante said. "What we really need is something that can lure him from afar."
"Or something that can get to him from afar," Blays said, voice gaining speed as the idea came to him. "When you want to catch a big fish, how do you do it?"
"With a big, strong net?"
"I mean if you're using a fishing line."
"Then you use the line."
"But what's the bait?"
"Meat," Dante said. "A smaller fish."
"And that's just what we'll use to catch the lich."
"You seem to be confused. Just because the lich is spending all his time swimming around in the water doesn't mean he's become an actual fish."
Blays shook his head. "I'm not suggesting anything like that."
"Then what is the suggestion? That we find a talking fish, then order it to swim up to him and betray the location of the humans to him, because they ate its father or something?"
"The lich is out there hunting for signs of humans, right? So we sprinkle some across his path. Using fish."
Dante stared at him in confusion, then snorted. "Undead ones. This is so stupid. But it's better than anything else we've got."
They were paddling alongside Sadan's canoe, a double-hulled vessel filled with various advisors and royalty (for as much as a clan of a few hundred people could have such a thing), and Dante drew them closer and informed her of the plan.
"If you think a thing like that'll work," she said once he was done. "But to me it sounds dumber than a snail humping a rock."
"Because it is. But let's give it a shot anyway."
She shrugged and assented. While she called orders to her people, and dispatched warriors to gather tools, toys, scraps of clothing, and so forth—limiting their search to things a fish could carry around in its mouth, and ideally that floated—Dante bent himself to the task of finding the actual fish.
This proved very simple, though, perhaps because there hadn't been any humans around to eat them for a while. All he had to do was shape some thin earthen walls around a section of water, then raise the whole thing and open a few holes in the base of the walls to drain it. This exposed dozens of fish at once. As they flapped around in what must surely be shock, he slew the largest of them, reanimated them, and then dissolved the makeshift fish pen, letting the survivors zip away while his new servants swam over to him, fins creasing the water as they moved alongside the canoe.
By the time he'd done this a few times, assembling a score of sleek, hefty fish, a warrior paddled over to them and handed over a sack of sundry goods. One by one, Dante withdrew the objects (threadbare jabats, brightly-painted wooden flutes, a carving of a banana, which was apparently considered a toy here, and so forth) and held them just above the water. Then, he ordered one of his fish, which were all at least the size of healthy carps, to lift its head out of the water and take the object in its mouth.
When he was finished, Dante gazed down at his school of gift-bearing fish and groaned. "Somehow it looks even more ridiculous in reality than it did in my head."
"Good," Blays said. "That means it's much too stupid for the lich to guess that it's a trick."
Shaking his head, Dante directed the fish to swim north as fast as they could. They blazed along beneath the surface, advancing rapidly on the lich.
"Once the lich stumbles across the trail, we should light a fire as well," Gladdic said. "For if you arrange the items so as to lead him all the way toward us, one after the other, he will begin to suspect it for what it is. Whereas if he is merely pointed in the right direction, and then sees the smoke, he will travel the rest of the way believing it is due to his own cleverness."
Dante agreed, and delivered this second part of the plan to Sadan.
"Stopping to light some fires won't be any trouble," she said. "You just make sure that once he gets close, you get to him before he gets to us."
"We will. I promise you that."
She watched him, not bothering to hide her doubt. "That so? Because I'm guessing we're not the first bunch of people you've tried to rope into this scheme."
"You are. We did find another settlement before yours, but the lich had gotten to it first. He Blighted everyone there."
"That would be the Uran Para."
"I have no way to know."
"Believe you me, it was them." She lowered her gaze to the water as they skimmed across it. "That means we're the last of our people."
"The last of your clan?"
"No. The last of the Tanarians."
Dante blinked. "You can't be sure of that. The swamp's a big place."
"Big, and empty. Before we came back down from the hills, we sent scouts every which way. The Uran Para were the only other people we ever found. They'd been in hiding same as we were."
"There could be more who left the swamps and still haven't come back."
"Don't think so. Our clan never had company up at the mines, either during this trouble or any of the ones before it. Most here, when bad times came, they just shrunk deeper into the swamp. But there was no part of the swamp too deep for the lich."
"Then I'll just have to hope that you're wrong."
"We're the last of us—and you're happy to feed us to the White Lich."
Dante looked away to stop himself from saying something highly disrespectful to one of her station. "He will die at our hands. I swear it."
"Words are one thing, what happens is another. Feels to me like the last of the Tanarians will perish from the earth this night."
"Your ancestors always survived. I don't think you'll be any different. I don't think the fates will allow it, either. If it's any consolation, if we're overcome by the lich, it won't just be the Tanarians who come to their end. It'll be everyone."
"I'm reaching way down into my heart, and I'm not finding any encouragement from that."
"If you really feel there's a sword hanging over your head, there's one last thing you can do."
"Turn around and forget I ever met you?"
"Tell me the story of your people."
She snorted and glanced ahead at the lanterns twinkling on the water. "What would that do to save us?"
"Nothing. But it would at least save your memory. One of the things we've kept running into during this is how much history—even of cataclysmic events—has been forgotten. If I ever again find myself in days of peace, I'm going to write down everything we've learned of the people we've seen, and the past we've unearthed, and my monks are going to be very unhappy with me about how many copies of it I'm going to make them make."
"You act like you're giving me a present. But you're the one asking for the gift."
"Then consider it an early payment for us saving the world."
"If we're to die, maybe it's better to take our past with us. We're the ones who earned it. No one else has any right to it." Sadan tossed something into the water and watched it disappear. "Then again, you already know a lot of it. Our people are called the Mara Taub. From skulking around in the tunnels, you see. Before that, we were somebody else. But after we left and lived in the mines, we were the Shadow-Steppers.
"Most of our history is of quiet. The peaceful quiet of tending the village when times were good, and the watchful quiet of the tunnels when times weren't so good. But that doesn't mean we were always quiet. When the Yana Lain came for our farms and pens, the warrior Tono and his men held the channel to our village against twenty times as many of the enemy, until there were so many bodies in the water that you could walk across them from one island to another without getting your feet wet.
"And when the Great Blight came, turning all the fish's flesh to poison, our sorcerer Horo heeded Drakebane Labo's call to find a cure. You can bet your sack nobody in the capital had ever so much as heard Horo's name, but he was the one who tracked down the poisoned stream that had opened up from the Hell-Painted Hills, and then smashed apart the earth to swallow it back up.
"Then there were the days of Rele the Green. Too much to tell about that one. Just know that his insults could bring even his enemies to laughter, and his spear was even sharper than his tongue. He's the one that led us through the War of Bones, when we couldn't make it out to the mines, and had no choice but to stand and fight, or die.
"Other clans have mocked us for our tendency to disappear during dark times. They've called us cowards. Mole-people. We always assigned one of our people to keep track of any clan that said such a thing, and pass those names down, and see if they were still around a century or two later. As often as not, they were gone. And we were still here.
"Even with our tendency to take to the mines, the Mara Taub have still had our share of heroes. And there's one last hero I'll tell you about, since you asked. His name was Ado, and he was my husband."
Sadan glanced away. Dante thought she might be about to break into tears, but whatever emotion passed across her face was as subtle as the ripple of a trout taking a gnat from the surface.
Just as she was about to continue, a warrior in one of the lead canoes called out that he'd spotted a swamp dragon. This obliged Dante and Blays to paddle like mad up to the fore. As they prowled about in search of it, Dante swore under his breath in a steady stream. This was the worst possible time for such a thing. In the end, though, either the warrior's eyes had been playing tricks on him, or the swamp dragon had decided it was too full to bother with them, and the flotilla carried on to the northeast without further delay.
"We'd made ready to leave for the hills from the moment we first heard the Eiden Rane had escaped the Iron Prison," Sadan said once they'd reconvened. "We'd heard rumors that a team of adventurers had come to Tanar Atain, you see. Word on the waterways was that they might even be able to stand toe-to-toe with the lich. The nobles were split on whether to stay or head out. When they got wind there might be a battle at Aris Osis, they decided to let the outcome of that choose for them."
"That was us at Aris Osis," Dante said. "But you knew that already."
She gave him a wry look. "Didn't go so well, did it?"
"We almost had him there. We were the reason there was any hope at all."
"In any case, as soon as we heard about the defeat, we made tracks. But our hope had betrayed us. We'd waited too long. We'd only made it a few miles north when the attack came. Not just Blighted, but sorcery. It shouldn't have been possible. We were far, far away from the Eiden Rane."
"A lesser lich."
"Sure enough. It tore through us like a hurricane. Within seconds, Lord Henan and nearly all of his advisors were dead. The few who survived the initial attack were paralyzed by it. No idea what to do. There didn't seem to be anything they could do. That was when Ado grabbed Coto by the collar and circled around behind the lesser lich. It should have been suicide. Instead, they struck the abomination from behind, Coto with the shadows, Ado with his spear. It wasn't enough to kill the damned thing, but it was sure enough to wound it bad enough to put the fear into it.
"It withdrew. Ado knew he'd already pressed his luck and he ordered an immediate retreat. To this day, I'm still not sure how we made it out of there, or how we managed to stay ahead of the under-lich. But when day broke, we were still alive, and we were still paddling.
"Ado wasn't nobility on any line of his family. He had no claim to rule. But nobody cared about that, not on that day. The clan's lord was dead—hell, the whole clan should have been dead—so it made Ado its new lord. I think he was frightened, the responsibility of all our lives on his shoulders. But he didn't show it. The Mara Taub hadn't had to flee the swamps in generations, so I can't say for sure, but I think it felt different that time. Like we might not ever be able to come back to our home again.
"We ran into the Blighted twice more along the way. Ado managed to slip us past the first bunch. The second group we had to fight. We lost more people that day, good people. The clan survived, though. All the way to Nimi Ala, the fringe of the swamps. We put in that night at Mirun, one of the only true hills in Tanar Atain. You can see the foothills proper from it. There's a fort there, too. It's as old as dirt, and more of the stonework is toppled than it is standing, but it's a lot better than nothing.
"It didn't matter much when the Blighted hit us that night. Ado thought they were the same bunch that had been with the lesser lich, and that they'd been hunting us all the while. The undead had had the sense or good fortune to attack from the west, the same side we'd put in our canoes, and Ado and his warriors had to draw them off while the rest of us launched into the water.
"We swung around to pick up the soldiers just as the Blighted were about to push them off the shore. Same story as the time before, and the time before that: we lost some men, but we kept the clan." She paused, running her hand up and down the gunwale. "We lost something else that night, though. Our children—our three little girls—had left their doba back on Mirun."
"Doba?" Dante said.
Sadan's mouth quirked. "It's an animal. Small, furry, big eyes and even bigger ears. They're not good for much, but you can't help but smile when you look at one. We'd given it to our girls when the oldest was just four and the youngest couldn't even crawl. Oldest once told me that the day we gave them the doba was the first day of her life that she had a memory of. So maybe that will help it make sense that Ado said he'd go back for it.
"I told him he couldn't. That it was crazy to even think it. He looked me in the eye and said he had to. That after that night, the girls' childhoods would be over—and that doba was the last piece of it they'd still carry with them. There was no talking him out of it. It was almost morning already and he waited till dawn to leave. And that was the last I ever saw of him."
Dante rubbed the back of his neck. "What happened?"
"Don't know. He'd told me that if he wasn't back by noon, I needed to lead our people up to the mines. I ordered three warriors to go back to Mirun to look for him and took the rest of the Mara Taub out from the swamps and into the hills, where everything was quiet, like it didn't even know what troubles were. A few days later, the warriors returned. They had the doba with them, but they hadn't seen any hint of Ado. Even without the warriors to bring him back, Ado knew right where to find us. But he never showed.
"I kept us there, in safety, until Coto told me the signs showed that the lich was dead. Could hardly believe it. I led the people back home thinking we'd finally be at peace, we'd have the chance to rebuild it all. Little did I know."
"I know the feeling," Dante said. "But that time will come, and soon. When it does, I'm sending some of my people here. Sorcerers and craftsmen. The craftsmen will build a fortress for you, and the sorcerers will ensure nothing happens to the Mara Taub until that fortress is complete."
"Oh, we don't need anything like that."
"Maybe not. But if you truly are the last of the Tanarians, I'm doing it anyway."
She gave a small shrug. Dante spent the next while thinking through how he was actually going to deliver on his promise. The good news was that he strongly doubted any outsiders were going to try to settle Tanar Atain, let alone all of it at once, so he'd likely only need to send enough manpower to protect the Mara Taub from the deadlier forms of native wildlife. He checked in on his fish and found, to his surprise, that they were less than a minute from their general destination.
Now that he had his courier-fish in position, he began to grasp how truly boneheaded of an idea the whole thing was. The lich wasn't exactly driving a wagon down a well-rutted road. He was veering erratically across a massive wilderness. Dante had just twenty items for him to run across, and if he brought the fish close enough to the lich to have any real chance of the lich stumbling over one of the pieces, the lich was sure to feel his connection to the fish. Worse, he needed the lich to find not just one, but several of the items, to get him pointed in the right direction.
Meanwhile it was full night. Under a thick canopy of trees. While the lich was swimming around under the water. A cold despair crept over his skin. It suddenly felt impossible. He let the fish drift to a stop. Might as well just drop the goods off at random.
He closed his eyes. Guide me, he thought. Just this once. Soon, we will never know each other again.
He opened his eyes. At that moment, the lich was headed roughly northeast. The logical place to scatter the possessions of the Mara Taub would be directly across his current path. He had once known the lich's mind, though, when he'd been enslaved to him, and something gave him an inkling the lich was about to break course. As the enemy drew nearer to the fish, Dante sent them on a path to the east-northeast.
Then, moving from fish to fish, he had each one disgorge the item it carried in its jaws, arranging them in a rectangle pointing to the southwest. He gathered the fish into a school and sent them hurrying to the south. This left him without any eyes directly on the scene, but he had some flies hovering far overhead, and he could estimate what direction the lich was traveling in by tapping into the light of life.
And after a few minutes, that connection told him the lich had just turned to the east.
He still only had a vague idea of the lich's precise location, though, and didn't even know the exact position of the objects he'd strewn around, so he stopped himself from panicking. A few minutes after that, though, and the lich came to a stop. Dante waited. The tingles in his head shifted, but it was so slight he couldn't be sure what it meant. Not until they began to increase.
"Get to shore!" Dante called. "Get the fires lit!"
Gladdic laughed. "He is coming."
They diverted to the closest island. The flotilla came to a stop; half of them came ashore on a cluster of islands while the rest waited in their canoes. As others dragged together fallen limbs and branches, Dante stayed focused on the movements of the lich.
"Did you hear me, then?" he murmured to himself. But he got no reply. Not even something he could tell himself must be a sign, like a strange light in the air or a fallen leaf twirling on a wind that hadn't been there a moment before.
The smell of smoke overruled the murk of the swamp that Dante's nose never fully adjusted to no matter how long he spent within it. Through the fly he had high above them, he watched it rise. It was more of a haze than a cohesive column. The clouds were patchy, letting some moonlight through. A normal person probably wouldn't be able to make it out from the distance of the lich even if they had a clear view through the trees. Who could say if the lich could.
Yet the prickling in his head kept growing stronger. He jogged to the rear of the island where Sadan was standing with her nobles and advisors.
"He's still heading towards us," he said. "It'll be a while yet, but your people need to be ready to launch at a moment's notice."
Sadan cocked her head. "We always are. I keep telling you, that's our whole deal."
He returned to Blays and Gladdic and gave them the same update. "He's well past all the items I left in the water by now. He must have seen the smoke, or is tracking the things he found back here somehow. Either way, he'll be here before morning."
"Excellent," Blays said. "Now that we've lured the ultra-dangerous White Lich into attacking us, what are we going to do when he gets here?"
"If we start to gain the upper hand, I have no doubt he'll try to run again. We'll have to wait until he's right on top of us before we spring the trap. That'll be dangerous, but we can't let him get away this time. If he does, he's not going to fall for our tricks a second time. We'll never see him again."
"We're in a swamp the size of a kingdom. How do we ensure he walks into the few specific feet of ground where we are?"
"It'll be easier than you think. If it turns out he hasn't seen the smoke yet, he will when he gets closer. He'll come to this island. As for leading him straight to us…" Dante surveyed the shore and the neighboring islands. "He'll stick to the waterways as long as he can. Given the direction he's approaching from, there's only two canals he can reach this island by: that one there, and the one right in front of us. So I will simply eliminate the one over there, leaving a single approach, and then we'll find some good shrubs to jump out from behind."
He walked over to the further of the two channels leading up to the island and sent his mind far out along it. He reached into the earth and drew it across the water, closing off the channel.
"I'll be the stopper," he said. "If the lich tries to run, I'll bind his feet to the ground with the nether. Wrap them in stone. Throw a wall in front of his face. Whatever it takes to stop him from breaking loose. Gladdic, you'll be the defender and the distractor. Keep his attacks off me and Blays, and confuse and distract the lich in every way you can. If you've got a chance to hurt him, take it, but that's not your primary job."
"And what about me?" Blays said.
"Your role is very simple," Dante said. "You're the killer."
"Yeah, I think I can do that one."
Dante paced around some, getting a better feel for the layout of the island and the waters around it, looking for any other tasks that needed tending to. But there wasn't anything more to take care of. There was nothing left to do but wait.
They found a nice thick cluster of shrubs near the northeast shore. The tingling of Dante's connection to the light increased steadily. After a while, the lich made a modest adjustment to his course. One that was now taking him directly toward the island.
"He's seen the smoke," Dante said. "It's only a matter of time now."
After another hour, the sensation in his head felt like he was on the constant brink of fainting, and he had to dampen it lest he find himself swooning just as they were on the brink of battle.
As the enemy grew closer, he withdrew his flying scouts further and further to ensure the lich wouldn't feel their presence—and Dante's along with them. That was why he didn't have any indication of the disaster about to unfold until the first of the Blighted emerged from the shallows and waded toward shore, with the lich nowhere yet to be seen.
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"The Blighted are here," Dante whispered. "And they're about to walk right through us. If a single one of them sees us, they'll warn the lich."
Blays glanced about them, then upward. "Into the trees. They're too stupid to look up."
Keeping one eye on the Blighted as the first of them stepped onto relatively dry ground, Blays stood and motioned to Gladdic, helping to boost the one-armed man up into the branches of the tree beside them. Dante scrambled up into the tree alongside Gladdic, then gave him a hand as well. The Blighted loped up the slope. Blays jumped and grabbed hold of a branch. As the first of the undead came to the other side of the tree, Blays vanished into nothing.
Silently, Dante moved deeper into the leaves. A shadowsphere would have ensured the Blighted never caught sight of them, but he didn't dare. Blays only stayed within the shadows for a couple of moments before reappearing on the branch above Dante.
Dante's heart thudded so loudly he feared one of the pale, misshapen wretches would look right up at him. But even after a score of the things had passed by the tree, not a one of them had so much as glanced up.
A scream sounded from the middle of the island. Then another. Sadan's voice rang out, though Dante couldn't make out the words. Dante loathed the idea of sitting in a tree while her people were dying, but there was nothing they could do without exposing themselves and ruining the whole thing. Sadan was just going to have to lead the Mara Taub out of one more life-and-death encounter.
A skirmish began in earnest somewhere near the middle of the island. Quite a lot of yelling was taking place. Not all that much screaming, though. Probably organizing a retreating action while those who couldn't fight were—
Blays nudged him in the head with the toe of his boot, pointing out ahead of them. Far across the waters, an icy glow moved below the surface.
Dante pulled himself tighter against the trunk of the tree. He didn't yet draw the nether—he didn't dare until the moment they sprung the attack—but he got out his little antler-handled knife and drew a drop of blood from his hand. Blighted continued to stream forward, though it was by the dozens rather than the tens of thousands they had contended with when they'd finally brought down the lich for what they'd thought had been for good.
All of the Blighted came to a stop at once.
Some of them glanced around themselves, red eyes awash in hate, while others stood as still as grotesque statues. The clamor of the skirmish died away as footsteps retreated toward the middle of the island.
Out in the water, the icy light had stopped moving as well.
Dante watched it, willing it forward. At last, it continued toward them. Then it brightened, as the lich emerged from the water, advancing up a shallow spot in the channel until he was only standing knee-deep.
"Little sorcerer." His metallic voice rang through the night. He had recovered some since the last time they'd seen him, though there was still a haggard and gaunt look to him. He tilted his head and then laughed. "I know you haven't forgotten our connection. I know that you will never forget it. For you were once under my control just as utterly as a hand is enslaved to the mind."
Blays was staring at Dante with eyebrows raised. Dante shook his head. Beneath them, the Blighted leaned forward on their toes and sniffed at the air like animals. Some wandered about, pawing at shrubs and tall patches of grass.
"Even now I see the patterns of your mind," the lich said. "You refuse to accept the truth of what I say even though there can be no other explanation for why you are hearing these words right now. You are telling yourself that I am only guessing and this is a mere attempt to bluff you. No. You are here. It is only a matter of time before I find you."
The lich lifted his hands. Ether coalesced around them and spun in faster and faster circles. Just as the light became a blur, moving too quickly for Dante's eyes to keep following, it burst away from his hands and flew into the air, showering down in a twinkling cloud. Yet even after the last of it dwindled to darkness, Dante could still feel something moving around in the substrate, not unlike when Blays entered the shadows—though far more furtive, and in many more places at once.
The edge of whatever this was drifted towards them—and, he suspected, in other directions as well. As the edge of the invisible cloud crossed from shallows to shore, though, it faded again, collapsing to nothing.
The Blighted continued to snuffle at the air. Some dropped to their knees and dug at the dirt while others flipped over rocks and tore up grass, as if expecting to find them hiding there. A speck of light appeared in Dante's vision. He tried to blink it away, but it only grew larger—and more blue. With no other choice, he brought the nether close enough to defend himself if it struck at him.
Instead, the light rolled back a half turn. And opened. Revealing an eyeball made entirely of varying shades of blue.
"There you are," said the lich. "Even closer than I suspected."
In sudden anger, Dante ripped the nether through the eye, tearing it apart with a blue squirt. "You came here to take these people's souls to heal your own, didn't you? So come and get them."
"If you believed I wished to fight you, you would not have had to try to trick me into it."
"Did your time in the stone turn you into a coward?" Dante hung from his branch and dropped to the ground. The nearby Blighted glared at him, baring their crooked teeth, but backed away when he wrapped his hands in blackness. "Come forth and face us!"
"I am content where I stand."
"Those here are the last of the Tanarians. They're your only chance to replenish yourself."
Out in the water, the lich was just close enough for Dante to make out his face. Sober. Thoughtful. Even brooding.
"The last of the Tanarians," said the lich. "Then perhaps I will leave them here until my work is closer to its fulfillment."
"Are you that afraid of us, then?" Blays had gotten down from the tree to stand next to Dante. "But you're all giant and blue!"
"You reduced me once already. Even I cannot deny the possibility that it could happen again."
"Let fate be the judge," Dante said.
"Your eagerness to battle me could not be more clear. It's equally clear that you would have no hope of catching me should I leave from here. Even if you are not lying about this land being empty it would be the simplest of things for me to cross over into its neighbors and claim their people instead. Through this I will become what I once was in no time at all."
"I can't believe you're still going with your deranged scheme to make everyone your slaves." Dante flung out his hands. "Look around you, fool!"
The lich cocked his head. "What is it that my eyes are missing?"
"Can't you feel it?"
Light glimmered around his towering but battered figure. "I do. Since the moment of my return—even before it. Something is askew."
"You can say that again," Blays said. "The 'something' being 'all of reality,' and the 'askew' being 'about to be blown into smithereens.'"
"Your babble might make sense to your ears, but not to mine."
"He's saying the world is under siege," Dante said. "In a matter of days, it's going to fall. Not just into emptiness. Into nothingness."
The lich weighed this, then shook his head. "No. You attempt to deceive me."
"You just claimed you know how my mind works," Dante said. "So surely you can see there aren't any lies in it right now. Remember that vision of yours you told us about back at the temple? Of a future as bleak as grimstone—but one that you'd endure, and eventually restore? There can be no enduring what's coming. Not even by you."
"You speak as if the gods themselves wage war upon us."
"That's exactly what's happening. And they're using the most terrifying weapon I've ever seen to do it."
"That cannot be." An entirely new tone entered the lich's voice. He lifted his finger and drew a line of ether in the air, whispering to himself as he examined its matrix. "The entities?"
"How do you know of them?"
"You believe that you would know of such beings and I would not? I have endured for thirty times as long as you have been alive. I have seen into the cold depths of the future and the past. I learned of such beings long ago—and when I did, I spoke to them."
Dante pressed his knuckle to his upper lip. "How did you manage to find them?"
"Through ways that are now lost even to me. Do not be jealous, little sorcerer. The entities hold mortals in too great a contempt to speak with them. 'Contempt' may not even be a word that they would understand. Think of it instead as indifference. You would be nothing to them. Any thought they gave to you would be a wasted one.
"But I had learned of their existence and discovered a way to reach them. Even so, I was worth no more than a few words. They did tell me of their struggle with the gods for this world. That gave me much insight into my own task. I began to suspect there would come a time when my ability to conquer would become so great that a faction within the gods would work from the shadows to thwart me. From what you describe it would seem that I have been vindicated on this beyond all measure."
"The gods were working for you before they did anything for us," Dante said. "When we put you down, that's when Taim turned to the entity to do what you couldn't."
"You lie once again. For when the entities told me of their war for Rale, they also told me why they fought it. Some simply wished to claim the world for themselves. A desire so embedded in the core of being that it is shared even by beings as alien as the entities. Others wished to destroy it, for they saw it as a blight of willing inferiority on the magnificence of creation. By that point in my existence I was able to sympathize with this line of thought. It is a bitter irony that you name my legions the Blighted, for the mortals of Rale have become a far more real blight than my servants ever were. And while I can dispatch my Blighted forever with a single word, it would take a far more heroic effort to rid Rale of the failed humans that infest it.
"Yet as I expressed my sympathy for their desire the entities began to laugh at me. I did not at all understand what they meant by destroy. The entities don't see time in the same way that you or I do. Though it is more right to say that they see it much more truly than we do. They do not believe that a thing is gone the very moment after it is destroyed. It is instead the case that a thing leaves a mark on the fabric of being that persists even after the thing itself is gone. To grasp this, imagine if I were to kill you here and let your blood soak into the soil. The stain of your being would persist even if I were to incinerate your bodies."
The lich looked up at the sky. "The mark left behind by a thing can be for good or for ill. In both cases the strength and endurance of the mark is determined by both the severity of the thing and by how long it endured. Apply these laws to Rale, and you will begin to understand.
"In the eyes of the entities, the existence of such frail, lying, selfish, fearful, dim, and pathetic beings—the mortals of Rale—is the greatest crime to have ever stained the cosmos. A stain of such scale can only be cleansed through an equally long and intense application of justice. That is to say: of punishment.
"They showed me a vision of the course this punishment would take. At the time I believed they did this to me out of cruelty. Only later did I understood that it was not intentional cruelty but rather from a total indifference to what I might think of it. In their vision, I saw every man, woman, and child on Rale put to agonies beyond all comprehension. People nailed to posts to be pecked by the crows until they were mere bones. Skinned alive, and each organ taken from them. Roasted over fires to stew in their own drippings. Dragged behind chariots and wild animals until they become no more than actual, physical stains. Eyes and tongues and genitals removed and all sewn shut.
"The methods were so many and so vile that they lapsed into a tedium of horror. Yet in all cases the tortured were not allowed to die. Rather they were left to suffer as they healed. Once they had recovered, they were each tortured by a new method. This process will continue for the same length of time that Rale has borne mortals—yet only for the mortals of Rale. Everywhere else in existence will see it as no more than a few minutes in length. Thence once it has begun, the process is irreversible.
"When those entities who wished it spoke of destroying Rale, they spoke not only of its physical destruction. But of the cleansing of its stain from the fabric of creation. That is what you dare to claim is now happening here—and that is what you dare to claim the gods do nothing to stop?"
"Yes," Dante said around the lump in his throat. "Only we didn't know the fullness of it until just now."
Clouds had been filling in the gaps in the sky for some time, threatening rain. Instead, they pulsed with pink lightning. Everyone there, even the Blighted, tipped back their heads to look at it. It pulsed again, long pink limbs reaching from cloud to cloud, unconcerned with the ground below. Thunder belched through the night as drops of rain pattered the leaves.
"Your war against the gods has caused you to derange yourself," the lich said. "Or was it the ones who oppose me that filled your ears with the poison of these lies?"
"We fought him, Bade. Nolost himself. A few times now. I know what you're going to say next: 'Impossible, or you would be dead.' Well, we're not. But we're all about to be if you won't let us kill you."
"You have gone mad." The lich's coppery voice was much softer than normal. "And all the world has gone mad with you."
"I know you missed out on a few things when you were dead and all, but if you'd just listen to—"
Splashes began to leap up from the water. Small objects shredded into the leaves. Assuming it was hail, and maybe of the deadly kind they'd run into while trying to get to the Spire of the Nautilus, Dante moved closer to the trunk of the tree. Something pale thumped down in front of him. And squirmed.
He leaped back in surprise and revulsion.
"What the fuck is that?" Blays said.
The thing on the ground twitched back and forth like a worm. It was squatter than a worm, though, roughly the size and shape of the big toe of a large man. Its skin was slimy and pale but Dante scarcely noticed this, for the thing looked like a misshapen human infant. One with a disproportionately large head, short legs, and long arms. It rolled over on its stomach and grabbed at the dirt, pulling itself toward Dante.
Shuddering, he snuffed it out with the nether. Out in the water, the lich had bent forward to get a look at something floating on the surface before him.
The lich straightened, then held completely still, as if locked in a trance. "This…this is one of the very things the entities showed me in my vision. Then we are doomed." He gazed up at the sky in horror. "We are doomed—and there is one last thing I must do before the end. Farewell, my foes."
He turned and sank into the depths. Dante yelled out and ran forward, casting his mind into the mud above and beneath the glowing spot of water, but the lich was ready for him, and grabbed hold of his command like a grown man pinning the wrist of a naughty child. Dante struggled against it with all his might, but the lich held firm.
The glow curved around an island and was lost from sight.
So ended the second of the last ten days they had left.
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"No!" Dante screamed. "Get to the canoe! We have to run him down!"
"He is gone," Gladdic said.
"Then we'll figure something out! We can't just stand here like fools!"
The Blighted withdrew from the island, calmly, almost meekly. They didn't so much as look back as they dipped into the waters and disappeared.
"He will not slow down," Gladdic said. "We have no means of catching him again."
"Were you even listening to what he just said, you idiot? He's not just searching for warm bodies anymore, he's going off to do something. Unless he can do that thing while swimming six feet deep in reeking water, he's going to stop eventually."
"We should at least go talk to Sadan first," Blays said. The slimy little infant-like things were still falling along with the rain and he mustered himself to step on one before it could crawl up his leg. "Make sure they're all right. No need to get angry in the meantime."
"No?" Dante waved his hands at the clouds as more pink lightning laced across their seams. "Because I just watched the only thing that can stop this horrific shit swim away like a glowing blue dolphin! We're all going to die now! And apparently we're not only going to die, but we're going to be tortured for hundreds of thousands of years first! "
"It doesn't look great. All I know is that it's not over yet."
"We can't kill Wessen without the lich, and we're never going to see the lich again. There's nothing left! We ruined everything!"
Blays scratched the corner of his jaw. "And you think this is helping?"
"There's nothing more to help. That's the entire point! We blew it! We've only got two options left now: go bring as many of our people to the Realm, to be Taim's slaves forever, or kill ourselves before the eons of torture kicks in."
"Eons of torture?" Sadan said from behind them. Between the rain, the vile little beings whisking down through the trees, and the shouting, they hadn't heard her approach. "What in the freezing blue hell is going on here?"
"The lich somehow knew we were waiting for him." Some of the anger deflated from Dante's throat and chest. "He got away. We don't have any way of catching up to him now."
"These little freaks falling out of the sky, they're part of what you've been talking about?"
"Yes. I wouldn't let them touch you."
"But they look so friendly." She gazed at the shore. All of the Blighted had departed and aside from some muddy footprints there was nothing to suggest a hellacious battle had just been about to unfold. "What'll you do now?"
"We don't know. Chasing after him feels pointless now."
"I don't suppose you've got any hidden secrets of the swamp to reveal to us," Blays said.
"'Fraid not."
"We may not be able to chase him down," Gladdic said. "But we may not need to. Not if we know his ultimate destination."
"You're talking about opening another portal," Dante said. "It could work. Except my scouts can only travel about thirty miles from me before the connection breaks. We'd have to follow him until he reaches his destination, then backtrack to the portal we've already got. Which would take more time than just continuing straight toward him."
"But if we are able to run him down, kill him, and reclaim the stone, we will have to backtrack to that same portal anyway."
"This is starting to make my head hurt."
"What about the light?" Blays said. "It knows the lich best. He said he's got one last thing to do before the end. Any guesses what that might be?"
The light of life was still in Dante's pocket—it was the safest place for the thing, though he felt a little awkward keeping a sentient being there, especially as now, when he'd forgotten about it—and he drew it forth.
It floated above his palm. "Bade's greatest fear has always been of dying before he could make himself fully immortal. Since taking on the light, I'm sure he spent a great deal of time pursuing methods to protect himself from death, or to escape from it if a threat proved insurmountable. He'll be attempting one of those methods now."
"Then let's just hope that method isn't a portal out of here," Blays said.
The back of Dante's neck tingled. "He's had them before. At Bressel. He may well no longer have the power to make new ones—and from what we saw, he only made them within Rale, not out to other worlds—but he might know where an old one is."
"Don't suppose you know of any portals in this area, light?"
It pivoted from side to side. "I'm sorry."
"If there is any chance he seeks a portal, then we have no choice but to pursue him, and now," Gladdic said. "For if he makes it there before we apprehend him, we will surely lose him for good."
Throughout the discussion, the grotesque miniature human-things had continued to thud to the ground and crawl toward them, and Dante had been venting his wrath upon them. They must have had some touch of intelligence to them, because they were starting to crawl away in search of easier prey. Somehow this made him loathe them even more.
"Then we'll head after him again, for whatever good it'll do," Dante said leadenly. He nodded to Sadan. "What will you and the Mara Taub do?"
"You were telling the truth all the while, weren't you?" she said. "About this being the end of it."
"You thought we were lying but still went along with our crazy plan? The one that could've meant the deaths of the last Tanarians?"
"Wasn't sure. But I did believe you'd killed the lich. Figured we owed you for that much."
"So what's the answer?"
Hands on hips, she looked about herself, sighing slowly at the pink lightning and its monstrous children. "If this is the end, there's no point running to the mines this time, is there? If the Mara Taub are going to die at last, we'll damn well die on our home land."
"I don't think he'll be back. But I wouldn't stay here. Might even want to switch to the village of that other clan you mentioned."
"I was thinking we'd go on and take the Drakebane's palace," she said. "Let Tanar Atain have one last queen."
"Is that where I should send my sorcerers and craftsmen? Assuming we aren't all consigned to a living hell a few days from now?"
"You don't owe us a thing. Our plan didn't even work, did it?"
"I made a promise. I don't think I want to tempt the fates by kicking off our new era of peace and rebuilding by breaking my word."
"All right, then." She sounded skeptical but amused. "I'll see you in your new era."
Dante's appetite for getting in the canoe and doing more paddling was about as big as it was for eating one of the wriggling miniature human-grubs live. Yet pursuing the lich was their duty, and so they did it, shoving off and heading dead north. It was still raining and the clouds were still flashing and the grub-things were plopping in the water and drowning there.
"You know," Blays said as they detoured around a large island, "it would save us a lot of time and trouble if you just cut channels through these things."
"That's…true," Dante said. He reached out and carved a passage just wide enough for the canoe to pass through. The smell of damp earth enveloped them as they paddled along the newly-shaped banks.
Encouraged, he brought a couple of flies in to scout the immediate way forward and identify any more spots where it would be advantageous to tunnel out a shortcut, trimming their route to something significantly more efficient. It still wasn't enough to keep up with the lich, let alone gain ground on him. But they weren't losing much ground on him anymore either.
After a couple of hours, he caught some sleep. He woke to a sense of dread but nothing new was amiss. He spelled Blays, who fell asleep almost at once despite the canoe being very unlike a nice bed. Gladdic was asleep, too, murmuring to himself, though Dante could only occasionally make out any of the words.
The hideous grublings had stopped falling from the sky some time ago but it wouldn't quit raining and the drops whispered on the water. Lightning flashed between the clouds, thunderless. Sometimes the bolts chained together in strange symbols but Dante didn't recognize a single one of them.
Though neither the weather nor the surroundings were at all similar, the isolation of the moment made him recall with total clarity the night he'd gone to the churchyard outside Bressel when he'd been just a boy. The place where he'd found The Cycle of Arawn—and not just a copy, but the copy, the original. Finding it had saved his life, he was sure of it. If he hadn't, it would only have been a matter of time until one of the other street criminals would have stabbed him and left him for dead. Either that or the city watch would have arrested and hanged him, whether for numerous crimes, or because he would have been too eager and stupid in his hunt for a copy of the book, and been taken in for heresy.
And all of that—both his life itself, and the sorcerer he'd since become—it had all been due to luck. Just as he'd despaired that the ruined chapel was empty, he stumbled over the entry to the hidden cellar. Where he'd found the object of his search. More than half his lifetime later, the events of that night had led him to this one. Strange to think that so much depended on a single moment that never should have happened.
More lightning snapped across the sky. It forked out on all sides, forming a star that hung in the heavens. As it faded, a new thought formed in his mind. One he had no proof of, yet one he would bet his life on.
Finding the entrance to the cellar hadn't been an accident.
He should have walked right past it without ever being the wiser. Yet some force, so sublime that he would never have noticed it even if he'd been wary of it, had directed him to find it. Arawn? Carvahal? It could have been either. Even Urt, for that matter. He had no way to know, really.
All he knew was that one of the gods had wanted him to find the true Cycle. They had wanted him to wind up with the chance to prevent the destruction of Rale. Now, it was possible they'd already squandered that chance, that everything they did from this point out was pointless futility. But the chance had existed. And there was still the chance that it did.
Rain tapped against the hood of his cloak. Gladdic muttered something in his sleep. He paddled on.
 
~
 
The pulse of the loon pulled him from sleep. It was morning, gray and damp.
"Yes?"
"Ah, there you are," Nak said in his ear. "I was beginning to fear something had…happened."
"A lot of them have," Dante said. "How are you weathering things? Are our subjects all right?"
"There have been some attacks. Along with a new form of sickness. But we are enduring. And you?"
Dante shook his head, unsure where to even start. Then it came to him, as fully-formed as his epiphany the night before. "Nak, I'm going to ask something of you that you shouldn't have to do. I should be the one to do it. But I can't. The burden must fall to you."
"This sounds, er, ominous."
"It is the worst thing I will ever have to ask of anyone. So I will just say it. Another week from now, if we haven't forced the entity from Rale, I need you to put all of our people to death."
"I…what?!"
"You didn't mishear me."
"But…" Nak's voice sounded tight. "Sir, are you sure that you haven't gone mad? Has one of Nolost's plagues corrupted your mind?"
"I wish that was true. But my mind is clear."
"Then…why? Why would you possibly want to do that?"
"Because that's when the world is going to end."
"You know it to the day? How?"
"Carvahal told me."
"Oh." Nak sounded smaller. "But if everyone's going to die then anyway, isn't your request a little, well, redundant?"
"We just learned that, from the perspectives of the other worlds, Rale's final collapse is only going to take a few minutes. But for us, it's going to go on for hundreds of thousands of years—and we're going to be horrifically tortured for every single minute of it."
"Arawn's stars. You're serious? Carvahal told you this, too?"
"No, this came from the entities. It was something they told the White Lich."
"The White—but isn't he quite dead?!"
"It turns out we kind of brought him back to life. It wasn't on purpose."
Nak started to speak, then huffed into the loon. "I must admit I'm a little lost here."
"We couldn't kill the Chained God. We weren't strong enough. So Gladdic tried to use the lichstone to take on the lich's power for himself. But something went wrong, and the lich wound up escaping. We're hunting him down right now so I can try to take his power instead."
"Do you think it's going to work this time?"
"I really don't know anymore." Dante gazed up at the storm-tossed sky. "You know what, there's no more time for any dishonesty. I don't think we'll ever see him again, Nak. Even if by some miracle we do catch up to him, I'm not sure why I'd have any better luck than Gladdic did."
A long silence took place. "Well, you have to, lord. Because if you can't, I'm not sure I can do what you've asked me to do."
"I know," Dante said. "I'm not sure how I'd bring myself to do it, either. But you'll have to. If it comes to that point, it's the only way to save them."
It was true, he thought. Yet it would mean that he'd been wrong all along. He never should have tried to save all Rale to begin with. Just his own people, even if it would have damned them to eternal slavery in the Realm. But in trying to grab everything, it had all slipped away from his grasp.
The day was a quiet one. They slowly but steadily lost ground on the lich, to the point where Dante thought he'd lose his connection to his flying scouts, but the lich made a diversion of some kind in the middle of the afternoon, allowing them to trim down the distance between them. Just as an ember of hope began to flicker in Dante's heart, though, the enemy got back on his way, leaving them behind once more.
Late in the afternoon, they came to an honest-to-goodness hill. It was one of the very few formations of land in Tanar Atain that stood taller than the trees around it, and though there was, strictly speaking, no real need to do so, given that Dante's reanimated flies could already see far ahead of them, they felt compelled to climb up it and see what they could see.
"This must be the same hill Sadan was talking about," Blays said. "The place the Mara Taub had to flee from when the Blighted attacked them."
"I wonder if her husband made it back here, or was slain elsewhere," Dante said. "If he made it here, I could probably find his remains for her."
"You know that we have no time for such things," Gladdic said. "Unless, that is, we have decided our task truly is hopeless, and it is a better use of our last days to perform what acts of kindness as we can."
He wasn't wrong, but that didn't make Dante any less annoyed to hear it. They hiked up through a curious forest of thick-trunked trees with peeling, papery bark that revealed pink and purple layers beneath. It felt good to stretch their legs, and after a brisk ascent, they came to the summit and found a lump of flat rock that offered a view of the way forward.
Though Dante had already seen it through his scouts, it was still a shock to look out and see, not ten miles ahead, the swamps come to an end, with the land ramping up into a long sweep of green hills, with snowcapped mountains behind them.
"He's still heading dead north," Dante said. "I think he's leaving the swamps altogether. What's going on here?"
Blays shrugged. "Searching for new souls to Blight?"
"But the only thing north of here is the old mines. Sadan said they're deserted. The hills, too."
"Then it must be to take care of that last act he was talking about, right? Light, do you know anything about what he might be up to in the mines?"
This drew a muffled response. Embarrassed, Dante got out the light of life from his pocket. It floated toward the ground before catching itself.
"I was trapped away for almost all of the time that Bade has been the lich, and know little of what happened in that time, except what was whispered to me across the void by Arawn's servants," it said. "But I have always had a connection to Bade, through the light that he took from me. Sometimes it granted me visions not unlike your dreams. When they came, it was always when he was experiencing his most heightened emotions. This means they're rare, because he is terribly cold since becoming the lich, and almost never finds himself overcome by any emotion besides the will to seize power, if that can be said to be an emotion.
"But I once got a vision—long ago, not long after he had scoured the demons from the swamps—of him striding through unfamiliar hills. It was a different season—yes, autumn, I can still remember the leaves lit up like fire, spinning down from the branches. I know little of the place we now look at, but it must be the same as I saw in the vision. For Bade was traveling to a vast tunnel into the hills. I took it to be a cavern, but it must have been a mine.
"He was carrying something to the entrance. Something very precious to him—but something that he was deathly afraid of as well. It was these emotions, swirling within him, that brought my eyes to his, and let me watch as he carried his treasure into the darkness and depths, where he sealed it away."
"Did you get a look at what he was carrying?" Dante said.
"Not a glimpse."
"Sounds like it could just have been the Prime Body, and he was hiding it where no one could find it and kill it—killing him along with it."
"I don't think so," the light said thoughtfully. "He may have feared for someone finding the Prime Body, and destroying them both. But whatever he was carrying, he believed that it would one day save him."
"Which again points to a portal, or something else that can save his skin while all the rest of us succumb to what's coming." Dante picked up a rock and threw it as far as he could, watching it soar along its arc before vanishing into the trees far down the slope. "Back to the canoe, then. Whatever he's after, we have to get to him before he gets to it."
 
~
 
The attack came in the middle of what Dante had determined was the Crossing.
There was no firm, fast line where the swamp ended and the hills began; the islands grew more frequent while the channels shrank in both width and depth, to where they grounded the canoe several times. But even without advance notice from his scouts, Dante would have known they were nearing the border of Tanar Atain. The only question was when they should drag the canoe ashore and continue on foot.
It was twilight and they seemed to come out of nowhere. They were as tall as a king's horse, but aside from that, they bore no resemblance to any beast of Rale. Instead they looked to be a jumble of massive, broken swords, joined by some foul art into a great many crooked, stabbing limbs, which they used to propel themselves forward just as readily as they would to disembowel a man. Their skin, if that's what it was, was both dull yet shiny in the way that charcoal was. Dante saw nothing that could be called a face or even a head.
Somehow, though, they made a whining, hissing sound as they skittered their way toward the canoe.
"Out of the boat!" Dante yelled, flinging himself into the knee-deep water.
The other two were already in the process of doing the same. The three of them dash-slogged their way to a spot of dry land. Dante and Gladdic gathered their sorcery while Blays extended the Spear of Stars. Undeterred, the creatures of the Becoming slashed into the water, limbs scything them onward.
Dante lashed into them, sending roostertails of water high in the air while limbs shattered with a steely spang. The water was frothing so hard he could barely make out the beings within it. But that meant it would be hard to miss them even if he was essentially firing blind, and he laid into them with wide chops of nether, retreating a few steps further up the bank.
The first of them sprung from the water like grasshoppers. Landing on the soft earth, their pointed feet sank deeply, but they yanked them free and scurried forth. Gladdic and Dante hammered at them, leaving a trail of broken shards in their wake, but the things appeared incapable of fear or pain.
"If you can feel regret," Blays told them, "you're about to."
He swung the spear like a staff. It clanged into the entire front line. Those he struck flew backwards, pieces of them wheeling away from their bodies. Yet they didn't seem to fly as far as they should, and for as heavily as they landed, they picked themselves back up, if shakily, and unfolded fresh limbs from their core to replace the ones they'd lost.
The same general thing had been happening with the ones Dante had been attacking, he realized. It was like they could heal—or more accurately, repair—themselves in just a few moments' time. Changing tactics, instead of haphazardly chopping into them, he sent curved blades of shadows directly through the three closest to him. They broke in half and fell to the ground with a metallic groan. Yet they too swung out more sword-like legs from somewhere within them and struggled back to their feet.
Dante fell back further. "Are we even hurting them?"
"The ground looks like a blacksmith's rejects." Blays slashed the spear back and forth through the crowd, shredding loose a small armory's worth of pieces, yet still had to drop back alongside Dante. "It doesn't seem to bother them, does it? We'll see if they like this any better."
Having something of an idea what Blays was about to do, Dante scrambled backward. Blays cocked back the spear, then swung it overhead, slamming it to the ground with all his might. A blinding flash and a deafening boom ensured Dante couldn't tell much about what happened over the next few seconds, but it seemed to involve a couple dozen of the things spinning through the air in a way that would have been horrifically gruesome if they'd been made of flesh and blood.
Again, though, they fell back to earth in much shorter arcs than looked natural, as if they were far denser than they appeared. Two of them, at last, stayed down, too shattered to do more than twitch weakly. The rest gathered themselves and hurried behind the throng that had advanced past them.
"What the hell?" Blays shook the spear. "This thing killed the White Lich. These things can't possibly be tougher than he was!"
All three of them hacked into the creatures, who seemed entirely mindless, even more so than insects, who at least showed a desire to survive and the capacity to feel pain. When the enemy pushed too close, Blays reared back and slammed down the spear again. Yet the weapon hadn't had enough time to regather its power, and the strike only blasted back the very closest of the vermin.
Those just behind the ones that had been knocked aside skittered across the pounded ground and launched themselves at the humans. Dante knocked back three of the creatures as they jabbed at Blays. Something flew at him from his left and he spun to face it, rattling off a slew of bolts, but the creature's momentum kept it moving forward even as he sheared off limb after limb. It stabbed down at Dante with two of its crooked limbs. One scraped painfully down his chest and torso while the second jabbed into his hip.
He shouted in pain. Ether zipped into the thing and kicked it away from Dante hard enough to yank its blade out from him, which hurt worse than when it had gone in.
"Enough of this." Dante drew a mass of nether to him. "Fighting fair is for losers."
He delved into the earth and ripped it downward. Scrambling away from the crumbling ledge, he pulled the ground dozens of feet lower. The beings fell from view, landing among each other with thuds and clanks. Before they could try to stab their way back up the walls, he swept the earth back over the hole, burying them all far below the surface.
"I'd almost feel bad for them if not for the fact they're horrible monsters." Blays stared at the damp, bare dirt. "Maybe Nolost heard us calling the little ones bladelings and decided to show us what the big ones look like."
"Something's sure stirred them up," Dante said. "But I think it's just a blind response. If the entity knew that we were here, I think he'd come for us himself."
He healed his wounds. Somehow they hadn't bled into his clothes, making him fear the things' claws might have injected him with some strange venom, but his blood looked clean of such things.
"Well," he said. "I suppose this is as good a place as any to ditch the canoe."
"Finally." Blays turned to regard the steep hills. "I've been wondering how much longer it would be before I could stop abusing my poor arms and start abusing my poor legs instead."
They backtracked to the canoe to drag it ashore and marked the spot by cutting down a few branches and arranging the makeshift posts in a pattern they may or may not have been able to find again. Then they started uphill.
The last of the light died in the west. It already smelled better than the swamps. The first half hour was brutally steep and rocky but after that it eased off enough that they could speak without panting at each other. The temperature dropped noticeably, though it remained comfortably above freezing.
The forest came and went. On three separate occasions, Dante thought he saw some small dark animal scampering through the fallen leaves and bare branches, but when he turned his head for a better look, they'd already vanished.
He doubted they'd be sleeping much until this was over. Yet they couldn't forgo it altogether. After midnight, they stopped to catch a few hours. Dante woke still tired. He had dreamed that a dark figure had leaned over him in his sleep and he'd woken up but been unable to move as it whispered something his talisman wouldn't translate and a gray mist extended from it to him. It had felt so real that he checked around where he'd slept for footprints, but didn't see anything besides his own.
"How's our lich?" Blays said.
"Not yet out of range," Dante said. "And once we get moving, he won't gain on us as fast as he did on the water."
"Seven days?"
"And just three more for us to follow him before we've gone too far to get back. Now if you'll excuse me."
Dante left the bare-bones camp to find a good shrub to water. The very first hints of light had begun to creep around the mountains and everything was lined with the faintest hints of gray. As he put a respectable distance between himself and the others, the edge of his left hand itched. He scratched it, and immediately stumbled, though he hadn't tripped over anything.
He knew something was wrong before he knew what it was. He moved his fingers back to the spot he'd just scratched. Something was stuck to his hand. Fearing it was a leech or the like, he brushed hard at it, but a spike of pain ran up his arm.
Stomach squeezing on itself, he pulled forth a sliver of ether. And almost fainted. To the side of his pinky, a sixth finger was growing from his hand, small and bent.
His head rushed and he had to crouch down and steady himself against a tree until he was no longer in danger of fainting. He had no idea what he was supposed to do.
But there was only one thing to do.
Hands shaking, he reached for the nether. He shaped it into a blade, fine enough to use for surgery on a man with a bladderstone, braced himself, and cut through the finger at the root. He had been ready for pain but a shock shot up his arm to the base of his skull and he clenched his teeth so hard they squeaked. Clasping his right hand to the cut, he sealed it with nether, but it was still another minute before the pain dulled enough for him to untense his stiff muscles.
He shined the ether on the ground. The severed finger lay on top of a dry leaf. Its cut end oozed blood. As he stared at it, still not quite accepting what it was, it twitched.
His instinct was to stomp it into the ground and bury it. Instead he kneeled over it, putting his back to the camp to cut down on the light, and burned it with a gout of flaming nether. Only then did he grind it into the dirt until there was nothing left to be seen.
Another rush came over him and he waited for it to pass. He took a few deep breaths, relocated to a shrub a little further away, and undid his belt. It took nearly a minute before he could bring himself to urinate. Recovered, somewhat, he returned to camp.
Blays glanced up from the twist of dried meat he'd been eating. "Everything all right?"
"It's fine."
"What was that flash of light?"
"Thought I saw something," Dante said. "But it was just a shadow."
They gathered themselves and continued upwards. Should he tell them what had happened? It was one of Nolost's plagues, it had to be, which meant that if it had happened to him, it could happen to them as well.
Yet something told him that he shouldn't. If it did happen again, they could just take care of it then. It would only worry them in the meantime. They needed to keep their minds on the task at hand.
Once it got light enough for his flies to be of use, Dante found what must have once been a road, centuries ago, but had since degraded to a shallow depression across the land with a half-grown-over dirt path running down the middle of it. It was hardly the king's road, but it was much better than wheezing their way up the rocky incline.
"Bit of good news," Dante said. "I think I can see the mines ahead of the lich. He's still miles away, but he should reach them by day's end."
Blays glanced up at a crow. "It's good news he's going to beat us to his secret hidden treasure? That could be an escape portal he's got stashed away?"
"Maybe he'll come back this way once he's got what he's looking for. Either way, unless he really does have a portal, it means we've got a chance to run him down before time runs out."
Clouds swirled overhead, both in the form of a gray sheet tacked across the sky, and as individual lumps that skimmed low over the hills like cogs on the sea. It looked like Nolost's work, but whatever threat it bore didn't yet manifest.
Later that morning, as they worked their way through a landslide that had buried the path in rubble, Blays came to a sudden stop. "Did you just hear that?"
Dante cocked his head. "The wind? Or the other wind?"
"It wasn't wind. It sounded like a woman screaming."
"There are not supposed to be any people here," Gladdic said.
"So they say. But I know what I heard."
"I'll send a scout to look," Dante said. "But even if there's someone in need of help, we don't have time."
Blays frowned, then gave his head a little shake and followed after Dante. They'd just gotten free of the loose rock covering the road when a scream carried up to them from somewhere to their left.
"I know you heard that one," Blays said. "But it was different from the first. There's—" He was cut off by another one, from a third voice.
Dante took a few more steps, but Blays stayed put. Another scream, fainter, lifted to the northwest.
"I think it's coming from that ravine over there," Blays said. "Can your scouts see anything?"
"No," Dante said, though he didn't actually have any in that particular area just yet. A cold wind flushed down the slope. "Let's keep moving. We're almost keeping up with him."
"But something bad's happening over there."
"Something bad is happening everywhere. Even if we knew for sure we had time to go take a look, it could be a trap."
"A trap? Set by who?"
Dante gestured around him. "The murderous entity we're battling?"
"He doesn't even know we're here."
"But some part of his senses knows that people are here, whoever they might be, and he's started manifesting things to kill them. Blays, you know damn well we don't have time for this. I'm done arguing."
Dante turned and plodded up the trail, which was barely visible any longer. Gladdic joined him.
"I'm just trying not to become a monster myself," Blays said. "We'll be hearing those in our dreams tonight."
As if to prove him right, a small chorus of screams opened up in the distance. It was enough to lift the hair on Dante's neck and he finally diverted a fly to go see what was going on. Not that he intended to do anything about it. He just wanted to know if there were any dangers they needed to look out for.
Without warning, a sheet of water dumped over their heads, causing Blays to shout, Dante to swear, and Gladdic to grunt. They all pulled up their hoods, but the rain was already over. Just as Dante lowered his hood, he was drenched with another blast of water. He lifted his hood and left it up.
The rain-sheets were coming down for miles around and he rapidly lost half his scouts. The one he'd sent toward the screams had managed to survive the first few flash downpours, however, and once he understood what was happening he sent it to fly under whatever cover the mostly-leafless trees could provide. Somehow it made it all the way to the ravine Blays had pointed to.
Its bottom was raging with muddy water, a flash flood from the rain-bursts. Almost absently, Dante noticed a couple of bodies getting flushed downhill along with a torrent of leaves and sticks.
His interest of them was absent because of the scene on the banks of the brand-new stream. There, diseased-looking creatures with tumor-riddled bodies and teeth like broken glass carved up women's bodies with claws as long as table knives and chewed their limbs down to the bone.
He thought about telling Blays this, and that they were too late to do anything about it, but Blays seemed to have forgotten about it already. No sense riling him up again when he had been acting so unreasonable.
It had felt wonderful to get out of the swamps but now everything was muddy and uphill and cold. For that the lich truly deserved what they were about to do to him. Dante was envisioning scenes of vengeance in his mind when Gladdic grabbed him by the shoulder and threw him into a thorny shrub.
"Do not move!" Gladdic whispered. "And do not reach for a single drop of sorcery."
The old man was staring at something behind them. Though he had once been quick to anger, these days he was slow to any emotion at all. Now, though, his face was rigid with fear.
Slowly, Dante lowered his head to find a clear spot through the brush. He saw it at once. It was hard not to when a gigantic eye was staring back at you.
"Tell me that's just a cloud," Blays said.
"I wish that I could so deceive myself," Gladdic said. "But if that is what I believe it is, such self-deception would lead to our deaths."
It wasn't an eye in the sense of a literal disembodied eyeball peering down from the clouds. It could even, as Blays had suggested, be made from clouds—its edges and lines shifted steadily, and none of it was as clearly defined as, say, the thorns on the shrub in front of them. But it had a definite pupil, iris, and white—and while the latter was actually more of a light gray, it was laced, vein-like, with darker threads, while the iris was marbled with medium-grays, and the pupil was so black it was almost shiny.
There was also the fact that it was slowly looking around.
"You act like you know what that thing is," Dante said.
"There is only one thing that it can be. The Eye of Rathar."
"Can't say I've heard of it."
"For it is not a thing that was ever taken seriously. It was the late-life obsession of Thereter. Or, as you may know him, the Goat-Man of Cygris."
"Oh, I have heard of him. But wasn't he considered…"
"Insane. Yes. Everyone believed him to be so. Possibly even a heretic. It was the latter issue that brought him to my attention, for I was once assigned, in my youth, to determine whether he and all his works should be denounced as profanations against Taim. At the time I suspected this was meant to punish me, for even those of Thereter's own time had considered him eccentric at best, and in our time, he was only ever referenced as a jest, if not an insult.
"Late in his life, he claimed to be visited by visions from the angels of Taim. He spoke of many things, but the one that matters to us is what he called Erasure. In this vision, Arawn decided that if the process of life would always end in death, then life itself was superfluous. So he decided to cull all of it. To do this he sent many agents and demons to scour Rale of all life by whatever means they could: floods, fires, eruptions, or simply by killing whatever they found.
"This might seem familiar to you. It had crossed my own mind two or three times since the plagues began, and we learned of Nolost, but Thereter was hardly the only priest or sorcerer who had claimed to see the world ending in apocalypse, and so I granted his thoughts no special weight. But that…" He pointed toward the Eye. Due to its size, along with there being more than one layer of cloud, it was hard to tell exactly how far away it was. At least ten miles, Dante thought. "That can only be one thing."
"Are you sure of that?" Dante said. "Maybe it's just a storm that happens to look like an eye. How would the Goat-Man have even been able to see something that wouldn't happen for hundreds of years after his time?"
"We have seen both the future and the past ourselves. It would be arrogant to believe we are the only ones to have ever done so. The Eye that hangs before us is precisely as Thereter described it. If you choose to disbelieve him, you do so at your peril."
"What peril is that, exactly?"
"'The Eye of Rathar is the scourge of man.'" Gladdic's tone made it clear he was quoting something—Thereter, presumably. "'When he moves, the Eye fixes its gaze to him, and though he remains unharmed, the world around him will be burnt down to ashes—a fire that will not stop its spread until his heart has gone still.'"
The words were all clear enough, but Dante felt like he hardly understood what Gladdic was saying. "Sometimes I get the sense these prophets make themselves obscure on purpose. That way, when it turns out they're wrong, they can claim they were talking about something else all along."
"That is merely the only section I remember word for word. He went on to explain at some length afterward. However, what he is saying is quite simple. Should the Eye catch hint of your movements, and focus itself upon you, your surroundings will begin to smolder into ashes. The fire will burn wider and wider, consuming everything, until there is nothing left. In short, if it is to see us, then it will be the end."
"Well we better hope there's no one else stumbling around out here," Blays said. "Or else they're going to wind up destroying the world while we're still sitting here talking about what to do about this."
"Say Thereter was right about everything," Dante said. His head had begun to hurt, as if something was moving around in it, and he had a moment of intense panic, fearing there might actually be something inside it, until he looked into the nether and saw that he was fine. "How do we avoid being seen?"
"We should wait until nightfall," Gladdic said. "Then it will be safe to move once more."
"We can't wait that long. The lich is only a few miles from the mines."
"The lich is irrelevant if we cause total calamity to befall us before we can get to him."
"But the Eye can't see us right now," Blays said, tapping his chin. "Or else Carvahal would have seen the world ending today and not a week from now. So it seems to me we must be perfectly safe to keep going."
"That is not how it works!"
"How do you know? On the one hand we've got the word of a god, and on the other hand we've got the word of somebody called Thereter the Goat-Man. I know who I'm putting my money on."
"We'll be as careful as we can," Dante said. "But I fear if we wait until darkness, then we're doomed anyway. We'll stick to deep cover and keep watch on it at all times."
Gladdic looked pained, and ready to argue that they must stay put. In the end, though, he simply nodded, and motioned for Dante to lead the way.
The trees had been thinning around them, leading to a clearing, which was how they'd seen the Eye in the first place, so Dante backtracked until the branches were thick overhead, then circled about the clearing. He couldn't help feeling a little foolish. Gladdic's story sounded half insane. Then again, everything else was already fully insane.
Besides that, he could feel it. The same way he could feel a shadow on his face, or a cliff hanging above him. He could feel it even when they could barely see a scrap of sky overhead. And though the closest of his flies was miles away from it, it still felt threatening to use one of them to look into its unblinking gaze.
"I don't suppose the Goat-Man said anything about why that Eye-thing showed up," Blays said. "Or how to get rid of it."
"He offered no escape from it," Gladdic said. "It was his belief—his vision—that its arrival would mark the coming of the final end."
Dante frowned at this. Something was off about it. Then again, Blays made a convincing point about who to trust on the matter. Then again, only a fool would place complete trust in Carvahal, even though he'd seemed trustworthy so far. In fact, even if he was on their side, it would be an extremely Carvahal-esque move to have seen into the future, learned they were going to fail, and then tell them they had more time than they really did to fill them with more hope during the few days they had left.
The other thing that troubled him was that he'd previously dreamed about the Eye, or something quite like it, just a few days ago. It had even spoken his name to him. And this made him afraid that a fate had manifested for them. One they couldn't escape, no matter what else Carvahal had promised them.
The day trekked into the afternoon. They'd been lucky to be traveling through a stretch of good woods, but a half mile ahead of them, his flies had spotted trouble: a flat stretch of open grass that stretched far to both sides.
They came to it and stopped near the edge of the treeline. Blays leaned up against a trunk, patting it. "What do we do now? Disguise ourselves as extremely fat field mice?"
"You can give that a try," Dante said. "But I'm going to disguise myself as a mole."
He nicked his arm, delved into the ground, and opened a hole in it. He really wasn't one for tight spaces, but he had several hundred feet of tunnel to dig, and so he kept it closer than he would have preferred. It smelled earthy, of course, almost intoxicatingly so, and as they walked down the seemingly endless blackness, lit by a wan ember of ether, he felt as though he was walking not down an earthly tunnel, but rather one of the passages between two portals, with no idea what awaited him on the other side.
But the other side just turned out to be more trees, exactly as he'd planned. Safely back under cover, they hurried on, jogging as much as their endurance allowed. Other than the slow roil of the cloud-like matter that made it up, the Eye didn't seem to be moving. Yet it somehow seemed to be getting closer.
He had known what was coming for some time. Even so, Dante's heart sank as the lich broke free from a grove of trees into a stretch of open ground. Though it had been abandoned for centuries, the foliage had done little to reclaim it, and it was easy to see why: rather than soil, most of the ground was spoil, broken-up rock discarded from the gaping hole cut in the face of the high rocky cliff that stood ahead. Most of the spoil was wholly unremarkable, just broken bits of black rock, but some portions were dried-out pools of crusty and unholy-looking minerals of orange and blue and green.
"He's reached the mines," Dante said.
Blays glanced skyward, though there wasn't much to be seen. "Does that mean we're all dead?"
"Maybe."
"Because if we're all dead, then I want to stop running."
"Afraid we don't get to do that yet."
"Then I'm going to kill the lich for that reason, too."
The trees became taller, more craggled, with pale green moss growing on their trunks. It felt cold enough for snow come nightfall. Dante sent a fly into the mine entrance, but in his caution, he'd waited too long to follow: just a few dozen feet into the tunnel, it became pitch black, and the fly kept bumping into the walls.
"Father?"
All three of them froze. The voice was a young child's, a girls. Blays glanced at Dante, who nodded. As they walked quickly but quietly in the direction the voice had come from, Dante filled his hands with nether.
They came around a tree so large and gnarled it had to be as old as the mines. Blays pointed. A girl walked unsteadily among the fallen leaves. She had long, dark hair, tangled in places, and wore a dress that was little more than a sack. She looked no older than five.
"Hello?" Blays said. "Are you lost?"
She spun, staring at them with an open mouth and wide brown eyes. Then she turned and took off running, arms out to the sides for balance.
Blays lurched forward and took after her. Dante followed, glancing around them. He gave half a thought to using the shadows to bind the girl's feet to the ground, but that would only scare her more. Anyway, Blays was almost on her.
They burst through a thin skein of brush. Blays gave out a yell and grabbed hold of a tree, almost falling as he stopped himself. He was standing at the edge of a cliff.
"It came out of nowhere," Blays said. "She just…ran right over it. Didn't even see it."
Dante kneeled and moved to the edge of the cliff. Though its slope wasn't far from vertical, it was thick with short shrubs, while the bottom was as choked as a jungle.
"Can you see her?" he said. "What's a little girl doing way out here?"
"Maybe she was with the women we heard earlier." Blays indicated a spot several feet down from them, where a couple of twigs had been snapped. "It was right there. Hello? Hello!" His voice hung emptily in the air.
Dante rubbed his mouth. He'd begun to sweat uncomfortably. "It's fifty yards to the bottom. If she fell all that way…"
"She would never have fallen if we hadn't started chasing her. We have to see if she's alive."
"But we—" Dante shook his head. He'd been about to say they couldn't spend the time on this, but he abruptly changed his mind. It would only take a few minutes. Surely their virtue was worth such a small price.
He looked around them. The cliff was too steep to just carve a staircase out of it. He could project a stone shelf from it and then lower it down, but that would dislodge all kinds of shrubs. If one of them fell on her—or worse, if she was being held up by one, and it was torn loose—then he'd kill her.
Glancing down the cliff again, he almost slapped himself. "There's vines right there. They're not long enough, but I can harvest them. I'll tie them around this tree to make sure they don't pull loose."
"I'll handle the climb. Get started." Blays shucked off his cloak and started to rid himself of any objects that might hamper his descent.
Gladdic had no interest in the cliff. Instead, he was watching the sky. "You must stay within cover of the shrubs at all times. And if you find her, you must make sure she does the same."
Blays followed his gaze up through the trees. They could just make out one edge of the Eye of Rathar there. Dante harvested vines up from the edge of the drop, looping them around the lowest and stoutest branch of the tree he stood next to. Once he was satisfied it would take a giant to rip it loose, he braided the vines together so that they'd have no chance of snapping and lowered them down the cliff. They soon got snarled in the shrubs, but Blays could deal with that when he got down to the snag.
Blays called for the girl a few more times, but the only answer was the wind in the empty branches. "I won't be long."
Keeping the tree between himself and the sky, he crawled to the edge, got a firm grip on the vine, and started down, slithering along beneath the shrubs. He worked his way downward, stopping now and then to brace himself within the brush and call out to the girl.
Dante had recalled one of his flies to send down the slope, but it wasn't quite there yet. He searched for new ones to kill and reanimate to aid the search, which felt like something he should have thought of earlier, but it had all been very fast and confusing. There didn't look to be any around. Maybe the dead ones had been telling the live ones to get away while they still could.
Thunder cracked overhead. It was among the weakest thunder he'd ever heard, though, and Dante looked up in confusion. His head spun, for the entire world seemed to be tilting.
But it was just the tree that the vine was tied to, as the ground it was lodged in gave way, and it snapped off at the roots.
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Everything seemed to freeze in place. But he knew that it hadn't, and that if he didn't move fast, Blays was dead.
He'd held the nether all the while just in case something went wrong. Acting on a level quicker than thought, he shot the nether into both the tree roots and the soil, attempting to harvest the roots back into place while looking to catch the toppling tree fast within an anchor of rock.
Too late. He couldn't grow the new roots fast enough, and the tree was already leaning so far that its weight snapped the stone while Dante was still shaping it. It swung toward the abyss.
Dante grabbed the vine where he'd wrapped it around the branch, twisted it around his arm, and slashed the end free with a nethereal knife. The tree cracked and popped as the last of it gave way and fell over the cliffside. There had been just a bit of slack to the vine, but it suddenly pulled hard on Dante, and he dropped to the ground and dug in his heels.
A cloud of insects—crimson hornets—spewed from the broken stump of the tree. Dante had never seen anything like them, and suspected they were Nolost's, so he brought more shadows to hand. The hornets swirled upward like a dust devil.
"You must get back to cover!" Gladdic yelled. "Before it is too late!"
Even as he said the words, Dante felt something pass over him in a slow and nauseating wave. Fearing the worst, he looked skyward, which was now clear and unblocked due to the loss of the tree (still crashing and tumbling its way down the slope).
The Eye hung against the clouds, immense and unblinking. It wasn't yet fixed on them. But it was turning, swinging towards them with even greater inevitability than the toppling of the tree. Where it went, a beam of ghastly light swept the way before it.
"Get up here!" Dante yelled down at Blays. "Right damn now!"
"Yeah?" Blays said. "I thought I'd see if anymore falling trees want to beat me half to death first."
The greenish beam swung across the countryside with tremendous speed, racing across the hills. Less than two miles away now. The crimson hornets spun in a tighter, faster circle, buzzing angrily, as if they could feel its presence coming. Dante started to slide forward over the ground and a spike of panic shot up his neck before he came to his senses and lifted a short shelf of rock in front of him, bracing his feet against it.
The beam was already within a mile of them. His flying scout wasn't quite back to him yet and he had no idea how far Blays was from the top. So he almost praised Arawn out loud when Blays' hand swung over the cliffside and grabbed hold of the vine.
"That one really wasn't as close as it looked," Blays said, heaving his chest up onto the ground. "With all the shrubs—"
Dante lunged at him, grabbed his shoulders, and yanked him forward. The beam was so close Dante thought he might throw up. And Blays was only just getting to his feet. Before it could strike them, Dante swooped a shadowsphere over them like a cloak.
He didn't know if that would be enough to hide them and he ran blindly toward the nearest tree, holding his hands out in front of him. He felt the beam rush over them and his knees went so shaky he almost fell down. Someone grabbed him—Gladdic—and guided him down through some shrubs. He pulled Blays along behind him.
Dante carefully lightened the shadowsphere until he could just make out the heavy cover of both shrubs and trees over their heads. It no longer felt as if the Eye was directly upon them, but it remained close.
Blays was kneeling in a ball with his arms wrapped around his head. "Are we dead or not?"
"We would not yet be dead even if it had seen us," Gladdic said. "But it looks as if our luck has held."
"So what do we do now?"
"Wait for it to to move on. We must stay right where we are until then."
Dante forced his muscles to relax. All at once their actions felt very foolish, even insane. What had they been doing? There was little chance the girl could have survived a fall from that height, and even if she had, they couldn't take her with them. They were smarter than that, weren't they? The lich was the only thing that mattered, everything else was nothing more than a speck of dust.
He squeezed his temples with the thumb and middle finger of one hand, trying to clear his brain. He threw open his eyes. "It isn't moving on. It's searching for something."
His fly had just arrived on the scene and he flew it what he hoped was a safe distance from the sickly beam. This had moved past them, making its way down the mortally steep decline.
"Stop it!" a high-pitched voice wailed from the ravine. "It's looking at me! Stop it!"
"It has found her." Gladdic's voice sounded like a tomb.
Blays snapped his head around. "What do we do?"
"Hope that she passes before the damage consumes us."
Through the fly, Dante watched as the shaft of greenish light intensified from something no thicker than sunlight to something like cloudy water. The girl had fallen more than halfway down the slope and was tangled in, or clinging to, some stringy vegetation that couldn't decide if it wanted to be a shrub or a vine.
A ring of green light encircled her. Dim, but brightening. It crept outward, expanding at a tired walking pace. As the ring increased in diameter, its thickness stayed roughly the same. But in its wake, it left a black and empty nothing.
"Help!" the girl yelled. "Make it stop looking at me!"
"It's happening," Dante said. "The ground around her is just—disappearing."
"Then we are finished." Gladdic stood. "It will be upon us soon. We should run."
"Do you think we can get away?"
"In the vision of Thereter, the disintegration began slowly. But it soon overtakes everything."
"Can't we help her?" Blays said.
"We can do nothing." Gladdic patted him on the shoulder. "Let us go, my friend."
Looking stunned, Blays nodded and got to his feet. Gladdic led them onward through the trees. Dante let himself fall a couple of strides back, then silently shot a single black bolt behind him. Using his fly, he guided the bolt over the cliff, following its path downward until it came to the beam of green light.
He held his breath. But the bolt passed through the beam. And found its mark.
Gladdic glanced back at him, then away before Blays could catch it.
"She…she just fell," Dante said. "It disintegrated everything around her, so she was just on this little platform. Then it just tipped over."
"The light." Gladdic extended his index finger. "It withdraws."
Through the fly, Dante had already watched the ring stop expanding and fade away. The shaft of light remained where it was. As it continued to do nothing, he realized he hadn't checked on the mine in several minutes. The grounds outside it were empty. With a chill, he considered that the lich would have had enough time to exit the tunnel and cross the open ground into cover without him noticing. He decided the odds of that must be low, though. Whatever he'd taken to the mine so long ago must be very well-hidden.
The beam of the Eye's gaze began to move about, searching the cliffside for others. There was no urgency in its movements this time, though, and after another few minutes, it drifted away across the hills.
"So what happens if that thing spots somebody else?" Blays said, a question that had also been on Dante's mind. "We all just die, then?"
"That was what was seen in the vision," Gladdic said.
"Huh. Good thing it showed up out here in the middle of nowhere and not right over Setteven, then." Blays uttered a little gasp. "This is no joking matter. This land isn't nearly as deserted as we were told. And whoever they are, the people here aren't scholars of Thereter like you are. They're not going to know to hide from it."
"It is frightening to look upon, and that might be enough. But you are most likely right."
"Then we have to stop it. Or else the lich no longer matters, because sooner or later that thing's going to spot somebody and then it's all over."
"And how are we to stop it?"
"Well can't we just blind it?"
"What are you talking about?"
"It's an eye, right? So we must be able to poke it out."
"It is not an eye such as the ones I am using to gaze at you in disdain right now. Clearly you must be able to see that it is something much greater than that."
"Is it alive?"
"Unless it is pure sorcery."
"Well if it's alive, then it can be killed. That's what we always say, right?"
Gladdic stepped over a fallen tree whose trunk was being pulverized by ants the size of shiny black berries. "It is miles up in the sky. How do you propose to reach it?"
"Uh," Blays said. "Dante could lift a mountain up underneath it."
"Making something that big would take me weeks," Dante said.
"Then just raise up a thin little pillar."
"So it'll snap and kill us before we've gotten a tenth of the way to it."
"Then if we can't get up to it, we'll just have to lure it down to us. Somehow. Gladdic, what kind of stuff does the Eye like?"
Gladdic scowls. "You mean to lure it down with what, its favorite meal? A bewitching lady-Eye? There is nothing that it likes beyond bringing about the end!"
"That must be a pretty miserable existence for it then." Blays slapped the trunk of a tree as he passed by it. "Anyway, if it's such a big threat I don't understand why you don't want to do anything about it."
"The Eye of Rathar is a terrible threat, and everything we do now is likely in vain," Gladdic said. "But since it is completely beyond our reach, I can only focus on what remains within our ability to grasp."
"Right," Blays said slowly. "Right. Well if we see anyone else, we should at least warn them about it."
"That is reasonable enough."
The pink lightning returned to the clouds, but for the time being there was no rain, either in big sheets of the normal kind, or in grublings. The tingle of Dante's connection to the light was getting stronger. That all but guaranteed the lich was still down in the mine somewhere. And that meant that there almost certainly wasn't a portal in it. Good news. Probably. But also very confusing. Unless the lich believed that he might weather what was to come by hiding out in the deepest depths that the miners had accidentally opened up, where the demons had been trapped ever since the raising of the Woduns.
For the most part the terrain stayed forested enough for them to walk freely, and with the help of his scouts, Dante was able to avoid the occasional stretches of meadow. The overcast daylight dwindled. As they crossed a little brook running down the seam between two hills, Dante thought he glimpsed a pale face watching them from behind a tree. He called out and got no response. He sent a fly over to investigate, but it didn't see anything either. But why would the stranger try to hide from them? They meant no harm.
Night settled on the hills as slowly as a troubled man trying to fall asleep. Gladdic had said the Eye couldn't see them at night, but they still stuck to cover even when full dark was upon them. They took occasional rests but they had no intention of sleeping that night. Not when they would reach the mines before morning.
Dante tried to keep half an eye on his scout at the mine at all times. It was a little after midnight when he came to a halt. The tunnel entrance was glowing. As he watched, the White Lich stepped back out into the night.
"He just came out of the mine," Dante said. "And he's carrying something."
The lich trudged across the broken ground. He came to a patch where there was enough dirt for a few weeds and wildflowers to grow and set down the long sheet-wrapped bundle in his arms. He kneeled beside it and then gazed down on it for such a long time that Dante started walking forward again.
At last, the lich reached down and pulled the sheet from its contents. The fabric was so old that it tore apart.
"It's a corpse," Dante said. "A very mummified one."
"You are certain of this?" Gladdic sounded ready to gather up his robes and run away in the opposite direction.
"I've seen just enough dead bodies to know what one looks like."
"Then it is as we suspected: the Prime Body."
"What makes you so sure?"
"What else could it be? This is why it was never found. He did just as the Mara Taub did, hiding it in the one place that everyone feared to go."
"It's definitely old enough," Dante said. "And shriveled enough. But what would he want with the Prime Body?"
Gladdic stared at him. "Do you not see?"
"Why would he care about protecting it when no one had ever found it and everyone's about to be killed anyway?"
"Because everyone is not about to be killed. Before that happens, they will be tortured for tens of thousands of years of our time. The lich will not be excluded from this hell."
"I think you're right. But I'm still not following."
"He has not come here to protect the Prime Body. He has come here to destroy it. He wishes to kill himself and escape this world before he can be tormented alongside the rest of us."
Dante's skin tingled. "When we killed him, he wasn't truly dead. That's why the lichstone manifested, containing what was left of him. But if he destroys the Prime Body, he'll be fully destroyed, right? There won't be anything left to become the stone."
"This is sounding bad," Blays said.
"We're still miles away. We can't possibly get there in time to stop him."
"Then we must run," Gladdic said. "And we must not stop running until it is over."
They leaned forward, picking up speed. It felt as though they'd fallen through a doorway and now the night would never end and the stars would go out one by one, and when the last one winked off, all that would be left was pain.
His heart leaped as the lich stirred. The lich brought ether to one hand and nether to the other. Dante wanted to close his eyes and scream. The lich shaped the two powers and sent them to the mummified body. Dante waited for it to disintegrate and for the lich himself to blow away in a cloud of ash, his light lost forever.
But the two powers didn't rip into the corpse. Instead, they sank into it. White light rippled down from its head, followed by a band of black light. The lich drew an icy dagger and cut across his left palm. He tightened his hand into a fist and squeezed drops of blue-white blood onto the mummy.
"He's doing something to the Prime Body," Dante said.
"Like, ah, not destroying it?" Blays said.
"I don't know yet. Purifying it, maybe. Or undoing wards he put around it."
Even if the lich had to undertake some rituals first, it seemed impossible that they would reach him before he brought an end to himself, but Dante couldn't stop watching. The lich stood and gathered more ether and wove it into a complex and ever-shifting pattern. As he expanded it, he shifted the previous portion up and to his right, forming part of a curve. As he moved onto the next section, he looked intent on creating a complete ring of it. And, given the ring's projected size…
"I still have no idea what he's doing," Dante said. "But whatever it is, it's going to take a while. Maybe even long enough to get to him before he finishes."
"Why not just blow up its head and be done with it?" Blays said. "Did dying do something to the lich's brain?"
Yet Dante didn't think that was it. The lich hadn't seemed any less sane to him than before they'd killed him. If anything, he seemed more cogent, less swayed by his grandiose visions. Dante wouldn't go so far as to say the man had been humbled—such a thing wasn't possible—but he'd at least been shaken, kicked out of the dream he'd let himself get lost in.
"We're going to run into a meadow in another few minutes," Dante said. "Gladdic, is it safe to cross it now?"
"It should be so," Gladdic said. "The Eye was not supposed to be able to hunt in the dark."
"Good. Detouring around it would add more than a mile to our journey."
The lich continued to work on his ethereal pattern. By the time they came to the meadow, he'd completed about an eighth of a full circle. Dante had to admit his skill with the ether was magisterial, and as the lich stood alone in the short, patchy grass, weaving strings of light into something Dante could barely comprehend, the sight of it was even beautiful.
Dante stopped at the treeline and gazed across the meadow. The grass was only knee-high. Not enough to provide cover unless they intended to belly-crawl across all five hundred feet of it. Gladdic nodded to him. Dante walked out into the open field.
It was too dark to make out the details of the Eye, and it was no more than a slightly different shade of black than the clouds behind it. Dante didn't want to take his eyes off it, but he didn't think it was a very good idea to look directly at it.
The meadow seemed to stretch forever. They'd only been dealing with the Eye for a few hours, but after treating open sky above his head like a death sentence, he suddenly understood how mice must feel. The others followed behind him in total silence.
He jerked back in surprise as a face loomed to his right. The figure vanished before Dante could get a good look at him—he'd thrown himself into the grass or something—but something, impossibly, made him think it was Cally. Yet Dante didn't dare call out to him.
He cleared his mind and reached for the ether.
Even as he did this, he knew it was a grotesque mistake. Yet he felt compelled to do it, powerless to stop himself as he shaped the light and shined it in the grass to expose the man trying to hide from them.
Gladdic made a choking sound. "What are you doing? Snuff out the light!"
Like the breaking of a spell, Dante dismissed the ether. His hands were shaking. He shot a glance at the smudge of the Eye. "I saw someone. I thought it was—"
"I do not care if it was Arawn himself! The Eye cannot see us in the dark. But that becomes irrelevant when you remove the dark!"
"I'm sure you're quite right," Blays said, gazing up at the clouds. "But maybe you should berate him for his unbelievable stupidity as we run for the trees?"
Dante still wasn't thinking clearly, and likely would have kept standing there in befuddlement if not for Blays' suggestion. Hearing it swept some of the cobwebs from his mind, though, and he rocked back on his heels and ran toward the treeline.
A hazy green beam speared through the sky. It shot across the land toward them like an arrow loosed by a god.
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He ran. He ran as hard as he could. The cover of the trees was less than a hundred yards away. But the Eye's gaze had to cross many miles.
It wasn't until they were within fifty feet of the trees that he knew that they wouldn't make it. Pulse pounding, he grabbed at the nether and stretched a flattish shadowsphere over their heads. That meant he could no longer see the shaft of vague greenish light sweeping across the wilderness—until it pierced through the shadowsphere like it wasn't even there.
His stomach flopped. "It's got us!"
"Keep running!" Blays yelled.
The circle of light sharpened, painfully bright. It snapped wider, its outer ring getting even brighter while the rest of it dimmed away. Wherever the sharp green ring touched, the land disintegrated into empty blackness beneath it. Dante tried to pull the earth across the gap the ring had just made ahead of them but the dirt refused to budge. He skidded to a stop in front of a void that was already too wide to jump and getting wider with each moment as the ring continued to expand.
"What are you waiting for?" Blays said. "Build us a bridge!"
"The earth won't move," Dante said. "And if we try to run through that light, it'll disintegrate us just like the ground."
"Then what do we do?"
"I don't know."
"Gladdic, did that insane scholar of yours have anything to say about a situation like this?"
"Yes," Gladdic said. "But you will not wish to hear it. We cannot cross through the light. And even if we could, it would do us no good. The light will keep spreading outward until it has consumed everything."
They found themselves stranded on a pillar of bottomless height. Dante wanted to walk to its edge, but his feet felt rooted in place. "Is this a good thing?"
"Did the light vaporize the contents of your skull?" Blays said. "What part of this is good?"
"If everything is doomed to grim and unending torture in the end, maybe it's better to let it be peacefully erased instead."
"But we still had a chance!"
"Until right now, when we don't. That's the moment when it became good."
"Yes. Right. It was bad until it was good, but now it's good."
"The void opens before us," Gladdic said. "We must have the strength to gaze into it."
"In another few minutes from now, there won't be anything else to look at."
"I speak of the meaning of this void. Dante reasons as though we are the only people now fighting against the entity. But there may be others, with schemes of their own that we can only guess at."
"That means," Blays said, thinking out loud, "that it's not good anymore, it's bad."
"But we don't know that there's anybody else who can actually stop Nolost," Dante said. "Given what we've seen in our travels, I strongly doubt there is."
Gladdic stared into the darkness. "Even if Kelen is the only other hope besides us, he may yet convince the gods to intercede—especially if they are now watching us, and see us die. At that point, what other choice do they have but to act?"
"Our deaths force their hands," Blays said, half-awed. He slammed his fist into his palm. "We should have thought of this a long time ago!"
"So it is a good after all," Gladdic said. "The greatest good we could possibly secure. For our chances of catching the lich and using his powers to kill Wessen were but a sliver, and now the survival of Rale is guaranteed. There is just one last thing we must do."
"Oh? What's that?"
"Step over the ledge."
"And die, you mean. To stop the Eye from erasing Rale before Carvahal and Maralda can save it."
Gladdic nodded.
Blays' eyes dimmed. "I've always thought of offing yourself as a pretty boring way to go out. I always figured that if my life ever got that bad, I'd just run off and start a life of piracy or something."
"But we're not killing ourselves," Dante said, finally understanding. "We're sacrificing ourselves."
"Yes, I suppose that's a little different."
"No one will ever know what we did. That they all lived because we died. But it won't matter, because it will be the greatest deed in the history of Rale."
While they'd been talking, the ring of void encircling them had been growing larger and larger. They were now surrounded on all sides by hundreds of feet of nothing, held aloft on a tiny island of grass.
"There's no sense drawing this out," Dante said. "This is what we were always meant to do. It's been our destiny since the day we were born."
"I see that now," Blays said. "It's been an honor."
"To think that I am as old as the trees," Gladdic said, joining them on the northern edge of the platform. "Yet my life did not truly begin until I traveled in the company of two infidels."
Dante nodded. Then smiled. For there was nothing left to say.
He stepped toward the ledge. Before and below him was nothing but a yawning darkness. He knew that within it would be the best sleep of his life. He stepped over.
Blays grabbed him roughly by the arm, pulling him back onto the platform. "Stop this," Blays said. "Something's wrong."
Dante shook his head. "We just went through this. This is a good thing. The greatest thing."
"Then why doesn't it feel that way?"
"It does to me. You're just scared."
"I don't think it does feel that way to you," Blays said. "At least, it didn't until you talked yourself into it."
"Let go of me. I don't know what you're talking about."
Blays dropped his arm. "What about you, Gladdic?"
"I am unsure of your meaning as well," Gladdic said.
"None of this feels strange to you?"
"Every part of it does, and has since the moment we crossed into the Realm of Nine Kings."
"Yeah, all right, that's true, but this feels different-strange."
"You are not making yourself a master of your words."
Blays pointed up into the sky. The Eye of Rathar was aglow now, a thin green light suffusing its iris and sclera. "That thing, that Eye, where did it even come from?"
"The Becoming," Dante said.
"Really? Does it look like anything else from the Becoming?"
"It kind of looks a lot like Nolost."
"They're both kind of foggy, I guess. But that's about it. Otherwise it looks a lot more like something from the Realm than the Becoming."
"So Taim sent it to stop us instead of Nolost? So what? They both want the same thing in the end."
"No, no, no." Blays clutched his head with one hand, a pained expression folding over his face. "I don't think I can explain it. But maybe I can show it."
Blays shuffled toward the ledge, extended his right foot, and tried to touch it down. He blinked and waved his arms wildly for balance when his toes found nothing but empty space.
He righted himself and stepped back from the edge, crestfallen. "But I was so sure."
"Blays, will you just tell us what you mean?" Dante said. "You're talking like a crazy person."
"That's because I feel like a crazy person! That Eye has the power to destroy the world if it catches sight of a single person, and it just so happens to show up out here where we are, where there aren't any other people?"
"They know we're the biggest threat to them. They sent it to find us in specific."
"But that doesn't make any sense! If the point is to destroy Rale, it doesn't matter who it finds. Really, going after us is the worst idea, because we might actually stand a chance of stopping it. It would be much better off spotting a little child, or an old deaf and blind man who doesn't even know what's happening."
The ring of emptiness continued to expand away from them. It was now hundreds of yards across, such a vacuum of nothing that it was hard to look at.
"You said you couldn't raise a pillar of earth to reach the Eye, because anything that high and thin would just collapse." Blays motioned to the grass underfoot. "How tall d'you suppose this thing is?"
"He is not altogether wrong," Gladdic said. "Now that he has put words to it, does it not feel, in part, like a dream?"
"I think it's more than a dream. I think something wants us to throw ourselves down into that pit."
"But it's just the opposite," Dante said. "If we take the great leap, we stop Rale from getting erased. Something is deceiving you into arguing that we shouldn't save the world. Nolost has poisoned your mind."
Blays grabbed his head again, this time with both hands. "I do feel like something's in here with me. Something that wants me dead. Something that would find it very funny if I were to do the deed myself."
"Were you listening to anything I just said?" Dante stepped forward and grabbed the front of Blays' cloak. "You're confused. That's just what it wants you to be—so that it can finish its job. We have to sacrifice ourselves. Right here and right now. Before it can finish convincing us to let the world die."
Blays took a step back, pulling his cloak free from Dante. He flinched, eyes narrowing. He looked behind himself, frowning, then took a second step back. And flinched again.
Blays straightened, taking a deep breath. A look of clarity swept across his face. "All right, we'll sacrifice ourselves," he said, moving to the far side of the pillar. "But I'll go first."
"Why are you going all the way over there?" Dante lurched toward him. "Are you lying to me?"
Keeping his eyes locked on Dante's, Blays put one foot out into the abyss. Holding steady, he lifted his other foot from the platform and stepped out into the void as well, so that he had left the islet of grass entirely, and was now standing on nothing at all.
"How are you doing that?" Dante said. "Are you shadowalking or something?"
"He is right," Gladdic said. "We are being deceived."
Blays stepped back onto the platform. "Now the really scary question. Can we stop whatever's deluding us? Or are we stuck like this forever?"
"I don't understand," Dante said. "Tell me how you just stood on empty air!"
"Because it's not empty air, it's solid ground. We can't trust anything our eyes are showing us right now. It's up to you two to figure out how to bring us back from this madness."
Dante pressed his fist against his forehead. "But what you did can't be real. It has to be another trick of the mind."
Blays stepped toward him and put a hand on Dante's shoulder. "Just trust me. All you have to do is look."
With terrible effort, Dante nodded his head. Feeling dizzy, he sat in the middle of the grassy platform and closed his eyes. He didn't even know what he was supposed to be looking for. A haze of nether enveloping them that he somehow hadn't noticed a speck of before? Invisible trickster imps flying around them and stabbing them with tiny mind-poisoning pitchforks? He could feel the turf under him. He could feel the wind on his face. And he would see, if he was to crack open his eyes, the frightening void surrounding them and still growing larger by the moment. How could all of that not be real?
The nether looked normal. So did the ether. He shifted from his external surroundings to the interior of his own head. All looked well there as well.
He opened his eyes. Gladdic was summoning pinches of ether and scattering them through the air. Worth a try, and so Dante imitated him with shadows. Nothing. Grudgingly, because Blays would insist he do so if he didn't, he double-checked the nether both within and without him.
"I'm not seeing anything," he said. "Gladdic?"
Gladdic looked out at the disappearing world: the emptiness now stretched for half a mile on all sides. "All appears normal. Within the ether, at least."
"There's nothing in the nether, either. I'm not sure what more we can do."
"Why don't you look again?" Blays said.
"Because I already did that."
"Well, I'm not supposed to be able to walk across thin air. You're missing something. You have to look again."
Dante sighed and did so, making sure that he was thorough, so that Blays could have nothing left to object to, and they could finally sacrifice themselves before too much more of the earth was gobbled up. As he worked, a swirling draft blew up from the void. He thought he could hear the voice of Cally in it, and Larrimore, and his father.
"I've checked everything," he announced. "There's nothing there."
"But that doesn't make any sense." Blays' disappointment was almost childish. Then he brightened. "But if something's tricking us, maybe it's also tricking you so that you can't see it!"
"Enough!" Dante found himself roaring. "You're just rationalizing now. And you're not going to stop doing it. The time for words is over."
"I am not so sure that Blays is wrong," Gladdic said. "However, if he is right, none of us will be able to see it. But there may be one who can: the light of life."
Dante quirked his brows. He'd forgotten the light was even with them. It seemed perfectly content to be ignored, quite possibly because it had gotten so much practice at that during its long captivity within the Vault of Salvation.
"This is the last what-if," he groused, reaching into his pocket. "Then we're going to do what we all know we need to do."
He withdrew the light. It seemed dimmer and smaller than when he'd last seen it, but it swiveled about to "face" him alertly enough.
"Can I be of help?" it said.
"Maybe," Dante said. "This might sound a little insane, but can you see anything unusual about us?"
"Oh, well yes. Your eyes—they're all black."
"What?" Dante said. "No they're not."
"I don't see how you can know what your own eyes look like."
"Because if they were, Blays or Gladdic would have noticed."
"Perhaps," the light demurred. "But perhaps they can't see it because their eyes are all black as well."
"What!"
"You said you'd looked inside your mind," Blays said. "And you looked in the nether around you. But did you ever look inside your eyes?"
"I didn't have any reason to," Dante said. "This can't possibly be right. Just wait and see."
He closed his eyes and maneuvered his mind into the nether within them. And shouted in a combination of shock and disgust. The nether was moving about much more actively than it should—and it was filled with tiny, twitching, shadowy creatures.
"There's something in our eyes," he managed to get out.
"The nether?" Blays said. "What's wrong with it?"
"It's crawling with little tiny bugs. With tentacles."
"I immediately regret asking."
Feeling faint again, Dante sat back down in the grass. "I have to kill them. And I have to find a way to do that without blinding myself."
"There's no need," the light said placidly. "I can take care of that for you."
"Are you sure?"
"I am one of Arawn's own servants. I know how to heal a mortal."
Dante stared at it, then nodded. He closed his eyes. He could feel the light entering his eyes and he didn't like it. He was so used to healing himself that having another sorcerer do it for him felt like watching a stranger take up the saddle of his favorite horse.
One quick movement. So skilled and clean he couldn't even tell what the light had done.
"There," the light said. "It is done."
Dante opened his eyes. And was glad that he was sitting, or else he would have fallen over. The aching void was nowhere to be seen. Neither was the Eye of Rathar. Instead, they sat under some trees, at the very edge of a sheer cliff that fell for three hundred feet before reaching the valley below.
The three of them looked at each other in wonder—apparently the light had cured them all at the same time—and then all began to speak at once.
"The ledge was real." Dante felt sick. "And if we'd walked off it, we'd have died thinking we'd just done something wonderful."
"It was all a new plague of some kind?" Blays rubbed his eyes. "But how is that even possible if it was only in our eyes? I didn't just see things that weren't there. I heard them, too. Smelled them. Felt them."
"The eye is connected directly to the brain by a cord. It could be that the cord, or even the eye itself, is actually part of the mind."
"That is far from the most pressing question," Gladdic said. "What you should be asking yourselves is this: When exactly did this plague begin?"
"Uhh," Blays said. "You don't think it was…today?"
"Perhaps. Or perhaps it began a week ago. Or a month ago. Or it was the very first plague sent upon us by Nolost, and everything we have seen since then has all been a feverish dream."
"It doesn't have to stop there," Dante said. "Maybe it was a curse laid on us by the gods for trespassing into their lands back when we came for the Spear of Stars."
"Then only some of it was an illusion, because I've still got the spear," Blays said. "Come on, there has to be a way to figure this out."
Dante tilted back his head for a look at the sky. "Judging by the orange lightning up there, Nolost was real all along, too. Damn. That means we still have to save this place. Ah, speaking of." He shifted his sight. "The lich is still outside the mine. And he's completed a lot more of his ritual to destroy the Prime Body. Let's try to figure out what the hell just happened while we're on the move."
The lich, in fact, had completed his ring of ether. This was now centered, arranged horizontally, around the withered body, floating a few inches above the ground. The lich had produced seven white candles from somewhere and these were burning with black flame. He was currently squeezing more of his luminescent blood into the mouth of the corpse.
"I do not believe any of the people we have seen or heard in these hills was real," Gladdic said. "For this place is said to be unpopulated, and they were not even Tanarians."
"So it's been going on at least since we crossed out of the swamps," Blays said. "Those things we fought there at the Crossing, they were like something out of a dream, where you're hacking and hacking at the enemy with your sword, but it doesn't even draw any blood."
Dante glanced down at his left hand and rubbed the side of it where he'd cut off the fingerling that had sprouted there. Was the flesh there as pink as it should be, if he really had cut off and healed a growth? He wanted to believe that it wasn't.
"That's probably when the illusions started," he said. "I don't remember anything double-strange from the swamps. Except the light of life."
"I am not double-strange," said the light.
"You're a talking ball of light that accidentally created one of the most powerful villains Rale has ever seen. You're a little strange. But you just cured us, so you must be real."
"Unless we didn't actually get out of the illusion," Blays said, "and it just deluded us into thinking we did."
"I refuse to think about that. Point is, the illusions probably only started a couple of days ago. But we can't be sure of that. So let's keep it in the back of our minds that things that happened prior to that might not have been real either."
"Well, I sure hope that all of the business with the Chained God was real. Otherwise we're wasting the last few days we've got out here on a mad rabbit hunt."
The terrain had been more or less the same since their arrival in the hills—except, of course, for the probably mostly phantasmic people, beings, and events they'd run into—but the landscape now leveled out into a highlands of flat and mostly grassy valleys interrupted by rapid and dramatic spikes of rock that hosted trees wherever it wasn't too steep to hold soil. The valleys were veined with a great many brooks and streams that fed the swamps below.
They stopped at a stream to refill their water skins. The water looked beautifully pure, but even the clearest of water could wind up flushing your guts out, and so Dante drew on some nether to cleanse it. As he did so, a string of red light reached up from the water, flickering a few times, and snapped at his face.
He jerked his head to the side. The red string vanished. He glanced at the others, but they were talking about the clouds, which were blackening like they might suddenly start shooting crimson lightning down at the ground.
"Light," he said, fishing it from his pocket. "My eyes—they aren't all black and white again, are they?"
"They appear perfectly normal," said the light.
"Good. Just checking."
He put it back in his pocket and jogged northward. They were just a few miles from the lich and he was starting to think they might actually reach him before he finished his rituals. He appeared to have wrapped the Prime Body in multiple layers of wards so that even if someone were to ever find it in the tunnels of the abandoned and once demon-haunted mines, they would have a hard if not impossible time destroying it. There would be quite a lot of irony if the lengths he'd gone to to keep himself safe were about to lead to his death at their hands.
At that moment, the lich was feeding rivulets of ether into the veins of the corpse. Pale steam—or perhaps it was smoke—rose from its dried-out skin. He was getting close.
A few minutes later, Dante and the others nearly fell down a crevasse his scouts had missed in the darkness. It looked as though it would only take a few minutes to detour, but if the lich really was about to complete his ritual, then that was a few minutes they couldn't spare. Especially when all Dante had to do to cross the crevasse was to reach into the earth, take hold of the nether there, and extend it forward to—
His land-bridge was only a third of the way across the gap when red sparks sizzled up from the fresh stone. They flashed erratically, then slammed together into a single lance and flew at Dante's head.
Running backward, he scrambled for the nether, packing it into a hasty bolt and flinging it at the incoming one. More of the sparks flew from his own bolt. It impacted the red lance a moment later, but the bolt had already frayed enough that it only weakened the lance rather than destroying it. And the second batch of sparks was also collapsing into a lance that jumped toward him as well.
Still backpedaling, he slapped together more shadows and sprayed them at the incoming attacks. Yet they came apart too, shooting red sparks everywhere. His throat closed as he understood the trap he was in. The more he fought to save himself from the strange sparks, the more attacks he would create against himself.
More light seared across the night. But this was the color of stars. Blays thrust his spear in front of Dante just before the red lances could strike him. They swerved to the weapon, spiraling into the purestone.
Like that, it was over. Blays drew himself upright, keeping the spear ready. "Now what the hell was any of that?"
"A reaction to the nether," Dante said, breathing hard. "A new plague of some kind. It must have manifested to replace the one we just dispelled. Keep that spear out, will you?" He pulled forth a sliver of ether. It unraveled into red sparks as well, but Blays waved the Spear of Stars at them, absorbing them. Dante laced his hands behind his head. "The ether, too."
"We cannot employ our powers without being killed for it?" Gladdic said. "Then we have no hope."
"Not true. Blays can still kill the lich with the spear. And if he tries to use his powers to fight back, he'll just do our work for us. Besides, he's using loads of ether right now and nothing's happening to him. I noticed this start to happen a few minutes ago, but the response was much less aggressive. It only became dangerous over the course of the last mile or so. Whatever this plague is, it seems highly localized."
"That is a comfort. A rare thing in these times."
They hustled around the crevasse and into a broad valley flanked on both sides by sharp blades of rock. A shelf of hills rose beyond the valley and in these hills was the mine. Dante watched through his scouts as the lich finished sending ether into the veins of the corpse and stood back. For a moment he was afraid the lich had finished poisoning the Prime Body, or burning it out from the inside, or whatever result this process was supposed to obtain, and that it was about to crumble into dust, taking the lich with it.
But the lich was only observing the results of his work. For he then drew a knife, placed it over his heart, and drove it deep into himself. His lips pulled back in a rictus grimace. Slowly, he withdrew the knife. Glowing white blood spilled from the wound. He caught this in a bowl he'd produced from a pouch on his belt, then drew his other hand across the wound, sealing it.
He kneeled over the corpse again. This time, rather than feeding the blood to it—blood that looked different, paler, than before—he sank the knife into the heart of the corpse. He withdrew the knife and picked up the bowl, pouring its contents into the dry wound a few drops at a time.
Once the bowl was empty at last, the lich, who had more than enough blood on his shirt to need to draw any, brought the nether to him. It was the first time Dante had seen him use it in the ritual and he watched with close interest, but for the moment the lich wasn't doing anything more than summoning great gobs of shadows, then dismissing nearly all of them while retaining just a few, as if sorting for only the finest of the nether.
The three travelers crossed from the highlands and into the last of the hills. After a long time of sorting through the shadows, the lich finally seemed to find what he was looking for. He stood, throwing back his shoulders, and lifted his hands. The shadows bounced about in agitation. Just as it looked like they were ready to fly apart, they slammed together instead.
A dark being unfurled before the lich. It was as tall as he was but more solid, more like he'd been before his death. Dante expected it to be an Andrac, but while it was as black as one, with claws to match, its head and face were much different, almost human, although the thing's features were far crueler than any man, sneering and vicious.
Wordlessly, it threw itself at the White Lich.
"Well this is a new one," Dante said. "The lich appears to have summoned a demon of some kind—don't ask me why, maybe to get it to destroy the Prime Body for him—but it turned on him instead. They're wrestling like a couple of bears."
"Great news," Blays said. "Let's hope it does our job for us."
That was an interesting thought. At the very least the thing would keep the lich occupied for the near future. The two figures strained against each other, arms locked together. The demon's claws dug into the lich's upper arm and blue-white blood pattered to the ground. The lich fell back two steps, then caught himself, but the demon had pushed him out onto the loose rock of the spoil, and this turned underfoot, betraying him.
The lich fell like he'd been struck dead, crashing down on his side. The demon leaped upon him, jaws opening as wide as an animal's, but the lich caught it by its throat, holding it back. The thing grinned down at him with pointed teeth. Its eyes were black pits.
It reached for the lich's own throat, squeezing it, more blood trickling from both sides. The lich struggled, trying to shake the demon off him, but it clung to him like it was a part of him. Something new flashed in the eyes of the White Lich: fear. Dante hadn't been at all sure that the demon could actually kill him, but he had no doubt of it now.
The demon tightened its grasp. Its claws, inches long, buried themselves within the lich's neck, the cords of which stood out like iron rods. The demon tensed its arm and jerked it back.
The lich had been waiting for this. He sprung forward, freeing himself from beneath the demon. With their momentum headed in the same direction, instead of ripping the lich's throat out, the demon came away with no more than a few scraps of flesh.
All this had thrown it well off-balance. The lich did not waste the moment. He threw himself at the demon, flinging himself on top of it. He pressed his hand against its chest. His fingers glowed white and sank into its body.
"My soul will not be yours," he said. "Not on this night."
His hand plunged in past his wrist. The demon bucked but couldn't be free of him. The lich pulled forth his hand. In it he held a beating black heart.
The demon collapsed into a heap of ash. The lich fell on his back and stayed there for a long moment before sitting up. He gazed at the pile of ashes, then lifted his eyes to the sky.
Something was manifesting twenty feet above him. Something not unlike the Eye of Rathar. As it took shape, though, it became more like a hole in the sky, enclosed by a corona of shadows. Slowly, it began to spin, wheel-like. Nether sifted from the hole in its center. Starry silver twinkled within the shadows as they drifted downward and settled over the mummified corpse.
The lich got to his feet but drew no closer. Dante glanced at the others but didn't say anything. No need to put their hopes to death until he was absolutely certain.
The nether continued to flow until every inch of the body lay under a shroud of shadows. They twitched. Then again. The shroud swept upward, then dissolved into the corpse's skin.
The corpse was now sitting up. And its—or rather, his—eyes were open, staring at the White Lich.
"Welcome back," said the lich. "It's been a very long time, hasn't it?"
The resurrected man tried to speak, but his throat was too dry and he coughed instead. He still looked half dead, but there was something familiar about his face.
"Who are you?" he said.
"I think you will remember soon enough. How do you feel?"
"Alive," he said. "But—how?"
"It was not easy," the lich said with good humor. "But I have been tested, and I was up to the task. Can you stand?"
He reached out his hand. The no-longer-dead man glanced at it, then at the lich's face. His eyes flew wide with shock and fear. "Bade."
Dante's mouth fell open.
"It's not the Prime Body," he managed to get out. "It's his brother. The one he killed to become the White Lich. And he's just brought him back to life."
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Wate tried to stand and run from the lich, but his legs gave out from under him. The lich swooped forward and caught him before he could hit the ground.
"Don't be too quick to exert your limbs," said the lich. "It has been eight hundred years since you used them."
"Get your hands off me!" Wate tried to thrash out of the lich's grasp, but even if he'd been at his full strength it would have been as futile as an overboard sailor trying to fight the winter sea. "Murderer! Of your own brother!"
"Yet here you are. Breathing and speaking. Can a man be called a murderer if the man he killed walks freely?"
"I can call you one. For you murdered me!"
"I did. But it was always my intention to restore you once my work was finished."
"What a great favor you've done me, to only kill me temporarily." Wate had been released by the lich as the conversation went on and he turned in a circle, taking in the mine and all of the crushed rock outside it, though it was so dark he couldn't have seen much else. "Has it really been eight hundred years?"
"Did you not live them out for yourself in the lands beyond death?"
"I knew at once what that place was for. It was meant to dull and pacify me, to sway me to let go of my anger and become at peace with what had been done to me. I wanted no part of that. I deserved my anger. So I passed into the final realm instead. Time is much different there."
"I was not sure if souls who crossed to that place could return from it."
"So you didn't even know if you could restore me."
"The possibility of it failing in that way was only something I learned much later, when I learned more of the mysteries of the many layers of reality."
"You are such a liar! You didn't know how to revive the dead!"
The lich shrugged. "But I knew that with the new powers I was taking on, I would one day learn how."
Wate glared at him. The glow of the lich's skin lit the man's face well enough but it was hard to read the specific expression on his face. Both because it was an obscure one, and because the man looked exactly like someone who'd been dead just a minute earlier. His eyes were sunken, his cheeks hollow, his lips pulled tight to his teeth. His black hair lay limp and thin on his head.
"I am sure you unraveled the great mysteries, just like you always boasted you would," Wate said. "Me, I barely know any of it. As I said, I went into the final realm as soon as I got an inkling of what was happening to me. In that realm, you aren't…you. I barely have any memories of the place. I certainly have no sense of how long I was there. If you tell me it's been eight hundred years, I have no choice but to trust you."
"I would not lie to you."
"Bullshit. Maybe it's been so long that you've forgotten, but I know you better than you know yourself. You would say or do anything to advance your wants. You would probably kill our own mother if it gave you a single scrap more power." Wate looked up at the clouds. "But she must be gone for a long time now, isn't she?"
"Yes."
"How?"
"In her sleep," said the lich. "After a long and happy life."
"That is good, then."
"And she never stopped missing you."
Wate nodded, looking away again. After a few seconds, he gave a wry smile. "Any other news of note from the last eight hundred years?"
"To tell you of all that has happened would take more time than we have at present. But if I can achieve my next goals, we will have all the time in the world." The lich shifted his feet and folded his arms. "But I suppose it will only take a few minutes to relay the most important events."
He began to describe how he'd exterminated the demons from Tanar Atain. Throughout the brothers' conversation, Dante and the others had been hiking speedily uphill, with Dante doing his best to relay what was happening less than a mile ahead of them.
"So it's definitely not the Prime Body?" Blays said. "It's his brother?"
"Yes," Dante said.
"Then the lich isn't in any danger of destroying himself and the lichstone."
"He's got something else in mind. I don't have any idea what that is, but it doesn't matter if we get to him while they're still talking."
"And what do we do about the brother?"
"I'm not sure we'll have to do anything. It sounds like he'd be more than happy to see the lich dead."
Dante switched his primary attention back to the White Lich.
"And so I cleansed the land of the threat that would have surely brought our people to their end," he was saying. "A threat that would have quickly brought all peoples to their end. Yet for this service, I was not venerated. I was not beloved. I was not handed the crown that I had so rightly earned. Instead I was hated. It was then that I decided the rulers of Tanar Atain were not wise enough to be allowed to continue to hold their power."
"And so you, in your great altruism, decided to relieve them of it, and take it for yourself."
"It was my duty. Otherwise the people would have been led into ruin."
"I get the distinct impression they were ruined anyway."
"Only because of the very intransigence of those same rulers." The lich sounded irritated for the first time since resurrecting his brother. "If they had only admitted that only I had the strength and wisdom to shepherd the people of Tanar Atain, it never would have gone any further."
"Yes, I'm sure that if only they'd crowned you king of that stinking swamp, that would have put all your ambitions to a peaceful end. For some reason I feel like you're not sharing the full truth of what happened."
"The truth I share is much deeper than you allow yourself to understand. It was through this betrayal—the fear and conniving of their small minds—that I came to understand how deeply flawed and feeble humanity was. It had neither the ability nor the will to reshape itself into something more worthy. I, however, did."
"These are the ravings of a madman." Wate grew angrier as he spoke. "You were half-insane back in my time, and now you've become cracked beyond all recognition."
"I know it will be difficult for you to comprehend many of my thoughts. But you will come to do so in time."
Wate laughed out loud. "If only you could hear yourself! I don't care about your gangrenous thoughts, Bade. I won't listen to them any longer. I'm leaving. Try to stop me, if you like. But you'll just have to kill me again."
He started off, a little wobbly, and headed south toward the swamps.
The lich watched him. "Are you angry with me for having killed you? Or for what the act of killing took from you?"
Wate stopped and turned his head. "You mean my life? You murderous, soulless husk of a—"
"But it was much more than your life. You were on the cusp of attaining greatness. Something far beyond your mortal limits. You were meant to become a figure of unthinkable power and glory. It is that that I stole from you."
"Do you imagine that's profound in some way? It is both, you abomination!"
"I have just returned your life to you," said the lich. "I believe that I can also return the power that I stole from you—and much more."
Wate laughed out loud. "Is that so? You're just going to conjure up the sorcery of the gods, are you?" He made a theatrical spinning gesture with his hand. "And bestow it on me?"
The lich considered him for a time. "You cannot think it is coincidence that you're here now."
"What are you talking about?"
"Returning you to life required that your physical body remain intact. How do you think that it stayed intact and undecayed? That no harm ever came to it throughout these long centuries?"
"I don't know. Presumably you tainted it with your sorcery."
"It was through my sorcery, yes. But I would not call it a taint."
"Wonderful. You're a saint, not letting the worms get to the body of the brother you murdered. What are you getting at?"
"I have been preparing this for a very long time," the lich said. "But there is a complication. Surely you have felt it in the air all around us. A great menace."
"I have," Wate said measuredly. "But I've been dead for most of a thousand years. I assumed that's just how things are now."
"In a quirk of humor, if a dark one, it turns out that the gods agreed with me that the mortals of this world are impure. Even more so than they intended to create them as. I don't know how long they've felt this way or why they let it continue for so long. I suspect that even the gods can fall prey to denying the truth because to admit it would be too painful, or to letting the regret of their mistakes paralyze them into taking no action to correct them.
"What matters is they finally chose to correct that mistake," he continued. "But they chose to go much further than removing humanity from this world and replacing it with something higher. Instead their plan is to eliminate this world from the fabric of being altogether."
Wate's brow was heavily furrowed. "Are you speaking in metaphor?"
"I mean my words exactly as they sound."
"Then you're lying to me."
"I didn't want to believe it myself. I was supposed to take this world and reshape it into something greater. The gods may even have preferred my plan to their own: if a former mortal arose to correct the flaw, then the correction was built into their creation all along, and so their creation was not flawed. It would also have spared them the moral weight of having to take action into their own hands."
"But whatever this grand scheme of yours was, it failed."
"It was subverted," the lich said, fighting to control his anger. "One or some of the gods worked in secret and through mortal proxies to serve their own ends. Cowards who refused to move in the open. But that no longer matters. What matters is the plan put into action to replace mine. The wholesale annihilation of the earth. In typical divine fashion, they will not step forth and destroy it themselves. Instead they have sent an entity."
"Forgive me, brother," Wate said, openly irritated, "but I never had the chance to be initiated into the deep mysteries. I wouldn't know what an entity is if it was eating me alive."
"The entities are deep and primordial beings. Even I do not know much about them. Where they came from or what they want of creation. What is important to us is that they have the power of gods. Perhaps in some ways more. Yet their minds are alien. They are closer to embodied wills than intelligent consciouses. A storm cannot be argued or bargained with and they are just as beyond reason. That is what has been sent to destroy us."
"What I have felt in the air and in the nether does feel like something I've never seen before." Wate's voice was guarded. "Then again, for all your talk of death and destruction, it looks quite peaceful."
"That is a mystery to me. Perhaps it is due to the emptiness of these lands. These hills were never resettled even after I cleansed our country of the demons. The land was said to be cursed. Along with the much more material fact that all who knew how to work the tunnels had been slain and so the mine was of no more use. Nonetheless. I know that the end is upon us. Not in a matter of years or months. But in a matter of days."
"How terrible. Let me guess. You brought me back because you need my help fighting this entity."
The White Lich laughed. "There is no fighting it. To try to fight it would only end in death. Even for me. But that does not mean that you and I must die. Recently I have discovered a doorway to the realm of the gods. That is enough to ensure that we will not die alongside this world—but it is not in itself the most important implication of the doorway."
The lich clasped his hands together and lifted his head. "I didn't have time to explore their realm as much as I would have liked. But what time I spent there turned up something of great interest to me. Just as the nether is ground by Arawn's Mill—the same Mill I used to help revive you—there is also a site that produces the light of life. There was not enough of the light remaining here to transform you into the being that I have become. But there is more than enough of it in the gods' realm.
"Attaining it will be no simple thing. But I believe it will be within our power. Especially so when the gods will be so distracted with their assault on this world and the creation of what they will build to replace it. Once we have attained the light and learned how to wield it, we will use it to elevate you. Not simply into what you would have been, but into something much more than that. I believe that if we work together to study its properties, we will be able to employ it to elevate ourselves into something even higher yet. Perhaps even to full godhood."
Wade had listened to this with his arms crossed. "This is what you're offering me. To, I suppose, in your mind, set things right."
"Yes. Though it should be obvious that it serves my interest as well."
The resurrected man nodded to himself. His expression grew thoughtful before snapping back to guarded. "There's a hole in your story, brother. A big one. When you killed me, you didn't have any idea that you'd be able to bring me back some day. I doubt it ever even entered your mind that you'd want to try."
"You are correct."
"And you just said you only recently found this doorway to the gods' land. So when you stole away the power that should have been mine, it can't possibly have been with the intention that you'd ever give that back to me, either."
"Your years in the beyond have done nothing to dull your mind. I acted purely in my own interests. However, there were several periods since that day when I have been imprisoned. For decades at a time. During those times my body was trapped but my mind remained active. Imprisoned within myself, I could do nothing but think. In time I concluded that some flaw in my past actions had cast a stain against all my future ones. Thus I could never attain what I desired until this stain was wiped clean.
"With this thought, my task became clear. However, you are right that even then, I didn't know if either of the things I needed to do could be done. I spent years in pursuit of both paths, exploring forbidden knowledge and speaking to dark beings. I learned how to bring back the dead first. Many years ago. I wished to restore you then but you would still be mortal with only a mortal's years to your life before it would be snuffed out once more. I could only return you after I had learned how to let you transcend the flesh and take on the light that I stole from you."
Wate was staring down at the ground. "You're saying you did all this in the name of repentance. That doesn't sound like you, brother. Not one bit. I don't know why I should believe you."
"It is the end of the world, Wate," said the lich. "And of all the things I could do with the last days of this world, I came back here."
His twin brother tucked his chin, teeth bared. He couldn't seem to raise his eyes. "You expect me to just forgive you."
"Forgive me? That is not what I am asking. I doubt that such a thing is possible. But it is more than possible for the two of us to leave this dying land together, and become undying ourselves."
Wate took a long, deep breath. Then unleashed an even longer scream.
When he was done, he turned back to the lich. "I hate you. And that makes me hate it all the more that despite everything, I still want to walk through the doorway and find out what's on the other side."
The lich nodded. He said nothing but it looked as though he wanted to smile.
Dante and the two others had come within sight of the brothers just a minute earlier. He could have attacked the White Lich at any time since then, but their conversation had compelled him to duck down at the edge of the treeline and wait for it to finish.
"What are they saying?" Blays murmured. "Shouldn't we, ah, go and take care of business?"
"I want to listen just another minute," Dante said. "But be ready for my word."
"There is nothing more for us here," the lich said from across the field of broken rock. "If you are ready, it is time to move on from this world."
"Just one more thing," Wate said.
"Speak it."
"Which way are the swamps?" He pointed southward. "That way?"
"Just so. What of it?"
"I want one last look at our homeland before we leave it behind."
Wate gazed to the south. Dark as it was, and as far away as the swamps were, he couldn't have seen much. A dim expanse of flatness, little more. Even where there was open water, uncovered by trees, there was no starlight or moonlight to twinkle on it. He might as well have been staring into an empty closet.
Even so, he watched it for a full minute, saying nothing. His back was to the lich and so there wasn't enough light on his face to read his expression.
"All right," he said at last. He turned back to his brother. "I'm ready."
The lich nodded again. His blood had dried during the conversation, and he got out his knife and drew it across his left wrist.
"Just what are you about to do?" Wate said.
"Create us our doorway." The lich smiled, if very slightly. "Let us hope that I indeed have the skill to do so."
"Don't you tell me you've never done this before."
The lich didn't answer. He filled one hand with shadows, the other with light. With them he drew a doorway across the sky.
"All right," Dante said. "I'd say it's time—"
Red sparks whoomped up around both of the lich's hands. He stopped what he was doing, staring at them in confusion. Even with no additional ether or nether to feed them, they expanded into larger clouds of light that drifted away from the lich's hands. They snapped together into little red lances and launched themselves at the lich.
"Bade!" Wate yelled. He summoned the nether to him—for he had been a sorcerer too, and the speed and smoothness with which he called on the shadows and shaped them proved that he was a skilled one.
He sent them streaking to intercept the crimson missiles headed for his brother. Yet even as they rushed forward, gouts of red sparks peeled away from them, snapped together into lances of their own, and zipped back toward Wate.
Wate's assaults plowed into those heading for the lich, bashing most of them apart. The few that survived pierced into the lich. They were strong enough to draw some thin streams of blood, and pushed the lich a step back, but he didn't look seriously wounded.
Wate turned and ran, reaching for more nether. He only managed to throw a handful of bolts at the red lances heading for him. Most of them made it through, striking Wate from behind.
He fell to the turf and lay still.
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The White Lich stood motionless. As the last of the red light faded, he lurched forward, sliding to the ground beside his fallen brother. He brought nether to his hands and sent it into Wate, ignoring the red bolts that coalesced and slammed into his body in result. He sent a second round of shadows into his brother, then a wave of ether.
Head lowered, he rose to one knee. Then lifted his head and screamed. His voice rang like a sheet of shaken copper.
Dante had been running toward them right up until the moment the red sparks had started going wild. That appeared to be all done with for the moment, though, and he'd just gathered his wits enough to ready himself to charge the lich again when the lich sprung to his feet and charged at them.
"You have killed him!" the lich roared. "I will tear your organs from your body and cast them before the sun!"
"We had nothing to do with that!" Dante yelled back. "That was Nolost! He's killing everyone!"
The lich called to the ether and threw it at them, heedless of the red sparks that immediately flew away from it and struck back at him. Blays expanded the Spear of Stars before Dante could yell at him to do so. The three of them had stopped running and Blays set himself and aimed the head of the spear at the incoming attack. The many missiles swerved toward him and spiraled into the purestone, which pulsed as it absorbed their power.
"What drives you to such evil and petty deeds?" said the lich. "He was no threat to you! None! Is your hatred for me so vile, that you would murder the innocent simply to wound me?"
He'd thrown another volley during this. Blays was busy scooping it up with the spear, but Dante realized they'd made a miscalculation. Two, in fact. First, the red sparks, whatever they were, hadn't been tied to a specific piece of the land. Rather they'd been following him and Gladdic and Blays. And second, they weren't equally disadvantageous to both sides. He and Gladdic couldn't employ their powers at all. Not without getting ripped apart by red bolts.
The lich, however, was made of something far sturdier than flesh. He could suffer who knew how many of the strange bolts. And all it would take for him to win would be for a few of his own to get past Blays.
"We had no idea about your brother," Dante said. "We're here to kill you. I need to take on your aspect. That's the only way to drive Nolost from our world!"
The lich launched his largest attack yet. Large enough that Blays decided to swing the spear forward and unleash a blast of captured ether. Dante went rigid as he waited for a hail of red darts to swarm them. Yet none appeared. Either the reaction only happened the first time a power was summoned, or the spear was immune to it.
The two waves of ether pounded into each other. The lich shielded his face with his forearm as the backlash of red bolts assaulted him. He was bleeding some, but none of the wounds looked too bad yet.
"You lie, little sorcerer." The White Lich's voice dripped with venom. "Do you expect me to believe the entity only chose to attack us at the exact moment you arrived?"
"Do you see me using any sorcery?" Dante yelled back. "It would kill me, too!"
"Is that so? Then let us put your words to the test."
Until then, the lich had been keeping his distance, as was usual in such battles—quite understandable, given that they'd already killed him once. He now strode forward, forming another ethereal attack.
"Keep back from him!" Dante hissed to the others. "If he gets his hands on us, he'll blow us apart and the spear won't be able to do anything to stop it!"
Ether glared toward them. Blays dropped back several steps, keeping himself in front of Dante and Gladdic, who could do little more than watch. Dante wasn't even sure he could draw his Odo Sein sword without its nether turning back on him.
Blays swiped the spear through the shower of deadly lights, drawing them into his weapon. The lich was still coming straight toward them and Blays flicked the spear, shooting his ether back at him. The lich couldn't do anything to deflect it without incurring even more damage to himself than the ether would, and so just let it slam into him.
It did no more than break his skin, though, drawing some blood but doing nothing to slow him. His long strides closed on them even as they hastened their retreat. Broken rock clacked and shifted under Dante's feet; they'd left the patch of grass and entered the sprawling field of spoil.
"Even if we turn and run he'll still catch us in the end," Blays said. "Might as well just make our stand."
The lich neared. Even in his emaciated state he towered over all of them and a terrible strength radiated from him like the bluish glow of his own skin. Dante drew his Odo Sein blade three inches from its sheath but red light flickered among the purple nether and he pushed it back in.
Even in his rage, the lich had come to realize that any attack he made at them from a distance was more likely to hurt him twice over than to do any damage to them. He carried the ether in his hands, but unleashed none of it.
Feeling like a coward, Dante clenched his teeth and distanced himself from Blays. Blays stepped forward onto the dirt where his footing would be more steady.
The lich stopped across from him. "Whatever foul power you used to kill him, it has betrayed you. And now I will put you to death under this angry sky."
He lunged at Blays, hands shining with eye-watering light. Blays jabbed him in the gut with the spear and scrambled to the side. The lich moved to throw himself at Dante instead, as if it had all been a feint, but Blays managed to thrust the spear between his feet, tripping him. Dante took the opportunity to tactically reposition himself behind Blays.
"You're not going to win, you know," Blays said. "Because if you did, it would mean the end of everything."
"Not of me." The lich's eyes glittered. "I am tempted to leave you behind and be damned to ages of torture. But I think you will flee this place before the end. You may be able to escape the eternity of misery you deserve, but I will make sure that you still face death."
He came at Blays again, discharging the ether from one hand. Blays jumped back, twirling the spear through the ether, just managing to draw all of it into the purestone before it could slip past his guard. He edged toward the lich, waiting for something. When the lich shot forth the ether from his other hand, Blays snapped the spear forward, releasing his own ether, and drove forward as the two flocks of light collided.
He struck the lich in the chest but just missed his heart. The lich grabbed hold of the shaft of the spear and twisted his body to the side, trying to wrench it from Blays' grasp, but Blays had its tether wrapped around his wrist. Still, he was yanked from his feet, sprawling on his stomach.
The lich shot another volley at him from mere feet away. Somehow Blays twisted himself about, sitting up, and jerked the spear free, pulling the purestone alongside the cluster of ether.
But two bright darts made it past. Blays lunged forward, all but ensuring the darts would strike him—but plunged the blade of the spear deep into the lich's heart at the same time.
Both of them fell to the ground. Dante yelled out, calling to the nether, meaning to heal Blays with it, but remembering just in time that was only likely to kill him instead. He froze then. He couldn't wield his talents. He couldn't even wield his sword. What else could he do?
The lich stirred, fumbling to prop himself up on his elbow. Dante jolted forward, took hold of the spear, and raised it high.
"You may kill me again," the lich said. "But you will never take on my power."
"We'll see what you have to say about that after you're dead again."
The lich laughed, the sound of it ringing in the night air. "It is not a thing that can be picked up like a toy dropped in the street. It must be taken. And my will will always overpower your own."
Figuring that it would be a more convincing rejoinder than any verbal response, Dante jammed the spear as hard as he could into the wound Blays had opened in the lich's heart. With a flash of divine lightning and a clap of heavenly thunder, the spear's blade drove all the way through the lich's chest and out his back. He gasped, grabbing at the shaft of the spear, tensing his arms to pull it from Dante's hands.
His body was racked by a heavy shudder. His hands fell from the spear and plopped to the ground. His body slumped forward, then went fuzzy. A pile of ash hissed to the ground—and something much more solid and heavy thumped down to it.
Dante stared at the lichstone for a single second, then spun toward Gladdic. "We have to find a way to heal him!"
"That should be a simple matter," Gladdic said. "Hold the purestone close while I bring the ether to him."
"You think that'll stop the sparks?"
"Even if it does not, Blays will live. Now get the spear in position before he ceases to."
Blays had already bled so much it was hard to tell where it was coming from. That was Gladdic's job to deal with, though, and Dante got beside him and held the spear parallel to Blays' unconscious body. Gladdic summoned the ether. Dante was afraid the purestone was going to suck up the ether and do nothing to stop the sparks, leaving him with two dead friends, but Gladdic tested this by placing his hand directly on Blays and sending a mere mote of ether into him. The handful of sparks it spat out wobbled, then drifted toward the purestone and vanished within it.
Gladdic leaned forward and streamed more ether into Blays. Dante kept one eye on that and the other on the profusion of glowing red dust. This, fortunately, continued to deposit itself into the spear.
Blays sat up in a rush, coughing out blood. He tried to jump to his feet but fell back down. "What happened?"
"You were hurt," Dante said.
Blays' eyes fell on the pile of ashes and the lichstone resting on top of it. "I mean what happened to the lich?"
"I killed him. With the spear."
"You used the spear?"
"It wasn't that hard. I figured out which was the sharp end, and put it through him."
"I suppose there wasn't much left to do after I stabbed him in the heart." Blays tried to get to his feet again and succeeded. With the lich gone, they stood in deep darkness. "What's the plan now?"
"I'm going to take on his power."
"You wish to try?" Gladdic said.
"Unless Blays mastered the nether while we weren't looking, I'm our only other option."
"I might try again. I have more experience."
"Yeah, at failing. I really don't want to have to chase this bastard down again. Just tell me everything you saw and did when you tried."
As Gladdic recounted his attempt at attaining lichdom, Dante got out the light of life so that it could listen as well and add any wisdom it might have to offer. But it stayed silent as Gladdic completed his tale.
"Aside from my briefest of hesitations, I still do not know what went wrong," Gladdic said. "Everything felt fine until the moment he stepped forth and displaced my mind with his own."
"Before he died, he said I'd have to overcome his will," Dante said. "Do you think that was where it went wrong?"
"When I was first linked to the stone, the presence within it came at me in a great rush, and almost stampeded over the top of me. That was the only time that I felt any such thing as a will."
"Right. Well, wish me luck."
"You're going to try right now?" Blays said. "It's only been a minute."
"Oh, should I show more respect for the dead?" Dante bent and picked up the lichstone. It felt heavier than it appeared, and colder than it should. "I didn't exactly tire myself out doing nothing while you fought the lich. I'm ready."
"Yet you are forgetting one thing," Gladdic said.
"What's that, the…" Dante smacked his hand to his forehead. "The gods damned sparks. What can we do?"
"We will have to travel back to the swamps, and hope that the effect is localized after all."
"And if it isn't?"
"Then we will travel all the way back to the portal to Yent. It will not follow us there."
"So we won't even know if this will work until days from now. I don't like that at all." Dante gave a slow sigh. "Well, at least we've got it back. Might as well see how much walking our legs have left in them." He started back toward the trees they'd emerged from.
"We could wait all that time," Blays said. "But why don't we see if there's any sparks down in the mines?"
"Why wouldn't there be?"
"I don't know. Maybe it's a stupid idea. But everything's all hidden away down there. Maybe the plague won't follow us."
"That is kind of stupid. Let's try it anyway." Dante looked around to reassure himself the lich wasn't playing some fiendish trick on them, but the night was perfectly still and quiet aside from a few insects over in the forest.
He walked across the field of stone shards to the entrance to the mine. This was large enough to drive a wagon through, and as dark as the rear ends of the oxen hitched to it. They couldn't use their own ether to light the way, so Dante produced his torchstone and tentatively blew on it. Its wan light reached down the tunnel without drawing any of the red force to it.
The ground was smoothed from many years of many feet. The walls were scattered with children's drawings of animals from the swamps. This was apparently one way the children of the Mara Taub kept themselves occupied while their parents kept them cooped up in the hills. There were numerous side passages but Dante stuck to the main one, meaning to get some distance from the outdoors. There was nothing overtly menacing or eerie about the tunnels, yet they still had a feel to them, as if the demons had left a scent in them that could only be burned away with fire.
The main tunnel felt like it might well go on forever, so after five minutes and a quarter mile of unimpeded travel, Dante decided to call it good enough. At the next intersection, he took the offshoot, and soon found himself in a decent-sized cavern.
"All right," he said. "Time to find out how dumb this really is."
Without bothering to draw any of his own blood first, he summoned a droplet of shadows to the palm of his hand. No angry red static shot up from it, so he expanded it to a ball, then swallowed his hand in it.
He dismissed it and looked up at Blays. "How did you know that would work?"
Blays shrugged. "I didn't? It just kind of felt like a giant castle or something. You know, a place that keeps out bad stuff. Anyway, it kind of feels like Nolost is always looking down on us, casting these curses from on high. I thought if we got out from under his eye maybe we'd get out from under the curses too."
To be certain the first time hadn't been an exception, Dante summoned and dismissed both nether and ether. With everything looking perfectly normal, he got out the light of life, who floated in the air beside him, and then the lichstone, which he set on the ground in front of him.
"First, nether that acts like ether." He cut his knuckle, flexing out a bit of blood, and called on the shadows.
The task would have been impossible for an apprentice, and still challenging for many priests and sorcerers. But he knew how the nether functioned so well that he had no trouble making it go still as he drew it out into what he felt was a pretty presentable pattern of spirals and connective splines.
He held it in the air before him, making sure that it was stable, then brought it to him and sank it into his chest, as Gladdic had done. "I'm ready. I think."
"You should be sure," said the light.
"I'm sure."
The light tilted forward. It detached a piece of itself, hanging this in the air between Dante and the lichstone. A second source of flawless light jumped from the stone, standing vertically before bending toward Dante's chest. He braced himself. It made contact with his sternum.
He felt no more than a slight coolness. Yet he could feel the presence lurking in it like he would an animal in a cave he'd just entered. As if aware of his thoughts, it gave up the ruse and galloped toward him. Instead of grappling with it directly, he mentally stepped to the side and deflected it. Like that, it was gone.
"Now I take the light into me," he said.
"Slowly and steadily," Gladdic advised.
They didn't in fact know that that was necessary, but it had worked for Gladdic, so Dante decided it probably wasn't worth experimenting with. He moved his mind into the stone and coaxed a thin flow of ether from it.
It was shockingly concentrated. So much so that when it first touched him he swayed back and nearly fell over. He righted himself and, after a momentary pause, resumed the flow.
It felt incredible. In its way even more intoxicating than the dalax. For that had been nothing but low pleasure. This, though, bore a feeling of vitality beyond all measure, of a mastery of knowledge and skill, of the ability to grab hold of a thing and reshape it at will. He could already tell that once the process was complete, he would be able to see the underlying shape and nature of the world that was hidden to human eyes. And all of this—this strength and revelation—was made even more potent by the fact that he wasn't doing this to attain selfish personal power, but to save his citizens and all other peoples of the world from extermination.
The ether of the lichstone moved smoothly into him and after a little while, having shown him no difficulties whatsoever, he increased the volume, and found no troubles with this either. The process was all but acting on its own at this point and he sent part of his mind into the ether within him. It swirled beautifully, like living light, and it was a part of him and would soon thrust him to a glory beyond all imagination.
The light had told him that it was necessary to distribute this ether evenly throughout his body, and he set to doing so, shepherding it through his veins and down his limbs until every part of him glowed from within.
The lichstone was starting to dim, but it was still heavy with ether, and Dante increased the flow again. Once he was sure it was stable, he cast his mind about—into himself, the stone, and the air around him—but he felt no presences foreign or hidden. Still, he stayed wary.
"How does it proceed?" Gladdic said.
"Everything's fine," Dante said. "I can feel it building within me. It won't be long before I possess the power to strike down a god."
The light was as cold and invigorating as a leap into a springtime stream. It was the purest thing he had ever felt and his mind was becoming so clear that he would soon be able to see beyond the horizon and into the minds of the lesser men around him. He now knew why the White Lich thought as he did, why he had believed he must use his power to cleanse and reforge the failed people of the earth, and he knew that he must wield this terrible strength with a judgment that was just as towering and perfect as it was.
So much ether swam through his body that he didn't know how there could be room for more. The stone was now just a fraction of its original brightness. Though his breathing felt sharp and potent he thought that he would no longer need it. They would be a curious thing, his old mortal habits, when he no longer was one. The lichstone flickered. He stirred the light through his body, making sure that every part of him pulsed with it in equal measure.
At last, the stone went out. He felt like he was floating. He looked down at his hands. They gleamed with blue-white light. He could hear a voice whispering to him but Blays and Gladdic's mouths weren't moving. When he looked out on the cavern, he found that he could see both the nether and the ether without trying: they were now simply there, the same way that the stone of the floor and walls was there. Sensing something, he sent his mind into Gladdic's—although he no longer sent his mind into things, rather he surrounded and enveloped them—and saw that the old man was afraid.
"Don't fear, Gladdic," he said. He stretched out his arms and pulled his hands into fists. He felt like he could snap trees with them, crush skulls, tear things out by their roots. "All of the light is within me. It is finished."
"Do not let down your guard," Gladdic said. "It only came upon me after I had taken on all the light myself."
"No. The lich is vanquished." Dante took a few steps forward. He could walk across water, he thought, and leap over castle walls. And why not test that? He moved to the cavern wall and struck it with his open palm. The rock cracked; his hand didn't.
He called to the nether. It ran to him like a slave. He threw it against the wall, not flinching as it collided with a tremendous boom that blasted a room-sized hole in the side of the chamber. Rocks bounced from his chest and face but drew no blood.
He turned back to the others, who were crouched down with their arms thrown over their heads. "This is even more than I imagined. It will be more than enough to slay the Chained God and expel Nolost from our world."
"That would be some good news." Blays looked him up and down. "Are you feeling all right?"
"Why wouldn't I? I feel greater than in all the other moments of my life combined into one."
"Well, you're glowing, for one thing. Literally. For another, your eyes are different colors."
"Yet they see much farther than they ever have before. They now see so far that I can perceive why it might be a virtue to bring this world to its end after all."
"Blays," Gladdic said quietly. "Prepare your spear."
"Eh?" Blays said.
"Your spear!"
Not taking his eyes off Dante, Blays thrust forth the Spear of Stars. Its light was just as pure as the light from the lichstone had been.
Dante laughed. "Put that away."
"Oh sure, just give it a minute. It gets sensitive when I play with it too much."
"I said put it away!" Dante strode toward Blays.
Yet before he could reach him, Dante's knees shivered beneath him. He staggered back as a new presence forced its way into his mind. It was cold and titanic and though Dante now was as well it had been lurking there with him outside of his perception and it was ready.
They slammed together and struggled against each other. They seemed perfectly matched and each time one pushed the other back the other would regain all his ground a moment later. It felt like they fought in this manner for days, but it was only a few seconds.
But the lich's will was as iron and steadfast as the walls of the Riya Lase. All at once Dante found himself sliding across the space of his own mind and nowhere could he find a hold to brace himself. And then he was falling, tumbling through some not-space, and he no longer knew who he was.
He was lying on the floor and he was himself again. Small and frail and weak and doomed to die. He wailed, then, the cry out of his control, echoing from the walls of the cave.
"Stay right where you are," Blays said. Dante thought he was talking to him, but as he pulled himself together enough to sit up, he saw that another figure was with them: the White Lich.
He too was lying on the ground, propped on one elbow. He was as battered as the first time they'd accidentally revived him and the wound to his heart was leaking blood down his mail.
He began to laugh. The sound of it was both ragged and rich. "I told you that you would not have the will to take it from me. You forget that I have worn this form for a very long time while you are no more than a man."
Another wail tried to climb up Dante's throat, but he swallowed it back down. Yet he couldn't rid himself of the fear that the lich was right. He had thought he'd been holding his own, but the moment the game changed, he'd been powerless to keep his footing.
"Big deal." Blays leaned on his spear. "We'll just kill you again."
"Go ahead and kill me again!" thundered the lich. "You will never overcome me! Kill me a hundred times over and see what difference it makes. Every time we will return to where we are right now and every time I will laugh at your failure."
"Maybe so. But as they say, for us to lose, we'll have to fail every time. For us to win, you'll only have to fail just once." Blays raised his eyebrow at Dante. Dante nodded. Blays stepped toward the lich and leveled his spear.
"Hold." The word came from the light of life, who was still floating in the air behind Dante. "He's deceiving you."
"I know. Nothing can hold out forever. We'll just keep killing him until he breaks."
"No…the lie is something else altogether. He knows how much strength he stole from me the first time he returned. I can help you make no more than three more attempts to take on his power. Maybe less."
Blays jerked his chin to the side. "And he knows he can hold out that long for sure. He was trying to goad us into destroying our last chance."
The lich grinned at him. "Now you know why I laugh."
"Laugh all you want. We're still going to kill you."
The lich pulled up his mailed armor, revealing his bare chest and the open wound over his heart. "Do it. Send me back into the stone. Just let me be free of your insipid smallness."
Blays drew back his elbows to strike but again the light spoke up. "You mustn't do this. You'll only rob yourself of your last hope."
"But what else can we do?" Blays said.
The light hovered, silent. Then it swiveled toward the lich. "I know who you are, Bade. I know you'd never hand over your power. But you don't have to give it to them. You only have to lend it to them."
The lich snorted. "Such a thing is not possible. To remove it from myself for even an instant would be to destroy myself forever."
"You don't have to give up a thing, Bade. You just have to go with them to see the Chained God—and kill him."
Everyone in the chamber fell quiet. Then the lich once more began to laugh. "Now you are the one deceiving me. I won't walk into your trap."
"You undid the betrayal of your brother. Now undo your betrayal of the gods."
"I never betrayed the gods. Arawn granted me his power to remove the demons from the land. That is just what I did."
"And then you tried to do the exact same thing that the demons you replaced would have."
"And I would do it again."
"But your goal wasn't to eradicate humans." Dante couldn't believe he was even speaking the words, but there was a striking flaw in the lich's reasoning. "It was to remake them. What's the point of us both dying?"
"You can't possibly be considering this," Blays said.
"You do not deserve to exist," the lich said. "You attack greatness wherever it attempts to arise."
Dante squinted down at the lich. "You'd rather die along with us than save yourself? I thought you were going to turn yourself into a god."
"You spied on me. I thought that you were. But I had more important matters at hand than to root you out." The lich sat up. He'd made no attempt to heal himself. Either he no longer cared, or he didn't know that it was safe to wield their sorcery here. "Your offer is made in treason. You make no mention of what would happen after."
"What about it? Destroying the Chained God destroys Pholos. Destroying Pholos destroys Olastar. Destroying Olastar ejects Nolost from our world, along with all of his plagues. All we'd have to do then is kill the minions that get stuck here when the portals go down."
"And once you have finished with that?"
"I'm not following."
"Ah, but you will follow me. Once this world is cleansed you will not suffer me to live. I am too much of a threat to it."
"That could be so," Dante said.
The lich snorted. "You continue to forget that I have seen your mind, little sorcerer. You cannot lie to me. Even if I were to try to go into hiding and wait for you to die of old age you would still hunt me down and slay me as soon as you are through with the entity's armies."
"Surely you're not that afraid of us."
"You will never possess the level of power that I do. You cannot create things of wonder and terror. But you have become very effective death-dealers."
"You're right. If we both survive the aftermath, we would have to come after you and try to eliminate you. All I can say is that none of us knows how that encounter would turn out."
"Then there can be no deal."
Blays shook his spear. "Why am I not just killing him again already?"
"I'm about ready to," Dante said.
"Please." The lich lifted his armor again. "I invite you."
"The Chained God can open portals," Gladdic said. "That is how we came here to begin with. Before we kill him, he will open two more. One will lead back to Rale—and the other will send you to the realm of the gods."
"The realm of the gods."
"That is the very place you intended to go before Nolost struck, was it not? Finish the journey, and seek your godhood there."
"The gods were happy for you to do their bidding in the first place," Dante said. "That's why we're all here right now, isn't it? Let them deal with you."
The lich dwelled on this. Then his blue eyes hardened. "Why wouldn't I simply go straight to the Realm and leave you to whatever fate awaits you here?"
Dante froze. "Because we'd have to kill you if you tried."
"Compelling. Then I insist for a third time that you do so."
"Before the…accident, you made it sound like you weren't even sure you could open a portal to the Realm by yourself."
"There would be some risk of failure. I doubt it would be greater than attempting to slay a god." The lich stirred, readying to stand. "I tire of your plodding reason. Get this over with."
Dante clenched his fists. He hated the very idea, but from the moment the light of life had suggested it he'd known that, insane and risky though it was, it was the only meaningful chance they had left. And it had just slipped away.
"Revenge." Blays sounded as though he regretted saying the word. "You spent half your life working out a way to bring your brother back to life—and just minutes after you'd finally pulled it off, and lifted the stain from your soul, Nolost killed him."
The lich made a sound deep in his throat. He rocked forward. Dante took a step back and reached for the nether. The lich braced himself and rose, standing unsteadily. He wreathed his hand in ether and pressed it to his heart, gazing down at it.
"This is impossible," said the lich. "Yet it must be. I will kill a god—and then become one."
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It was also impossible for them to travel together.
It wasn't just the possibility the lich would betray them and attack them the second they found themselves in a vulnerable position, or really just at any moment at all. There was also the very real possibility that one of them would say the wrong thing, or just look at one of the others in the wrong way, and that this alliance, or arrangement, or armistice—whatever it was—would crumble on the spot.
Dante could tell that Blays loathed it, enough that his all-but-silent acceptance of it made Dante suspicious that, if they were able to kill Wessen together, Blays might break their word and try to kill the lich before they escaped from Pholos. Dante wasn't even sure he'd object to that. If he did, it sure wouldn't be on the grounds that betraying the lich was bad, but that it eliminated the opportunity for him to go cause problems for the gods.
Wate's body had been too mutilated by the sparks for the White Lich to attempt to resurrect him again, and before they left, the lich carried it off into the woods. Dante didn't follow him with any scouts. He returned a few minutes later, empty-handed.
Dante gave him a perfectly unextraordinary stick. "I've marked it with my blood. Just keep following me, and we'll reach the portal in two or three days."
The lich took it. He was as gaunt as ever and the gash to his heart still hadn't healed. "If I sense at any time that you are working to deceive or betray me, you will never see me again."
"We won't."
"Then we will meet again at the portal."
And that was that: they headed back south, down through the hills, and the lich followed at a distance. Dante followed his general position with several scouts, but kept them far enough away that he wouldn't be able to feel their presence.
"Do we really believe he's sincere about this?" Blays said.
Dante shook his head. "I don't even know anymore. It could be he's toying with us, raising false hopes in us to make the coming pain even worse. Or it could be that he'll change his mind on us before we get to the portal. Right now, though, I think he means it."
"And you, Gladdic? Happy with this state of affairs?"
"I cannot remember the last time I was happy with any state of affairs," the old man answered. He didn't say more.
They had nearly a full week to get back to Pholos and it should have been more than enough time but there was no telling what might be cast in their path along the way and they traveled long into the night. When they made camp there was no question of whether they would set watch. During Dante's turn, balls of light manifested in the trees, wandering around like restless ghosts. None approached him, though, let alone offered to lead him anywhere, and by morning they were gone.
The hills felt different going down them than they had going up. In part it was because the Eye was no longer there—though, of course, it never had been—but Dante's sense of purpose had changed as well. It felt like he was walking to the gallows but he didn't know if he was the hanged man or the executioner.
They returned to the border between hills and swamp. Dante thought about excavating the pit he'd buried the strange creatures in to see if they had been real, but decided it didn't matter. Everything was muddy and sodden from a flood and he wasn't surprised the canoe wasn't where they'd left it. There wasn't much tree cover in the area, though, allowing his scouts to quickly locate where the waters had taken it. It was filthy but it hadn't even lost its paddles.
"Ah, more paddling," Blays said. "Is it too late to go back and jump off that cliff like Nolost wanted us to?"
They shoved off. Dante checked his connection to the lich and found that he wasn't far off. They would just have to see if that held true through the second leg of the voyage. He made sure to have his flies keep their eyes out for the Mara Taub—he was sure that if the White Lich stumbled into them, he'd Blight them to strengthen himself—but they were nowhere to be seen. The swamps were empty around them on all sides.
The clouds thinned out as if being boiled away and sunlight spilled from the sky for the first time in days. The trees seemed to lift their boughs like worshippers praising the gods. Three hours later, though, a new layer of clouds swept in from all four directions at once, stealing away the short-lived bright warmth. Dante hadn't known how much he'd been missing it.
As they passed between a convergence of three islands, a fat bruise-colored wasp landed on Blays' hand mid-paddle and stung him completely unprovoked. It then came for Dante and he blasted it into goo. The insect was grotesque in a way that made it impossible to guess if it was native to the swamps or something sent from the Becoming.
They'd only just gotten back underway when Blays' hand began to swell and turn purple. A dark red line appeared on his wrist and advanced up his forearm fast enough for Dante to watch it happening.
"Ah," Blays said. "Care to do something about that?"
Dante sent the nether into Blays' hand and arm. They were already being blackened by venom. He cleansed them, frowning.
They paddled under a tree draped with waterfalls of moss. As they cleared it, a black bird swooped onto a branch and shook its wings at them. Dante thought nothing of it until the same thing happened a minute later.
"Is that the same bird as before?" he said. "Is it following us?"
"Maybe it's hungry," Blays said.
"Well there's a lot more food around here for it than for us."
Dante kept his eye on it until it passed from sight behind them. A couple of minutes later, the bird—or another one just like it—flapped into the trees ahead of them and watched them approach.
"Stop the boat," Dante said.
He sent his mind out to the bird. Sensing no nethereal connections to it, he was about to conclude that it was just curious. Except something about it had been troubling him. Birds were fidgety creatures and this one just kept standing there on its branch. Dante regathered his focus and sent it inside the bird.
"I knew it." He brought the nether to him, rolled it into a dart, and launched it. The bird flew from its perch a split second after the shadows left his hand, diving through the branches in an attempt to evade the nether. But Dante didn't miss. Especially not when he had a single bolt to concentrate on. It struck the bird from behind in a spray of feathers. The animal plopped into the water.
"It wasn't natural," he explained. "The nether inside it was all wrong." He cocked his head. "Unless."
"Yes?"
"I hope that wasn't something sent by the lich."
There was no way to tell that now that it was dead, though, so there was nothing else to do but carry on. There were other birds around, but none of them seemed particularly interested in the travelers. If the one he'd shot down had been an agent of some kind, he would have expected to see others come to replace it, and Dante had to spend some time convincing himself that the nether inside it had been all wrong, and that he hadn't in fact just blasted an inquisitive but innocent bird to pieces.
Night fell. There had been no further activity in the sky since the clouds returned, but a spark of light appeared in the west somewhere around midnight. At first Dante thought the clouds had parted again and revealed the moon, but the light took on the color of flame.
They were passing through an abandoned (or, more accurately, exterminated) village at that moment and most of the sky was open above them. Dante stopped paddling to watch. The fire expanded until it was several times wider and then started moving eastward, tracing a blazing line across the heavens. After a minute it had reached both the eastern and western horizons, hanging there like a rainbow of flame girdling the earth.
Screams and wails drifted down from above.
"That can't possibly be real." Blays laid his paddle across the gunwales and leaned his arms against it. "We aren't still under the illusions of the Eye, are we?"
"Can't be," Dante said. "Our eyes are clear."
"But what if we're under some kind of double-Eye that tricked us into thinking we ever escaped it?"
"Then we'd have no way to know. But we're not acting strangely."
"Not acting strangely? Says the guy who just allied with the worst monster in the history of Rale?"
"He might not be the absolute worst."
"He depopulated two kingdoms!"
"Yeah, but Rale's history is really long. Someone else must have gotten three at some point."
"It feels as though the end grows closer," Gladdic said. "Perhaps even closer than we know."
"It better be at least one more day away," Dante said. "I don't have the strength to push all the way to the portal tonight."
As it turned out, he barely had enough for another hour before being forced to make camp. He drew first watch. He did so quite literally, spending nearly all of his time gazing up at the burning stripe across the heavens. Whatever the fire in the sky portended, it refused to reveal itself.
Morning came, heavy and gray. His connection to the blood he'd left at the portal had been increasing slowly all along, but it jumped in intensity. They were heading for the second portal Wessen had made for them, as it was closer than the one at the Riya Lase, but it was just on a random island out in the middle of nowhere, and he had to send several flying scouts to track it down.
Dante reoriented them straight toward it. They paddled the remaining distance without any troubles of note. Reaching the island, they dragged the canoe out of the water and stood on the shore.
"Think he'll show up?" Blays said.
Dante shrugged. "He's followed us this far."
"It could all have been a trick of some kind. Maybe he means to kill us here, then use this portal to go see Wessen and convince him to open another one to the Realm."
"I don't know why he'd gamble on that when we're about to guarantee him a portal to the Realm. If he's going to betray us in a smart way, he'll wait until Wessen's created it, then run through it without helping to kill him." Dante found a lump of dry rock to sit on. "Besides, there's something different about him. Bringing his brother back to life, then watching him die like that—I think that may have been the first time he felt real grief since he became the Eiden Rane."
"Yes, he seemed brimming with humanity when he talked about how we deserved to be tortured for eternity, and repeatedly tried to trick us into making that very thing happen."
"Oh, he's far beyond redemption. He couldn't be halfway human even if he wanted to. All that I'm saying is I don't think he would ever have agreed to do this before what happened at the mine."
"Maybe." Blays kicked a stray rock into the water. "What do you think the poets will say about this?"
"I'll be happy if we get to the point where the poets are writing about it in the first place," Dante said. "But we'll be the only ones there. We can tell them whatever we want them to think happened. If you want, we can leave him out entirely."
Blays snorted. Gladdic said nothing. The tingling in Dante's forehead was almost like that of a partly-numbed hand and it was increasing minute by minute. They were still waiting a half hour later. Dante had his flies buzzing about, searching, but rains had stirred up the muck, and the water was too opaque to see the glow of the lich.
"There." Gladdic pointed out into the water. A pale head broke the surface, blue eyes unblinking. The White Lich strode toward them, emerging inch by inch as he made way to the island.
"So we've still got the better part of five days left, don't we?" Blays said. "Funny, I kind of figured we'd end up scrambling to collapse Pholos at the very last minute."
"It is a good thing that we did not," Gladdic said. "For every hour that passes, even every minute, the more people of Rale are dying. We may need every last one of them to finish purging Nolost's monsters after we have forced him out."
The lich's heart was still trickling blood. As with the first time they'd accidentally revived him, patches of skin and flesh were missing from his face and body, showing bare bone beneath. As he stepped ashore, water streaming away from him, he looked like nothing less than Death himself come to claim their souls.
"You made it," Dante said.
"Did you doubt me?"
"To be honest? Yes."
"Good. You should have."
"Especially after I killed that scout of yours. I thought you might take it the wrong way."
The lich tilted his head. "But I have no scouts. Unlike you, I felt no need to spy."
"Then it might be a good thing we're about to get out of here." Dante was about to head to the hidden portal, then stopped himself. "One more thing. The Chained God, well, he's…"
"Completely insane," Blays said.
"They've been torturing him, you see. For pretty much as long as Rale's been around. He's not always entirely reasonable."
"You suggest he might not take well to our arrival," the lich said.
"Right. Let us talk with him first before doing anything menacing. If that's even possible for you."
The lich stared at him, as if deciding whether the words were meant to be an insult or a mere jibe. "Is there anything else?"
"There usually is. But we don't know it until it starts happening to us." Dante cocked his head. "Actually, there is one thing. I found this in the Vault of Salvation. I thought you might like to have it."
He dug out the snail-shell bracelet he'd found in the vault. The lich stared at it a moment, then took it from him and pocketed it.
"So," Dante said after a bit of silence. "Shall we?"
"One moment." The White Lich turned his back to them to look out on the blend of land and water. "Farewell, Tanar Atain. For much of my life you were at war with me. Yet you were nonetheless my home. It is a unique feeling to look on you and know that I will never do so again. Yet for yourselves, be happy. For you are free of me at last."
Dante led them inland to the portal. Before stepping through, he glanced behind him and was seized first by a moment of panic, seeing the White Lich among them, and then by a moment of surreality that verged on vertigo: somehow, they were traveling together on a common cause.
He entered the doorway, feeling only the slightest disorientation as he was sucked out of his world and into a self-contained wrinkle of Olastar. Blays and Gladdic followed, then the lich.
The lich took in their surroundings, touching one of the walls. "It is a shame we must destroy them. If I attain what I intend to in the Realm I could have used them to create a new world of my own."
"I hate that it's come to this as well," Dante said. "We're going to cut ourselves off from the gods right after we finally learned how to meet them. But this is the only way left."
The lich nodded, observing the walls and their foreign stars a little longer before moving down the passage.
Dante stopped again before the second doorway. "Just so you know, Pholos is weird. And dangerous. We've got some experience with the place, and we'll come out right in front of Wessen, so there won't be any travel. Still, be prepared."
The lich looked unimpressed; he'd already gathered his ether to him. Dante scratched himself with his knife and called to the nether. Once they were all ready, he walked through the portal.
He yelled out in alarm. Wherever they were—a dim tall forest—it certainly wasn't Pholos. He still had the nether in hand and he whirled about, searching for enemies.
"Oh, don't be so jumpy." Carvahal appeared before him. His expression was good-humored and lightly mocking, like it usually was, but it flipped to a shocked look that mirrored Dante's as he looked past Dante toward the portal. "What in the Becoming!"
The god summoned a frighteningly large wedge of ether to him.
"Wait!" Dante threw up his hands. "Don't harm him!"
Carvahal glanced from Dante to the White Lich, who had just emerged from the doorway, then back to Dante. His alarm became a scowl. "Don't tell me you're working with him. Did Nolost's latest plague turn you all mad?"
"Well, yes. But that's not why we're doing this. We've established an alliance—a very brief one."
"How did that happen?"
"It's a long story. I'll tell you all about it later."
"No you won't."
"Oh. Right."
The lich hadn't moved since Carvahal had first noticed him. The lich was even taller than his counterpart, though significantly more battered and gaunt. Examining the god, his shifting blue eyes didn't look fearful, but hungry.
"The entity killed the only person that I have loved since becoming what I am," said the lich. "For this I will have my vengeance on him."
"I suppose the major flaw in attacking an entire world at once is you make enemies of everyone there," Carvahal said. "Well, I certainly won't try to talk you out of it."
"Do you think it'll be enough?" Dante said.
"To bring Wessen's wretched life to an end? I should think so, yes."
"That's some good news. Now that we've got all this settled, would you mind telling us why the hell we're here?"
"Oh, you're curious about that?" Carvahal rubbed his chin. "First of all, if you made it back from your latest little venture, Kelen wanted to talk to you. Second, I will admit that if one of you was able to absorb this tall fellow's strength, I very much wanted to see what it looked like."
"Obviously that part didn't go according to plan. So where's Kelen?"
"Don't worry, he's on his way."
"Oh, no hurry then. We'll be happy to wait."
Carvahal waved a hand. "Are you trying to insult me? I told you exactly how much time you have left. He'll only be another minute." He turned his focus to the lich. "So you're the one who stole the light of life."
"I did not steal it," the lich answered.
"What would you call it? Merely availing yourself of more than was intended?"
"Rich words from creation's most famous thief."
Carvahal smiled. "Who said I was criticizing you? It made my brother very upset, and that's always a bit of fun."
"I don't see what bothered him so. He desired the demons to be removed as a threat to the mortals. I did just that."
"While creating a new threat that was in some ways even worse."
"If Arawn had wished for a specific outcome then he should have simply reached down and arranged it in the way that he wished." The White Lich shook his head. "Gods should not have such muddled and meek thinking. Either exert your will to produce your desired ends or let matters run their course as they will and shed no tears if the results are not what you wished. The middle way you pursue is the very reason we are all standing before each other right now."
The god shrugged. "There may be some truth to that. But avoiding direct intervention is also how we avoid getting into war with each other, and that in itself is worth any number of disasters elsewhere. Besides, what you're talking about is just not how we like to do things. You have to let humans choose their own path—even if they mostly only choose to make you contemptuous and angry."
"It was perverse of you to create a race of beings that so often angers and disgusts you."
"You're not thinking this through, my friend. Unless we'd made them into divine beings themselves, they can't help but mostly disappoint us, can they?" Carvahal raised his eyebrows. "If your little scheme to remake your world had ever gotten far enough, you would have learned a lot of things about trying to run your creation. I don't think you would have much liked it."
The lich gazed back at him, as blank as a closed door.
"Excuse me," said a muffled voice. "I didn't want to interrupt. But might I be let out for a moment?"
Carvahal got a puzzled, searching look on his face. Dante reached into his pocket and brought out the light of life. It hovered in the air, completely indifferent to the alien jungle of Yent that surrounded them.
Carvahal's mouth fell open. "You're still alive?!"
"Am I?" the light said.
"You were always alive, light. Just because you don't have any flesh and blood doesn't mean you don't have a soul."
"Then why wouldn't Arawn ever tell me that?"
Carvahal got a funny look on his face. "I think he meant for it to come as a surprise to you. Something you would only know for certain when you died, making it a consolation—maybe even a reward—for your service." He shrugged. "Or maybe he's just a bastard who doesn't want anyone but him to ever be truly sure of their position in life."
"You don't need to say such mean things about him."
"You would if you knew him. What are you doing here?"
"I was created to help save mortal life. I suppose I did that. But now I want to see if it even meant anything in the end."
"Your thoughts are awfully dark for someone so glowy. Whatever comes of this, you did your duty and you did it well."
The light dimmed briefly. If it had anything more to say, it was preempted by the arrival of Kelen, who appeared from around a tree and stopped dead in his tracks.
"Who," he said, "is that?"
"One with the strength to kill what you cannot," said the lich.
"We're about to return to Pholos," Dante said. "I doubt we still need a guide at this point. But you're also a sorcerer, and we could use all the help we can get. Care to go back with us?"
"That's just what I wanted to see you about." Annoyed though he sounded with Dante, Kelen didn't take his eyes off the lich. "Weren't you listening to anything I ever told you? I want Olastar destroyed with all my heart. I haven't come this far just to be left behind when it's finally about to happen."
"We've already promised the White Lich that we'll have Wessen make him a portal so he can escape the collapse. Wessen might not be able to make another one for you. If you come with us, you might not be able to get home."
"Home? I haven't had a home since the day the Olastarians attacked Etis. Once they found me, they never would have stopped coming back until I was dead. They most likely would have killed everyone else in Etis as well, just for associating with me. The only way to save my people was to give up my home—the last one I had."
"You could always come to ours."
Kelen shook his head. "No, I think I'll come back here. I was trapped in Gharadain for so long. Just seeing this forest has given me a taste for doing some wandering to see more of what creation holds. Maralda has already promised me to act as my guide until I've grown used to this place. If I ever get tired of it, I'll move on to another region. They say there's no end to this world, you know."
Dante hadn't known that, and wanted to ask more, but he supposed it wasn't about to much matter what other worlds were like. "The offer stands if you change your mind."
"We're not going to have much time for that, are we? Besides, wherever I go I will be happy, as long as I've got two things. One, the knowledge that the people I left behind in Etis are now safe forever. And second, the memory of watching with my own eyes as Olastar and the dalaxa system burn to ashes."
"All right, you've convinced me. Well. Is there anything left, then?"
"Only goodbyes," Carvahal said. "Which we've already said more than once in recent days. This time, it's different though, isn't it?"
"Because whether we live or die, this time we're sure we'll never see each other again."
"If it's any consolation, nearly every other mortal who ever lived never got to see us at all. But I know that's not what you mean: as soon as you step through that portal, this era is over."
"It makes me wonder if there still isn't some other way," Dante said. "Something we've overlooked. Something we don't know about."
Carvahal looked off into the trees, then back at him. "It's probably a little late for such questions."
"Is it? We've still got more than four full days left. You said so yourself." He waited for a response, but the god said nothing. "Yes, I know, you don't ever intervene, except when you do. But if there was another way, you'd tell us, wouldn't you? Rather than lose us forever?"
"Such questions grow impertinent, Dante Galand."
"What does that matter now? You don't have to do anything. Just tell me if there's any other way."
"You want me to tell you that you're making the right choice."
"Would it be so hard?"
Carvahal gave him a long look. The god's eyes shimmered silver, as unreadable as a mirror. "If you emerge from this alive, you'll have a lifetime left to figure out for yourself if this was the greatest mistake of your life."
Blays put his hand on Dante's shoulder. "It's time."
"I know," Dante said. "All right." 
"Oh, by the way," Blays said to Carvahal. "That was the greatest duel I'll ever be part of."
Carvahal snorted. "I doubt you'd be saying that if you'd lost."
"But I didn't."
"Yet I don't think you'd care to go best two out of three, either."
"Sure. Just one condition."
Carvahal's eyebrow twitched up. "That being?"
"You have to tell me whether you let me win the first time."
The god laughed, warm and welcome. "No need. I didn't let you win."
"I knew it!"
Carvahal turned serious. "But that doesn't mean some deeper force didn't intervene on your behalf. Even I don't know the answer to that."
"Well, if you ever run into this deeper force of yours, tell it I said thanks."
"What about you, stretch?" Carvahal said to Gladdic. "Any last questions?"
"I have no questions," Gladdic said. "But there is one thing I wish to say. Should you choose to try again, and make more of us in a new and unspoiled world, make us more noble."
"More noble?"
"Only a small amount more is all it would take. But you have watched us for more than long enough to know we need it more than anything else."
"I will make that known." Carvahal looked across them. "Well."
"There is one last thing," said the lich.
"How did I know you'd have a catch?"
"Should we succeed, you may well be seeing more of me in the future. I hope you will remember and appreciate the aid I will have provided your friends."
"Ah. So at last we arrive at the real reason you're involved."
The lich shook his head. "I am here for my brother. No more and no less. But I will still have my just rewards."
Carvahal nodded slightly. "It will be remembered—whether it's a success or a failure." He drew back his shoulders. "I find myself reluctant to say goodbye. You are perhaps the most interesting of your kind I've ever known. Enough to make me look at this as nothing but a great tragedy, even if Taim is right that the corruption of the heavens meant your souls could no longer live eternally in the way they were always meant to. But if you do this, you'll be free of us, won't you? You'll never have to fear us again. You'll be able to live however you like, by your own laws and rules, with nothing to get in your way but yourselves."
"I'm not sure that's for the better, in the end," Dante said. "Goodbye, Carvahal."
"Goodbye. It's been fun, hasn't it?"
Dante nodded. Their arrival in Yent had been somewhat tumultuous, but as soon as things had settled down, he'd noticed a second portal some thirty feet away through the trees, which he now headed to. When he reached it, he took one last look behind him, back at the god who had first brought the spark of fire and creativity down to humans, and who had now given them the chance to fight back against their total destruction.
And Arawn had done the same in the past, hadn't he? When he'd granted the light of life to Bade and his brother? Surely there'd been other times before, events they'd probably never know about now. In another few minutes, the gods might not ever be able to try to destroy them again—but the gods would never be able to save them again, either.
He knew, then, what his next task must be. It wasn't one he wanted, and it would likely last the rest of his life: establishing an order dedicated to ensuring that no sorcerer, whether through malice or incompetence, could ever threaten humanity again. Just the thought of trying to create such a venture made him grit his teeth.
But he had more pressing problems at the moment, didn't he.
He spent another few seconds looking at Carvahal. Then he stepped through the portal.
The tunnel swallowed him up. Each step down it felt like wading through chest-deep blood. The others had all followed behind him, even the lich, but he felt terribly alone. More than anything, he wanted to go back. He couldn't even say what for, if Carvahal had been willing to step in he would certainly be doing so now, but even knowing there was nothing left for him back there, it took every speck of his will to keep moving forward, one step at a time, then the next, then the next. Until, after a minute that felt like an hour, he stood before the doorway at the end of the tunnel.
He wanted to go back. But there was no going back, and there never would be. He stepped into the portal, and out into a storm hellacious enough to maim a god.
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It was a miracle they weren't all killed on the spot. They surely would have been, if not for the giant boulder hanging right in front of the portal—a boulder that hadn't been there when they'd last seen the place.
Dante yelled out and threw himself at it, an awkward maneuver, given that he'd just emerged into empty space and the only thing he had to push off from was the portal itself. But it was just enough to get him to the boulder, and he grabbed hold of it and yelled some more as flaming rocks streaked across the sky.
Blays emerged from the doorway and uttered a shriek Dante would have laughed at if he wasn't so busy hurling nether at fist-sized stones trailing fire behind them. Gladdic ran into Blays from behind, helping knock Blays into the cover of the boulder but leaving Gladdic, and then Kelen, hanging in mid-air. Blays braced himself, got the rod from his belt, and extended it to them. Gladdic grabbed hold of it and Kelen grabbed hold of him and Blays pulled them to the shelter of the boulder.
Rocks banged into it steadily, sharp, painfully loud cracks that made Dante wince every time. The upside to them being on fire was that it made it much easier to spot them and judge in a snap which ones might actually hit them. They were moving extremely fast, though, and even with the streaks of fire helping him to gauge their trajectories, it was almost as tough as knocking down arrows mid-flight. He missed them a lot more often than he hit them, requiring him to send a swarm of nether at each one.
The lich materialized from the portal. He must have hit it at a good stride because his momentum sent him straight toward the boulder. Dante rolled out of the way as the lich all but crashed into the surface.
This distracted Dante just long enough for one of the flaming stones to fly right at them. He, Gladdic, and the lich flung their powers at it at the same time. It burst apart, but small shards of it, still on fire, sprayed across them, thumping into chests and limbs, leaving cloaks smoldering. A second rock streaked in behind the first. They caught it further out, enduring only a few pieces of burning detritus.
The lich snarled. "Have we fallen into an ambush?"
"This is just what it's like here!" Dante had to yell over the hisses and slams of the rocks. "We have to jump back through the portal until the storm abates!"
"There is no need." The lich lifted his right hand. A sheet of something transparent and blue-white sprung into being in front of them. It looked like ice, but when a fiery rock crashed into it a second later, it didn't so much as crack. Ether of some kind.
"Never saw you use this one against us," Blays said.
"There was no need for that either. My own body is stronger than this ward."
The lich extended the shield on all sides and then bent its edges toward the rock until they were sealed inside it. As rocks continued to smash against it, Dante thought it might still be a better idea to go back through the portal, but he supposed even the short jump would expose them to the risk of floating off in the wrong direction or getting smacked with a stray rock. And then they'd reexpose themselves all over again whenever they came to check if it had stopped yet.
After a few minutes, a particularly large, loud, and startling impact crunched a web of cracks in the shield directly above the lich's face. Wordlessly, he swept his hand across it, mending it. When the same thing happened again less than five minutes later, the lich grunted, smoothed it over, and added another layer of the ethereal shield beneath the first.
Sometime later Dante's skin began to tingle. His head thudded and he soothed it with the nether but the ache returned a minute later. How much longer was the stupid damn storm going to last? Even with the rocks pounding into things all around them, he felt like going to sleep.
"Oh," he said. "Hey lich. Bade. Whatever you call yourself. I know you might not have to breathe, but we're mortals here. Mind opening a few holes in this thing? Small ones?"
The lich said nothing, but lifted his hand and expanded some small vents along the edges of the shield. Dante very quickly felt better.
"Kelen," he said after another while. "Any idea how long these things normally go on for?"
"You should be thankful we stepped into the aftermath and not the storm itself," Kelen said. "This phase should only last a few hours. But the worst of them can go on for days."
"Days? If this goes on for longer than we have time left, I don't know what we're supposed to do. Die in an apocalypse, I guess."
He wished he'd thought to bring some flies with him to take a look around. As it was, he had almost nothing to do besides lie there on the boulder and wait. He felt out through the nether. What he found disturbed him like going on a morning walk and stumbling over a corpse. The shadows themselves were hiding, tucked away in the cracks and crannies of the substrate.
If it had ended up going on for days, the constant, irregular, jarring thunder would surely have driven him mad. Even several hours would have been grueling to endure. Just as he was about to suggest the lich extend a cylindrical shield out to the portal so they could go wait out the storm in peace, the rock strikes grew less incessant. There had been lulls in the storm before, but within a few minutes the clamor of it all dimmed to a fraction of its peak. Soon, the remainder stopped altogether, as sudden as blowing out a candle.
Dante's ears rang in the silence of the aftermath. He pushed himself up to take a look around, but the ethereal shield was just opaque enough that, combined with the general darkness of Pholos, he couldn't make out anything beyond it.
Blays cocked his head. "What's that sound?"
"It has been going on since we first got here," Gladdic said. "It is the sound of sobbing."
Dante wanted to pull down the shield then and there, but held out for another couple of minutes. "All right, I think it's safe to bring down the shield. But stay ready."
The lich closed his hand. The ethereal shield faded and then winked away. The portal hung across from them, completely untroubled by the chaos of the last hour. Smoke hung in tatters across the sky. Gobs of indistinct gray matter were scattered everywhere, but all of them were punched through with holes, and smoldering steadily, in a way that suggested they would soon burn down to nothing.
They couldn't see the onas anywhere, though the boulder was blocking half their view. With no other options, they decided to climb up the rock and then down the other side, something that seemed potentially daunting, given that good hand- and footholds were in short supply. But Blays picked out a trail of sorts, and they followed it one by one toward the far side of the boulder.
All the while, low, wretched sobbing drifted toward them. It made Dante wish he could close his ears. Strange, to feel pity and embarrassment for a god. Then again, Wessen was the only god he wouldn't change places with.
Blays stopped at the top of the boulder. Dante stood beside him. Across from them, Wessen hung from his chains, head bent. Wisps of smoke rose from his clothes and hair as blood dripped from countless wounds. Some had already started to heal, but it would be the work of some time before they were all gone—except, of course, for the ones where the chains pierced him, which never healed.
His shoulders bounced as he cried to himself, lolling his head from side to side. Dante's sense of embarrassment intensified. It felt wrong to be watching him, almost spying on him, when he was in such a state, and Dante found himself at a total loss as to how to open the conversation.
"Get away from me." The god's voice was thick and wet and he didn't lift his head.
"I am…sorry to intrude," Dante said across the empty space between them. "But we've returned."
"Returners always do. You can scare them off, threaten them, do all you like as many times as you like. But they will always return. Creeping about in the dark. Their little eyes watching you."
"I didn't mean to do any sneaking. We arrived on the other side of this rock. We weren't hiding, it was just coincidence."
"I put that rock there. I remember that. But why would I do that?"
"To protect us? Because you knew the storm was coming?"
"That doesn't make any sense. Why would I want you to sneak up on me? I must have put it there to block the doorway. But you're a returner, aren't you, so you just had to use it to sneak with instead, even though I don't want you here."
Dante glanced at Blays, who shrugged.
"I'm not entire following you, my lord," Dante tried. "Should we give you a few minutes to recover?"
"What, so you can do more of your sneaking? Where I can't see it? I think you need to stay right where you are."
"I am happy to do just that, lord." Without making a show of it, Dante looked around for the onas, but the vessel appeared to be missing. Or, he supposed, destroyed. A heavy, vaguely metallic groan sounded in the distance. Dante jerked his head about, but he didn't see any flaming rocks zipping about.
"Does he even remember who we are?" Blays murmured out the side of his mouth.
That struck Dante as such a good question that he had to risk asking it. "Excuse me, lord—I mean no insult, for you've just been through a great ordeal—but do you remember us?"
"Do I remember you?" Wessen swung up his head, peering at them with bloodshot eyes, then dropped his chin back to his chest. "What's to remember? You're just like all of the others. In fact I think you are all the others. When you do your returning, you come in disguise and pretend to be someone else."
Blays twirled his finger next to his head. Dante nodded. The Chained God had gone mad, likely due to the beating he'd just suffered. He didn't even seem to know who they were. That was more than a little unfortunate, given that they were there to kill him. He wasn't sure they would be able to do that without his permission.
But Wessen must have been lucid recently: he'd put the boulder right in front of the portal, after all, meaning he'd had the presence of mind to recognize that a storm was coming, and that it would kill them if they blundered into it without warning. Meaning they needed to either wait for reason to return to him, or conjure up some clever deceit to get him to agree to let them end his life.
"My lord, I can see that our presence agitates you," Dante said. "Let us withdraw for a few minutes, and leave you to your privacy."
Wessen snapped up his head again. His eyes were wide and blazing. "You're going to 'withdraw,' are you? I told you I won't have any sneaking."
"Oh, there's no sneaking involved, I just thought that—"
"You thought that you could trick me!" Wessen's hands were all but fixed in place, but he still possessed the freedom to hold up his right palm. A ball of blue light flashed within it.
Dante's blood ran so cold he couldn't even swear. He pulled as much nether to him as he could as the Chained God unleashed the soma at him. He slung the shadows at the incoming wave, dispersing them into as broad of a swarm as he could, and started raking together a second round. Light flared beside him as Blays extended the spear and braced himself as best as he could on the rock.
The first barrage of nether slammed into the soma, knocking bits and pieces of it apart. But it was little damaged. Wessen made some hitching, choking sounds. At first Dante thought he was sobbing again, but he was laughing.
Dante shot off a second round of nether and started to draw in a third even though he knew he wouldn't have time to use it. He'd be lucky to disperse a quarter of the enemy assault before it was upon them. What was left would almost certainly be enough to overwhelm the Spear of Stars. Even if it wasn't, the strike after that would.
His second salvo sliced into the soma, cutting out a few more pieces of it. The remainder flew toward them. Blays yelled wordlessly as the blue light neared.
Crystalline ether flew over them from behind, its light tainted blue. The White Lich strode past them, hands wreathed in ether. His attack hit Wessen's with a sharp high crack. Soma exploded into shimmering powder and faded to nothing. Yet a portion of it punched its way through. Blays jabbed at it with the spear, diverting some. The White Lich stepped in front of the rest.
Some weird things flew out of his back. As Dante stared through the holes punched straight through him, he realized the things had been pieces of the lich.
"Stop this," the lich said. "You don't know what you do."
Wrathful just a moment before, Wessen grew suspicious. "How are you doing that? That talking? You should be dead."
"It would not be the first time."
"You're not a god. But you're not a man, either. So exactly what are you?"
"I am a mortal who took on the light of the divine."
"And what does that make you?"
"In my first tongue I am known as the Eiden Rane."
"The White Lich."
He nodded. "The name is incorrect, however. I am not undead. If anything I am more than alive. But I have always enjoyed the fear I heard in the voices of those who spoke that name."
"Then that is what I'll call you by." Wessen looked and sounded to be more lucid, yet he still didn't appear to recognize them. "Onto the next question. What are you doing here?"
The lich paused. Dante suspected he was about to tell the truth and prayed that he wouldn't. The whole thing would break apart if they revealed their hand before Wessen had come back to his senses.
"I've come to ask a favor of you," the lich said.
The god grew guarded. "What favor is that, Eiden Rane?"
"It is said that you are able to craft doorways between worlds. Doorways just as the one we used to come here. We very much desire passage to the realm of the gods. We have come to ask you to open one for us."
"Why do you want to go there?"
"Our world is dying. We would not die with it."
"I see," Wessen said. "Why would you expect me to do that for you?"
It had taken Dante a moment, but he'd finally caught up to the lich's thinking. He'd gathered that Wessen was out of his mind, meaning there was no way he was going to open a portal for the lich—unless he was deceived into it. Clever as he was, the lich was ensuring he had his escape route in place before they set to killing Wessen—or failed to do so.
Which raised the question of whether the lich still intended to kill the god—or if he would simply step through to the realm of the gods, and leave them to their doom.
"If we are able to reach the realm of the gods, we'll be able to save our world from its destruction."
"I don't know why that would matter to me." Wessen's voice, Dante thought, was rather snide, considering that he was discussing the deaths of millions.
"None of the people of Rale know that you exist. Your existence has been suppressed by the same forces that once bound you here. Yet if you do this thing for us and we tell them of it, they will worship you."
"You're not lying to me? They really don't know who I am?"
"It is a regrettable truth."
"But they would worship me," Wessen said thoughtfully. "I would like that. It is owed to me. The others couldn't have done any of the things they are worshipped for without me here, and none of our mortals even know of my sacrifices? My brothers' and sisters' list of crimes is so long it would take a poet to remember them all."
"The telling of your story will by necessity reveal these crimes to the people as well."
"Yes…yes. Then let it be done." Wessen rolled his eyes in their sockets, hunting his mind for something, then fixed them on the lich again. "The Realm isn't a small place, you know. Do you know what part of it you need passage to?"
"The Curtain of the Vray. Do you know of it?"
"I knew more about the Realm than any of them. While they were walling themselves up in their palaces, I was exploring creation. Do you know why I did that?"
"Too little is known of you for me to so much as guess."
"Because of the question. We could create new worlds, yes? And populate them with entire species of new beings. But where had we come from? That's what I thought I could find, if only I learned to look in the right places, and listen to the right things."
"Did you ever figure it out?" Dante said.
"I was getting close. So close. I was sure of it. With just a single year more, I could have done it. But they cheated me and brought me here instead."
"The more I learn of their treachery the more I loathe it," the lich said. "Craft us our doorway, then. So that we might reveal their lies to the whole of our world."
"Yes." Wessen's face was bruised and bloody, but he smiled. "You were wise to come to me. For I am the master of the hidden paths."
Staring straight ahead, he gestured his hands as his chains allowed. As he'd done before, he drew a portal upon the void, a thirty-foot pool of blackness shot through with silvery stars.
"There you are, my new friends. Your doorway. But I ask one thing in return."
"Speak it," the lich said.
"After you're done—after you've secured your world, and told its people of my life, and the lies of the people who put me here—come back here, and tell me how they reacted when they learned the truth."
"We will do that." The White Lich looked back at Dante. His eyes were completely unreadable, but there was no question of his meaning.
"Yes, of course," Dante said. "That's the very least we could do, and we thank you greatly for your aid."
He realized he was stalling, but he wasn't quite sure what else to do. Just begin a violent assault on Wessen? Who was out of his mind, and would be angered and frightened by it? And would resist them with all of his strength? It might well be much smarter to go through the portal he'd just made them and bide their time waiting for his sanity to return to him.
"Then go with my blessings," Wessen said.
"Yes. Right. Thank you for that, too." Dante took another quick look around for the onas, but saw nothing.
"Why do you hesitate? You've got a world to save, don't you?"
"Oh, I'm just making sure we're not forgetting anything. Who knows what it's going to be like on the other side, you know?"
Wessen's feverish eyes hardened on him. "You've been lying to me."
"What? No, every word we've spoken has been the truth. But you're right, we should really be going—"
"You stay right where you are! The world of the mortals isn't in any danger, is it? What a ridiculous notion. How dare you'd expect me to believe that!"
"It's absolutely true, though," Blays tried. "Otherwise there's no way in hell we'd be standing next to the glowing half-skeleton here."
The god's gaze shifted to Blays, then the White Lich. "But he doesn't look like anything from Rale. I don't think you are from there. I think you're agents of the gods—and you've just tricked me into opening a doorway for them to come after me!"
With this, he yelled out in wrath and summoned a great heap of both soma and neuma, so eager to attack them that he was barely able to shape it before launching it at them. Dante had been leery of this possibility and brought the nether to him at once. As he sent it sailing to intercept the attack, he gave a grunt of dismay.
"What is the matter?" the White Lich said. "Are we not here to destroy him?"
"I had hoped it would be an amicable murder," Dante said. "Not a brawl with a crazy god!"
Sorcery flowed from them from four sources: nether from Dante, ether from Gladdic and the lich, and soma from Kelen. Blays edged forward on the rock and aimed his spear at the jumbled mass of red and blue zipping toward them. Their first round of counters gored into the neuma and soma, sending much of it fizzling away. Their second round whittled it down even further. Wessen had already launched a followup attack, again a mix of his two powers, but by the time the first reached them Blays easily absorbed it into the spear, which he then drew back and flicked forward, lobbing the captured sorcery back at the Chained God.
"We weren't sent by the gods," Dante called across the void.
"You lie!" Wessen answered. "I can feel their stink on you!"
"But that can't be true. To keep the portals open, the gods need you alive—and we're here to kill you."
"I knew it! Treason!" Another wave of sorcery scattered to bits in front of them. "What madness has overtaken the gods that they want to remove the portals?"
"They don't. That's what I'm trying to tell you. We're the ones who want the portals gone. Because our world really is dying. We need you to die so that Olastar will die with you."
"Well that's your business! Leave me alone!"
Dante shaped another collection of shadows. The god was powerful, but he was erratic, whether due to the fact that he'd just been gruesomely beaten by a storm, or simply that he was insane. In their most recent exchange of hostilities, they'd actually been able to slip a few bolts past his guard, pelting his body with them. These did little to no apparent damage, but it was a start.
"You agreed to this yourself," Dante said. "Just a few days ago."
Wessen laughed out loud. "You sneaking liar! What kind of person would agree to be killed?"
"One in his right mind."
"I am a god, you vermin. My mind stands like a cathedral before you. You should kneel down and worship it."
"You agreed in part because it would hurt the gods who put you here," Dante said. "They're the ones who want our world dead. The thought of putting their plans to ruin was something you liked quite a bit."
"They deserve much worse hurt than that. If I could, I'd put them all in chains just like this." Wessen flexed his limbs, shaking his bonds. "I could watch such a sight for eons."
"I can imagine. Still, that was only part of it, and the smaller one. Mostly I think you were just tired of being in pain."
Wessen paused then, even as several spears of ether plowed into his enormous body. "Maybe I did say that, in a moment of weakness. Though I'm sure even then you used your deceiver's tongue to talk me into something hateful. But I have no wish to die. If I were to do that, I could never have my revenge on them."
He accompanied this with a grand salvo of neuma that required all their attention to disperse.
"This really isn't how I'd hoped this would go down," Blays muttered once it was clear, shooting another volley of captured neuma back at the god. "It was another thing when he was willing. But this has something sick to it."
"There's nothing we can do about that," Dante said. "If it's a crime, it's one we'll have to live with."
"I suppose."
"If you like, we can cross through that portal and give him a day or two for his sanity to return, hoping that it doesn't cross his mind to destroy said portal in the meantime."
"No need to be like that," Blays said. "I know what we have to do. But it became a darker thing than I would have liked."
The god was starting to show some wear, but it wasn't much in comparison to what he'd suffered from the hailstorm of flaming rocks. Dante had no idea how long his strength could hold out against the five of them, but he didn't think it was ever wise to bet against a god—even one as weakened as Wessen.
"We need to get close enough to him for Blays to use the spear," Dante said. "Kelen, is there any way to turn this rock into an onas?"
"No," Kelen said. "But we could just use the onas."
"You know where it is? Why didn't you tell me?"
"You didn't ask."
"Can you get to it?"
"Yes. That's why I said we could use it."
"Then go get it!"
Looking mildly rebuked, Kelen let loose the soma he'd been putting together and tossed it into the path of the latest of Wessen's attacks. Then he backed across the top of the boulder and disappeared down the far side.
They'd been somewhat on the offensive since the early part of the hostilities, but they had to fight the god's next volley all the way to the end before Blays scooped up the last of it with the spear. Dante hadn't realized just how effective Kelen's soma had been at keeping Wessen's sorcery at bay. Blays, sensing the same, didn't release the spear's light until the god launched his next assault, directing his stolen soma into the heart of it. Even with Dante, the lich, and Gladdic all hammering away at it, enough made it through that Blays had to slash the spear through it, take a big leap back, and then cut at it again before the last of it was gone.
His face was sheened with sweat. "That was a bit close."
"Don't even try to hurt him for now," Dante said. "We just have to hold out until Kelen gets back."
"Are your friends deserting you this quickly?" Wessen laughed. Loud though this was, it hung hollow in the emptiness. "You're not the first to have come here, you know. Sometimes people get curious. They start to wonder what might be here in the center of the world, and they can't help themselves from going to find out. I'm happy to talk to them; even after all this time, it still gets lonely. But the trouble starts when they want to leave."
Another wave came for them. Dante dispersed the nether even further than he had before, controlling hundreds of droplets at once, mind straining to keep them all on course. They ripped into the enemy sorcery like so much shrapnel. The lich, seeing this, split his ether on the fly, a galaxy of little lights speeding through the darkness before crashing into the blue and red cloud.
"I can't let them do that, you see?" Wessen said. "Not after they've seen me like this. I'm caught here, bound here, and they're free to float away as they please? The thought of it, it fills me with such rage, even when I tell myself that this time will be different, this time I'll just let them go—but then the moment comes, and I…sometimes I don't even remember it. One minute, I'm wishing them goodbye. Then the next thing I know, their bodies are floating there in front of me, and their faces are frozen in this kind of beautiful shock."
During this, Dante had been consumed with fending off the neuma and soma, shaping another counterattack of minuscule bolts and guiding them through the void only to watch them shatter to dust a few moments later. Still, the effort was enough that when the remaining part of the attack reached Blays, he was able to sweep it up with the spear without any particularly fancy maneuvers.
"I keep them around afterward. The bodies, I mean." Wessen flexed his hands and poured them full of light. "They remind me how weak everything else in the universe is. Bring even the most powerful mortal sorcerer here, and he'll die within moments of the very first storm. But I? I will endure forever—and I'll be laughing all the while."
He'd lingered a little, allowing Dante and the lich to throw forth a preemptive blast of ether and nether and get started on a second volley. But the reason for Wessen's delay was that he'd been cultivating more than any of his previous assaults.
A great wave of blue and red exploded from his hands and gushed toward them. Dante intercepted it with his nether, vision going gray as he struggled to maintain control of the first batch even as he sent another forward. It was so much to keep hold of that he had to wait until his initial counter had almost been wiped out before he regained enough focus to summon a third.
The god's great wave rolled on, losing a few shreds of itself with each impact of shadow and light. Blays swung his spear, releasing everything stored in the purestone, and the soma rampaged through the god's sorcery. But this was short-lived. The wave was still coming.
"What do we do?" Blays said. "Make a jump for the portal?"
By the time he'd asked the question, it was already too late. Dante scrambled to launch what scraps of nether he was able to gather in the last second. Blays swiped the spear through the incoming mass of light, leaping back in the same motion, trying to buy himself enough time for a second stab at the enemy attack.
The lich strode directly between him and the god. Soma and neuma pummeled into his body. Dante had just got some more nether in hand, but he had no idea how to heal a lich, and could only watch as he stumbled backward, absorbing dozens of blows. Icy chips fell from his torso. Dante couldn't tell if they were pieces of his chainmail or his flesh.
The lich fell to his knee as the last of them struck him. Yet he kept his head upright.
"A good effort," he said. "But I've leaned exactly how much it takes to kill me, and that is not enough."
He rose to his feet, torso shining from a score of wounds that were already beginning to heal. Wessen had either been expecting victory or had just gotten lost in the spectacle of his grand attack, for he hadn't followed it up with another.
It wouldn't have mattered anyway: while the lich was still in the process of healing himself, the onas lifted from around the side of the boulder, with Kelen at its version of the tiller.
"You almost died there," he said disapprovingly.
Blays vaulted over the gunwale. "What took you so long?"
"If you'd seen what I had to do to get to this thing, you'd be mortified with yourself right now."
"Then it's a good thing I missed it."
There wasn't room for all five of them, so the White Lich clung to the side of the vessel as Kelen started it toward the Chained God. By then Wessen had built and launched another attack, but it was visibly smaller than the previous one. Kelen's duties with the onas weren't so grueling that he couldn't also command the soma. With his help, they broke up the assault before it could even get within range of Blays and his spear.
Having to contribute to their defense did leave him with less attention for piloting the onas, however, meaning they were advancing at no more than a stroll.
"What part are we aiming for?" Kelen said.
"His heart," Dante replied.
Kelen made a minor adjustment. Pholos had been almost deadly quiet since the end of the storm, presumably because the detritus that unbalanced the place had all been burned away, but dry, metallic thunder rolled across the darkness. Wessen sent a hasty attack at them, then gritted his teeth. His chains tugged and bounced, bouncing him like a doll, leaving him helpless to do more than watch as the boatload of his enemies sailed toward him.
The attack on him wasn't a long one; he was motionless and hanging from his chains within a few seconds. He fought to lift his head. "Get away from me!"
"Your life was a cruel one," the lich said. "But the truth is you were made to be sacrificed. First for your fellow gods, and now for the mortals you helped make."
"I said get away! You've all gone crazy! If you kill me, you kill what I sustain. All the elements of creation will be isolated from each other forever!"
Dante had fought more than his fair share of enormous creatures. But they'd still been creatures, not people, and as Wessen loomed before them the sheer scale of him made Dante feel like he was just as crazy as Wessen accused them of being.
"What's the plan here?" Blays said. "Wait until we're in stabbing range, and then do that?"
"It's going to be a lot more dangerous up close," Dante said. "But luckily his sorcery will be coming from his hands, which are a ways from his heart. That will give us more time to react. But you and the lich won't be able to do as much defending while you're trying to kill him. Lich, do you think you can put one of those shields around the onas?"
"It will be more efficient for me to deflect his attacks as they come in than to maintain a barrier of that size," the lich said. "But a smaller one around Blays will be of more use."
Still hanging from the side of the vessel, he called to the ether, constructing a cave-like shield of light around Blays in the bow, with an opening facing forward for Blays to stab through, with his sides well-protected from the attacks that would come from Wessen's hands. Seeing this activity, Wessen conjured up another huge spray of his two lights and launched them at the approaching humans. It occurred to Dante that they weren't in water, and probably had no way to really sink, but he wondered how much damage the onas could absorb before it quit working. Even if the answer was "a lot," if Wessen hit them hard enough to break apart its hull, they'd get scattered, hanging there like fruits for the plucking.
He didn't much feel like getting plucked just then. His last cut had scabbed over, so he bit his lip to renew his source of blood, drew fresh nether, and divided it into a swarm, sending it forth to counter. Despite having used a fair amount of it already, they really hadn't been fighting that long, and his command still felt steady and easy.
Kelen slowed the onas to join the defense. For as big as the attack was, Wessen wasn't trying any feints or tricks with it. Maybe his mind was too addled for that, or maybe it had been so long since he'd battled a sorcerer (or group of them) who he couldn't simply just overwhelm that he'd never had to bother with tricks before.
Whatever the cause, it meant that Dante and the others didn't have to adjust their tactics much. They just met force with force, hitting it back as hard as they could, and with Kelen there to counter the soma and neuma with soma of his own, Blays found it perfectly manageable to handle the little that made it through, sucking it into the purestone.
"You are vile!" Wessen's voice sounded like it was about to break. "We never should have made such loathsome little beings!"
"We are beyond your judgment." The White Lich shaped the ether into a spear almost as bright as Blays'. "For we are not mere mortals, but a historical process here to complete itself."
He threw his missile straight at Wessen's heart. They were closer to it than his hands were, and he could do nothing to defend himself from it. It struck him true. It would have obliterated a man into nothing but mist. For all Wessen's resilience, it still drew blood.
Kelen slowed the onas as they came before the god's heart. Wessen screamed in rage and lashed at them with neuma, bathing everything in burning red. Nether, ether, and soma flew to meet it, harrowing it down as Blays diverted the last of it into the Spear of Stars.
"I'm sorry," he said to the god. "But we have no other choice."
Blays drew back the spear, then stabbed it forward as hard as he could. Its tip sank just a few inches into Wessen's flesh. Blays gave the spear a quarter twist and disgorged the neuma he'd gathered in it. Wessen's skin glowed red from beneath. He shouted in pain, but when the light faded and Blays pulled back the spear, the wound was barely bleeding.
With a grimace, Blays punched the spear forward again. The lich drove a spike of ether in beside it. A ripple seemed to pass through the void. Dante glanced up, but it was as empty as ever. It certainly didn't look to be on the brink of collapsing. Wessen had been writhing on his chains, but he drew himself together and came at them with another blend of soma and neuma. They were much closer than at the beginning of the battle and even though Dante had been waiting for it he still felt as though his reaction to it was much too slow. For that was the other thing about being this close to the enemy: to fend off Wessen's attacks, they'd learned they needed to hit them with two waves of counterattacks. And to get off two waves of counterattacks at that range, they needed to react all but flawlessly, every time.
They knocked down all of it they could. But Gladdic was just a little slow with his second counter, and the lich had to pull himself up the gunwale and throw his body in front of the last bolts of Wessen's neuma. The force of the blows knocked him backwards and tore his hand free from the gunwale, sending him floating toward the bow. Dante reached up and grabbed hold of his cape. Even in the reduced weight of Pholos, he was incredibly heavy, threatening to yank Dante loose. But he hooked his right foot under the bench seat and held tight, dragging the lich down alongside the boat, where he could once more take hold of the gunwale.
"Time to put an end to this." Blays had absorbed more of the neuma with his spear and he stabbed it into the god's chest again, the blade sinking a couple of inches further. When he was sure he couldn't drive it any deeper, he pulsed the neuma into the wound.
Wessen yelled out, arching his back. He was so enormous that his motion was enough to push back the entire onas, which pulled the spear free of his chest. Kelen maneuvered them back into place and Blays stabbed Wessen again before he had the chance to recover. Dante checked to make sure the god wasn't holding any neuma, waited for Blays to withdraw the spear, then drove a spike of nether as long as he was tall into the wound. Blood was now leaking steadily from his skin, but Dante didn't think they'd even reached Wessen's heart itself yet.
"It feels wrong to kill a thing so mighty," said the lich. "But I will soon surpass it, and add a new star to the Celeset."
Wessen's shoulders shook. He was sobbing again. A deep sense of pity and revulsion climbed up Dante's throat. They were doing something terrible, weren't they? Something he wasn't sure he'd want to tell the truth of once it was done.
He shot another black spike into Wessen's chest.
Blue and red light flickered in the god's hands. He sent it at them, but it was his weakest attempt yet, and Dante, Kelen, and the lich broke it all apart with little trouble. Hanging from the side of the boat, the lich spent several seconds hammering the ether into a curved blade that was impossibly sharp and thin. He pierced it into the growing wound atop Wessen's heart.
The god thrashed on his chains, knocking them back again. Thunder boomed from nowhere while Kelen brought them back into place. Wessen pulled more neuma to his hands but it fizzled away between his fingers. When he'd been able to fight back, and it had looked like he might even kill them, it had been a grim affair, but sporting enough. Now, though, it had passed well beyond grim. Dante prayed to the gods to let it be over soon.
Wessen was still writhing on his chains, making it hard for Blays to hit the wound. All he could do was stab over and over while the four sorcerers guided their strikes into the gash they were slowly deepening into Wessen's flesh. The god continued to sob, trying multiple times to speak, but unable to get out any words.
Bloody white bone glinted from his chest. The raw flesh beside it throbbed with the beat of his heart. Layer by layer, Blays and the White Lich carved this away until at last the heart itself lay exposed to the void. It was shiny and beautiful and looked big enough for Dante to crawl inside.
"You may stop now," the lich said to Blays. Another ripple passed through the void. Blays looked to the lich in puzzlement, then withdrew the spear and stood back.
The lich drew together a great column of ether. In a single movement, he ordered it into a skein whose patterns were too complex to make full sense of, and from there into a sphere whose surface was ever-shifting, almost like the light of life itself.
He watched it change until, at a signal only he could see, the time was right. Then he slashed his hand through the air. The sphere snapped into an ethereal blade. The weapon was twelve feet long and the full design of the Celeset scrolled along its side. Its edge was so sharp it almost hurt to look at.
"Keep that away from me!" Wessen moaned.
"So you recognize it." The White Lich reached out for the weapon. Though the whole thing was made of ether, he grasped its handle just as readily as he would the sword hanging at Dante's side. The lich lifted the blade, turning it from side to side to inspect it. "Some see cruelty when a cat eats a mouse or a wolf brings down a deer. This seems to reveal a base ugliness to life when it requires so much death to sustain itself. Yet the rightness of a thing is revealed when it is reflected in both the smallest and grandest of ways. As above, so below: those parts of mortal life that reflect the ways of the heavens can only be good. In the smallest of ways, a predator takes meat so that it might live. Now, in the grandest of ways, one world dies so that another might live."
Wessen rolled his head forward. He had been in a delirium of pain for some time but at once his eyes snapped into focus. "Do you know the clearest sign that a thing is wrong? When the gods themselves reach down from above to crush that thing in their own hands. In your blasphemy, you've summoned your own destruction."
Wessen looked past the lich. Dante felt the ripple for a third time, a sensation like passing from light into darkness. Feeling like he was underwater, he turned his head to follow Wessen's gaze.
A shadow moved across the darkness. It was almost as long as Wessen was tall but it was hard to make out any details. It was coming toward them from the direction of the portal, and though Dante still couldn't make out any particular part of it, this was enough for him to know at once what it was.
Nolost.
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"It's him," Dante said. "The entity!"
Gladdic's eyes filled with horror. "Bade! Strike down the god! Strike him down now!"
The lich glanced around in confusion. But this was as short-lived as an ember of deflected ether. He drew back his arm, the ethereal blade shining like the eye of a goddess, then threw the weapon at Wessen's exposed beating heart.
He was close enough to the target that the sword only had time to spin end-over-end a single time. Yet Wessen was still able to jerk himself to the side, so that the blade pierced not his heart, but the raw flesh right beside it.
The god screamed out in pain. Blays stabbed at him frantically, looking to end it before the entity was upon them. Dante wanted to scream alongside Wessen. How had it even found them? But he knew the answer to that already, didn't he? Their journey to the mines had attracted the attention of some distant part of Nolost's consciousness. That in turn had provoked the entity to manifest eyes to search for whoever was alive in the area. Especially anyone who was clever or powerful enough to escape the Eye of Rathar.
The bird Dante had killed near the portal hadn't been a bird, it had been an agent of Nolost. Even then, Nolost almost surely hadn't had the attention to spare to actually look through its eyes—all that mattered was that it had found people in need of killing, it didn't matter who those people were. But when Dante had used the nether to kill the bird, that had confirmed to Nolost that there was a sorcerer in the area. That must have drawn another spy to follow them. One that Dante never saw or felt. But once Nolost had seen just who his agents had stumbled over, he'd kept an eye on them—and once he'd seen them come to a portal, he must have come running.
I know why you're here, the entity spoke into their minds. Very cunning, undoing the pathways. But I won't be trapped like that. The thought of it provokes me to fury.
The entity flowed forth across the emptiness. Each time they'd seen it it had taken on a different form—or perhaps they'd been seeing different parts of it manifest—and this time it appeared roughly squid-like, with no discernible head, just a long body dangling many limbs behind it. One of these snapped forward like a whip, though it was still too far away to reach them.
"Kill the god!" Dante drove a wedge of nether into Wessen's heart. "That's all that matters!"
White and blue light raced to join the shadows in assaulting the god. Wessen jerked his body in pain, but he was laughing now, the sound of it almost indistinguishable from his sobbing. Blood spurted from his heart, the droplets losing speed and drifting apart to hang in the air.
"He's almost here," Blays said. "We have to fight him."
"We have never come close to killing him," Gladdic said. "Even with the strength of the Eiden Rane, we are doomed."
"Then we have to think of something," Dante said. "We can't run away from him. Not this time."
The lich heaved himself up over the side of the onas, rocking it, and bulled his way to the stern, forcing Gladdic and Kelen to squeeze out of the way or risk getting trampled.
He stood straight to the enemy. "Is it true? You are the entity? The one known as Nolost?"
Yes.
"You killed my brother."
So? I have killed millions. By the end, I will kill all.
"Unfortunately for you, I wouldn't be here if you had killed all of them but that one."
The lich punched his hand forward. A beam of ether erupted from it, spiraling outward, countless glyphs patterning its walls. It bored into the entity with a clap of light. Slate gray steam boiled away from its body as the ether sank within it. The entity's many tentacles flicked about its body.
The entity came to a stop. You are something new.
"I am the one who was meant to remake Rale," the lich said. "Your mind is too shallow to conceive of anything but destruction."
To destroy a thing is to give it its ultimate freedom. The destruction of a full world is the most beautiful act that can be imagined. Especially when it's endured for so long that it looked like it always would.
The entity had gathered itself as they spoke, the hole in his top side closing over with the smoky matter he was made of. He swam forward again, but the White Lich spread his hand and shot a new pillar of light directly into the top of Nolost's "head." The entity pulled to a hard stop, tentacles billowing around it.
There are other doorways here, aren't there? Nolost spoke into their minds. You could have used them, left your dying land. But all of your kind, gods and mortal alike, would rather delude yourselves than admit when you have lost. It makes you that much easier to destroy.
"The gods were cowards not to try to destroy you all when they had the opportunity. But I will correct their mistake."
Nolost had been stalled in place since the lich had first turned his attention to him. That meant they might still have a chance, didn't it? As long as the White Lich was able to hold off the entity, the others might be able to finish the task of Wessen.
That task, however, would be decidedly easier if Wessen would stop actively resisting them.
"Are you hearing that thing?" Dante said to the god. "And the things that he's saying? He's on the brink of annihilating Rale!"
Wessen had been watching all this with glazed yet frightened bloodshot eyes. He shifted them to Dante. "Then it's no wonder you're so desperate."
"You can end this!"
The god laughed. "By letting you murder me?"
"It's not a murder. It's a sacrifice. One that will save endless millions of lives now and in the future."
"At the minor expense of the endless millions of lives of Olastar, now and in the future."
Dante blinked at this. Though they'd discussed the consequences of their mission between themselves on several occasions, hearing it phrased in those terms made it feel much starker.
"Most of the people here lead lives lower than animals," he said. "Lords are supposed to treat their people like subjects, not like cattle. It's the mortal reflection of the gods' own duty to look after their humans: as above, so below. This place threw out that virtue a very long time ago."
Wessen shrugged, shifting some of his chains. "So they deserve to die?"
"I don't know. But I do know that we deserve to live."
"Do you? It's not Olastar that's under attack. Your world must have committed grave sins to call down an entity on it."
Dante swore under his breath. Light flashed behind him as the lich pushed the entity back.
"You wanted this!" Dante said. "Just a few days ago!"
"Your lies are so weak," Wessen laughed. "Even if I had ever said such a thing, I wasn't in my right mind. I don't want to die—and your world deserves what's coming to it."
A hand gripped Dante's shoulder: Gladdic.
"You cannot reason him into death," said the old man. "Do what must be done, and take his life from him."
"We'll find a way." Blays had been standing back while Dante spoke but now took up his spear. "We have to."
Ether gleamed from the lich; another of his stabbing beams plunged into the front of the entity, and it stopped to let itself mend.
"Drive the spear as deep as you can," Dante said. "I might have an idea."
Wessen cursed at them, pulling his torso to his left, but Kelen had taken up the tiller and did his best to move the onas back into position. After a couple of feints, Blays snapped the spear forward.
"Follow him back!" he yelled as the spear found Wessen's heart.
Wessen drew back his chest, but Kelen had already piloted the onas forward, anticipating the move. The god's great size threatened to clear him of the spear anyway, but Blays ran into the very front of the prow, extending his arms as far as he could. Dante slid in behind him to brace his legs. Wessen came to the limit of his range, back bowed, the chains straining his limbs and sides.
Dante moved his mind into the nether within the god's heart. Its walls were like those of a fortress and the spear had only penetrated a fifth of the way into it. Dante guided a bolt of nether up to the blade of the spear, followed it into the heart, and then punched it forward. If this did anything, he couldn't see it.
"Here's an idea." Blays braced himself, planting one foot in the prow and the other against a bench. "Kelen, sail us forward, would you?"
Some flecks of soma swirled around Kelen as he instructed the onas to get moving. They didn't move forward in the slightest, as the god's mass was comically greater than their own. But Blays' body tensed as the boat attempted to push him forward, directing all their would-be acceleration into the point of the spear.
Within the nether, Dante watched it sink deeper. Wessen screamed. He tried to pull away but his back was already as bowed as it could get. He could still thrash himself to the side, though, and as soon as he tried this he ripped free of the spear.
"I don't think he'll let us do that again," Dante said. "Got anything else?"
"Not at all," Blays said. "But let's try it again anyway until we think of something better."
While Kelen reoriented the onas to get them back in front of Wessen's heart, the White Lich shot another lance of sigil-covered light into the entity, keeping him at bay. Whatever the lich was doing to Nolost—some ethereal technique that appeared to be especially painful and damaging to beings of the Becoming—it had the entity more hesitant than Dante had ever seen it.
Blays tried to get a line on Wessen's heart, but the god swung himself from side to side on his chains like a bleeding puppet, leaving Blays with only a split second to hit his target with each pass.
"This is ridiculous," Blays said. "Can't you put him to sleep or something?"
Dante couldn't, in fact. But if the point was to stop Wessen from moving, there was a small chance that he could use the nether to bind him in place, if only for a few seconds.
"I am glad that you have come here," the lich spoke into the emptiness. "As one who loves pure destruction you will appreciate watching all of your own dreams die alongside Olastar."
He punctuated this with another lance of light. Dante glanced back just in time to watch Nolost roll his body so that the lance caught him on his side instead of the top of what was nominally his head. Sizzling black clouds shot from the point of contact. As soon as they cleared, the entity started mending itself.
After just a few moments, however, the entity lurched forward, lashing a pair of tentacles at the lich. He spun forth another be-sigiled ethereal spear, splitting it in half and firing the pieces at the tentacles. The strike was both hastier and smaller than any of the others the lich had been keeping the entity at range with, but both tentacles sizzled and frayed, and Nolost yanked them back before they disintegrated entirely.
Dante turned back to Wessen, who was still swaying erratically on his chains, pulling away from Blays whenever he was about to reach the god's heart with his spear.
"Can I get a hand here?" Blays said.
"Right about to try something," Dante said.
"Then by all means, take your time."
Dante still meant to bind the god in place to give Blays a stationary target. The problem was that normally when he rooted someone, it was by binding the nether in their feet to the nether in the ground. There was, of course, no ground here whatsoever, and even if there had been, Wessen would still be able to move his upper body about.
However, there was nether in the air. In much thinner concentrations, yes, but it was possible that would be counterbalanced by the fact Wessen had so much surface area to bind. Dante cast his mind through the air surrounding the god, permeating himself through the nether, then bound it to that within Wessen. This second set of shadowy chains was much thinner than the bonds piercing the god's body, but there were a great many more of them.
A thought crossed Dante's mind. One he wasn't entirely pleased by. Yet it might be able to conclude things then and there. He reached into the nether in Wessen's heart, and bound it as tight as he could.
The glistening, bloody surface, that had been beating steadily since they'd first exposed it, went still. Wessen's jaw worked but he couldn't open it and his voice was no more than a closed-mouth moan. He couldn't move, but his eyes bulged harder and harder until it looked like they'd shoot out of the sockets. His face turned red, then purple.
With a bone-jarring shudder, the bonds on his heart ripped loose. The organ pulsed so hard it sprayed drops of blood from its surface. Wessen sucked air through his nostrils, eyes bloodshot and wild.
"Go!" Dante yelled to Kelen. "Before he breaks free!"
The onas tilted toward Wessen's heart. Wessen's neck and jaw corded as he fought to snap the second set of bonds. Blays drew back the spear, sizing up the approaching target. Just as he was ready to strike, the nethereal tethers began to give way like so many popping threads. As soon as any of it gave way, the surrounding parts did as well, leading to an almost-instant and total collapse. Blays managed to get in one stab, but Wessen was already pulling back, and the effort did no more than scratch him.
"I thought you had something," Blays said.
"It almost worked," Dante said.
"That's a nice way of saying it totally failed!"
"It wasn't a total failure. And it's given me another idea."
The onas jerked as the lich rapidly readjusted his footing. Light flashed behind Dante, but if something particularly bad was happening then that would only mean they had even less time to bring Wessen to his end. Anyway, no one was screaming, so it probably wasn't a complete disaster.
The bonds had worked. They just hadn't been strong enough. The weakness was caused by insufficient nether. To deal with this simple set of facts, Dante reached even further out into the air, scooping up all the shadows he could take hold of and packing them tight around Wessen. Yet it was too little to surround every part of the gigantic god's figure, and Dante's hands were too full to take on any more.
"Gladdic," he said. "Can you get the rest?"
Gladdic had been keeping one eye on Nolost, and the other on their efforts to penetrate the Chained God's heart, and needed no further instruction. He reached downward, gathering up the nether around Wessen's legs. Dante counted down from three and they both drew the shadowy chains tight, locking the god in place.
"Kelen!" Dante said. "Full speed ahead!"
Kelen pushed the onas forward. Blays braced the spear against the foremost bench. The beating heart loomed before them. Keeping its butt in place, Blays adjusted the spear to slice straight into the wound.
The onas didn't have great speed, but with its full momentum behind it, it sank the spear several inches deeper. Jaw locked in place, Wessen uttered a tight, gurgly scream. The pain was so great that he thrashed loose from the nether, ripping it apart at the seams.
"One more like that might be enough," Dante said. "Kelen, take us back further so we'll have more momentum."
"I curse you!" Wessen screamed as the onas pulled away from him. "I curse your sword arms to go frail and your minds to go feeble! I curse you to watch each other die one by one until your last hopes die with you!"
He was struggling on his chains like a trapped beast. Dante and Gladdic returned to the nether, bunching it around him. Dante counted down again, and they bound him fast.
"Straight toward his heart, Kelen!" Dante said. The onas sailed forward.
"Stay back, you thing of deadness," said the lich. "Stay back!"
Ether glared from the stern of the vessel. Keeping his mind on his nether, Dante shot a glance backward. The entity was surging toward the lich even as ether drilled into its head. Three limbs snaked forward with terrible speed. The lich turned his piercing rays of light to meet them, dissolving them into blackish, hanging clouds.
Nolost didn't break course. When he was just close enough—he'd been gauging his range all this time, Dante then knew, feeling out the capabilities of the new foe before him—he whipped a mass of tentacles ahead of himself. The lich, having momentarily depleted himself, could do nothing but stand defiantly across the stern.
Heart racing, Dante dropped the nethereal bonds, frantically gathering more shadows and flinging them at the incoming enemy. But it was much too little and much too late. The limbs crashed into the onas.
Dante yelled out as the vessel broke apart. He clung to an armful of flinders, spinning through the air, all five of them drifting in different directions from the others.
They had been so close. One, maybe two more knight-charges with the onas. But the onas was gone, and Blays could no longer reach Wessen or his heart.
Everything that is must some day be no more, Nolost said. One day even the gods will succumb to me, or to the thing that will replace me. You had so many chances to relent to this truth. In your vanity, you denied all of them—yet you are still here, in the end. You could have spared yourself so much pain.
As he spoke, the others wriggled and groped about, trying to kill their momentum, or redirect it in another direction. Dante had been headed for the middle of Wessen's torso but found himself slowing. In another few seconds, he'd be hanging helplessly in the air.
Wessen laughed from behind them, deeply pleased with himself. "I knew my curse would come for you in the end. But even I didn't know it would work so fast. Over the years, I've gotten to watch the bodies of so many dead travelers, hanging before me in the stillness. I'll enjoy watching yours most of all."
Nolost had been hanging back, either regrouping, enjoying the moment, or both. He started toward them again, the edges of his body rippling like a swift stream. Dante was turned halfway from him and thrashed his limbs, trying to face the entity, but this did nothing. He scooped up the nether and sprayed it at Nolost. Spurred by this, the others joined him, shooting ether and soma through the darkness. Black steam erupted from the entity. He shifted course to his right, circling them.
"You can just leave them hanging there, if you like," Wessen said happily. "A storm will come for them soon enough."
That would be the most satisfying death to give them, Nolost said. But I want to witness their deaths for myself, and can't wait here. I have other matters to attend to.
The four sorcerers launched another volley at him, wordlessly concentrating their energies on a single point on his head. The lich's teeth were bared, his outstretched hand as bent and knobbed as the branches of a dead tree.
"We don't really think we can kill him, do we?" Blays said. "What do we do?"
"We can't move," Dante said. "We can't run away even if we wanted to. There's only one thing left we can do."
"But I can't reach him with my spear."
"And my nether isn't strong enough to defeat him."
Keeping back, Nolost flicked his tentacles at them. The limbs bristled with thorns and little mouths that opened and shut blindly. The sorcerers laid into them, dissolving those in the front into steam, but a second layer followed behind the first, splitting apart as it neared to strike out at each one of them. The lich ripped apart the ones headed for him, then sliced his ether into those coming for Gladdic.
The Spear of Stars shined to Dante's left. But Dante didn't see what happened next, because three limbs were streaking toward him, mouths snapping up and down the length of them, and he drew so much nether to him that it darkened out his surroundings.
He shaped it into a batch of black scythes and hacked them into the attacking limbs. One burst into mist right away. Another closed within ten feet of him before succumbing to the scythes. The last of them made it all the way to him. In a flash, it wrapped itself around him like one of the giant snakes in Tanar Atain. Little mouths gnawed on his flesh while barbs pierced his skin, sliding deeper and deeper. The very feel of it made him want to throw up and the pain was like blades of hot iron.
Somehow, he put together a fresh clump of nether and packed it into a clumsily-built cleaver. Rough as the job was, the shadows were still sharp enough to slice through the grasping, biting limb, dispersing the end third of it into fading dust. The rest retracted to Nolost.
The whole thing had only lasted a few moments. As Dante healed his gouges and stabs, he took in the state of the others, who had been scattered across the empty space in front of Wessen. Blays was bleeding from a multitude of scratches, but didn't look gravely injured. Gladdic was untouched. It was hard to say with the lich, given that a bunch of his bones had already been showing, but none of his damage looked especially new. Kelen, meanwhile, was—
"Kelen!"
Dante flung his mind into Kelen's body. It looked lifeless, but that was partly because it was hanging in the air, like a corpse in a pond; his heart was still beating, if irregularly. Nothing about him was quite the same as a human—nearly every organ was a different size or in a different place, and he lacked some that humans had while having others that no human carried. But flesh was flesh, and blood was more or less blood, and after a couple of quick setbacks, Dante learned enough to knit him back together.
When he was done, Kelen's heart was beating slowly but steadily. His eyes remained closed, though, and even when Dante yelled at him and gave him a small poke of nether, he refused to wake up.
During the short time it had taken Dante to heal Kelen, Nolost had struck at them again, looking to take advantage of the confusion he'd just caused. Somehow, though, the lich had discovered a way to move, and the first thing he did was float over to Blays, grab hold of him, and toss him out in front of the others. The lich moved to his flank. Wielding the Becoming-banishing ether and the Spear of Stars, the two of them reduced Nolost's limbs into a pall of smoke.
Nolost had lost most of his tentacles by that point. He withdrew, and Dante's heart lifted with the possibility they'd battered him badly enough to make him retreat altogether. Yet new limbs were already forming at the far end of the entity, uncoiling beneath him like great hawsers.
"Lich," Dante said. "How are you moving?"
"Through the ether," he answered.
"This is pointless. We can't defeat him."
"The entity is not so sure of that," the lich said. "Or else we would already be dead."
"We nearly pierced Wessen's heart. You have to try to finish the job."
"And you think you can hold off the entity?"
"I don't know. But you've got the best shot at killing the god."
"At the risk of us all being killed instead." The lich gazed at him. "Very well."
He turned and reached out in front of himself, floating away from Dante and toward the Chained God.
Seeing this, Wessen's smirk inverted. "You miserable, selfish creatures. You never deserved your own world. We should have kept you as slaves!"
"Not true," said the lich. "For if we prove on this day that we have become powerful enough to kill a god, then we prove that we are your worthiest creations."
His hands came alive with ether. He shaped it into a weapon—one that resembled his old glaive. The Chained God began to scream. Blays winced at the sound of it. Dante knew he wanted more than anything for this to be over, for the sooner they could return to their world and resume the war for it there, the sooner they could begin to forget about this place: its dazed, zombie-like people; the god holding it together with his body at the center; and everything they had done to all of it.
The White Lich hoisted his shining blade and threw it into Wessen's heart. The god arched his back and screamed again. The blade bit deeper but it was going to take several more. Dante had the fleeting and half-deranged notion of suggesting the lich pick up Blays and hold him over the heart to let him go to work with the spear, but without the momentum of the onas behind it, he wasn't sure it would be any more effective than what the lich was doing. Besides, if Nolost came for them, there was no way Dante and Gladdic could hold off the entity by themselves.
Nolost was still hanging off in the distance, growing new limbs, acting like it had all the time in the world. The lich forged another light and stabbed it into the god's heart. Nolost sank several feet in the air, then bobbed back upward. Dante had left a few of his smaller cuts open after the tentacle had grabbed him and when he called to the nether it came hungrily.
"What happens if the lich manages to kill Wessen?" Blays said. "Do we ask him to carry us over to our portal and toss us through it?"
"He might," Dante said.
"That's a little optimistic."
Dante tried to come up with something to refute that, but the lich would probably find it very funny to leave them hanging there, helpless, while Pholos and Olastar collapsed around them. Doing so wouldn't even violate their agreement in any way.
"Nolost will probably kill us before this place falls apart anyway," Dante said. "But if he doesn't, we'll just have to figure out how to move for ourselves."
This was punctuated by another scream from Wessen. A scream that sounded more agonized than the others, and more hopeless.
"Why does it not come for us?" Gladdic said.
"You almost sound like you want it to," Blays said.
"Because it is waiting for something. I fear whatever that might be."
Dante frowned. Light flashed behind them, followed by another scream.
"What," Blays said, "is that?"
He was staring past Nolost, but Dante couldn't see anything else there besides the portal they'd come through. As he opened himself to say as much, though, he glimpsed movement. Something stirring in the darkness. No: it was the darkness, pouring forth from the portal, a flood of something like thick, heavy smoke.
Even before it moved to join Nolost, Dante's blood froze in his veins. He understood immediately. They had only been dealing with a fraction of the entity. It hadn't known the lich was with them, or the extent of his powers, and had only dispatched enough of itself to contend with Dante, Blays, and Gladdic. And that fraction still would have been more than enough—if not for the fact they were also traveling in the company of Rale's greatest living sorcerer, possibly even the greatest of all time.
"Get ready," he managed to get out. "It's coming."
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Blays angled his spear forward. Gladdic, stone-faced, surrounded himself in ether. Kelen was still unconscious. Dante prodded him with a nethereal pin, but it didn't stir him.
One of you carries a weapon of the gods, Nolost said. Another of you carries the power of the gods. The darkness continued to pour through the portal. It won't be enough.
He flew towards them. What they'd previously thought of as "him," the squid-shaped thing, was now no more than its head, or possibly even its hand. Its new body sailed along behind it, already immense, and still growing larger as more of it emerged from the portal. Most of its new mass was too dim and amorphous to make out any specific features, but Dante could see many more tentacles—and mouths, too. Not just the small ones on the tentacles themselves, but door-sized ones gnashing their teeth on the flanks of the body.
Blays pulled the spear more tightly to his side. "I think we're going to need the lich."
"He has to finish killing Wessen," Dante said. "We don't have to defeat Nolost. We just have to hold him off long enough to save Rale."
He brought even more nether to himself. So much he wasn't sure he'd be able to wield it all without hurting himself. He threw a bit of it at Nolost—he couldn't say why, maybe to make sure they weren't dealing with an illusion of some kind, or maybe out of simple defiance—but it sank into the entity's head without a trace.
You gave more of a struggle than I expected from your kind, the entity spoke to them. Thank you for that. Looking back, I would have been disappointed if it had been over too fast.
It was so large that it looked like it was barely moving forward. Yet it fell upon them with the speed of a falling rock. When it was still just far enough away for Dante to summon a second round of nether before it could reach them, he launched his shadows.
Gladdic followed his lead, a flock of lights zipping just behind the nether. Dante strongly doubted Nolost had any significantly vulnerable parts to target, an equivalent of the head or the heart (or the crotch), and even if such things did exist within the entity, Dante didn't have any idea where they might be. So he directed his attack into the original body of it that was still leading the charge.
Black vapor shot forth from the entity as the shadows shredded into it and the light pierced it like the arrows of a legion of archers, until a cloud big enough to rain hung in the air. Something bulged from the middle of this cloud, pushing it aside: the head of Nolost. It was as ragged as a shirt too threadbare to mend, and tatters of it fell from it in heaps, but it streamed ever toward them, tentacles snapping around it in anticipation.
The attack had left Dante light-headed, but he called for more nether. Even with his mind lost in fog and his heart thudding in his ears, he was still able to shape the shadows into bolts and unleash them at the same target he'd just struck. His vision dulled as he guided—more through instinct at that point than conscious thought—the horde of missiles home.
He could vaguely make out a storm of light pounding into the head as well, expelling a dark mist from the head much like the one hanging over his own eyes. Nether rarely made more than a hissing or sizzling sound yet Dante's ears were filled with a steady roar.
"Dante!" Blays shouted from somewhere underwater. "Snap out of it!"
He couldn't, though. In fact it was almost kind of funny how much he couldn't. His hand tingled, kind of like it had been burned, but cold.
I arrive, Nolost said. And I deliver the gift.
The sound—rather, the sense—of his voice inside Dante's head scraped it clean like an oyster getting shucked. Tentacles were flying toward him, little mouths clacking. He had just enough time to gather more nether and form it into crude blades, chopping into the reaching limbs. Some dissolved into ash on a wind that wasn't there, but others kept coming.
Light flashed on both sides of him, Gladdic with the ether, Blays slashing the Spear of Stars through a wriggling mass of tentacles. The spear looked capable of cutting the limbs apart as fast as Blays could stab or swing it. But Nolost was no longer hanging back, and more and more of his appendages reached out as he loomed closer.
Gladdic yelled out: one of the limbs had gotten past him, wrapping around his leg and dragging him toward the entity. Dante slung some of the nether in his hands toward the limb, severing it with a puff of dust. Yet several of the arms were reaching for him, too, and when he laid into them with the shadows, he found he didn't have enough to cut them all down.
Two tentacles poked through the fading embers of nether and grabbed him around the middle. They both bore thorns and mouths and Dante shouted as these dug and bit into his skin. He shaped a black scythe and swept it through them, cutting them away, yet there were even more behind them, and even more behind those, and they grabbed him again, compressing his chest and groping for his face. The touch of them felt like he was being dissolved from within and he found himself struggling and writhing like Wessen on his chains.
He freed himself with a wild slash of nether and found himself gasping at the air like he'd been drowning. Another group of limbs groped toward him and he tried to kick away from them but could do nothing more than thrash at the air.
The entity grabbed up Gladdic again. Gladdic tried to say something but a loop of tentacle wrapped around his face, muffling him. Blays whisked his spear back and forth, cutting them down like straw, but they probed closer and closer.
A huge mass of them reached past the struggling mortals toward the lich. He had been stabbing into Wessen's heart all the while, dedicated to his morbid task, but he was forced now to spin about and turn his ether on the cluster of dark arms.
You can leave here now, Nolost said. Or you can die here. There is no other choice.
The entity reached toward the lich. The lich erased the mass of arms with a single pulse of nether, yet the cloud just condensed back into new limbs. The head of the entity drifted nearer to him and the lich bared his teeth and sailed away to the side, opening ground between them.
Dante had just cut down the tentacles around him, and caught sight of little glimmers of light around the lich's body that vanished as soon as he stopped moving. That's what he'd meant when he'd said he was using the ether: he wasn't bringing the ether to him. He was bringing himself to the ether. This wouldn't have worked anywhere else, but everything was so much lighter in Pholos that it was just possible.
Dante tried to do this himself but found himself unable to get a firm enough hold on the ether to pull himself toward it. Then Nolost was grabbing at him again, and he had to fight like mad to avoid the entity's grasp.
The ball of tentacles lunged at the lich. He struck them apart, but the black vapor kept flowing toward him, coagulating back into tentacles and grabbing at his chest and limbs. Hungry mouths nipped at his skin and scraped over his exposed bones.
"You are nothing more than a defiler!" The lich's voice rang with a metallic echo. "There can be no victory for one who believes nothing!"
Call it as you like. You will be dead, and I'll be what killed you.
Light shot from the lich's hands and he disappeared within a black mist. Dante reached out and called himself to the nether. He felt himself swaying, as if tottering on a precipice. Nolost hung above him like a flagship. Gladdic had managed to free his face of the tentacles but was still being squeezed by them, blood dripping down his brow. Blays swore; one had grabbed his right wrist. Another curled around the shaft of the spear and tried to yank it away, but the strap held fast.
A knot of arms tumbled away from Nolost's underside, falling toward Dante. He carved into them with the shadows but they came back together almost as fast as he could tear them apart. He shielded his head as they uncoiled upon him and grabbed him up in their jabbing embrace.
Ether glowed from the lich. With a roar, he ripped himself free of the many arms that had bound him and soared forward, lashing out at the entity as he fled from it. Nolost tried to heave about, but his tremendous size had rendered him cumbersome, and as the lich sailed away from him, he could only grab uselessly at the empty air.
Caught in the grip of the squeezing, stabbing limbs, Dante felt like he was dying. He wrenched at the nether and hacked it into the entity, cutting himself loose. He wanted to cry in relief, but he wouldn't have had time even for that; the mist had already become new tentacles that snatched him up before he could take hold of more nether.
The lich continued to fly from the entity. Wessen cackled with slow laughter. The White Lich wasn't just retreating from Nolost. He was headed toward the portals. They hung in the emptiness with nothing between him and them. Dante wanted to scream at him, to curse him, but the entity's arms were squeezing him so tightly he could barely breathe.
The lich was still moving parallel to the body of the entity. As he finally reached Nolost's tail end—a huge bulb that forked into two long, long spines like the stinger of a centipede—he drifted to a stop and turned around.
"I could seek godhood," he said. "But I would do so alone. For eight hundred years I made my plans. You stole them in a single moment."
It was nothing personal, said the entity. I am sure you can see that by now.
"You have cut the last string that tethered me to my mortal life." The lich stared across the void, waiting, heedless to the fact that Dante and the others were in the middle of a struggle for their lives. "But that was not your worst mistake."
You have a judgment? Let us hear it.
"At first you sent a mere part of yourself to deal with us. Destroying it would have hurt you but not killed you. In your slave-like compulsion to annihilate Rale, you have brought the rest of you here—and now all of you can be killed!"
His voice rose with every word and as the White Lich spoke the last of them he sprung away from the portal at the entity. Nolost made a humming noise that might have been laughter. He had finished swinging about as the lich spoke and he reached out with a vast host of limbs, ready to meet him.
Your own words condemn you, the entity said. You have become a slave to vengeance, and it will destroy you.
The lich gave no reply. The tentacles momentarily loosened their grip on Dante and he took the opportunity to tear them apart and patch up his wounds. As soon as he was no longer bleeding everywhere he slashed the nether through the appendages entangling Blays, then healed him as well.
"That," Blays wheezed, "was not fun."
He set himself in a guard position, but Nolost seemed entirely focused on the lich. Given that his body was both gigantic and completely alien, it was hard to read its language, but Dante thought the entity was looking forward to what was to come.
The lich placed his right hand over his solar plexus. Glowing blue-white, his hand sank into his skin past the wrist. He was well away from Dante, yet the pain on his face was impossible to miss. Ether crackled around him in ways that Dante had never seen.
All of the lich went transparent; a thousand star-like lights pulsed within his flesh and bones. They began to move, drawn toward the center of his body, accumulating there one after another, a ball of perfect light that grew wider with each second.
When roughly eight out of every ten of the tiny stars had been absorbed together, the remainder came to a stop, drifting back toward their original locations. The lich's hand closed around the ball of light at his center.
With a shout of agony, he drew it forth.
It wasn't all that large, about the size of an orange, hanging before him in the air, as beautiful as the moon. He reached out to it with both hands but was careful not to touch it. Slowly, he moved his hands apart, drawing the sphere out into a cylinder until it was longer than a man was tall. He chopped his hands to the sides. Ether flashed, obscuring everything.
When it faded, a blade hovered before him, shining brightly, straight and double-edged. He reached for it and took up its handle.
"Now, destroyer. We will see how much you enjoy your own."
He rushed toward the entity. Dante tried to move himself to the nether again, feeling himself sway, but no more. Nolost whipped a wall of tentacles at the lich, who slashed his sword across them. They made a crackling sound as the blade made contact and parted them cleanly. The stumps wriggled in pain.
Nolost brought himself to a stop. He struck at the lich with more limbs but yanked them back as the lich swung at them. It was an obvious feint but the lich kept coming. The entity snapped the tentacles forward, aiming for the lich's sword arm. The lich managed to cleave through half of them before the other half wrapped around his wrist and elbow and upper arm. Dante gritted his teeth, but the lich merely swept his left hand across them, vaporizing them with ether—and then flicked his sword through the vapor, annihilating it.
The entity went still.
"What was that?" Blays said. "Does he actually have a chance?"
"I don't know," Dante said. "But I have to figure out how to move so I can drag you in front of Wessen."
I haven't seen a weapon like that in a long time, Nolost said. Not since I saw it slipping from the hands of a man I'd just killed.
Dante sent his mind into the nether in front of him and willed himself toward it. He swayed. And floated a few inches forward. Just as he thought he'd figured it out, he drifted to a stop.
The lich carried across the emptiness. Nolost neither retreated nor advanced. For as tall as the lich was when Dante stood before him, before the colossal bodies of Nolost and Wessen, he looked like a beetle trying to fight with a grown man.
A new limb unfolded from the entity's side. It was much thicker than the tentacles and its surface was shiny like chitin. It jabbed its pointed tip right at the lich. He was far less maneuverable floating through the nether than on solid ground, and though he tried to veer out of the way, the stingered arm had no trouble matching his movements.
He swung his blade into it just before it could gore him. An icy clang rang from the sword. It cut through the tip of the limb, dispersing the severed portion into vapor. Yet the new tip of the arm collapsed into a spear-like point and drove toward the lich. His backhand wasn't fast enough to catch it. He had thrust the open palm of his other hand toward it as well, though, and slapped it into the stinger just before it could strike him. Though he didn't budge the limb one bit, he pushed himself away from it, then hacked the sword downward, cutting off another piece of the entity.
Dante looked away for just a moment to call himself to the nether. The nether had no awareness, at least not that he knew of, but it almost felt like it reacted to his effort with surprise, as if he was attempting something that no one else had ever tried before. It answered him, and pulled him forward by a foot before he lost his grip on it.
The lich had chopped off another segment of the stinging limb. As Nolost withdrew it, the lich grabbed hold of it, following it toward the entity. As he drew near, he cocked back his arm and slashed his blade into Nolost's body.
"His name was Wate!" the lich roared. A plume of dark steam enveloped him, rendering him little more than an outline as he laid into the entity with his sword over and over again. Tentacles snapped at him, but seemed to do little to hurt him, and they pulled back as stumps more often than not.
"Why don't you kill him already?" Wessen yelled at the entity. "Get him out of here! Get him out!"
The lich twirled his blade through the air, erasing the steam around him. He had managed to carve a wide hole in Nolost's size. One that wasn't healing itself. He soared forward, sweeping his sword back and forth. The entity bent its body to pull the wounded section away from him, but the lich pursued it, striking at a few tentacles as they whipped at him.
"Lich, stop!" Dante called: for as the entity pulled back that part of its body, and the lich chased after it, that left him enfolded by the entity on both sides. "You're being surrounded—"
The entity jolted as it struck at the lich with dozens of tentacles, most of which had been hidden within its body. The lich vanished within a scrum of wriggling limbs that were so many in number they blocked out the blazing light of his sword.
Dante shaped the nether into a heap of bolts and threw them across the void. They punched into the mass, sending black steam shooting everywhere, but didn't seem to destroy so much as a single one of the limbs. For a moment he was paralyzed, uncertain whether to hold off on another attack, knowing that its effects appeared minimal and that he might need to save all of his strength to use against Wessen, or to press on with it anyway, as the lich looked to need all the help he could get. But surely this was absolutely not the time to be playing it safe, was it? Dante summoned more nether to him.
Before he could start shaping it, the tentacles tossed about. Light peeped from widening cracks. With a spray of light, the White Lich broke free, cleaving one arm after another. His blue-white blood glowed from many wounds and floated in the air around him like an icy halo. But when he raised his sword, it was with a savage grin, and in a matter of seconds, he'd reduced the tentacles by so many that the rest pulled away from him.
"Don't be afraid," he said. "I have only come to deliver the same blessing you wished to give to us."
He hacked into the side of Nolost's body, which was almost as large as some of the city-trees in Weslee had been. Nolost bent away. This time, Dante didn't think that it was part of any kind of trap.
It was going better than he could have hoped. But he still had to get Blays to Wessen. He sent his mind into the nether in front of him and pulled himself toward it. That part of things was now straightforward enough that he could start that process at will. It was keeping it going that was the problem. When he felt his grip on it start to falter after just a few feet, he cast his mind several more feet forward, into a new curtain of nether, and attempted to pull himself to that instead. He carried onward across the empty air. When his command went shaky once more, he reached out further yet into the shadows—and sailed on. It was as simple as that, reaching from one area of nether to the next like a monkey swinging from branch to branch.
Gladdic, who had been watching him the whole time, moved his mind into the ether and drifted forward. He shuddered to a stop after a couple of yards, but on his second attempt, he was able to leap his mind into a new section of ether and continue smoothly.
"Is it really so simple?" he said.
"In a straight line, at least," Dante said. "Now we just need to figure out how to turn."
This had an obvious potential answer—reach out into the nether or ether in whichever direction you wanted to turn—and as Dante gave it a shot, this turned out to be almost but not quite the case: he actually had to reach further in the desired direction than felt right, possibly to correct for whatever forward momentum he already had going. Whatever the case, he picked up the knack for it in under a minute.
Across the sky from them, the lich had continued to chop holes into Nolost's flank while Nolost grabbed and nipped at him with tentacles. Red lightning had started to flash from the entity as well, stabbing at the lich. He was able to knock many of the bolts away with his sword, but some made it through, scorching his skin and exposed bones.
"Is this really happening?" Blays said. "Nolost is…running away?"
Dante had just turned away to confirm he could maneuver to both right and left and glanced back to see the entity streaming away from the White Lich, trailing vapor behind it. It was moving faster than the lich could float about, but the lich reached out his hand and suddenly jolted like he'd grabbed a rope trailing behind a ship. Which was, in a sense, just what Dante guessed he'd done: he'd seized hold of some nether within the entity, and it was now towing him along behind it. This was all but confirmed when the lich went from matching speeds with Nolost to drifting closer to him.
"Let's hope," Dante said. "But we can't count on it. Time to see if the spear can finish this off."
He swung about and headed toward Blays, using the short bit of travel to see if he could get himself going any faster. He could, a little, by reaching further ahead than he'd been doing, but found this only worked to an extent: if he reached too far, his hold was too weak to produce peak velocity until he got closer to the spot he was holding onto.
He aligned himself with Blays, coasted to a stop beside him, and grabbed him by the arm. "Your carriage has arrived."
"At least no one is around to see how ridiculous this is," Blays said. "Besides Gladdic, and everyone already thinks he's crazy anyway."
Dante had tried to get going as Blays spoke, but they'd done no more than sway forward a bit, and for a heart-stopping moment he was afraid their combined weight was too much to move. They then began to stutter forward, however, eventually attaining a smooth but unremarkable speed.
"What is this, a turtle ride?" Blays said. "You really can't go any faster?"
"Only if we remove several parts of you. Starting with the ones most irrelevant to our current job."
"I don't see how you need your legs right now."
"Who was talking about legs?"
Dante propelled them onward, trying and failing to gain any more speed. He took a quick look around them. Kelen was still hanging limply in the air, though still alive and seemingly stable. Gladdic was draped in a sheen of ether, moving in fits and starts as he taught himself to move. The White Lich had caught up to Nolost and was fending off a mob of arms whose lunges and bites were starting to get frantic. The entity was venting black mist everywhere. It was still flying across the void as fast as it could but the lich had wrapped one of its tentacles around his left arm and was using that to brace himself as he swept his sword back and forth through any part of the entity he could reach.
At some point Wessen had slumped forward on his chains, chin on his chest. He looked very dead—not only was his heart exposed, but he was still covered in the wounds inflicted by the storm—but as soon as Dante and Blays moved a few feet toward him, he looked up sharply.
"Come any closer and I'll strike you dead!" He glared at them, eyes getting wet with tears. "Entity! Nolost! Stop them!"
Dante brought them level with Wessen's heart and sailed straight ahead. Nolost was still being battered by the lich and didn't seem to be able to do much about that. Yet he rolled his body and heaved about—making way toward Blays and Dante.
"He's coming for us," Dante said dully.
"Should we go somewhere else?" Blays said.
"We can't outrun him. We just have to hope you can finish off Wessen before Nolost gets to us."
Nolost had flown some ways away in his efforts to elude the lich. There was a chance they'd have enough time. But the entity was already completing its turn, gliding toward them like the shadow of death.
Gladdic launched a swell of ether in Nolost's path. The light ripped into the front of the entity, leaving ribbons of vapor trailing behind it, but did nothing to slow it down.
As Dante and Blays came before Wessen's heart, the god tried to squirm away from them as he'd done before. He'd been so thoroughly weakened and worn-out, though, that he could barely pull away from them, and after a few seconds of struggling, he hung from his chains, too exhausted to do more than swear at and curse them.
"Kill him!" Dante said. "Kill him now!"
Blays drew back the spear and stabbed it forward. He struck Wessen's heart squarely, but the impact pushed them back out of range. Dante pulled them toward the nether, and tried to reach ahead to keep them in place, or even to lend some forward momentum to Blays' strike, but he lost his grasp, and they were pushed away again.
Ether lit up the darkness behind them, racing away from Gladdic. Nolost took it head-on. The entity had already crossed a disheartening amount of the distance between them.
I've suffered you for too long, it said. I come to snuff your candles.
Swearing to himself, Blays slammed the spear into Wessen's heart. It gave off just a dim flash. He was starting to carve a groove into the organ but it was still a shallow one. Were all the gods so strong? Or had he been toughened that much first by his transformation into a giant, and then by the eons of physical strife he'd endured since then?
Dante got them back in place and shot a look over his shoulder. The entity was trailing smoke behind it like a funeral pyre during a plague. But Dante couldn't see the lich. He propelled them forward and after Blays stabbed with his spear Dante stabbed at the heart with his nether. Gladdic's strobing ethereal attacks were almost constant now, centered around Nolost's head, going off in large bright bursts, as if, knowing he couldn't hurt the entity enough to matter, he might at least be able to distract or confuse it.
"I'm not going to have enough time," Blays said. "If you've got any last tricks up your sleeve, there's no sense holding back."
Dante shook his head. But he did, he suppose, have an old trick, one that might work now that Wessen had been so weakened. He moved into the nether inside the god's bleeding heart and bound it tight. Wessen jerked up his head, gasping, face reddening as he pulled against his chains. The god wouldn't have the strength to stand on his own two feet, yet he fought through the bonds, pulling them loose, heaving as his heart kicked back into action. If anything, the attempt had been less effective than Dante's first try.
With a sudden spike of rage—one he knew in his own heart would soon convert to despair—he drove a thunderbolt of nether into the wound. Gladdic, who had gotten the hang of pulling himself around through the ether, moved, a little wobbly, into the direct path of the entity. He spewed vast torrents of light from his hands into the entity's leading edge, kicking up so much vapor that it looked like they were being confronted by a stormcloud.
Even as it drew near, Gladdic held his ground, as it were. Still streaming ether from his hand, the old man began to sing, the sound of it rich and deep. After a couple of lines, Dante recognized the song, though he hadn't heard it since he was a child: a Mallish hymn, a very old one, about how nice it is to go to bed after a very long day of work in the fields.
A tentacle snaked forth from the cloud. Gladdic diverted the light to it, reducing it to hissing smoke. Others shot out to lash at him but he refused to retreat, vaporizing one after another even as they advanced to within a few feet of him. Dante turned from Wessen to throw some nether at the assault, but he was too late. Three limbs grabbed hold of Gladdic, squeezing and biting him. His hand flashed with light but then sputtered away.
The tentacles grasped at him, pulling him back toward Nolost. Dante sliced into them with the nether, dispersing them, and gathered more shadows. Gladdic hung unmoving. Nolost's squid-like head emerged from the steam like the prow of a ship from a foggy sea. Light blinked from his side where the White Lich continued to hack and slash at him. But it had become clear that for whatever damage the lich might be doing to him, it wasn't going to be enough to stop him.
Dante could do nothing more than put them in position for Blays to make another stab at the heart. He sent his mind into the organ's nether but they still had several inches to cut through.
"You were right," Dante said. "We didn't have enough time."
"Ah," Blays said. "Damn."
"All that's left to decide now is whether to keep trying anyway, or turn and fight."
"I always swore to myself that when the moment came, I would die fighting."
Dante nodded numbly. "Then that's what we'll do."
He pulled himself through the nether, turning them to face Nolost, a process that require a boat-like heaving about rather than just pivoting in place. The entity wasn't close enough to reach them yet, yet it extended a fan of tentacles before it anyway, hungry for their deaths, and to watch them watch themselves die.
"Here it comes," Wessen said. "I don't think I've seen anything so beautiful in all my time here."
Dante lobbed some nether at it, more to probe at it than to damage it, hunting for any advantages or weaknesses that might have been created by the efforts of the lich. But Nolost seemed as impervious to this as a mountain to the rain. The entity cruised onward. Blays leveled the point of his spear. As Nolost drew closer, Dante slowed his attacks to a trickle.
Without word or warning, the entity thrust at them with a score of its long thin limbs. It was what Dante had been waiting for, and he scythed into them with a whirlwind of shadows, reducing most to mist before they could get close enough for Blays to swing his spear through them. A few managed to grab hold of the both of them, but Dante scooped up a second round of shadows and severed them.
Yet the entity formed more around the base of its head, drifting nearer yet, bringing more of its arms into range, looming over them like a cliff. A second round of tentacles came for them, squiggling across the open air. Dante had worked out the minimum amount of nether it took to destroy one and he spread his shadows as thinly as he dared. He cut down many of them.
But not most. He rushed to scoop up more nether as Blays yelled out in defiance and swiped the Spear of Stars through those reaching for him. Some slipped through, slithering around Blays' arms, restraining him. Dante only managed to grab another handful of nether before the first of the limbs took hold of him, too. He cut apart the ones on his arm and neck but others wrapped around his ankle and waist. And dragged him forward.
He reached into the nether behind him, trying to pull himself toward it, but the tentacles were far stronger, and his mind was plucked away from the shadows. He chopped away the ones holding onto him but others had already replaced them and were carrying him steadily toward the entity.
A seam formed across Nolost's head. With a groan, it split apart into an enormous mouth, filled not with orderly rows of teeth, but with a chaotic arrangement of long black spikes, pointed, twitching tongues, and smaller mouths bristling with teeth.
Dante forced himself not to scream. He shot nether straight down the mouth, aiming for its throat—though it was too dark to see if it had one—but the entity swallowed the shadows without a trace. As Dante neared it, he expected it to stink, like sewage or death or something beyond all depths of his imagination. But all it smelled like was emptiness and cold.
Tentacles lifted him up, ready to toss him into the maw. He tried to brace his arms over his head but they were caught fast by the entity, who had bound him tight, like a tiny version of the Chained God now laughing behind him.
A beacon of light appeared atop the entity's head. The lich lifted his blade high and slammed it down into Nolost. The tentacles went still; Dante cut a few of them and raced to summon more nether.
The lich raised his sword again. "Let us see where you keep what you call a soul."
Instead of cleaving into the entity's head, the lich released the blade. It remained in the air. The lich spread his hand before it—and it shattered into thousands of shards, each one as bright as the sword itself. He lifted his hand high above his head, then cast it downward.
A storm of light—the shards perfect, more beautiful than the stars in their glory—tore through the entity's head. Huge clouds of vapor blew forth, surrounding Dante in darkness, yet the light was so intense he could still see its many motes stabbing downward, piercing all the way through the top half of the head and upper jaw. Dante barely had the presence of mind to shape more nether and cut through the remaining tentacles clinging to him.
He pulled himself back through the nether as more dark vapor blasted past him. He couldn't see Blays, and yelled to him, but the mist was too thick to see through.
Except where the light was still slicing through the entity. It had entered the lower jaw, smashing teeth, cutting through tongues, splitting the little mouths. The next moment it punched through the bottom of the entity's head, thousands of points of light all streaming dark smoke behind them.
Nolost widened his mouth, as if preparing to roar. The ether exploded from below it. Dante blinked against the stars in his eyes; there was no heat but he could feel the shine of the light on his face. There was smoke everywhere. He could see through it but what he saw made no sense.
The entity's head was gone.
There was nothing where it used to be except for a few flapping tatters and enough mist to blanket a forest. Perhaps there had been some vital part of Nolost's mind within his head, or perhaps it was just a shock to his system, for despite how grievous the injury appeared to be, it took a second before the entity responded to it. Then it lurched back, listing like a sinking ship, its tentacles thrashing madly.
"Show it to me," said the White Lich. "If you make me search for it I promise the pain will be even worse."
The entity tried to retreat from him, but the lich hitched himself to its nether, first matching course with the entity, then reeling himself closer to it. The mist was starting to disperse—not to return to Nolost, and reconstitute itself, but to vanish—and Dante could make out both Blays and Gladdic. The tentacles that had been ensnaring Blays had been obliterated along with Nolost's head, but he was bleeding all over the place.
Dante patched him up with a wave of his hand, then hurried to Gladdic. The old man was unconscious and badly torn up and likely would have been dead in another minute. Yet he still breathed, and Dante sent himself into the nether, mending flesh, restoring blood, unbreaking bones.
Gladdic coughed, spitting blood down his chin. "I am still here."
"Glad to see it," Dante said. "Because we're about to need you."
"Get me to him!" Blays yelled, swinging his spear through the air. "We can kill him!"
Dante swung about and made way toward Blays. The lich reached Nolost, grabbing hold of one of the tatters at the stump of its neck and pulling himself to the body. He swiveled his head side to side, hunting for something.
Come no closer! Nolost said. You don't know what you seek!
"I seek that which will end you," said the lich. "And I have just seen where it is."
He wrapped his hand in light and plunged it into the stump of Nolost's head. The entity tried to shake himself loose, but the lich clung to him like a limpet. Vapor boiled away from the lich's hand as he groped within the stump.
Dante reached Blays and grabbed hold of him, then began the somewhat awkward process of turning back around. The lich pushed his arm into the black mass of the entity until it was up past his elbow.
You reach too deeply, the entity said. Release me while you still can!
The lich laughed in triumph. "There you are. Now let us see what foulness animates you."
His shoulder tensed as he took hold of something inside of Nolost. Yet a look of puzzlement fell over the lich's face. He tugged back, but his arm didn't budge. He braced his feet against the entity, pushing with them, but couldn't extract so much as an inch of his arm.
I warned you this was coming, Nolost said.
The lich set himself and pulled again to no avail. He snarled at the entity. "It is no matter. I will merely destroy you from within."
Light throbbed beneath the surface of the entity, illuminating the churning darkness. Nolost whipped at the lich with his tentacles, their thorns drawing beads of blue-white blood, as the lich poured more ether into the entity. The dark surface began to boil.
The lich's whole body went taut; he yelled out in pain and surprise. He shot more ether into Nolost with his trapped arm while beating against the entity with his free hand.
"Let me free!" the lich said. "I'll tear you apart!"
You don't believe your own words. I can feel the fear within you. You are right to be afraid.
Gladdic had been watching groggily, but he straightened, produced the ether, and launched it at the entity. The light splashed into its surface in a series of craters.
The lich gasped, sagging backward, and would have floated away from the entity if his arm hadn't been clasped tight. Dante had been moving them forward all the while and was still some ways away, but was close enough to see black tendrils working their way up the lich's trapped upper arm. The lich awoke from his swoon, yelling out in wrath as he fired so much light into the entity that plumes of black liquid spewed from its surface.
Heart drumming against his ribs, unwilling to speak his fears out loud, Dante reached further out into the nether, trying to deliver Blays and his spear to the scene faster than their sluggish pace, but he wound up shuddering and almost stalling instead. Across from him, the lich shuddered as well.
"This is impossible," the lich said. "I cannot be corrupted!"
The entity made a rustling sound that might have been laughter. You have spent too much time among small mortals. It's made you think too much of yourself. That you can contend with the uncontendable.
The lich stared at the black veins creeping across his shoulder, eyes going as blue as the middle of the sea. Without looking away, he filled his free hand with ether, bending it into a crescent moon-shaped blade. Teeth bared, the lich sliced the light into his own arm—and severed it at the shoulder.
At last he fell away from the entity. Breathing hard, he gazed upon his shoulder, sending ether to it to salve the bleeding wound where his arm used to be. He closed his eyes in relief.
Black threads worked their way up the veins of his shoulder.
His eyes shot open. The entity rustled again. It extended a new limb from its own stump, more of a pseudopod than a tentacle, and reached for the White Lich. The lich wrenched himself back from it in retreat. After traveling less than ten feet, he yelled out and came to a stop.
"To hell with you!" he said. "To hell with those who set you upon my world! I curse you both with the last of my blood!"
He drove forward, swathing his remaining hand with ether. The pseudopod came to meet him. The lich drove his hand forward and speared it into the black mass, releasing a huge burst of light, his skin turning nearly as bright, so bright that Dante could somehow see it beneath his clothes, including the black tendrils spreading from his shoulder to his neck and chest.
The pseudopod blew apart, obscuring everything in mist. Once it cleared enough to see, the lich had closed on the entity, and was slashing into him with wild strikes of light, peeling away whole slabs of what might be called Nolost's flesh. He was concentrating on the same area he'd sunk his arm into, and while Nolost kept trying to pull that part of himself away from the lich, or roll over to put a less vulnerable part in front of him instead, the lich stayed locked on to the nether of his target, matching all of its movements, harrowing into the body of the entity.
Yet the corruption in the lich's veins was still spreading. Down his chest, to his heart, and up his neck, to his head. When it reached both, he went as stiff as a post.
You were an actual challenge, Nolost spoke into their minds. Don't feel ashamed of your defeat.
A prehensile arm tipped by a wicked stinger jabbed out from his body and pierced the lich's chest. The lich yelled in pain, voice made strange by the paralysis the corruption had overtaken him with.
It will take you now. The darkness will spread to the ends of your limbs—the three you have left—and inward through your viscera, until it has taken all of you. Then, you will become a part of me, to replace what you have taken.
The lich's whole body trembled. The darkness had already spread from his veins into his skin, making a patchwork of him, with less and less of the blue-white glow by the moment. Dante fired a volley of nether at the entity, joined by Gladdic, but what could such a thing do to change what they were watching unfold?
With another shout of pain, the lich swung his arm forward, breaking free of his paralysis. He held his hand above his solar plexus and withdrew the remaining light from within himself.
"You may not die from my hand," he said. "But when the day comes that you are torn down into nothing, still weakened by the wounds given to you on this day, remember that I was the one who gave them to you."
Gripping the ether like a knife, he screamed and lunged at Nolost, stabbing the shining blade as deeply as he could.
With a pulse of light, the lich was gone.
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The blast seared Dante's eyes. Yet the image of it floated across his vision: both the white lich and the entity disintegrating as the knife of light released its energy in one withering blast. He blinked and blinked, washing the nether across his eyes, groping out blindly though the shadows to try to confirm that what he'd thought he'd seen was real.
The sparks and ashes faded from his vision. Clouds of black smoke hung everywhere, but it wasn't enough to obscure the massive form of the entity. The lich had blown another chunk out of Nolost, but the entity wasn't dead, even if it was hanging in the air like it was. Smoke was still pouring from it like a house on fire even though the attack had ended some time ago, but a few of its tentacles were starting to twitch.
There was no trace of the lich except for a few stray embers of ether. As Dante watched, these dwindled away, and were gone.
"He's…" Dante said.
"Dead." Blays' spear hung from his hand. "It's just us now."
"But he might have bought us just enough time to finish Wessen." After a quick check that Gladdic was all right, Dante took hold of Blays and wheeled around to face Wessen, whose face was slack with horror.
An incredible experience, to destroy such a power. Nolost's voice dripped with satisfaction. His words were sluggish, almost slurred, as if he'd imbibed a drug. What it must feel like to destroy a whole world…I will need to prepare myself.
With no desire to arouse his spirits, Dante said nothing, steering them toward Wessen, who was now some ways in the distance. Gladdic pursued them, face stoic.
After a thing such as that, killing you will bring little satisfaction. But what must be done must be done.
Dante glanced behind him. Nolost was gathering himself, lumbering into motion, still spewing smoke behind him, bits and pieces of himself floating away. He had been badly mutilated by the Eiden Rane's pair of attacks, but Dante was not the slightest bit tempted to believe they might be able to kill him. He could only hope that all the damage would slow him down—or, even better, to have addled his mind—enough to allow them to reach the Chained God.
Yet the entity kept gathering speed. They were less than a quarter of the way to Wessen when it became clear the enemy would overtake them. Dante heard Gladdic whispering a prayer. The old man swung around to face Nolost, holding his place in the air.
Dante glanced at Blays, who nodded. Dante turned them around and moved to join the old man.
"What are you doing?" Gladdic said. "Get you to the god!"
"It would take minutes for us to kill him," Dante said. "You aren't going to hold that thing off for more than a few seconds."
The old man looked up, then back at Dante. He brought the ether to his hand and launched it at the entity. Beside him, Dante shaped the nether. He tried to find the place the lich had been attacking, but the front of Nolost had been so savaged that it was just a bunch of craters and scraps with nothing recognizable to target. So he simply chose the place of the entity that looked worst of all, on the thought that might mark the place where the lich had been focusing. If nothing else, it looked to be the weakest.
Blays leveled his spear. "Let's at least make him hurt. We may not be able to kill him. But if we beat him up enough, maybe someone else can finish the job."
Dante nodded. He didn't believe it, though. Even fighting alongside the Eiden Rane, it hadn't been enough to stand against Nolost. No one else on Rale could bring the lich's level of power to the field. At most, the injuries they inflicted on the entity might slow down his work a little.
In the end, though, it would make no difference at all.
Tentacles snapped toward them. Dante diverted some nether to them, dispersing a few, but continued to concentrate on the entity's body, counting on Blays to deal with the remainder. The spear blinked as he stabbed it into a cluster of limbs. A few reached through the mist produced by the destruction of the others, but Dante severed them just before they could grab Blays' arm.
I think I will take you as well, Nolost said. Absorb you into me and carry what little is left of your being with me as I unravel the last threads of your world.
He groped toward them again. Not just with his tentacles, but also with a wrinkled, soggy-looking thing that looked more like an extruded vital organ than a limb. Dante shot some nether past the tentacles and into whatever this new object was, but the shadows sank into it without a trace.
Dozens of limbs stretched toward them. For each one that Dante and Gladdic cut down another appeared behind it. Once they came within the reach of the spear, Blays held them at bay with wide but quick sweeps of its tip until one dived past his guard and snarled his arm. Others grabbed hold of Gladdic, replacements ensnaring him when he looked like he might free himself. Dante tried to draw himself away from them, but he couldn't turn around in time. They closed around him, biting and stinging.
They dragged him toward the damp, organ-like thing, which had stayed close to the main mass of Nolost. A seam opened on its top side, jetting vapor into the air. It cleared, revealing steaming yellow liquid. The entity was going to digest them.
Dante lashed out at the organ, hoping to puncture it before they were fed to it, but Nolost just lifted a wall of his own matter in front of it, absorbing Dante's efforts. The tentacles gripping him were wounding him in a score of different places as they reeled him in like a fish but he couldn't spare a drop of shadows to heal himself. He just managed to slash through all of the arms hanging onto him, but he had no time to turn himself around before another set snagged him.
It did delay his trip to the organ, however. Blays, though, had no way to fight loose, and was getting pulled steadily closer. Dante hacked through Blays' bonds, buying him several seconds, but that just meant Dante got dragged nearer to the organ in the meantime. He could smell it now, a tang both foully organic and sharply acidic, something that made his stomach want to empty itself even as his nostrils burned.
The pain was starting to cloud Dante's mind and he swept the nether over his skin and through his veins. Yellow liquid seeped over the rim of the organ and dribbled down its folds. Blays was getting close to it again and Dante cut him loose a second time. As he was finishing this, though, another batch of tentacles shot out from Nolost's torn-up body to assist those already grabbing Dante. He skidded forward several yards through the air.
Say goodbye to your gods, Nolost said. And remember that they are the reason you are here.
The limbs adjusted their path, pulling him higher, so that he would be held above the organ before being hauled or thrown down into it. The stench of it stung his throat and made his eyes water. All at once it overwhelmed him and he felt his head loll back as darkness swept over his eyes.
"Dante!"
Blays. Dante blinked. His head swam with vertigo as he realized he was directly above the organ. Gray lumps bobbed in the yellow filth. He chopped into the tentacles grasping at him, trying not to wail in despair.
A mote of light passed in front of him. It was likely no more than a stray bit of ether cast off by Gladdic, yet his eye felt drawn to it. He followed its course as it neared the black mass of Nolost, then blinked out.
Just beneath where the light had been, a white node the size of his fist sat embedded in the side of the entity.
Just a few minutes ago, before Dante had learned from the lich how to pull himself to the nether, it would have remained out of reach forever, and he would have been unable to do more than gaze at it in despair as he was pitched into the rancid, steaming pool. Now, though, he ripped the nether into the dark matter surrounding the white object, freeing it—and then reached into the ether within it, drawing it toward him.
"Light!" he shouted. "Link me to it!"
"This will be the last time I can do so," the light said from his pocket. "Then I will be gone."
"Do it!"
"Then it is done."
These were the last words the light of life would ever say. A bridge of beautiful light arced between Dante and the stone that now floated in the air before him. He had no time to waste: he brought the light within the lichstone to him, not in a trickle, but in a great flood. One moment, he was suspended there in Pholos, about to be cast down into the open stomach of the entity.
The next moment, he was somewhere else altogether.
Ether danced in the air. His surroundings were indistinct and white. Hazy objects drifted to all sides—some or all of them might even have been alive—but he only had eyes for the light in front of him. Unlike the others, it was as sharp as a dagger. It appeared like the frame of some incredible building, perhaps a cathedral designed by a god itself, but it was ever-shifting, with one set of patterns flowing into another as smoothly as water down a sluice.
There was no ground underfoot, but Dante found himself moving toward the ethereal frame the second he thought of doing so. As he approached it, a shimmer ran across it. Vaguely threatening.
"Come no closer." The voice was that of the lich, but clearer and purer, without the metallic ring that accompanied his physical form. "What is your purpose here?"
"Have you forgotten me already?" Dante said.
The flow of patterns slowed to a crawl. "Little sorcerer. Why are you here?"
"To make use of your power."
"Then restore me to it."
"I am not here to restore it to you," Dante said. "I am here to take it from you."
Another shimmer crossed over the framework of patterns. "But I fought for you."
"You fought for something else entirely. It matters not either way." He stepped closer.
Light glared from within the frame. "You failed once and if you try it again you will fail again. You lack the strength of will. If you had it, you would already be me."
The light rushed toward Dante. Though he'd been expecting it, it bulled into him, knocking him from his feet. It was almost past him already but he flung out his hand and grabbed hold of it. Its edges were harder than iron, cutting into his fingers, but he held fast even as it dragged him forward. He tried to climb onto it, but could do no more than cling to it as it soared through the haze of it.
It came to a total stop. The sudden death of its momentum should have thrown Dante like a doll, but he stopped without so much as rocking forward. The light he was gripping softened until his hand fell right through it. It leaped into the sky, looming above him like a falling tree—and then he was inside it.
Glowing bars surrounded him on all sides. The presence of the lich fell upon him like a boulder, driving him downward through the haze of light, threatening to crush him altogether.
"Return me to the world!" said the lich.
"But you won't help us," Dante said. "You'll take the portal. That's the only choice your will will let you make now."
"At last you seem to understand me."
"Because when I take on your power, I must not become you."
The lich rumbled and bore down on him. Dante knew that if he'd been in his physical body that his bones would have snapped and fractured. But they were here, a place of the mind, perhaps of the spirit, and though the lich still threatened to crush him, and then to rush past him, out of the prison of the lichstone and through the portal to the Realm of Nine Kings, Dante hadn't fallen yet.
He was still being forced down through the haze, though—and a gateway was clarifying below them, an inversion of the ones they were used to, a circle of light flecked with dark stars. Dante tried to push back harder and bring himself to a stop, but there was nothing for his hands or feet to get a hold on.
The doorway expanded below him. The lich was as relentless in this realm as he'd been in Rale, when he'd marched his army of Blighted across the land, and even the bed of the ocean, tireless, beyond all mortal capability. Dante had no Spear of Stars or its equivalent. What hope was to be had?
He sank lower still. His anger swelled in his throat and for a moment he stalled, inert in the air.
"That will not be enough," said the remnant of the lich.
The lich bore down harder. Dante felt himself quivering. As soon as he did so, a small part of his anger transmuted to doubt. But as soon as the first cracks appeared in the wall, the rest crumbled seconds later, and he was pulled down toward the portal again.
His anger spiked once more. This time as much toward himself as the lich. So what if he didn't have a Spear of Stars? He'd been the one who'd fought the gods for the spear. The lich had never done any such thing. The lich's goal, if he pushed his way out of the stone, was to run away. Dante was the only one left with any hope of stopping Nolost.
And the only thing standing between him and that possibility was someone who had put tens of thousands of innocents to death. Someone who Dante had already once put to death himself.
His descent slowed, dwindling to a halt. The lich tugged harder yet but Dante suspected he was nearing his limits. When the effort brought Dante just a few inches closer to the doorway, he smiled. A flare of contempt ignited in his chest. He came to a total stop.
"I will become what you once were," Dante said. "And I will banish Nolost from Rale."
He lifted his right hand, fingers spread wide, and moved his mind into the ever-shifting patterns that were trapping him like a cage. The sides of the cage bent inward toward him.
"Let me free," the lich said. "I have earned it!"
"You never believed in the right to earn a thing—only in the power to take it."
Dante trained the fire of his mind on the pattern before him. It was like a river coming to a cliff, and he was the pool at the bottom: it had no choice but to fall to him. It bent closer and closer until the patterns grew distorted.
"It is not yours!" the lich said. "I am the one that made this what it is!"
"It was given to you by Arawn, and you broke your compact with him. There is nothing here to honor."
Dante extended his hand and grabbed hold of the ether before him. He expected it to fight back, even to try to hurt him. Instead, it wove around him like a tame creature. He commanded it to him and it moved past his hand and down to his solar plexus.
His vision went golden as the ether joined him. As ether, it was harder for him to command, but its nature was of the nether, and that he was a master of. A hole opened in the opposite side of the cage as the ether continued to flow around the sides and into the center of his body.
At once, that which had already joined him threatened to burst him apart. For a moment he fought down panic—panic that, if he let it take him, would kill him then and there—and then he saw that the ether was misaligned to him, that its patterns must be made to mirror those specific to his flesh and the nether within it. He circulated it through his body, down to the marrow of his bones and out to his hair and fingernails, and everywhere he matched it to the patterns of his self.
The back wall of the cage was now gone altogether, the sides beginning to shrink as they poured inside him. Then there was only the wall behind him. It grew smaller as well.
"I don't know if there is a realm beyond for you," Dante said. "Goodbye."
The ether gave a dazzling flash as the last of it entered him. He thought he saw a vision of the lich not as the lich but as Bade, the young, ambitious mortal man. He looked frightened, but then his eyes fixed on something unseen, and a look of recognition settled over his face.
And then he was gone.
The gold in Dante's vision shattered like glass. He was back in the darkness of Pholos hanging above the putrid flesh-bowl filled with its boiling yellow soup. However long the taking of the light had seemed to take, everything was exactly where he'd last seen it.
He, however—
"What the fuck?" Blays was still struggling within a swarm of tentacles, but he looked far more alarmed by Dante. "What happened to you?!"
"I found the will to overcome." Dante's voice sounded different in his own ears.
He realized that he was still caught up in the limbs of the entity, too; the pain had been so minor that it had gotten lost in the rush of sensations of his return to the world of the physical. He beckoned to the shadows. They answered. They looked different, too. As black as ever, but somehow brighter. He whipped them through the arms, severing them in one cut. He had enough left over to rake them through the tentacles entrapping Blays, too.
The nether was different. When he called to it, it was almost like it was already there waiting for him. And when he wielded it, it was almost like it knew what he wanted it to do before he knew it himself.
"Nolost!" he said. "You are about to learn to fear death."
Shadows warped into his hands. The organ hung below him, bubbling away. Sensing his intentions, Nolost drew it back toward his body, but the nether leaped away from Dante, and he shaped it on the fly into an army of whirling blades. These splashed into the yellow liquid and gashed out the underside of the organ. It fell apart in a dozen different pieces, the liquid within it spraying in all directions.
Nolost yanked back the stump of it, concealing it within his body. Dante had already drawn forth more nether. He was about to resume his attack on the part of the entity he'd been assaulting before taking on the power of the lich, but something told him that wasn't right, that he should concentrate on an area twenty feet to the left of it.
He bent the nether that way instead. The blades glinted with specks of white as they sped toward their target and cut into it. Black vapor billowed from Nolost, who rolled over, trying to remove the new wounds from Dante's line of sight. Dante threw another wave of shadows at the entity anyway, and found he didn't need to be able to see his target to guide his bolts to it. He could have done so with his eyes closed.
More smoke blasted from Nolost's viscera. A chilling, groaning noise reverberated through the air. The entity curled on itself while flicking tentacles at Dante, but he knew they were no more than a diversion, and brushed them off with a few blades of nether. Nolost had managed to protect Dante's target from him, though, and a cold fury raced through his veins. If Nolost meant to shield the wound with his body, then Dante would just have to rip through his body until he carved his way back to it.
He both commanded the nether and launched it in a single movement. Arranging it into thick wedges, he slammed them into Nolost's side, spacing them out to cleave out more of his mass. As thick vapor surrounded him, enough to choke him, Dante wondered if he still needed to breathe.
The attack had scooped a hole out of the entity like a well-honed shovel. Some ether jumped past Dante, but it was just Gladdic incinerating some stray tentacles. Dante assembled another bunch of nethereal axe heads and hacked them into Nolost. So much vapor was floating around that he almost felt like he was in a nethereal version of the Mists.
It cleared enough for him to see he'd gouged a hole in Nolost deep enough for him to stand in. He glanced down at his hands. They were the same size as before, he thought, but they were glowing. Even without any nether in them, they shed a purple-black aura that made him look like he'd just emerged from another world. He looked frightening, didn't he? That's what Blays had reacted to when he'd returned.
He felt as if people should be frightened of him. He felt like he could now see inside of things, to the truth of their inner workings—and tear them apart. He had ascended into something he didn't know the limits of except that they were so vast that even he might be frightened of it. Was this what the lich had felt like, all the time? It was no wonder he'd planned to wipe the world clean and create a better one. Especially once he'd had time to learn to wield the full extent of the powers he'd taken for himself.
All in due time. For now, he had an entity to crush.
He called a new round of nether. He had just launched it when Nolost, who had continued to roll over onto his side, began to soar away. He smiled. The entity was retreating from him: it was afraid. He could destroy it, couldn't he? End the assault on Rale here and now.
The entity was fast, but the nether was much faster. It slammed into the enemy's flank, sloughing off another slab of whatever it was that made up its flesh. It didn't appear to be a vital part of Nolost, yet the entity shuddered and slowed.
Dante sailed toward it, pulling himself smoothly through the nether, far faster than he'd been able to before. Nolost leaned further into his turn but this only let Dante catch up to him even quicker. He raked the entity with more shadows. Great as he was in size, how much of him had the lich, and now Dante, carved away from him? A fifth or more? To kill him, would Dante have to reduce him to nothing? Or would he break apart much sooner than that?
"What does it look like when an entity dies?" he said. "Is it a grand spectacle, like a bursting star? Or do you simply leave a dead and cooling body behind, no different in the end than a mortal?"
As he drew closer, he angled to his right, putting himself between Nolost and the portals. Nolost broke away from him, trailing smoke as Dante sliced off another part of the entity's stern. A clump of tentacles lashed at Dante. He uprooted them like weeds. The attack was so trivial to fend off that it didn't even manage to delay the one he'd been preparing. He loosed another volley of nethereal wedges, watching them cross the void with satisfaction.
Something leaped at him through the vapor left behind by the tentacles. Another limb. It was as long and thin as the others but more rigid and its tip was shiny and pointed. Dante hacked at it with the shadows but was only able to cut halfway through it. Then it was upon him, stabbing him in the chest.
A sickly heat shot through his body. He could feel a terrible poison pumping through his veins.
Now I will absorb you too, Nolost said. Just as I did to him.
Dante pulsed the nether inside himself. He was clothed, and so couldn't see it, but he knew that black lines were spreading up and down his blood vessels, just as they'd done with the lich. The lich's solution had been to cut off the poisoned part of himself—and even that hadn't worked.
Dante moved to the source of it, enfolding the venom in shadows. Yet they slid right off it. He rushed out to the periphery instead, focusing on the thinnest and weakest of the little black tentacles expanding within him, but he couldn't get a grasp on these either. Nolost was turning to come at him and Dante fled, pulling himself through the nether.
He swept the shadows through his veins again. Nothing; the nether couldn't get any purchase at all. But he had the ether, too—including the light of life itself. He found this within himself, drawing it out and sending it to the fringes of the still-spreading venom. It met the toxin with a sizzle that felt like he was being roasted from the inside.
It quenched the venom, though. As if aware of his efforts, an arm of the black poison reached toward his heart. Dante raced to meet it with the ether, touching the light to it just before it could slip through one of his valves. The two elements wrestled against each other, deadlocked. Dante's command grew shaky—he'd never been much for the ether, and the light of life, though potent, was even harder to guide—yet just as he feared it would falter, the light surged forward, snuffing out the venom.
The ether rolled smoothly down his veins, away from his heart, but its momentum grew sluggish as it neared the site of the sting. Dante set his mind behind it and pushed it onward until it came to the wound, where it neutralized the last of the venom.
You recovered from one, the entity said. Let us see if you can recover from twelve.
Eleven more of the long, rigid limbs unfolded from his body. He must have been building them as Dante had been attacking him, enduring the injuries knowing he'd soon have something to kill Dante with. Even his "retreat" had likely been a ruse to make Dante overconfident, to lure him in while stripping him of any suspicions.
He slung the nether at one of the venomous limbs, but Nolost simply retracted it into his body and let his outer hull absorb the attack. He hadn't been able to cut through the first one that had attacked him, but he hadn't focused his full strength on it, either. If Nolost attacked him with all dozen at once, Dante thought, maybe, he could sever three or four of them. He had, with some trouble, been able to purge himself of the venom of a single sting.
Contending with eight of them would be the death of him.
All things contain at the moment of their creation both their peak and their fall. Nolost sailed toward him, holding his new limbs against his sides. In your case, the two will be just minutes apart.
Dante streamed away as fast as he could, firing nether behind him. Nolost let it slam right into him. There was only one thing left to do, then. Dante reoriented himself toward Wessen and launched the shadows at the god's heart. As he looked more closely, though, Dante's spirits sank. Wessen's heart was still exposed, but whether through his sorcery, or his divine abilities, the wound Blays had cut into it had healed over, leaving the organ untouched.
The god had been hanging from his chains, unconscious, but he stirred as the nether struck him, grimacing in annoyance. It wasn't going to be nearly enough. Even the White Lich hadn't been able to pierce the god's heart quickly enough, and for as much raw power as Dante might have taken on, he had nothing like the lich's knowledge of how to wield it.
But maybe he could still figure that out.
He reached inside himself, spreading across the pattern of ether within him and spooling it out from his core. The spark of it drew Wessen's eye; he gazed at Dante dully, exhausted. Shakily, Dante extracted more yet, stopping when he could feel it about to start slipping away from him.
A ball of light spun in the air before him as he soared toward Wessen. He held the ball in his mind, stretching it from its top and bottom, further and further, until it resembled a javelin—or a lightning bolt. It shimmered, dimming, but then swelled so bright he could barely look at it. Dante took it in his hand and lifted it high.
It flickered again. Cracks ran up and down its pearled surface. Heart hammering, he made to throw it, but it was already crumbling apart between his fingers, the light sifting down through the air and returning to his body. Frantically, he grabbed for it again, but no more than a few motes of it answered his call, dangling before him before disappearing back inside him.
Wessen, having watched all this with fearful concern, now laughed.
A couple of tentacles lashed at Dante, stretching to their limit and then withdrawing just as he was about to obliterate them. Nolost was testing his range. In desperation, Dante pounded on Wessen's heart with the nether again. He was almost upon the god—but the entity was almost upon him.
Wessen glared down on him, some life entering the god's eyes. Then Dante was right before him. He noted, numbly, that he'd barely scratched Wessen's heart. Anything more would be futile. There was nothing left to do but turn toward Nolost.
Death, Nolost said. Nothing more.
He flicked a single tentacle at Dante. It would have hit him if Dante hadn't cut it apart. Nolost made an inscrutable noise, drifting to a halt. The entity was chewed-up and tattered but it was still enormous, dizzyingly so, enough that a part of Dante couldn't believe he was standing off against such a being, and that this must be no more than a manic dream.
But the hardened, venom-tipped limbs that thrust out from Nolost's body were very real.
Dante had already gathered as much nether as he could hold and he launched it forth. This time, rather than trying to chop through the tough and much thicker arms, he punched the shadows into the very tips of the stingers, looking to blunt them.
He smashed many of them—hard to say if some were fully disabled or just damaged—and would have gotten a couple more if a chunk of his nether hadn't sailed past his targets. He drew more, doubting he'd get to use it. The stingers strove forward as the nether streaked toward Nolost.
At the last moment, he bent it toward the base of a limb he'd left fully undamaged. The shadows crashed into it, clipping it off just feet from Nolost's body. It started to disintegrate, starting where it had been cut short and moving up its stem.
Yet the severed limb continued to move toward him. The others were a heartbeat away and he threw what he could at them but most of his attention was locked onto the cut limb as he grabbed hold of the nether within it and pulled it to him. He flung himself at it, bear-hugging it, just avoiding impaling himself on its tip. Using its mass as leverage, he swing himself around to face Wessen.
One of the stingers clunked into the one he was wrapped around. Another jabbed him in the calf, which went numb, then felt as if it had caught fire. He seized the nether in front of himself and clambered forward as fast as he could. Another limb stabbed into his back. It hurt like he was being dissolved—maybe he was—but he had no time to tend to it with the ether.
Wessen's huge face hung over him like the moon. "No! Kill him, entity!! Kill him now!"
Another stinger clicked into the one Dante was riding while one more gored him in the side. Venom trickled up and down his body. He glanced back. Smoke rushed up the limb he was riding as it continued to fall apart. If he'd had to pull it by himself, he never would have made it. But it still had much of its initial momentum.
Wessen tried to pull away at the last second, as he'd done to Blays earlier, when Blays was trying to deepen the wound. But Dante wasn't aiming for any specific part of the god's heart. It was so huge that, despite Wessen's contortions, Dante was still able to drive the stinger into the left side of it mid-beat.
Wessen screamed. His heart shuddered. The head of the stinger burst into vapor beneath Dante as the last of the limb dissolved. He kicked himself around just in time to throw a hail of nethereal darts into the tips of two of Nolost's limbs right before they could stab him again. His entire body throbbed. He moved into the ether within himself and sent it to the spreading tendrils of venom in his side and back, ignoring his leg.
He glanced back and froze. Wessen's heart was beating fast, but it looked unharmed. Another pair of stingers were stabbing toward Dante. He didn't have time to cut one of them close enough to the base to jab Wessen a second time. He could only demolish their tips. Nolost, guessing what was on his mind, withdrew by several yards.
The venom pushed deeper up Dante's veins with every beat of his heart. Fighting to quell its spread, he thought he heard himself scream.
But it wasn't his voice. It was that of the Chained God.
His heart had grown a spiderweb of black lines. The gaps between the lines shrunk as each of the lines thickened.
Wessen looked up from his heart to meet Dante's eye. "What have you done to me?"
Dante choked out the words. "What I had to."
A clap of thunder made him wince. Wessen was jerking at his chains of neuma and soma, fighting so hard to free himself that he tore open ancient scars around the wounds. Thunder rattled again, louder and louder, as red and blue lights flashed in the distance. Gladdic and Blays had been maneuvering around Nolost all this time, Gladdic harassing the entity with ether, but they'd come to a stop, looking about themselves. Even Nolost hung motionless, uncertain.
Wessen screamed harder, first in agony, then from something much different. With a sickening pop and crunch, he pulled his right arm free of the beams of light that pierced it. His right leg followed, then his left. His face had gone white as a cloud, the cords on his neck bulging like they might tear loose, too. Getting his right hip loose was the worst of them all.
Finished, he looked down at himself. His body was so bloody and mangled it was hard to look at. Flesh hung in tatters, and in several places Dante could see exposed bone, a godly version of how the lich had looked when he'd forced his way back to life.
But for the first time, Dante saw no pain in Wessen's eyes.
Wessen closed them. "I am free."
His body began to glow. The light was green and warm like summer morning sunlight on the leaves and even when it was so bright it made Dante's eyes water he couldn't look away from the beauty of it. Wessen was soon no more than a silhouette within it. The silhouette became a shifting rainbow, and though Dante saw no coherent images within it, he somehow knew it was an expression of time, an unimaginably long one, that had first been filled with wonder and joy, and then became only constant pain punctured by unbearable agony.
Except at the very end. When the release from it had been sweeter than any of the moments he'd known before that pain began.
The rainbow went black, and Wessen was gone. The outline of his body remained and Dante almost thought he could see the silhouettes of mournful faces gazing back through the hole in the world. Then the green light faded, and nothing remained.
A roar of thunder ripped through Pholos.
You don't know what you have just done.
"Well whatever it is," Blays said, "you don't sound happy about it!"
The entity swiveled a part of itself toward Blays and lunged forward, opening a beak-like mouth from what had been a featureless lump a moment before. More thunder pealed, the loudest yet, and the air itself shook as soma and neuma burst forth just a few hundred feet away. Nolost stopped and swiveled a part of himself toward the two portals behind him. After a long stare, he rushed away at an angle from them, the darkness of his form blending into the darkness of the environment around him.
"Where did he just run off to?" Blays said.
"He must not have liked what awaited him in either of the portals," Gladdic said. "And I do not like what awaits us here if we delay any longer."
He made way toward Kelen, towing Blays along with him. Dante had managed to clear the sting in his side from his blood, but the one in his back was still working its way up his torso, toward his heart and head. The light of life had slipped from his grip. He felt his body tightening as he tried to take it up again.
"Dante!" Blays yelled. "What are you doing?"
Dante tried to answer but his jaw was locked. The darkness reached toward his heart. Above him, a crack raced across the sky, gleaming redly. The thunder was more frequent now, almost continuous. Another crack opened far beneath him. Pholos was falling apart much faster than he'd imagined, and they still needed to get through not one but two different portals before they were home.
"Dante!"
With an internal shudder, he coaxed the ether out from the depths of his self and sent it up his darkening veins. Where it found the venom the two forces wrapped around each other like dueling snakes. The ether kept climbing higher, yet shivered to a stop just outside his heart. He could barely expand his lungs and his vision was starting to narrow.
The crack in the sky pulled apart. Its edges were still an angry red but its interior was black and so empty that it made Dante even dizzier to look at. More seams in the fabric were unraveling in all directions. Dante closed his eyes and silently screamed.
The ether popped upwards and he sent it crashing into the thick tendril of venom that hung just below his heart. The light poured over it, surrounding it. The venom slid loose, plummeting down through his veins and flushing away.
Freed of his paralysis, Dante gasped for air. He still had the sting to his leg to contend with, but he struck out toward the portal, relaying himself forward through the nether with most of his mind while trying to maneuver the ether down through himself to the black, worm-like substance reaching up his thigh toward his hip.
Blays floated in front of the portal to Yent. "What were you doing?!"
"Not dying," Dante said. "Now quit waiting for me, will you? You're going to have to drag Kelen all the way down the tunnel!"
Blays sucked air through his teeth, then nodded. Gladdic steered them forward, and the three of them vanished through the doorway.
A red line appeared not ten feet in front of Dante and he had to swerve hard to avoid the spreading emptiness. As he passed by it, a wailing sound passed from within it. He couldn't tell if it was the wind or something far worse.
Something flew past his face so fast he didn't hear it until it was right on top of him. The heat of a flaming rock flashed across his face. Others streaked like shooting stars across the void, which was now striped everywhere with red.
He came to the portal and was for a moment deeply confused if it was the one to Yent or the one to the Realm that Wessen had opened for the lich. Another rock whizzed behind him and he ducked his head. He took one last look behind him, out at the collapse of Pholos, heart of Olastar, the world that linked all others together. Then he stepped through the portal.
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After the lightness of Pholos, he staggered under his full weight. The walls of the tunnel were manic with the motion of the stars, which skipped every which way, searching for a way out that wasn't there.
The others were nearing the far end, Blays carrying Kelen by his arms while Gladdic stooped under the weight of his legs. Dante hurried after them, catching up as they stepped through the other end of the portal.
A lush, warm jungle snapped into place around them. Dante found himself looking up at two very threatening-looking gods waiting a short distance from the portal. They relaxed, just a little, as they saw the four mortals.
Blays laid Kelen on the grass. "He's hurt. Hurry!"
Carvahal crossed to them more quickly than seemed possible. He waved his hand over Kelen. "His mind is no longer with him." He passed his hand over Kelen's face. "Then you were able to escape from him, at least?"
"Nolost?" Dante said. "We held him off. Carvahal, we killed Wessen. Olastar is collapsing as we speak."
Carvahal looked up in wonder. "You did it? Truly?" Then he blinked, looking at Dante square on. "You took it onto yourself. The lichstone."
"It was a good thing I didn't have you destroy it. And I have the feeling it's going to come in very handy in purging the rest of Nolost's armies."
"Incredible. Incredible!" Nether spiraled from Carvahal's hand and into Kelen. "Want to know the truth? I didn't ever think you'd pull it off. I just wanted to give you the glory of dying in the try."
The last of the shadows sank into Kelen's brow. His eyes flew open, and he jerked upright. "Did we do it?"
"Wessen's dead," Blays said. "It's all falling apart."
Kelen sat stunned, blinking. Tears fell from his eyes. "It's over. It's finally over. The rest of my people can live in peace."
"We would never have reached Pholos without your aid," Gladdic said. "You saved not just your own people, but ours as well."
"You played something of a part yourselves," Kelen said wryly. "Thank you for coming to find me in Gharadain. I never thought I'd see this day."
Behind them, a ripple passed over the face of the portal. Dante's eyes widened. "Time to leave. Thank you for everything, Carvahal. I'm sure there was more than we'll ever know."
The god smiled. "Get back to your world, mortals. It's yours alone now."
Blays lifted his hand in farewell. Maralda, who'd stayed silent, did the same. Dante looked to the others, then jogged to the other portal. He supposed that, before they'd reentered Pholos, he should have asked Maralda to set up another one back to Narashtovik, or somewhere close to Nak and the others. But it was too late for that now. Anyway, they'd ridded Rale of the entity. Their task wasn't over yet, but they'd have time to find their way home in the end.
Maralda shouted in shock. Dante glanced back, stumbling at what he saw. Darkness was flooding out of the portal they'd come to Yent through, a thick vapor that roiled across the ground like a deadly poison. Carvahal's face was bent into a snarl and he surrounded his hands with a terrifying light. Nolost ignored him, emerging from the portal in a sudden burst.
The entity sped straight toward Dante. Carvahal ripped into it from the side, black smoke blooming between the trees, but Nolost didn't swerve an inch.
Dante threw himself to the side and jabbed nether into Nolost's fore. Light glared from Gladdic's hand and Blays' spear. Yet the entity was unconcerned with any of them. It beelined for the portal. As soon as Nolost's leading edge touched the doorway, it pulled the rest of him through in one big slurp.
"This feels so much like an ambush from the other side," Blays said.
"We have to go anyway," Dante said. "The tunnels could tear apart at any second."
He braced himself and dashed through the doorway. Tentacles snapped at him, scraping his arms and the side of his face as he turned it away, but Nolost wasn't slowing down. His body was so big it filled the passage from floor to ceiling and Dante's stomach dropped at the thought that he might simply sit in the exit until the moment the portal collapsed.
The stars on the walls were all packed in a ring around the portal behind him, bashing themselves senselessly against it. The floor shook violently, throwing the three of them from their feet. A crack opened under Dante's right hand and he yanked it back before it could be annihilated.
Blays had managed to turn his fall into a somersault, and he vaulted to his feet and sprinted after Nolost, cutting down a couple of tentacles as they came at him. The floor shook harder, staggering him into the left wall.
Dante ran after him. Rends were opening up and down the tunnel, and instead of inky blackness they became dark mirrors, showing dim images of Olastarians, people of Rale, and others that Dante had never seen before. Dante knew somehow that the people were all real, and that the images were not just from the past, but also of the future—though of course there was none for Olastar, and Rale's was still uncertain.
You thought you could expel me, didn't you? Nolost said. Pathetic, rot-brained dullards! You have only insured you will never be free of me.
He came to the far doorway, hanging before it, tentacles swaying as if in a wind, almost like he was waving at them, mocking them. Then he entered it, and it pulled him forward with unnatural speed, delivering him back into their world.
Blays leaped over a hole in the floor that showed an image of an old woman sweeping her floor, the dust twinkling in amber rays of sunlight. The ground rattled as Dante neared the hole and he had to throw himself to the side to stop himself from falling into it. Ash-like flakes fell from the ceiling as Gladdic grabbed the collar of Dante's cloak, helping him back to his feet even as Gladdic ran forward.
The last of Nolost's vast bulk vanished through the portal. The surface of it began to bubble like water being brought to a boil. Holes were opening all across the floor and Dante had to juke back and forth with every step, glancing constantly between his feet and their surroundings.
It had all been fairly quiet until then, with little more than hissing noises, their own footsteps, and the whoosh of a draft down a hallway, but there now came an unsteady and inhuman moaning, as if Olastar itself was mourning its own death.
Blays came to the last doorway and turned to watch them.
"Go!" Dante yelled.
Blays stood vigil where he was. The roof was now falling in shards while the once-placid stars streaked madly in random vectors. In a few more seconds there would be more gaps in the floor than solid ground.
Even as Dante had this thought, the ground just ahead of him wholly fell apart, leaving nothing but the mirror-like visions all the way from the left wall to the right. He stared at the gap dumbly as the moans of the tunnel shifted to a terrified whine.
Blays lifted his spear, preparing to try to vault the hole and then vault back across it carrying Gladdic and Dante with him, an effort that would all but certainly result in the death of all three of them.
"Don't!" Dante said.
Before Blays could disobey him, Dante reached into both walls. He didn't know how he did it. Instead the knowledge shot up from some hidden part of his mind. The walls appeared locked in form, as solid as stone. But even stone could be moved: and the walls, after all, were no more than nether and ether.
He pulled them downward, opening voids to right and left. And laid the two elements out before him, in a path reaching all the way to the portal, where Blays waited on a thin ledge that hadn't yet collapsed.
Dante bounded onto the path without bothering to test it. It was solid as stone, just as he'd known it would be.
"How did you know how to do that?" Gladdic said as they approached the portal.
"Because the lich did," Dante said.
Blays grinned and ducked through the doorway. Dante again prepared himself for battle as he leaped headlong in behind Blays. Yet as he popped out the other side, thudding into the ground and knocking the wind from himself, Nolost wasn't waiting there.
The entity soared into the sky above the swamps, tentacles and tatters fluttering behind it like a disgraced battle flag.
Heat rushed over Dante's back as the portal exploded behind them. An invisible boot kicked him so hard he flew back to the ground. All the world seemed to sway hard back and forth, as if all of its tethers had been severed except for a single thread that it now hung from. Dante was seized with a sense of vertigo even worse than when they'd first entered Gothon and he'd looked up to see the land hanging over him. The world jostled and tilted and just when it seemed like the last tether must be ready to snap, the jolts softened, then came to a stop—although the hectic sloshing of the swamp confirmed that it it had been more than in his head.
Dante sat up. His ears were ringing and his head hurt but when he looked inside himself he saw no major harm.
"He's right, isn't he?" Blays collected himself, wincing, and pulled himself to his feet. "We didn't expel him from Rale. We trapped him in it."
Dante pounded his fist into his thigh. "Why didn't he just go back to the Becoming?"
"He surely tried," Gladdic said. "He was searching for a way back to it when he flew away from us in Pholos. But whatever he tried failed. His only choice was to travel to the Realm, or back here—and he knew that if he dared set the feet he does not have into the Realm, the gods would never stop hunting him until he was dead."
"But if he's trapped in Rale, he'll have to stop trying to destroy it."
"He will do no such thing. His existence does not depend on Rale's; if it ceases to be, he will still be there. Even if it would hurt him to destroy it, he would still do it. Does he seem to you a being of reason? He must destroy. He has no choice."
"That means we did all this for nothing. We exterminated another world, and cut ourselves off from the gods forever, and it didn't change a thing."
Blays gave him a scornful look. "Did that blast liquefy your brain? We might be cut off from the gods, but that means Nolost is cut off from the Becoming. He can't bring anything new here. He might not even be able to keep inflicting his plagues."
"But we're still going to have to kill him."
"As I said, he will not stop," Gladdic said. "But we have disarmed him of many of the weapons he once wielded."
"So we're still screwed," Blays said. "But maybe not quite as hard as before. That leaves one question, then. How the hell do we kill an entity?"
Dante shook his head. "Whatever the answer is, I don't think we've even come close yet." He paused, staring unfocusedly out at the birds and flies winging around through the swamp. "The Burdan rah Saylan."
"The what-burden? What's that?"
"I don't know."
"But you're the one that just said it."
"No, he did not," Gladdic said. "It was the lich."
"And he—I," Dante said, "believe it's the key to the entity's death."
"Wonderful," Blays said. "Nolost must be quivering in fear of our gibberish word that we know nothing about."
"It's more than we had a minute ago. Look, it's not like the lich is actually here. I can't ask him things, or stroll around his memories like a library. But even a fragment is a lot better than nothing."
"Repeat the words?" Gladdic said.
"Burdan rah Saylan?"
The old man murmured something to himself. "The words are not Tanarian. For that reason I do not believe them to be Inarian, either. If anything, they sound to my ear to be Quannish."
Dante jerked up his head. "They are."
"Let me guess," Blays said. "You don't know what that is, either."
"It's…a people. An old one. And if they're still alive, they're on the other side of those mountains."
"Is that where we're going, then? Because that'll take weeks."
"I think we've bought ourselves enough time," Dante said. "We know we can't kill the entity as it is. Which means that we have to stay hidden from it until we can."
"I suppose there's nowhere better to keep out of sight than a place we've never heard of that might not even exist anymore."
"I'll inquire with Nak and see if any of our monks know about Burdan rah Saylan or if the Quannish are still alive. I might even see about organizing another expedition to the Houkkallis to find whatever knowledge they might have preserved there. We'll need to send messengers to as many other kingdoms as we can to let them know how best to fight back now."
"Which is?"
"I'm not sure yet. But I don't think it will take long to learn how Nolost intends to do away with us now that we've robbed him of so many weapons. If we're very lucky, we've hurt him badly enough that he'll have to go into hiding until he recovers." He took a breath. "But it's hard not to be disappointed. This was supposed to be the end of it."
Blays shrugged. "But we still did it, didn't we? We weren't supposed to have any chance of stopping Nolost. Humans can't fight back against an entity, especially an entity that's been sent by the gods. But we beat fate. The war isn't over yet—but at least we're no longer doomed. From now on, our fate depends entirely on what we do next."
As ever, it felt good to have a plan, even one as tenuous as theirs. And it did feel thrilling to have overturned the fate that Carvahal had seen for them, a destiny that would have led, just a few days from now, into being tortured for a subjective eternity before their then-merciful annihilation. It wasn't over, no. But after being pushed to the edge of the cliff, they'd fought their way back from it.
Lightning tore through the sky. Red. Nolost's. Dante waited for a followup, but when it came, he couldn't tell if it was any weaker than the first, or if either of the bolts was weaker than the storms they'd seen in the past. What would it mean if what they'd done hadn't diminished Nolost as much as they thought it would? Or if, even with the entity so diminished, they still failed to stop it? Then two worlds would be lost, and it would all be their doing.
Kelen had been certain the dalaxa system was permanent, unkillable, as fixed as the stars, and so destroying Olastar not only wasn't a crime, it was a virtue. Dante wasn't so sure. It was true that it had already endured for thousands of years, and the power of the dalax looked unimpeachable—for those controlled by it loved being controlled by it, and would kill you if you tried to take it from them.
But when history ran long enough, both the most glorious and the most strangling of empires would fall in the end. He'd seen it in Rale, in their long looks into the past, along with the tales they'd unearthed. There were still Olastarians in Etis, sure. And with their enemies defeated, it was likely that they'd thrive, and become many over time.
But there was no more Olastar. And there was no knowing the future he'd helped take from it.
"Well," Dante said. "Shall we get moving?"
Blays' mouth fell open. "Really? After all that, you want us to do more paddling?"
"I just want to get a few miles away from this spot. I very much doubt Nolost himself wants to come back for us right now, but he may send something else to finish us while we're weak."
Blays nodded the most exhausted nod possible.
Though it felt like a small eternity since they'd left the swamps to kill Wessen, it in fact had been less than an hour. Somehow, though, their canoe had gone missing. Obliged to harvest a new one, Dante hunted around the island until he found a small tree right for the task, then set to work, summoning the nether and feeding it into the tree. The smell of fresh bark arose as the would-be canoe expanded across the ground.
About halfway through, the flow of nether slowed. Dante tugged at it, annoyed, but no matter how much he urged it to him, it remained a thin trickle. When he looked into the cracks in the earth and the leaves, he couldn't find any more there.
Puzzled, he reached further away from himself and found plenty. With it, he soon completed the canoe, though the shadows were growing thin again by the end. In the moment, he dismissed it as just him being tired after a long day.
But the world had changed far more than he knew—in ways that would doom their last venture before it began.

FROM THE AUTHOR
 
We are, at last, nearing the end. There's just one book left before this series is finished. If you'd like to make sure you hear when the final book is out, please sign up for my mailing list.
 
Also, if you're looking for more in the world in the meantime, I've started a prequel series about Cally as a young boy called The Cycle of the Scour. The first book in that series is titled The Sealed Citadel.
 
For more regular updates, or if you'd like to just hang around, check out my website at edwardwrobertson.com or my Facebook at facebook.com/edwardwrobertson
 
- Ed
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